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      “Stop slouching, Rhyan. You look like a commoner.” My father glared from across the litter, his icy aura biting as he spoke. One hand was tightened around the scroll he’d been reading while the other gripped the hilt of the sword at his waist. Shining black leather covered the handle, which led to a blade he had forced me to sharpen and polish myself under his watch before breakfast.

      I’d been trapped inside this litter with him for five fucking hours since, and for days we’d been moving through the sweltering southern heat of the Empire. I wouldn’t have necessarily called what my body was doing “slouching,” but I’d broken decorum as far as noble posture went and had let myself slip, appearing less than perfect as the son of an Imperator.

      A pit formed in my stomach as I tried to assess how angry he was. I couldn’t tell. The energy of his rage never matched the degree of what I had or hadn’t done. Still, I moved to sit straighter, to roll my shoulders back. It didn’t guarantee he wouldn’t take further action, but not acquiescing definitely meant he would retaliate. Beads of sweat rolled down the length of my spine as I adjusted myself, and I fought the urge to wipe them away and scratch at the itch increasing beneath my tunic under his careful watch.

      But even as the temperature continued to rise, the suffocating heat was nothing to the auric stab of ice provided by my father, Arkasva Hart, High Lord of Glemaria, Imperator to the North, one of the three most powerful men in the Empire of Lumeria.

      “Rhyan, you are Heir Apparent to Ka Hart, the noblest of Kavim. You’re nineteen years old, three months away from participating in the Revelation Ceremony. Three months away from becoming useful in this Godsdamned society. By the Gods, learn to act like it.”

      Or else. The unspoken threat, always present behind his words, sliced through me. His aura expanded, so cold it burned as painfully as the sun beating down on our travels. From a stab of ice it had grown to a full-on storm that forced me to sit back in my seat.

      Despite the freeze, I was no cooler than I’d been before. Every word out of his mouth, every mention of my upcoming Revelation Ceremony, was a lie he maintained for the sake of appearances. And every mention of it made me want to crawl out of my skin, made me feel like I was going to burst with insanity. As if I didn’t already want to explode with rage at any given moment of the day.

      My power, my magic, my strength as a soturion—a warrior of Lumeria—had been bound inside of me only moments after it had been revealed in an early, secret ceremony.

      The unbinding had taken place on the morning of my nineteenth birthday at the stark end of winter. Snow had still coated the grounds of Glemaria, though the temperature had risen significantly. Instead of wishing me a happy birthday or celebrating the fact that I was eligible to participate in the next Revelation Ceremony, coming into both my title as Heir Apparent and my power, he’d declared I was old enough for the blade, ready to take any additional punishments—or lessons as he liked to call them—like a man.

      As if to prove he was stronger than me even with my power unleashed, he’d decided I was to be unbound early. Illegally. But when you were second in power to the Emperor of Lumeria, some rules didn’t apply. For every other nineteen-year-old of the Empire, this ceremony was to be performed at the end of summer and before witnesses—before an Imperator. Technically, I supposed, we’d fulfilled that part of the obligation.

      My father had brought Glemaria’s ancient Arkmage into my bedroom to perform the ceremony. I’d thought I’d still have months to go before I’d be cut, before I’d make the choice to become a soturion and earn my blade. I’d thought I’d be doing this alongside my friends, the future Soturi of Ka Glemaria. But, as usual, I’d been alone.

      The Arkmage had had a dagger ready for me before my eyes had been fully cleared of sleep. He’d made the slice to my left arm, my blood dripping into the bowl of fire the old man had conjured as I’d said the words and the Birth Bind had been removed. The first part of my oath complete.

      It had taken only seconds for it to happen. For the worst to come. For my vorakh to reveal itself.

      Forbidden magic. Cursed. Taboo. A blight. An embarrassment. Vorakh was the only magic absolutely illegal in the Empire, the kind of magic that rogue hunters pursued. And I’d been “gifted” with the worst of the three. The one that was most impossible to hide when it revealed itself.

      Not mind reading. Not seeing visions. I could travel—appear and reappear anywhere at any time, but without any control.

      As if my father had needed another reason to despise me, needed another thing to find wrong with me, or another basis for his belief that I was a plague on his name, on our Ka. The moment the golden light of the Birth Bind had disappeared, my body had vanished from his sight and reappeared, leaving me dizzy and nauseated. Terror had raced through my veins before I could process what had happened, before I could let my father’s hateful words sink in.

      And then, just like that, I was gone.

      One second, I’d been in my bedroom, and the next, my stomach had twisted, and I’d found myself on the cliffs of the mountains behind the fortress, my bare feet crunching in the snow beside a pack of sleeping gryphons. Next, I’d traveled to a stranger’s home in an empty living room with a roaring fire, the sounds of a family preparing breakfast in the adjoining kitchen. I’d then returned to under my father’s roof, sweating, scared, on the verge of vomiting, and confused as to how I’d traveled so quickly. I hadn’t known what to do, how to stop it from happening again.

      I had been terrified of being discovered, terrified it would happen again, terrified of where my body would fall next. But I couldn’t move, my limbs were shaking, my muscles raw. Exhaustion had taken over me almost immediately, and I’d collapsed to my knees before I’d been able to assess my surroundings, retreat, or escape.

      My father’s guards had been everywhere, searching every inch of the fortress and its grounds for me. They’d bound me in rope and dragged me before my Arkasva and Imperator in the Seating Room where he’d perched on his golden chair like it truly was a throne. He’d told everyone I’d ran away that morning, that I was a coward who feared becoming a man on my birthday. Only three of us had known the truth: me, him, and the Arkmage. Only the three of us had known I had vorakh. A secret that was deadly. If anyone else—like Emperor Theotis—ever learned of it, I would be executed. So would my father.

      The thought, I hated to admit, was almost appealing. Almost. Despite my hatred for him, I wasn’t ready to sacrifice my life to end his. Not yet.

      The Emperor had executed an entire Ka years earlier for concealing a vorakh in their family. Ka Azria, the noble rulers in the south, had been a warning across Lumeria, though not one I’d ever thought I'd have to heed. But now it was, and on that morning, I knew what my father was thinking because for once, I was thinking it, too.

      We could be next.

      I’d barely been unbound a quarter of an hour before he’d forced the Arkmage to put the Birth Bind back on, trapping my magic inside me. This reversal spell was not commonly—or ever, really—done, but it had been my father’s order, and so the Arkmage had done it. And then my father had made the Arkmage swear to tell no one on pain of death.

      “I will take this secret to my grave, your highness,” he’d said, his eyes pleading.

      “Yes, you will,” my father had said calmly.

      When he’d pulled out a dagger, I’d expected him to make us all swear a blood oath.

      He’d put the blade through the Arkmage’s heart instead before ordering me to get dressed and attend my birthday breakfast as if nothing had happened. Over eggs and coffee, he’d told his court of the tragic passing of the ancient man. And that had been that. A new Arkmage had been anointed by nightfall. We’d never spoken of it again.

      I hated the lie. Hated how unaffected my father had been. Hated how for months, I’d lain awake at night, itching and feeling farther than Lethea with the power that had been unleashed and so quickly trapped back inside me.

      Now, as he stared from across the litter, I bit the inside of my cheek, pushing my shoulders back farther and puffing my chest up. His dark eyebrows narrowed to a V as he watched me—judged me—but he said nothing.

      I felt my skin crawling, just waiting for his next insult, his next command, his next—

      “Better, your highness?” I asked, unable to stand the tension.

      The deep lines around his mouth deepened as he frowned, his eyes continuing to assess my posture. “Were you addressed just now?” His thumb stroked the sword’s hilt at his waist, a gentler caress than I’d ever seen him use on anyone or anything with a living, beating heart.

      I coughed. “No, your highness.”

      “Then shut your mouth.”

      My lips pursed, but I did as my Arkasva, as my Imperator bid. I shut my mouth as I stared at the green velvet curtains embroidered with silver gryphons covering each of our windows. These windows were my only means of escape, my only source of anything to look at besides my father’s hateful face, and I’d been denied. Instead of seeing the southern countryside, watching each country pass by, I was staring at the same curtains that adorned every window in his fortress back home. Worse, the curtains trapped in the heat and cut off any semblance of a breeze that passed through. I was ready to crawl out of my skin. A scream had been building deep inside me for hours, and if I didn’t get out of here soon, I would go crazy.

      But I had to stay calm. I couldn’t upset him.

      My life had been shrunken down to these four small walls for weeks, all thanks to my father’s obsession with making an impression and cultivating his every appearance. If we’d flown on gryphons like I’d wanted to, we’d have crossed the Empire in days with our soturi moving quickly behind us. And I’d have been free—flying, feeling the wind, able to breathe and see the sky above me without walls. But my father believed any old Lumerian could dominate an animal—it was dominating people that made one strong. So gryphons were out of the question.

      Not even the threat of facing akadim on the road curtailed him. As he said, these ancient monsters were all in the north, and we were traveling south, away from them in their least favorite season. And let the beasts try!

      The entire journey was farther than Lethea. Arkasvim didn’t even travel by litter across their own countries.

      I tapped a finger against my leg, focusing on the movement, the feeling, the fabric of my black linen tunic, and the tap tap tap sound, trying desperately to distract myself from the sweat rolling down my nape, the itch spreading across my legs beneath my boots, and the twisting in my stomach.

      If he’d at least open a Godsdamned window, let me breathe, let me see something new for fucking once…but he wouldn’t. Gods forbid a menial nobody of the Lumerian Empire see the Imperator without his permission. Gods forbid I enjoy myself for a fucking minute. He was suffering, too. I knew it. Even he couldn’t command his aura to keep him cool for an entire day in the heat. And my aura…mine was trapped, imprisoned, suffocating, cut off thanks to the bind. Of course, we had mages who could cool us off, we even had windows we could open! But my suffering was worth far more than his comfort. He got off on it.

      I stared helplessly at the walls imprisoning me. Nothing to do, nothing to see. No way to escape. I’d brought scrolls to read and help me pass the endless hours of our journey, but even at our sickeningly slow-and-steady pace, I felt nauseated every time I tried to read, so they sat uselessly beside me, rolling back and forth across the bench, still sealed in their leather cases.

      My father’s eyes flicked to my leg from the half-read scroll in his lap, and immediately, my finger stilled. Had I angered him? The tapping hadn’t made much noise. And my posture hadn’t shifted. Had he remembered some past offense—or rather, some past offense he’d conjured?

      “What is that face you’re wearing?” He reached for his belt, his fingers tracing the hilt of his dagger. I stopped breathing, but then his hand slid along the leather strap, opening a pouch beside his sword, removing a green silk handkerchief. He wiped it across his forehead though I doubted it did him much good. He’d sweat so much the cloth was soaked.

      I lifted my eyebrows in mock surprise. “Why, I’m wearing the face I was born with, your highness.”

      “Do you think you are clever?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Fuck. I was too tired and overheated to watch my mouth. My only reprieves on this trip had been pissing off the side of the road every few hours. I’d drunk an excess of coffee the first day to prompt such breaks, but he’d caught on and made me wait so long I’d feared I’d wet myself in front of him. As if I wasn’t suffering enough holding my magic in, he’d made me hold my piss. Since then, I’d erred on the side of caution, barely hydrating at all and only when he did. He, at least, relieved himself whenever he wanted. My Imperator did whatever he wanted.

      “I must have misunderstood the question,” I said, praying my voice sounded even. Not scared, not confrontational.

      “Your mother passed that face off to you when you ripped your way out her cunt. I see none of myself.” The edges of his lips quirked as if he were amused, and then, like a strike of lightning, his body shot forward, his large hand already formed into a fist.

      I shut my eyes. A reflex, born of years of practice. My body stiffened and stomach tightened, and I recalled something pleasant. My last night in Glemaria. Reading alone in my bedroom for a full hour in peace. Spiced mead in my cup. A fire roaring. My blankets soft.

      Inhale…exhale….

      Just like that, it was over.

      My eyes sprang open, and I blinked back tears. I wheezed, coughing before I could help myself.

      It had been a punch to my stomach this time. Always below the face. Always where no one could see. Arms and legs were fair game back home, but since our visit to the south meant less clothing, he’d taken to aiming at my torso. Bandages covered the black and blue marks on my back thanks to my most recent whipping. My ribcage was still tender from last night. But I’d learned to present myself as if I were without injury. To an outsider, I looked perfectly unharmed.

      He narrowed his dark eyebrows, his nostrils flaring, red as his overly heated forehead, and some small part of me withered. I was supposed to be stronger than this. I wasn’t that boy anymore. Helpless, powerless. I never would be again. I was of age in Lumeria. A man by law even without having completed the Revelation Ceremony, even with my power trapped. I had been of age for months. I had powerful magic. Strength inside me.

      Anger boiled within. And then I released it.

      I didn’t have power.

      The idea that I did—that was the myth I told myself. It didn’t matter if I was nineteen or nine. I couldn’t fight him. He was too strong. I didn’t stand a chance before my official Revelation Ceremony came and he had no choice but to unbind me. Until my strength as a warrior was unbound and unleashed, I could do nothing to him. Especially when he kept my sword and dagger captive.

      But even then, with my strength unleashed, my fingers curled around the hilt of a sword…what would I do?

      He’d still be my father. The Arkasva, ruler of my country, Glemaria. The golden borders of his black cloak marked him as Imperator of the North, second in power only to the Emperor. He ruled over half the Empire of Lumeria, was an expertly trained soturion, a deadly warrior, and had the entire country and army under his thumb.

      If he didn’t kill me one day, someone who discovered I was vorakh would. I was fucked.

      I swallowed roughly, feelings of hopelessness and dread of my future washing over me. I’d never escape. My life was worthless. I might as well live in this litter. There was no good outcome for me, no matter which way I looked. I could just end—

      No. I wouldn’t entertain those thoughts. I had reasons to live. I was just…far away from them.

      He sat back, pulling out his disgusting handkerchief and swiping it across his fist before carefully examining his fingers as if he might have dirtied them when punching me.

      He replaced the cloth again, his dark eyes running up and down my body.

      “You see how you anger me?” His voice was calm, full of sincere concern. “Whatever you look like, Rhyan, you are still my son. My blood. I gave you the name of my Ka. I want to see you be successful, the future of Glemaria, just like I taught you since you were a boy.” He sighed, as if deeply troubled. “But you make me so uncertain of you. How can I believe in you until you show some true strength? Prove to me that you can handle the curse placed upon you? I don’t want to doubt you, but you’re so intent on causing me to do so. It’s as if you want me to lose faith in you. I don’t want to, you know that, but these childish antics of yours leave me no choice. For your own safety, I may have to keep you bound forever.”

      My bottom lip quivered, and I spoke out only to hide it. “I shall try harder, your highness.” I realized with horror he really might do as he threatened. I’d go mad.

      His eyes filled with concern. If I didn’t know what kind of monster he was deep down, I’d feel sorry for him. Sorry for him, when he punched me. I knew logically it wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t forced his hand. How could I have? I’d never had any say in his decisions or any impact on their outcome. He was Imperator. Arkasva. I was not.

      Yet my heart couldn’t tell the difference. Neither could my body, my soul. I tensed again under his gaze, his words repeating in my mind.

      “You flinched!” he roared. “Flinched just from looking at me. You better not flinch before the court of Bamaria. You hear me?”

      I inhaled. Slowly. Very slowly. Not here. Not now. I was not going to lose control. Not in front of him. Not because of him. We were so close to Bamaria, to this part of the trip, this torture, being over.

      My stomach tensed, some of the pain dulling. “I think it was a bump in the road,” I said, casually. “We’re in Elyria, aren’t we? Hard to tell when the scenery never changes.” I stared at my hand, curling my fingers and pretending to inspect beneath my nails for dirt. “You’d think Ka Elys might use their taxes to repair these roads at some point. Full of holes.”

      “You really think yourself so clever, don’t you?” His hand flew, his fist connecting with the cushion beside my face. “That’s your last warning.”

      My heart pounded. Inhale…exhale….

      He'll blame you if you’re hit, it’ll be your fault. It’s always your fault. Because you’re too fucking weak, too foolish, too stupid, too childish to navigate this better. Too powerless to escape. To leave. To…to fight back.

      I tried to bury my thoughts, my feelings, push them so far down I’d never have to face them again. But they kept swimming back to the surface.

      “We’re fucking floating on the shoulders of servants,” my father snarled. “There are no bumps in the road.”

      I shrugged, willing my heart to stop drumming so loudly.

      There were certainly bumps in the road, but I supposed if you were too noble to touch the ground, it didn’t matter how battered a servant’s boots might be by now.

      “Myself to Moriel, Rhyan, if you don’t think I won’t make it so you can’t sit for a week.”

      My stomach churned. I’d be expected at all sorts of state dinners with Arkasva Batavia and his daughters. No doubt, my father would relish watching me squirm in pain as I sat through each function.

      “Your highness,” I said, bowing my chin in respect. It was the heat. It had to be heat making him extra irritable. Not me. Not anything I’d done. The trip would be over soon, I’d be all right. It would all be all right.

      “Don’t your highness me! You think I’m so easily appeased?”

      “No, your highness,” I said, carefully.

      Distantly, I heard the nearest Elyrian clocktowers shouting the time. How many more hours must I endure this? How much longer could I stand to be trapped in here with him?

      “Should have left you home,” he said.

      I wished he had. I’d have given anything to not have taken this trip. To not have been so close to him. To have had weeks without his presence looming over me like a constant shadow, his guards spying on me every hour of the day, waiting to report some minor misstep, some word spoken out of turn.

      Gods forbid he left me home with Mother, left me to enjoy an entire summer of his absence, not fall victim to his every mood swing. To stay in a fortress with open windows and a cool summer breeze blowing in from the mountains. To ride gryphons freely. For my moods to be my own and not his.

      To just fucking breathe.

      No amount of wishing or dreaming would change that.

      An Afeya might. We’d passed an encampment from the Sun Court back in Damara. I used to be terrified of the stories told about the immortal beings from Lumeria Matavia. The way they’d trick you into deals, offer you a wish granted only for you to pay a price too horrible to name in return, like being given the love of your life only for your heart to shrivel up the day you met her.

      A shriveled heart didn’t sound so bad right about now. Dead hearts couldn’t be broken.

      At least my mother had a summer to be free. I had to be grateful for that. She deserved it. She deserved more, but at least that. She was safe. She would get a break. At least my being here distracted him from her.

      “The will of the Imperator is the will of the north,” I said. “I am your humble servant and will return home at once if you believe that is where I should be.”

      My father shook his head, his graying black hair cut severely close to his scalp. The golden Laurel of the Arkasva wreathed around his forehead. “Sit up,” he demanded again, even though he was slouching far worse than I had been.

      He pulled at the leathered armor around his neck in an attempt to cool off. If he stopped being so Godsdamned farther than Lethea, he might actually suffer less. His aura often froze me at home in the fortress where temperatures dropped into the negative degrees half of winter, but here, in the south when I needed his cold and so did he—nothing. Godsdamned fucking bastard.

      I sat up as he commanded. My posture was perfect though my hands twitched in my lap.

      “Before the Bamarian Council, you will address me as Father.”

      I gestured at the walls of our litter and the empty benches beside us. We were not before the Bamarian Council.

      His hand flew up. “Say it, Rhyan. I need to be sure your cursed and feeble mind is capable of completing this small, menial task. Show me. Show me you’re smart enough for this.”

      I stared back, my lips sealed shut. He did not deserve the name. He had done nothing to merit the title. I felt sick, sick with heat, sick of his face, sick of his threats, sick to my stomach where he’d punched me. At least that was empty, or I’d have been puking.

      I glanced around the litter. I did not want to give him this win when there was no point other than satisfying his Godsdamned ego.

      But, as usual, when it came to him, I had no choice.

      “Father,” I said at last, the word stiff and unfamiliar on my tongue.

      “Good boy,” he said. And slapped my cheek. “That was for hesitating. Now try to rest. We’ll be arriving soon and expected to appear before all of Bamaria.”

      As if nothing had happened, he began humming and returned to reading his scroll.

      I closed my eyes, praying I’d either fall asleep or successfully feign a nap. Preferably sleep, but it was too fucking hot in the south.
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      Two hours later, we approached the Bamarian border. Finally ready to greet an audience, my father used his aura to blast cool air through the litter. The look of relief in his eyes was palpable until he caught sight of me and frowned. But, at last, I didn’t feel like I was going to die from heat stroke, and—thank the Gods—he pulled back the curtains of our litter. A sharp gust from his aura dried any sweat stains on my tunic, removed any body odor, and dissipated the sweat beading at my neck and behind my calves. He even used his power to dry my hair and twist my locks into perfect little curls. Auriel’s bane. As if we’d had the most pleasant, luxurious ride the Empire had ever seen.

      I immediately ran my hand through my hair to undo the curls, but a sharp look from my Arkasva made me still. Coifed Heir Apparent it was.

      Before the gates of Bamaria, half a dozen soturi stepped forward. Every single soturion was male. What in Lumeria? The Soturi of Ka Batavia had always been equal between genders. Even more alarming, each soturion wore silver armor, the metal styled to appear like the pelt of a wolf. Bamarian soturi wore golden armor.

      My heart sank, and tears burned behind my eyes.

      These were the Soturi of Ka Kormac.

      No. Gods, no. If we were in Korteria, I was going to scream. Not only was its ruler, Imperator Kormac, an insufferable snake, but to be in Korteria meant we still had another week of traveling ahead. I had calculated we’d end our journey today based on us following a strictly southeast route. Had we been going west while I’d stared at green curtains? Fuck! Fuck! I wasn’t going to survive another week of this.

      “Welcome to Bamaria, Imperator,” said the closest soturion, bowing low. He had black, beady eyes that half the wolves from Korteria seemed to possess. “Your highness, Imperator Hart, we are honored to greet you.”

      I frowned, confused but relieved as I was introduced, all while I remained still and in perfect posture with my perfectly curled hair and even more perfect manners. My face remained in a practiced expression of disdain, as the usual formalities were conducted. We were greeted, we were bowed to, the whole boring spectacle. When Ka Kormac’s simpering wolves had praised the northern Imperator long enough, we were allowed passage through the gates and offered a Bamarian escort to accompany our party to their fortress.

      The moment our litter began to progress again, my father shut the curtains. “Wolves at the gates of seraphim country. They should be ashamed,” he muttered. But the edges of his mouth lifted into a cruel smile. He was positively gleeful. “But a rather fascinating study, I should think.”

      I racked my mind for an explanation, for some reason why soturi of a foreign Ka would have greeted us at the Bamarian border.

      Our litter lurched forward, and I slid out of my posture, watching my father to see if he’d noticed. His eyes were on me as usual, and before I could think, I blurted out, “Why is Ka Kormac greeting us? This isn’t their country.”

      I stiffened, knowing he was just as likely to yell or hit me again as he was to answer me. But, for once, I was lucky, and he grinned wider, looking excited to answer the question.

      “Arkasva Batavia is an incompetent and impotent fool.”

      Arkasva Batavia had come to the Seat of Power in Bamaria over fifteen years earlier. Sixteen? I needed to brush up on my Bamarian history. I only knew he’d taken the Seat after his wife, Marianna Batavia, the High Lady of Bamaria, had passed. And though this was a fairly regular practice across the Empire, in Bamaria this had been highly unusual. Women of Ka Batavia only passed the Laurel of the Arkasva to another woman of the maternal bloodline. This made Bamaria the only country of the Empire to have been ruled exclusively by women—until now. There’d been some civil unrest and a small rebellion after it had happened, but it had been quashed, and the High Lord of Bamaria remained in power.

      “He has a lame leg,” my father said conspiratorially with a sparkle in his eyes.

      “I remember from our last visit, your highness.” I was met with a glare and quickly amended, “Father.”

      “Yes. You were five?”

      “Ten.” But he well knew that. He was trying to bait me.

      “Watch your accent,” he said. “You sound ridiculous. Childish and uneducated.”

      I sounded like I was from the north. From Glemaria, to be exact. Like everyone else back home. Every tutor, every teacher had taught me to “speak properly” to minimize the accent that signified my country of origin.

      My father did not have a Glemarian accent. Despite many familial ties to Glemaria, he hadn’t been born there. My mother had. My father was originally from Hartavia, one of our northern border countries.

      “Yes, Father,” I said, using the practiced “proper” accent he preferred. The one that didn’t come from our true home. The one that didn’t remind him he was the foreigner. The one that didn’t remind him that my mother had more nobility in her bloodline than he ever would.

      I felt the litter still sometime later. Once more, my father’s aura lashed out, quick and sharp. Again, he used it to ensure I was cool, looked like a proper Heir Apparent, and that everything about my presence and appearance would impress the Bamarian Council and court.

      The floor shifted beneath me, and at last, our litter was set on the ground. A mage in my father’s service wound back the curtains, and I looked out the window to see the fortress of Bamaria for the first time in years.

      Cresthaven was massive, designed in glittering blue mosaic tiles that gave the impression it was rising from the waves of the Lumerian Ocean, or maybe was part of the water itself. I could already smell the salt clinging to the air and the warm breeze I’d felt all those years ago on our last visit.

      The Soturi of Ka Hart, outfitted in black leathered armor with golden Valalumir stars shining on their belts, filed up to the entrance of Cresthaven where two soturi of Ka Batavia stood guard. They wore golden armor that curved over their shoulders shaped into sharpened seraphim wings. The giant birds were beloved in Bamaria, used for travel, and formed the sigil of Ka Batavia—golden seraphim wings beneath a silver full moon.

      Ka Hart was opposite in design. Our armor was covered in black leather—necessary for the Glemarian winters—and our sigil showcased silver gryphon wings beneath a golden sun.

      Bells rang out, and I stared up at the clouds, half expecting to see gryphons taking flight for the hourly patrol of the border. Every hour on the hour, riders released the creatures from their bonds and took them to the sky for exercise while searching up north for enemies and, more importantly, akadim.

      I almost felt homesick when the massive brown and gray gryphon wings did not appear. Instead, the sky filled with glowing blue lights beneath the hooves of ashvan horses. Right…they rode ashvan here for patrol.

      My father turned to me with a warning look in his eyes as the doors opened.

      “Fix your diadem,” he snarled. With a jerk of his chin, an escort from his personal guard marched over and produced a mirror from his bag, holding it before my face.

      I glanced at my reflection. The diadem was on perfectly. Silver gryphon wings laid across my forehead vanished into my curls, bronze beneath the sunlight. Centered above my eyes, which he’d said were “strangely green,” was a golden sun. I was the perfect image of Ka Hart. Minus my too-green eyes.

      “Stop gaping at yourself. Not much to see when you’ve been given the looks of your mother. The vanity of an Heir Apparent, I swear,” my father said, and with a chuckle, he dismissed the escort.

      He knew damn well the diadem was on correctly. He was just trying to humiliate me, to find some way to unsettle me without a hit before our grand entrance.

      I sealed my mouth shut, wishing I were anywhere but here, knowing I didn’t have it in me to smile or be cordial by this hour of the day. I would simply be, and they’d all think, WHAT a horrible, miserable HEIR, and I didn’t have enough left in me to give a shit.

      My boots touched the inside of Cresthaven’s Grand Hall, an impressive room of columns painted with stories of the ancient arkasvim of Bamaria. Unlike Glemaria, which had warring factions and different Kavim taking power back from each other every few centuries, Bamaria had remained steadfast in the hands of Ka Batavia’s female bloodline.

      Until now. Was that why Ka Kormac was here?

      The heralds shouted our arrival into the hall, which was empty. We were to be greeted in the Seating Room personally by Arkasva Batavia, his heirs, and the Bamarian Council.

      Sun shining in through the massive windows of the hall left a dazzling array of color across the marble floor until, suddenly, the room darkened. Or, rather, something brighter caught my eye. A splash of red, glowing bright as fire.

      Two noblewomen, around my age, raced down the stairs leading into the Great Hall. The one in front had loose brown waves running down her back, thick like a lion’s mane. She tugged along the noblewoman behind her, her face screwed up in concentration.

      “Sorry!” she yelled, her bright eyes widening as she spotted us. “Running late.” She jumped down to the bottom step, motioning for the second noble behind her to follow. “Lyr! Come on!”

      My throat went dry as I saw her. As I watched her jump.

      Lyr.

      Lady Lyriana Batavia, the third daughter of Arkasva Batavia.

      She seemed to glow as her feet touched the ground. She wore a small victorious grin, as if happy she’d made the leap. But the smile vanished as she turned and raced down the hall. Her deep, lustrous brown hair had turned red with flames right before my eyes.

      I stared at her retreating figure, suddenly anxious, ready to enter Cresthaven, to follow her. My gaze did, at the very least, as my father harumphed at the disrespect and lack of decorum.

      Once she was gone, the lights in the hall seemed to return, and the sun shined brighter than it had a moment before. We were led forward into the Great Hall where she had just stood only a minute ago. My heart pounded, and I closed my eyes.

      All I could see was red.
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