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Chapter 1: Bar Song 
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Out of tune voices rang out from the bar and onto the street. Cups were lifted into the air, and the roar of cheers filled the room. The floating barrels of rum bobbed about. The spigots opened and closed, splashing into outstretched mugs. I smiled to myself as I finished the rest of my glass. These were my people, lost in song and covered in alcohol. They were far from the stiff and pristine atmosphere that suffocated me among the nobles. 

The bar door opened and a familiar face appeared. The black-haired man scanned the room but didn’t seem to notice me. I slid off the table I was sitting on in the corner and intercepted him before he could get to the bar. 

Wrapping my arms around his waist, I kissed his cheek. “Were you looking for me, Ki?”

He turned away and reached for a mug. “No. I came for a drink.”

“I can help with that.” I took the cup and held it up. 

A barrel swayed over and filled it. I presented it to him and leaned against the counter.

Ki took it. “Are you trying to impress me, my prince?”

I scoffed at the remark and faced forward. “Not anymore.”

He sat down at the bar and took a swig from his drink. “Sorry to ruin your mood.”

I turned to him. Ki was a stunning man. He was a pure nomad with his dark hair, swirled colored eyes, and beautiful brown skin. I ran my hand up his arm. It couldn’t resist the temptation to touch him. 

“You could make it up to me.” Our gazes met.

He shook his head. “My prince, I think that is an abuse of power.”

“If I want to abuse my position, we’d already be upstairs.” I moved closer so our lips were nearly touching. 

Bowing his head, he moved back. “Someone is going to see. You’re being too careless.”

“I keep the drinks flowing for a reason. They know what will happen if someone runs off to tell the old man what I was up to.”

Ki swallowed hard. “There are others better than me.” His eyes flicked over to the women singing away just as drunk as everyone else. 

I leaned into his ear. “They’re not you.” I stretched my arm out over the counter.

The bartender dropped a set of keys into my palm. I took them and pressed them into Ki’s hand. He peered down at them, trying not to smile. 

I quickly kissed the side of his head. “I’ll be up right after you.”

Nodding, he tucked the keys in his pocket and down the rest of his drink. Ki glanced my way once more before making his way through the crowd to the stairs. 

“You’re putting that boy at risk,” said the bartender, under his breath. 

I watched Ki leave with Roman’s eyes burrowing into the back of my head. 

Lifting my mug into the air, I waited for it to be filled. “My father has more to deal with than who I’m sleeping with.” I down the glass in one go. Wiping my mouth, I slammed the cup onto the counter. “Who knows he might be happy about it.” I smiled at the old nomad. “It’s not like I can get Ki pregnant and cause a fight for the throne.”

Roman’s gaze never changed. “Don’t hurt my nephew. It’s hard enough for my people already. Don’t give the nobles another reason to hate us.”

“I am you.” 

The barrels dropped to the ground. The bartender jumped as the crowd voiced their concern as well. 

“Or am I not pure enough for you either?” I asked.

Shaking his head, Roman grabbed a towel to clean up the spills. “I don’t want Ki getting hurt. He’s all my sister has left.”

My lips pulled back into a grin. “My magic keeps this kingdom from falling. I’m sure I can protect one man.”

His expression remained blank as he took my mug away. “I’ll hold you to it, my prince.”

***
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KI BROKE AWAY FROM the kiss and groaned. “Let me rest. Some of us are mortal.”

I laughed and kissed his neck. “I’m not a god—just a man of magic.”

“A trickster.” He pushed back the stringy black hair from my face. “I think you’re more of a wizard than a street performer.”

I gave him a peck. “Perhaps. Maybe I can use my magic to give you another burst of energy.” I grabbed his sides and tickled him.

“Stop, Tolcan!” He squirmed to get away. “Tolcan, you horrible prince. Stop.”

Snatching him around the waist, I pulled the man to my chest. We looked into each other’s eyes. The characteristic swirls of blue and brown that marked his people were flowing around Ki’s irises. I ran my hand down his side.

“I could look at your eyes all day,” I whispered.

He cupped my cheek. “Yet you hid yours from me.” He kissed each lid. 

I opened my eyes and released the spell that hid the light brown swirl in the right one. The left remained solid blue.

“Why do you hide it?” Ki brushed his thumb along my cheekbone. “I know plenty of people that would love to have eyes like yours.”

“I know plenty who wish I had different.”

“You’re not among those kinds of people here.” He rested his head on my chest and let out a deep breath. “We’re leaving for a few weeks.”

“Where too?”

“The west. The fish will be migrating into the barrier. We’re going to help catch and then haul them.”

“Stay here with your uncle,” I whined. 

“Is that a command or a request?”

“Whichever gets you to stay.”

Ki sat up on his arm. “I’m flattered, but I know you won’t be lonely while I’m gone. Maybe you can convince one of those proper girls from Levant to keep you company.”

“They’re not you.” I ran my hands along his back. “Even women of nobility don’t have skin as soft as yours.”

He scoffed and pushed me away. “When you say that you make me feel like I’m a whore at a brothel.”

I snatched his wrist. “And what am I? You know how I feel. I take off my clothes and the girl has more body hair than me.”

Ki arched a brow. “Use your magic and fix it.”

“I do,” I replied with a smirk. “I’m good at illusion spells. Well, some of them. Like my father says, I don’t study as much as I should.”

“No surprise there.” He laid down and moved my arms around him. “You’re not completely hairless.”

“Some of my father came through.” I rested my forehead against his. 

“But not enough to grow a beard like the king.” He flicked my chin.

“My brother spends every morning shaving his off, so I’m not too upset about it.”

Ki pressed into my chest. “You are very different from them.”

“I prefer it that way. If I looked like them, my father would never allow me to wander this far from the palace.”

“What would he do if he found out you were here with me?”

I kissed his palm. “Nothing. Because I wouldn’t let him.”

Ki sighed. “You sound so sure, my prince.”

I rested my head against his. It did worry me. Eglin was where the nomads lived. For someone of my status to be seen in the lower districts would cause concern in the courts. But it was me. My father was used to my antics. He had stopped trying to control what I did years ago. His focus was solely on my brother. 

I examined the face of the man in my arms. Being with Ki might be the one thing that pushed my father too far. 

“Ki?”

“Hmm...”

“Sit up for me.”

Rubbing his eyes, he did so. 

I knelt in front of him. “Don’t move.” Pressing my finger to the center of his forehead, I leaned forward and whispered soft words not meant to be heard. I kissed the spot as the protection spell spread over him.

His eyes flicked open. “What did you do?”

“Something to keep you safe during your travels.” I rubbed his arms. “Two weeks?”

Ki shrugged. “Maybe more like three. It depends.”

“Be careful. I’ll become a nuisance to that uncle of yours if you take too long.”

“I don’t think he’ll mind. You do bring in the customers.”

Laying down, I guided Ki into my arms. 

“Tolcan?”

“Yes.”

He gave me a coy smile. “I’ve rested enough.”
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Chapter 2: Like a True Prince
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The door was kicked open and I immediately threw the blanket over Ki’s head. I sat up and met my brother’s gaze. 

He leaned against the door frame and folded his arms. “Is there really something so special about Eglin? It’s like wandering through a cesspool out there.”

“Get out.” I hurled a pillow at him. “No one asked you to come.”

Albern caught it. His eyes wandered to the lump next to me and he started to move toward it. “Male or female?”

I rubbed my face. “You are two seconds away from being thrown out the window.”

Albern wandered over and pulled back the covers. “Use magic on me and see what happens.” 

Ki peered up at my brother. “Hi.”

Albern dropped the blanket. “Him, again?”

I held out my hand and my shirt flew to it. “I can sleep with whomever I want.” I pulled it over my head and started doing up the front. “It’s the one thing I get out of the arrangement.” Putting on the remainder of my clothes, I stood and tucked in my shirt. “Why are you here?”

“It’s been three days.”

“I’ve been gone longer.” I found my boots and sat on the end of the bed to put them on. “How’d you know I was here?”

Albern moved the curtains to the side with a finger. “Followed the drunken bodies.”

I smiled to myself. We had a good night. “I was planning on coming back today.” Standing, I stretched my arms overhead. “Today’s one of the ceremony things, right?”

My brother faced me. “Yes, Tolcan. Today is one of the meaningless ceremonies that has been performed for hundreds of years. Just another precaution to make sure the barrier doesn’t fall, allowing our enemies to come in and slaughter everyone. Nothing too important.”

I waved a finger at him. “Sarcasm, you’ve been practicing.”

He cursed under his breath and marched to the door. “I’ll be waiting downstairs.” He slammed it and I could hear his footsteps as he marched down the hall. 

Ki sat up and crawled across the bed. “Is he going to tell your father?”

“No, no.” I hurried over to him. “He’s just naturally an ass. That’s all.”

“He sounded really annoyed this time.” Falling onto my chest, Ki let out a shaky breath. “I don’t want to go to prison. I’ve heard the stories. They treat my people like toys. We’re playthings to them.” He rubbed his knuckles. 

I lifted his face and kissed his eyelids. “If my father sent you to prison, I’d break you out before anyone could touch you.”

Nodding, Ki smiled. “I think it would be easier to stay on your brother’s good side, so he doesn’t say anything.”

“Albern won’t. He hasn’t yet.”

“He yelled at me last time he caught us together. Today it wasn’t as bad, but my faith in his patience is wavering.”

I shrugged. “It was more yelling at me. You were kind of just there if that makes you feel better.”

Ki shook his head. “It doesn’t.”

I kissed him. “I’ll talk to Albern. You focus on taking care of yourself.” I patted his cheek as I stood. “Tell your mother hi for me.”

He rolled his eyes before flopping onto the bed. “She hates you.”

I scoffed. “I’m a prince. She can’t hate me.”

“She’s not going to say it to your face. I can tell she hates that I sleep with you. Our relationship wouldn’t even be appropriate if I was a woman. Being a man makes it worse.”

“I’ll handle my family.” I winked and grabbed my coat. “You handle yours. See you soon.” Stepping into the hallway, I went to the staircase while putting on my coat. Ki’s uncle was mopping the floor. 

He glanced at me before shaking his head and turning away. I snapped my fingers and the remaining chairs on the floor lifted off the ground and settled onto the tables. Roman sighed, trying not to smile. Going outside, I found my brother sitting on his horse. He didn’t look too happy with me.

We started down the street without a word from either of us. Eglin was one of the more rundown parts of the kingdom, but I preferred it over the pristine streets of the Levant district. 

“Why?” breathed Albern. “Anywhere you could mess around and you choose here?”

I smiled to myself as a man stumbled out onto the street. Someone else had a good night. “I’m among my people.”

“You are not one of them.”

I wiped my right eye, hiding the mark of being mixed blood. “We are complete opposites, Al. I blend in here far more than I ever would at one of your parties.”

“You alter your appearance with magic all the time. It was one of the first techniques you mastered. You could change yourself to fit in if you wanted to.”

“An eye is different from my entire body. It takes focus, and I’d rather not mimic some lizard and randomly change skin and hair colors.”

“A lizard?” He peered down his nose at me. 

“Yeah. It doesn’t live in the barrier, but there is a lizard that can change its color to blend in. It lives near the ocean, where all the rocks are different colors. It keeps it from being eaten by birds.” I turned to him and hit his leg. “Hey, maybe I should give it a try. It might keep you vultures off my back.”

My brother rolled his eyes. “Meet me at the palace.” He looked me up and down. “In something clean.”

Holding out my arms, I scanned my tattered clothes. They weren’t that bad. “I’ll see what I can do.” I stepped away from the horse and did an elegant bow. “My dear, dear prince.”

“You annoy me.” He nudged the horse and it took off down the street. 

I watched him leave. “It would be easier if you learned how to use transport magic!” I called after him with a smile. 

He flipped me off over his shoulder. Albern was just like our father. He was so easy to rile up, but learning how to do simple transport magic would cut down on his travel time. 

Once the dust had settled, I fell into a gust of wind and blew down the road. I spotted my brother riding through the streets. After lecturing me about being on time for the ceremony, I was going to make it to the palace well before him. Soaring into the sky, I floated among the clouds. I’d hide up here all day but even my magic had limitations. Free falling toward the palace, I pulled up and landed on the balcony outside my room. Fixing my coat, I entered and found someone waiting for me.

“Good morning, Suzette.”

“Albern found you, then?” asked my sister.

“Yes, he did.” I kissed her cheek as I passed her on the way to the closet. 

She followed and took my coat from me. “Where were you?”

I shrugged. “Out.” I unbuttoned my shirt.

“Tolcan, tell me it wasn’t a brothel again?”

Shaking my head, I went behind the dressing curtain. “Why does it matter? Isn’t that part of being a prince? Albern isn’t as pure as everyone likes to make him out to be.” I looked around and realized I had forgotten to grab something to change into. 

A pile of clothes was pushed forward on the floor. 

“You’re worrying me.” 

“I’m fine,” I stated. “I have control over my powers and the kingdom knows this. I’m not at risk of being attacked.” I finished getting ready and went to meet her.

Suzette fixed my shirt and straightened the vest that was laid overtop. It was way too many layers, and I was already feeling the stiff atmosphere that never left the palace. 

“What is so good about those places? They’re not safe.”

“So, I can breathe for a change.”

She picked up the floor-length coat off the bed and held it up. I slipped my arms into the sleeves and adjusted them. My sister circled around and did up the three buttons on the front.

“You’re important to this kingdom.”

“Until Albern figures out his powers. That’s the only thing stopping Father from announcing him as the heir.”

“It could be you,” she replied.

“I don’t look the part.”

She smoothed back my hair from my face. “The people love how you look.”

“Not all,” I replied. “They prefer my twin. Hell, if I was them, I preferred my twin.”

“Well, I think if you put in a little effort, Father might acknowledge you more. You might want to start with not disappearing for days.”

“Most of the time, he doesn’t notice.”

“Hmm..” She kept messing with my hair. “You must’ve had a good night.” Taking my hand, she sat me down in front of a vanity. 

I frowned at my reflection as she tried to get the section on the back of my head to lay flat. Suzette put some cream in her hand and worked it into the strands. She combed it away from my face. 

“I’m finally starting to see a prince instead of some drunkard that wandered into the palace.” She gave me a smirk and went to grab something else.

With a sigh, I didn’t see it. Nobility was known for their light skin, hair, and eyes. I had none of those things. One eye was blue, but the other had the signs of my mother’s mixed blood. The same blood my two siblings had, but none of it came through in them. It wasn’t fair. They expected me to fit into this world when my mere presence said I’d never belonged. 

My sister returned and looped a diamond chain over my head with a pendant attached to it. She finished with a simple silver headpiece with embedded jewels and positioned it so the metal band ran across the center of my forehead. 

“Very handsome.” She smoothed out my shoulders. “Like a true prince.”

I wasn’t impressed. “How long is this ceremony?”

“A couple hours like always and there’s a reception after just like every month.”

I let my head fall back and peered up at her. “Am I expected to stay for the whole thing?”

She slapped my arm. “For a man of your age, you need to learn some responsibility.”

My head rolled to the side and rested against my first. “Maybe.” Taking a deep breath, I rose from the chair. “Where are your trinkets?” I motioned to her hair. 

“Sitting in my room.”

“Well, my dear princess, that will not do.”

The door opened, and the jewelry danced into the room. 

Suzette laughed. “Is this what you do to entertain the people at those bars you go to?”

“It works on royalty as well.” I brought her to the middle of the room and outstretched her arms. “Don’t move.”

She couldn’t stop smiling as everything was carefully placed on her. Her tiara settled onto her head. She dropped her arms. “So, am I ready now?”

I nodded. “Did you know you are the most beautiful woman in the whole kingdom”—I offered my arm—“and I know because I’ve slept with most of them.”

Suzette slapped my side. “Oh, Tolcan, what to do with you.”
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Chapter 3: Putting on a Show
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Suzette led me into the throne room. We stood to the side to wait for my father’s arrival. The regular nobles and priests to the gods were there to witness the ceremony. Albern slipped into the room and joined us. 

“You didn’t do much for the smell,” he muttered, adjusting his clothes.

I smiled. “It’s the after-sex glow.”

Suzette elbowed me.

Groaning, I tried not to draw too much attention. She had incredible aim to cause the most amount of pain. I subtly rubbed the spot, glaring at her. That hurt far more than it should have. 

A royal guard walked to the circle on the floor at the base of my father’s throne. He banged the hilt of his spear on the ground. The clanking echoed against the stone walls and everyone fell still. 

“All hail the king, protector of Sarid.”

Taking a deep breath, I turned my attention to the side entrance. The doors were opened by two guards. My father entered the room and walked toward the head of the chamber. We all bowed as he passed. I lowered my head and saw the end of his robes brush against my feet. 

He took his place at the front of the hall and scanned the room. “Today, we solidify the strength of the barrier that protects our kingdom from outside forces. May the gods bless our people.” He cupped his right hand and lifted it high overhead.   

We mimicked the action and peered up the mosaic painting on the ceiling. I glanced at my siblings. They took these ceremonies too seriously. It was a monthly occasion we had to take part in since birth. It would be nice if we could skip the formality and go straight to the ceremony. 

I leaned against the wall as my father began his speech. It changed slightly every time he gave it, but it was the same basic concept of may the gods bless Sarid with protection and prosperity and that we would always have enough magic to power the barrier.  

Suzette tugged on my sleeve. “Stand straight.”

Rolling my eyes, I did so. This was taking too long. Ki was running off to go fishing, so I had other places I wanted to be.

The king held out his hand to us. “My children, come.”

We followed him into the middle of the room. A circular pattern was carved into the stone floor. The four of us spread out evenly around the outer edge. My father was first to kneel and then the rest of us followed his example. 

The priests began to praise the gods as they paced around us. I clasped my hands in my lap and closed my eyes. I could feel the power inside my chest began to grow. It made my skin prickle. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. I rolled my head from side to side as I struggled to remain quiet. As a child, the experience would leave me in tears. I peeked at my father. Sweat was beading up on his forehead. He’d yell at me for being weak-minded. His expectation for a child to withstand this kind of pain was ridiculous. I gritted my teeth as the energy seemed to vibrate my bones. 

My father fell forward and slammed his palms onto the stone floor. A blue light raced from his fingertips. My sister was next and Albern followed. I pressed my hands against the ground and let out a sigh of relief as the energy raced from my body. It was collected in the center of the circle. The priests lifted their arms into the air and called out to the gods. I kept my head down to hide my annoyed expression. It was all for show. My father was the one who would release the magic that would be sent out to power the barrier. I watched the king. He took in a deep breath and when he exhaled the blue light shot a beam into the sky. It escaped through the hole in the ceiling and hit the barrier high above the kingdom. The wave of power rippled out toward the borders. 

Thank the gods, it was over.

I laid my head on the floor and gasped for air. It was done. I wouldn’t have to do this again for another month. The headache that always followed the ceremony was starting to form. I heard footsteps and saw my siblings were already on their feet and tending to our father. Wincing, I slowly stood so I wouldn’t jostle my head too much. 

The audience applauded. My father and siblings acknowledged them. It was making my head hurt even more. I retreated to the corner as Suzette escorted our father to his throne. 

He sat down and lifted his hand. “Let us celebrate the gods’ continuous protection of Sarid.”

They clapped, and soon after, food and drink were carried into the room. My brother and sister stood on either side of the throne. They talked to the nobles that approached my father so the king wouldn’t have to engage in small talk himself. I rubbed my forehead. My skull was pounding. 

Suzette laughed as she spoke with an older couple. Albern was busy chatting up a young lady whose father was on the royal council. Neither of my siblings were ever bothered by the ceremony. Why didn’t it have any effect on them? I stopped complaining about the headaches long ago since Albern’s reply was always I had to be faking it for attention. Suzette wasn’t as vocal, but I had a feeling she thought I was being overly dramatic as well.

My crown wasn’t helping how I was feeling. Maybe my head was swelling. 

“Tolcan.”

I jumped at my father’s voice. I glanced in his direction to see him motioning for me to come to him. I walked over and went up the two steps. 

Standing in front of him, I lowered my head. “Father.”

“Where have you been?” He sank lower in his seat and narrowed his eyes at me. “The head priest told me you are neglecting your duties.” He rubbed his temple with two fingers.

I swallowed hard. “I’ll dedicate more time to my studies.”

He raised a brow. “Magic is something to be harnessed. You find the techniques that come easy to you and forgoes the ones that oppose any kind of true challenge.” He pointed a finger at me. “You make light of the gift the gods have given you and I will not tolerate it.”

Nodding, I let out a deep breath. “I apologize, my king. I’ll work harder to meet your expectations.”

“Until I see a change, I find it difficult to believe you.” He looked me over. “You look pale. Go to your room and rest. I expect to hear better things from the high priest in the coming days. Understood?”

“Yes, my king.” 

He flicked his hand at me. “You may leave.”

Clenching my jaw, I bowed and back down the steps. “My king.”

Turning sharply, I marched from the throne room. The only reason I was permitted to come to this damn ceremony was that he needed my magic to help power the barrier. Going upstairs, I entered my room and slammed the door behind me. I took off my crown and hurled it across the bed. It wasn’t my fault that the ceremony made me sick. The king wasn’t immune from the effects, either. I ripped off the rest of the jewelry and threw it on the floor along with my coat. After tossing my vest onto the pile, I collapsed onto my bed. 

My siblings’ magic wasn’t as strong as mine. I wished they were stronger than me, then I’d never have to bother with these theatrical shows of power. I just wanted them to feel a small amount of my pain afterward, so they’d stop ridiculing me for getting sick. I unbuttoned the top two buttons of my shirt. Falling back, I closed my eyes. What I needed to learn was healing magic. That was the one area where Suzette excelled. It was a technique that requires patience and precision. Both were not my strengths. 

It was helping my headache to lay there with my eyes closed. Music was filtering in the room from the hallway. With time, the magic settled in my chest, and the pulsing began to fade. Sitting up, I stretched out my neck as a light breeze rustled the curtains and cooled my burning skin.

I twisted my hand, and the lock to the door leading to the hallway slid into place. Moving to the floor, I lifted up the floorboard under my bed that I had worked free as a child. The space was lined with books. I took out the one that I was currently reading. Going onto the balcony, I flew onto the roof and landed in a small nook. I opened it to my bookmark. The image on the page showed a diagram of a lizard compared to a horse. Its back would’ve rub against the horse’s stomach if it walked under it. The idea was slightly terrifying, but I still wanted to see one. 

I flipped through the rest of the lizard section. With a sigh, I peered off across the kingdom. There was a whole world outside the barrier. A dark world that was waiting for a chance to destroy Sarid. I read the description of the bright red creature. I didn’t really want to worry about giant lizards, but it would be exciting to see some of the animals inside the books I’d collected over the years. 

“Tolcan!” called Suzette. “Tolcan.”

Rising to my feet, I slid down the roof and dropped off the edge. 

She raised an eyebrow. “What were you doing up there?”

“Getting some fresh air.”

She held out her hand. “You know better. These books are to remain in the archive.”

I handed it to her. “Fancy word for prohibited reading.”

“This is not our world.” She held up the book. “They were collected to keep people from trying to get through the barrier. Being a prince doesn’t mean you don’t have to obey the rules.”

With a sigh, I nodded. “Sorry.” I slipped by her and went to sit on the bed. “Curiosity got the better of me.”

“That’s the point. Curiosity leads to doing something that could threaten Sarid.” She sat beside me. “Maybe you should focus on other types of literature.”

Groaning, I laid down and draped an arm over my eyes. “You’re making my headache come back.”

“Tolcan.” She squeezed my knee. “Father wants to see you succeed. You have such talent but lately, you’re not even trying to master any new techniques.”

“I know he’s frustrated with me. I just don’t see the point. I’ve learned what I wanted to already.”

“You need to learn everything to be a king.”

I scoffed. “Albern is well ahead of me then.”

“Stop comparing yourself to him.”

“Why? It’s one thing we can all agree on.”

She grabbed my arm and pulled me upright. “How bad is it?”

“It was starting to go away but it’s coming back.” I rubbed between my eyes. 

Suzette cupped my face. She pressed her finger to my forehead and whispered the spell. I didn’t understand it. Then again, spells weren’t meant to be understood but felt. A calming and cooling presence spread through my skull. 

Falling forward, I rested my head on her shoulder. “Thank you.”

“Better?”

“So much better.”

“Good.” She gave me a hug. “Get some rest, alright?”

I removed my shoes and laid down. 

Suzette grabbed the book. “Don’t be wandering off.” She shot me a grin before leaving the room.

Smiling at the empty spot on my bookshelf, I listened to her footsteps fade away before reaching under my pillow and taking out the lizard book. One technique I knew very well was illusions. 
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Chapter 4: Women to Fear
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How could Albern do this all day? Two hours stuck in the temple, trying to read these books filled with abstract concepts, was making my head hurt. It didn’t help that I hadn’t fully recovered from the ceremony the day before. Groaning, I placed my forehead on the open pages. Maybe if I laid here for a while, it would soak into my brain. 

“Tolcan!”

I sprung upright, nearly falling out of my chair. 

My sister stood across the table with her arms folded. She eyed me. “Do you know how old that book is?”

Hunched over, I peered up at her. “No.”

She pulled it toward her. “Old enough that there aren’t any other copies, and your greasy forehead isn’t helping preserve the condition.”

With a shrug, I sunk down in my seat. “Whoops,” I breathed. My eyes wandered to the window.

She grabbed my chin and turned my face back to her. “It’s not even been one day since Father scowled you for neglecting your studies. Do you want him to do it again?”

I sighed. “Not really. Being yelled at in front of the court isn’t exactly confidence building.” 

Suzette smiled as she reached for a book in the pile she had brought me earlier. “I think you’ll like this one. It deals with time.”

I flipped through some of the pages. “What am I supposed to do with this?” I raised an eyebrow.

She took it from me and turned to a section near the front. “See.” She held it up. “Bends time. I could be a great help to the farmers.”

I skimmed a couple of lines. “This is the hardest technique out of everything you brought me.” I laid my head on the table. “Father can’t even perform this kind of magic to its full extent.”

Sitting on the table, she read a few pages. “Well, the subject has to be willing. I don’t know many creatures that would willingly want to die faster,” Suzette laughed.

Not moving, I gave her a groan as a response. I didn’t want to be here. Ki might have already left and I wanted to see if we could have one more go before he abandoned me to go fishing for a month. 

“But plants are an excellent subject.” She positioned the book in front of me and hurried off. 

I sat up. My sister was so confusing. Where did all this excitement and energy come from? She returned soon after with a small pot. A green stem was poking out from the dirt. 

“It’s one of the priest’s plants, so please, try not to kill it.”

“Really, Suzette?” I rested my face against my fist. “What do you want me to do with that?”

She tapped on the book. “A simple time spell. That should be enough to impress Father when the high priest gives his next report.”

I scratched my neck while scowling at the wall. This was pointless. If plants needed to grow faster, they would have evolved to do so. 

“I’ll be back in an hour or so to see how you are doing.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Work hard, and if there’s some progress, I’ll pretend to not notice you disappear to wherever you’re so desperate to run off to.”

“Hmm...” I pulled the book closer. 

Suzette hopped off the table and walked toward the corridor. “Oh, and Tolcan.”

“Yes?” I rubbed my forehead.

“I was not impressed with the trick you pulled the other day.” She stopped by the doorway. “I’ll be coming by your room later for the real book.”

“You can go and get it now if you want. I finished reading it last night, and it’s sitting on my bed.”

Rolling her eyes, she turned to leave and threw her hands in the air. “You’ll stay up all night reading books about mythical creatures, but I can’t even get you to look at one spellbook. I’ll never understand it.” 

My sister’s footsteps faded away. I closed the book and collapsed on top of it. Turning my head to the side, I waved my hand over the plant. “Grow.”

Nothing happened. 

“Stupid thing.” I poked the one leaf and gave it a zap of magic. “Grow.”

It shriveled in on itself and turned black. My eyes grew wide. Well, that didn’t work. 

***
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I PEEKED AROUND THE corner to where the caravan was gathered. More of the nomads than I thought were leaving on this trip to the coast. Animals could freely travel through the barrier, and some of these people depend on the fish migration to make it through the year. A dark-haired woman with a permanent scowl on her face walked out of one of the shacks. I dipped out of sight before Ki’s mother spotted me.

Ki emerged right after her. The two talked for a moment before she went back inside. Ki picked up a couple burlap sacks and carried it over to the wagon. Dispersing into the wind, I snuck up behind him and slipped my arms around his waist. He tensed at first but quickly relaxed.

I laughed in his ear. “The first time I did this, you nearly jumped out of your skin. It barely phases you now.”

“There’s only one reason why a breeze would molest me”—he glanced over his shoulder—“and that is if you’re controlling it.”

“That’s rather insulting.”

“Good.” He turned around. “I was hoping you might show up.” He glanced at the two horses hooked to the wagon. “We’re about to leave.”

I saw movement toward the house and dipped below the edge, pulling Ki down with me. His mother was on the prowl. 

He grinned. “For a prince, it’s strange that you’d be afraid of a middle-aged woman.”

“She has a tremendous arm.” I watched her walk to the neighbor’s house. 

Ki laughed.

I eyed him. “She threw a pan at my head. If I hadn’t seen it coming, I would have hit me in the face.”

“It was your own fault.” Ki stood up. “She doesn’t approve of how you treat me.” He adjusted the bags in the back and made sure they were secure.

I rested my arm along the edge of the wagon. “I treat you fine.”

“Your commitment to me is questionable at times, my prince.” He locked eyes with me for a moment before climbing into the driver’s seat.

“It’s called an open relationship.” 

“It’s called you’re afraid of choosing just one.” He shook his head. “I don’t expect anything for you, my prince. I never have, but you should understand why my mother isn’t fond of you.”

I knelt on the running board and motioned for him to come down to my level. Ki did so. I grabbed his chin and kissed him. 

“Should I start planning our wedding?”

Ki tried not to smile. “You rely too much on your charm. But you forget, my people are known for seeing through bullshit.”

I kissed him again. “Our people,” I corrected. “So, that should make me immune to your bullshit power.”

He laughed. “Perhaps that’s why I still fall for your tricks.” He pressed his lips to mine and parted them slightly. 

Clasping the back of his neck, I pulled him to me. 

“Oh no, you don’t!” yelled a woman’s voice.

I jerked back.

“You, you horrid prince, get away from my son!” Ki’s mother snatched a rock off the ground. “You will not pollute my son with your magical ways. I’ll not allow it.”

Ki smiled. “Bye, for now, my prince.”

With a groan, I snuck another kiss and hurried off into the alley. I turned the corner and heard a bang. The rock had missed me but hit a metal bucket across the street.

“And don’t you come near him again!” she stated.

I jogged down the road, shaking my head. She was a foot shorter than me, but that woman had no fear. She’d go to prison and happily be executed if it meant she kept me away from her son. Between her and my sister, I didn’t need any more women in my life. 
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Chapter 5: Family Dinner
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Ki was gone. What was I going to do to entertain myself for the next few weeks? I guess I could try being a respectable man while he was away. I’d end up as dull as Albern if I did. Staring off into space, I spun my fork on the place setting. When were they going to get here so we could eat? I was starving. 

“Tolcan!” The door banged open. Suzette marched into the room and stared me down. 

I roughly scrubbed my fingers through my hair. “Yes?”

Suzette slammed the pot down in front of me. “You killed it.”

With an annoyed expression, I glanced at her. “I thought it was some stupid bean plant. It shouldn’t be that hard to replace.”

“Well, it wasn’t.” She folded her arms. “It was a seed that blew in through the barrier. The high priest is furious.”

“The high priest? You took it from the high priest. Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place? I would have been more careful with it.”

“I did!”

“You said priest; the high part was missing,” I replied.

“I didn’t think it would matter. I thought you would be responsible enough to take care of it.” Her shoulders dropped as she sunk into the chair across from me. “What am I going to do? It’s not like I can replace it.” Suzette motioned to the withered plant. 

I tapped my finger on the table. I probably shouldn’t mention that I had zapped it and immediately left the temple after killing what turned out to be an ultra-rare plant. 

“I’ll have to fix it somehow.” Letting out a heated breath, she locked eyes with me. “And you are going to help.”

“Me, why? I don’t know how to fix it. The thing is dead.” I motioned to the shrivel stick. 

“You kill it!” She sat up straight.

Albern entered the room. “What did he kill this time?”

I grabbed my knife. “We’re having a private conversation.” I hurled it at him.

The end stuck into the invisible shield around him before dropping onto the floor.

Albern picked it up. “Missed again.” He threw it back at me. 

I slowed it down mid-flight and caught it by the handle. “No, I didn’t. You simply blocked it. That doesn’t count as a miss.”

A smirk spread across my brother’s face as he sat down beside Suzette. “Maybe you should work on your defensive magic?”

“Why?” I twirled the end of the knife on my plate. “Are you planning on learning any new techniques that I should be worried about? The only thing you’re good at is killing magic. I’m not exactly afraid of someone who’s only ability is to make a bubble around himself.”

Standing, Albern slammed his fists on the table. “Until you figure out how to get past it, I’m not exactly worried about you, either.”

“Boys,” said Suzette. “Please. I don’t get why we have to throw sharp objects at each other.”
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