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			One

			Serafina

			The gold-encrusted carriage pulled by four white horses rolled through the massive gray stone city gates topped with large gold spheres. I peered out at the vaguely familiar, white-painted storefronts with shiny gold awnings lining Helias Way, the main thoroughfare to the palace. Twelve years ago, I was fleeing for my life. Now, because of my uncle’s unexpected death, I was returning to take my place as heir of the South.

			Returning alone. King Leonard had denied my request to bring my best friend, citing Fae were not welcome in his palace.

			Except I’m half-Fae, and he’s welcoming me. Anger swelled within my chest that my grandfather would demand I return but deny my simple request of bringing a companion. I will discuss the matter with him when I arrive, I thought, adding it to my growing list.

			I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, frowning as I realized if I was going to be the heir to a human kingdom, I had no choice but to cancel my engagement to Prince Tanyth, the Fae ruler of the Court of Dusk. Sadness filled me. Tanyth had shown me nothing but kindness, and now I was turning my back on him. A ruler of a Fae court should understand the need to fulfill a responsibility to a court or kingdom, I reminded myself, but it didn’t make me feel much better. I disliked breaking agreements, no matter how big or trivial they were.

			While I had anticipated needing to negotiate with my Fae grandfather, King Pharaan, ruler of the Court of Dawn, to get approval to marry Prince Tanyth, I knew it was futile to ask King Leonard. Even if he were to agree to it, which was impossible, the three other human kings were unlikely to acknowledge the authority of a Fae, regardless of his being my husband and rightfully a co-ruler of the South.

			A hard bump jolted me out of my thoughts as the carriage climbed the last hill to the palace. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the windows when the sunlight hit just right. My russet hair was coiled on top of my head with a heavy crown of gold and what felt like hundreds of pearl and gold pins stabbing my skull. I was wearing a heavy ivory dress with an overlayer of gold lace and short, pointy shoes that I was certain had been created by a man who had no idea how it felt to wear them for hours on end. I look like a princess. The test will be if I can behave like one. I’d spent only a few hours in the carriage, and I was desperately wishing for the comfort of a tunic and pants with my sword strapped to my side.

			The closer we got to the palace, the slower the carriage moved. Within the last hundred feet of our approach, it dawned on me why King Leonard needed me and couldn’t just name a long-lost family member as heir. The mines. Each of the human kingdoms—North, South, East, and West—possessed sole control over a metal mine. The ability of the mines to produce metal ore was tied to the royal family of each kingdom. Not having an heir meant a kingdom risked collapse if its ruler died without a surviving family member.

			Deep down, I understood why it needed to be me and not someone else. No matter how difficult it was to believe, no one else was left. When I departed Gaskal twelve years ago there had been five heirs standing between me and the throne, and all had perished. I was no stranger to accidents and illnesses that claimed lives.

			The carriage brakes squeaked as we rolled to a halt. I took a deep breath and winced. The headache that had plagued me since my departure from the Court of Dusk was still determined to drive me mad. I can do this, I told myself and threw my shoulders back, willing myself to at the very least appear confident and ready to face my grandfather and his court.

			A guard wearing the gold-and-white livery of King Leonard’s palace opened the carriage door and offered me his hand. I took it and stepped out of the carriage, careful to get my dress all the way out. I recognized my grandfather immediately, though he had aged over the past twelve years. His thick white beard and thinning white hair topped with a large gold crown were still the same. A heavy white fur-lined cape was drawn around his shoulders against the chilly wind.

			Surprisingly, aside from the guards, no one else was in the welcoming committee. Growing up, I spent very little time at the palace, and honestly, I had no idea who my grandfather was close to or who would have attended my arrival. I knew he had advisors, of course, but there was much I needed to learn while I was here. About my grandfather, his court, and his expectations of me as heir.

			I prayed that once the stress of settling in passed, so would the headaches. Without Commander Meriel’s healing knowledge or magic available to me among the humans, I could expect little help from the human medics.

			“How was your journey?” my grandfather asked in a clipped voice as he met me halfway down the steps. He took my hands in his and gave them a hard squeeze. I stifled the urge to yank my hands back. In many ways the opposite of my father, King Leonard had never had a warm personality; that was likely, I mused, one of the things that drove the wedge between them.

			“Uneventful,” I replied carefully. I had napped through most of it and assumed mentioning the fleeting glimpse of what might have been a snow leopard was only going to stir up trouble.

			“Glad to hear it. Given the circumstances of your departure twelve years ago, I will admit I was concerned that you would come under attack,” King Leonard explained.

			My throat felt dry at my grandfather’s admission. It also explained why there had been such a large escort. Clearly he doesn’t feel I am capable of defending myself. What does he think I did among the Fae? Knit?

			My work would be cut out for me to prove to my grandfather—and my future subjects—that I was qualified to rule them.

			Am I? a dark part of myself asked.

			I dug my nails into my palm. It would do me no good to doubt my abilities. Would the king have demanded I take my place as his heir if he truly thought I was incapable of leading the South? Unfortunately, I did not know him well enough to have the answer, though I couldn’t tell what he would gain by naming me heir if he thought I was only going to destroy his kingdom.

			“There are refreshments just inside while they finish preparing lunch,” my grandfather announced, then offered his arm stiffly to me. I gave him a hesitant smile, which he did not return, placed my hand on his arm, and let him escort me inside.
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			Two

			Tristan

			For thirty years, I had been bound by a blood contract to Prince Tanyth and the Court of Dusk as lord commander. Many times had I wished he would release me, yet now that the contract had been destroyed, I almost missed it. Not because I wanted to be treated like I was nothing more than a slave, but because I had set responsibilities and expectations to meet. These past two weeks marked the first time in my entire life I was free to make my own choices. It’s going to take time to get used to.

			I frowned. I shared a soulmate bond with Serafina, which meant I technically wasn’t free. I was bound by magic to the love of my life. Except ever since Prince Tanyth had caught us together—an act he had forbidden—the prince had taken Serafina out of my reach, deep within Dorcha Palace, and the bond had been muted between us. No matter what I tried, so far I had not been able to resolve the issue.

			I rolled onto my side, staring at the canvas of the tent. Sleep eluded me. Outside the tent, I could hear the hoot of an owl and croak of bullfrogs in the nearby pond. I chose a campsite far enough from the city wall to reduce the chance of being noticed and to avoid hearing the loud noises that human cities seemed privy to at odd hours throughout the night. I took a deep breath, held it, and then released it. Forcing myself to shut my eyes, I counted backward from ten.

			I gently pushed Serafina onto the couch in the library. I could tell from the longing in her eyes that she was ready for me. I kissed her, then slid my cock inside of her. Her body was perfect, as though we were made for each other. I started with a slow in-and-out rhythm, making sure she was okay with our position, then increased my speed. I was surprised when she started lifting her hips in time with my strokes. The effect was electrifying as she sent me deeper and deeper. I felt her folds tightening, and her heartbeat sped up. Her fingers lightly gripped my hips in encouragement, digging into me as I quickened my strokes, relishing how well our bodies fit together. One more thrust sent her over the edge, and I followed almost immediately after. I kissed her as our bodies spasmed together, and then I felt it—the magic uncoiling between us.

			I brushed her mind with mine, and I could feel hers right at the surface. “Serafina, I love you,” I said into her mind.

			“I love you too,” Serafina replied.

			I lifted my eyes from Serafina’s and was staring into a teal face with blue-black hair in a single braid. Travaran growled, “Betrayer.”

			Thrashing in the covers, I woke up to find myself alone in my tent. Neither Serafina nor Travaran was with me. Travaran is dead, and Serafina is certainly secure within the palace by now. I knew it was not going to be simple to see her. Fear clung to me. What else did Tanyth do to her? I had spent too long obeying Prince Tanyth’s orders to believe that all he had done was tamper with the mating bond. Not when the prince favored cruel punishments for those he disliked.

			A sharp ache in my lower back was a painful reminder of how terrible the prince could be.

			Prince Tanyth came up right behind me. His legs brushed mine, and I could feel his hips against my butt.

			I ran my hand over my face, trying to drag myself out of the memory.

			A sharp blade pierced my lower back. It pulsed with magic as Tanyth twisted it, casting an eerie green glow across the stone. If the wall had not been in front of me, I would have collapsed from the fierce pain. Dragonfang.

			A chant rose in the stands. “Tristan! Tristan!”

			I massaged my lower back with my hand, hoping it would alleviate the ache. I didn’t know enough about Dragonfang to have any idea what being stabbed by it meant, other than it couldn’t be good. Not as long as Prince Tanyth has it in his possession. I knew that Fae magic objects were not inherently good or evil. It was the wielder who determined how they were used.

			As the tiger leaped, I did a two-handed thrust straight up with my sword, impaling it. Lifeless, the tiger fell like dead weight on top of me. No matter how hard I tried, I could not get the tiger’s body to move. I was thoroughly trapped.

			Rubbing my hands on my pants to get rid of the clammy feeling, I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus on the present.

			I cannot change the past. But I can control my future and hopefully influence Serafina’s.

			One of the last things Tanyth had said to me about Serafina was that she was “safe.” I realized now that there were different interpretations of “safe” and that it was possible Tanyth had merely meant that he knew exactly where she was. I’m sure he considered most of the Fae creatures in the dungeon cells “safe.” I had spent too long in the Court of Dusk to believe that she was truly safe if I was meant to take Tanyth’s word for it. The idea that he had somehow orchestrated this gnawed at me. How would Tanyth benefit from Serafina becoming the heir of the South? Or even the queen?

			A sliver of fear tried to take hold in my mind. Can I win Serafina back? Or did Prince Tanyth corrupt our love for each other in a way I can never overcome? Unexpected circumstances—Serafina a prisoner, me the lord commander of the Court of Dusk—had led to us meeting, but did we really know each other? If this was truly a chance to do things all over again, would I be her choice?

			I had done many horrifying things in Prince Tanyth’s name. Am I worthy of her love and forgiveness? I had to believe I was, or I might as well return to the Court of Dusk. There was only one path for me now, the one that would bring me back to Serafina’s side. Whatever it takes.

			My mind, body, and soul wanted to get Serafina back, but I was going to have to be patient. I could not rush into the palace and steal her away. Maybe I would have been able to do that twelve years ago, when she had lived with her parents in the city among the other humans, but now, as heir, she would be under close watch and reside within the palace. Besides, she might not appreciate it if I stole her away in an attempt to win her back. I’m assuming she doesn’t want to be in Gaskal. What if I’m wrong?

			Studying the sliver of forest through the gap in the tent flaps, barely visible in the dark, I debated my next move. I desperately wanted to save Serafina, but now that I knew where she was, perhaps I could get help. It would be a long shot, but at this point very few options were available to me. I would not be doing Serafina justice if I wasn’t willing to pursue all options.

			I packed up my gear and vanished it, using my magic to store it along with other important belongings such as my weapon, ready to be called upon when needed. Serafina’s human grandfather had called her back to Gaskal. Maybe her Fae grandfather, King Pharaan of the Court of Dawn, could help me get her out again—or at least get in contact with her.
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			Three

			Serafina

			King Leonard led me into a room that I assumed was used for guests waiting for meetings with him. At one end of the room were built-in white shelves full of knickknacks—rocks, miniature statues, and a toy-sized horn, to name a few. The long wall had windows with heavy gold drapes pushed back to reveal a view of the statue garden. Upon closer inspection, I noticed the windows were actually doors that opened onto a small balcony.

			A long black dining table was set at one end with a gold tea service, biscuits, and plates for four. This must be where lunch is happening too. I wondered who the other two people would be. I racked my mind for memories of who had been close to my grandfather but drew a blank. I hadn’t spent much time at court growing up, but when I had, paying attention to my grandfather and his nobles was the last thing on my mind. Not that I could blame myself. The last time I’d set foot in the palace prior to today was when I was ten.

			“Lunch will be here soon. While we wait, please relax and have some tea,” my grandfather said and poured us both cups. Though the words sounded welcoming, his tone was cold. As though he’s merely going through the motions of polite host.

			Not wanting to stir up trouble within the first hour of my arrival, I took the cup and sipped, nose wrinkling at how strong the tea was. This must be how he likes it. I set the cup down. “When are we going to discuss what I’m doing here?” I asked, unable to hold the question in any longer.

			Eyes narrowing—either in annoyance or anger, I couldn’t tell—King Leonard took a sip of his tea. Long moments ticked by as I waited for his response. “We will do that tonight. Your arrival was later than expected, and I didn’t want to keep my guests from their lunch any longer.”

			Pressing my lips together, I kept my response to myself. He’s blaming me for delaying their lunch? What a ridiculous notion. I shifted on my feet, immediately regretting it as the pointy shoes squeezed tighter. Glancing at the bottom of the dress, I debated if I could ditch the shoes without him noticing. The hem was above the floor, and as I shifted, I caught glimpses of the shoes. I guess not.

			There was a light tap on the door. A servant walked in and announced, “Lord McCormack and his daughter, Lady McCormack.”

			Lord Theo McCormack was a short, reed-thin man with medium-brown skin, sharp gray eyes, and close-cropped pewter-gray hair. He wore a navy-blue jacket with gold buttons, a white satin shirt, and matching navy pants with gold piping down the side of the legs.

			Lord McCormack walked toward us, and I sucked in a breath as a young woman close to my age stepped out from behind him. Raven-black hair cascaded around her shoulders in ringlets, framing her delicate face. Her skin reminded me of caramel, and her eyes were a shade darker. I knew immediately that she was his daughter—the shape of their chins and noses was identical.

			Lord McCormack bowed deeply to both of us, and his daughter dipped into a curtsey. “May I present my daughter, Violet.”

			Violet’s selection of a dusky purple dress was fitting given her name. Was it her choice to wear purple or her father’s?

			Keeping my question to myself, I replied, “Nice to meet you.”

			“Lord McCormack’s lands are near our eastern border. He is my trade supervisor, as well as ambassador for negotiations with the Lord of the East,” King Leonard explained.

			Nostrils fluttering, I inhaled a breath. I fought the Lord of the East and his knights in the battle at Emerald Valley. A battle that happened because the Lord of the East’s greed led him to breach the trade treaty with King Pharaan and the Court of Dawn—silver in exchange for emeralds.

			“Are you quite well?” asked my grandfather coldly.

			“Fine. I was just recalling the battle at Emerald Valley,” I replied. If I closed my eyes, I knew I’d be able to see the ranks of the Lord of the East’s knights as they came down the hill toward the Fae.

			My response earned me a sharp warning look. Not a suitable topic, I mused, wondering if it was not suitable at lunch or for a princess to speak of at all.

			“Pardon me, Your Highness. You were at the battle at Emerald Valley?” Violet asked.

			Amusement flooded me, and I met Violet’s gaze. “Yes. I fought side by side with the Fae warriors and defeated the Lord of the East.”

			Violet’s gaze slid to my ears, then back to my face. “You’re not Fae. Why would you fight with them?”

			“I’m half-Fae and spent the past just over eleven years at Jade Wilds, a Fae training camp,” I replied smoothly. I could hear my grandfather’s feet shifting in agitation. I didn’t care. He’s not my master. He had refused to tell me anything prior to introducing me to our guests. I was merely stating facts.

			Violet opened her mouth to ask me another question when her father cut her off. “Look, lunch has arrived.”

			Servants strode into the room and set a covered plate at each of the four set chairs. How convenient. Not wasting any time, I sat down on the side that had the two place settings. I anticipated my grandfather would sit at the head of the table. Thankfully, Violet slid into the seat next to me. I guessed the purpose of this lunch was for me to meet Violet; otherwise, there would be no logical reason to have postponed it. Discussing logistics of trade with Lord McCormack sounded like a task for King Leonard, not a princess. Unless he intends to thrust me into the middle of learning the inner workings of the kingdom.

			The covers on the plates were removed, revealing a chicken breast, candied brussels sprouts, and red fingerling potatoes. As I ate, I half listened to my grandfather’s conversation about a negotiation over the price of wood and grain. Halfway through the meal, when it became clear that my grandfather and Lord McCormack weren’t going to include us in their discussion, I shifted in my seat so I could more readily talk to Violet.

			“What does a typical day look like for you, Violet?” With no knowledge of Violet beyond what duties belonged to her father, I decided this was the best question to open our discussion with.

			Violet gave me a slight smile. “My mother has taught me how to run the household. My day starts with tackling the correspondence that has arrived overnight. Then, I talk to the cook regarding her menu for dinner. If my father is home, we will eat in the dining hall. If he is away, then we typically eat in the kitchen. Once my indoor tasks are complete, I go into the stable and help the grooms with our horses.”

			“Do you ride?” I asked.

			Violet’s smile widened. “Of course. When my brother was still home, he taught me how to train horses. Now that he is gone, I have taken over. Or as much as I can. I keep them exercised, at least.”

			I was intrigued that Violet knew how to train horses and that her father allowed her to do so. I was tempted to ask if she knew any weapon skills, but I was afraid to broach the subject in present company. The last thing I wanted was to get Violet in trouble in front of the king, who I had a feeling didn’t believe women should use weapons.

			Searching for a safe topic, I finally settled on, “Do you come to the palace often?”

			Violet shook her head. “No. Usually Father only brings me once a year or so. Though he comes quarterly to give the king updates, my father does not permit me to be involved in the trade agreements, so there isn’t much for me to do at the palace.”

			“Would like to visit more often? I would enjoy the company,” I said. Excitement coursed through me. Violet was comfortable with horses. I could go riding with another woman.

			“I would love to,” Violet said eagerly.
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			Four

			Tristan

			With the dissolution of my contract with the Court of Dusk, I no longer had any restrictions on when or how I used my magic. Star portals had long been the fastest method of traveling for Fae, though not all Fae could make one given the immense amount of magic they required. Standing in the forest next to where I had camped the night before, I closed my eyes and gathered my shadow magic to me. When I had enough, I raised my hand and created a shimmering gray oval of pure magic. Nostrils flaring as I exhaled, I took a quick glance around to make sure no one was going to try to follow me through and then stepped into the portal. The next step took me out of the portal and onto the road that would lead me to Uaine Palace and the Court of Dawn.

			Born and raised in Glass Oasis on the border between the Court of Dusk and the Court of the Sun, until I was exiled to Embergate for training, I had never had the opportunity to visit Uaine Palace, though like most Fae, I had heard stories.

			Nothing could have properly prepared me for what I saw when I reached the top. The hill sloped gently downward toward Uaine Palace and its city. A short stone wall marked the perimeter. Even from here, I could see how carefully it had been planned out, with streets in precise lines intersecting at ninety-degree angles. The palace was surrounded by a high wall of green granite with light-gray stone spires soaring toward the sky. Several of the towers had green windows. I wondered if they were colored glass or merely an illusion crafted with magic.

			I shoved a tremor of fear away. The Court of Dusk and the Court of Dawn were not exactly on good terms with each other. I focused on my task—asking King Pharaan to help free Serafina of her obligation to the human king. Walking briskly, I followed the road, hugging the edge in case there were any other visitors moving at a faster pace than I was. The design of the city—no gate barring entry as I crossed under the delicate archway and wide, smooth streets—was a stark contrast to the darkness at the Court of Dusk. Dorcha Palace doesn’t even have a city. Besides, if it did, who would be brave enough to live there?

			As I worked my way toward the palace, my presence did not go unnoticed. I felt eyes watching me, though if I tried to identify who they belonged to, the feeling went away. I suspected it was only a matter of time before word of my arrival reached the king’s ears. I just had no idea what he would do about it, if anything, or if the news had reached him that I had “died” and was no longer the lord commander of the Court of Dusk and under Prince Tanyth’s thumb. In all the years I had spent serving Tanyth, the only time he’d directly interacted with the Court of Dawn was at the battle of Emerald Valley, when Tanyth heeded the call to arms. A battle I was not permitted to participate in. Instead, Tanyth had taken his heir with him. And look where that got us. Travaran dead and Serafina captured. I shuddered and pushed away the memories of Travaran trying to cloud my thoughts, focusing on what was important to me right now: that to my knowledge, Tanyth had never openly challenged King Pharaan, but his dislike of the king was common knowledge.

			The gates to the palace were shut. Beyond them, I could see a courtyard with lush green plants and a fountain that I thought might be constructed entirely of emeralds.

			A brown-haired female Fae in plate mail with the court’s emblem of an emerald and two crossed pickaxes stepped forward, barring my advance. “State your business.”

			Drawing myself up to my full height, I replied, “I seek an audience with King Pharaan regarding his granddaughter Serafina Wyantha.”

			At Serafina’s name, a flicker of recognition flashed across the guard’s face. She studied me. My dark-brown cloak was clasped at my shoulders with a plain silver circle; my dark-green tunic and brown leather pants were deliberately nondescript. As far as I was concerned, I did not have allegiance to any court and would not mislead anyone into thinking I did by openly wearing a court emblem.

			“I will send your request. You will wait here until orders come stating otherwise.” The guard strode into the gatehouse. Ears straining, I could not make out any words spoken between the guards in the house. I was relieved when another Fae, a blond female guard, departed the gatehouse and went across the courtyard before disappearing into the palace itself. My message would be delivered.
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			Arms loose at my side and weight distributed between both legs, I took up a comfortable stance and settled in to wait. I hoped my audience would be approved quickly, but I knew it likely wouldn’t be. Fae were wary of strangers as a rule. I had time to wait. Serafina was in Gaskal and for the foreseeable future would remain there. Of that much I was certain.

			I recalled the first time I saw Serafina at Dorcha Palace. I had returned from hunting a leon.

			When I saw the number of guests, I immediately regretted my decision to report without cleaning up first. My black leather vest was clean, but that was it. Smudges of dirt were on my cheeks and bare chest, and I could feel bits of tree bark digging into my scalp.

			A russet-haired female stood next to Tanyth, and I realized she was a human as I approached the throne. My lip curled in distaste. The last thing I needed was to deal with Prince Tanyth’s latest human prisoner.

			A flicker of movement drew my eyes to Bane, the blond-haired, gray-eyed Fae I had trained with at Embergate. Tanyth had denied his request to join me on this hunt. Bane thought it was because he was second-in-command, but I knew better. Tanyth was afraid we would plot against him, and the two of us together would be a credible threat.

			Bane smirked at me, then pounded his metal-tipped staff on the stone by the throne. The human jumped, startled, and I shot him a glance.

			“Lord Commander Tristan Gilvrye presents to Prince Tanyth a leon shapeshifter!” announced Bane.

			It was impossible to ignore the human shaking like a leaf. Is she going to fall over? I wondered. Any show of compassion toward a human would be punished. If she falls, I will have to ignore her. I plastered a bored expression on my face, praying I could sell my indifference to this whole spectacle. If I couldn’t, I risked far more than the human’s life, because I was not just a Fae. I was a shapeshifter.

			The prince’s eyes flickered between me and the human, a cold smile on his lips. “Lord Commander, if Serafina passes her arena trial, then you will oversee her training.”

			My blood boiled with anger. I was used to him assigning me odd tasks, but ordering me to train a human was a first. Especially one who looked like she hadn’t been fed in a few days. “Your Highness, her capture alone proves the human has minimal skills. I cannot make a warrior out of nothing.”

			I smiled as I remembered Serafina’s bold response, even then unwilling to be intimidated by any of us. I regretted my reaction, but I couldn’t undo the past—only strive to be better for the future. Years of honing my lord commander persona to fit what Tanyth expected of me, combined with fear that Tanyth would somehow learn my shapeshifting secret, had caused me to treat her terribly.

			We had both gotten lucky when Tanyth found our exchange amusing. Now, thinking back on the confrontation, I wondered if the whole thing had been a test from the moment he captured her. Would he have killed his own son simply for a chance to interfere with a prophecy? It was a hard idea for me to swallow.

			Tanyth might be evil, but he had still loved his son. I refused to believe he had sent Travaran to capture Serafina just to set certain events in motion. That was too extreme even for Tanyth. Isn’t it?

			The gate rattled and drew me out of the memory. Alas, it was just the pair of guards on patrol relieving the ones at the gate. I ran my hand over my face, wondering if the entire debacle with Serafina at Dorcha Palace had been part of Prince Tanyth’s plan—or at least a twisted experiment to find out what would happen if you put a warrior who had spent decades killing humans in charge of training a half-human prisoner. Or he had lied when he said he didn’t believe in the Lost Fae Queen prophecy.

			I couldn’t figure out what connection the Lost Fae Queen prophecy had to the one about the three magic objects. If there was a connection between the two, then it would explain Prince Tanyth’s motives. Perhaps I can ask King Pharaan if the visit goes well, or at least get permission to peruse his library. Though the book Bedtime Tails held many Fae stories that were also considered by some to be prophecies, it was not the only written record of them. Bedtime Tails just happened to be the one that was the most widely distributed.
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			Hours trickled by. Periodically, I would test the bond, to see if by chance there was a flicker of response from Serafina. I was not surprised that it remained dull.

			I straightened as I heard the sound of booted feet. Sure enough, a double column of the king’s elite guard approached the gate, their bright-green capes fluttering behind them in the mild breeze. The male at the head of the group, with pale blue hair just visible under his helmet, raised his hand and they halted in unison.

			The gates opened just enough for the commander to walk through. “Lord Commander Tristan Gilvrye, I am Lord Commander Onvyr Naero. What is the purpose of your visit?”

			Onvyr’s golden eyes glittered as he stared at me longer than was polite. I refused to react to his scrutiny or to his apparent knowledge of who I was even though I had not given a name when I made my request to see the king. Very little intimidated me—certainly not Onvyr. “The short version is that I would like to request the king’s aid to remove his granddaughter, Serafina Wyantha, from the possession of the Lord of the South.”

			I opted to omit the use of the human surname, knowing that Onvyr would dismiss the matter as not a Fae concern when he drew the familial connection between Serafina and the Lord of the South. But I was also gambling that King Pharaan had told others in his court of Serafina’s existence.

			“I see. What is your interest in Serafina?” Onvyr inquired.

			“She is my soulmate,” I said softly. Onvyr’s eyes widened at my revelation. I hoped disclosing that information would help gain the audience I desired.

			“My orders are to bring you to the study so you can be more comfortable as you wait. I cannot promise the king will meet with you in person,” Onvyr warned.

			I nodded. At least they are allowing me inside Uaine. “Very well.” An idea flickered. “Would it be possible to browse your library while I wait?”

			Onvyr gave me an appraising look, then replied, “No. If King Pharaan decides you may stay at Uaine longer than your meeting, then I can escort you to the library. Until then, you must remain in the study.”

			At Onvyr’s signal, the gate was pushed open farther, and the column of the elite guard split, allowing us to walk through the middle. He guided me up the three steps and into the palace. The walls were white marble with green veins here and there. I was surprised by how open and airy it was, though it was far more in line with Fae traditions to build a palace this way than the darkness of Dorcha Palace, which was mostly under Ember Mountain. There were no huge doors barring the way inside, just a large, open archway with smaller arches dotting the wall allowing for air to flow freely into the building. The ceiling was a vibrant green dome high above us. A delicate staircase made of jade spiraled up the dome, though I doubted a Fae would climb it. More than likely, you’d need to be capable of flying to reach the door at the top.

			Onvyr did not allow me long to inspect the dome. He ushered me down a hallway and into the room I presumed was the study, though I wondered whose study it actually was. The room had a white desk with the Court of Dawn emblem stenciled into the middle. There was one chair behind it with a green cushion and two in front that were plain medium-colored wood. The sideboard matched the desk and was white with the court emblem on the front. It held a pitcher of water and three glasses.

			Not that it has room for anything else. The space felt like it would be more suited to a broom closet than a location to conduct meetings.

			“There is water and a chair. Either I or someone else will return shortly with an update. Or, if you’re lucky, the king will come and speak to you,” Onvyr said, though his tone made me think that he doubted King Pharaan wanted an audience with me. Nibbling on my lip, I nodded.

			When Onvyr departed, I sat in one of the chairs. What am I thinking? The whole palace is on edge at my presence. Likely assuming I’m here to carry out Prince Tanyth’s dark deeds. I realized that it had been a mistake to come here. I would have to earn King Pharaan’s trust before he would ever directly offer to help me, no matter what the request was.
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			Five

			Serafina

			Stifling a yawn, I wondered again why my grandfather had decided to have dinner so late. We hadn’t yet discussed why I was here, or his expectations of me as heir. There was also the matter that I hadn’t been to my rooms since I arrived, though they had been mentioned several times. Writing the letter to Prince Tanyth and calling off our engagement was at the top of my list, even before sleeping. Though I don’t know who would be willing to deliver the message. I doubted my grandfather would allow me to send one of his messengers to the Court of Dusk.

			We were in the massive formal dining room, sitting at the head of a table that was long enough to seat at least fifty. Crystal chandeliers overhead were evenly spaced the length of the table, providing only enough light to guess at what was on our plates.

			Lunch this afternoon with the McCormacks had confirmed that my grandfather had an assortment of rooms to choose from, and I couldn’t help questioning his motives for eating dinner in here and not a room better suited for two people. Maybe he is trying to intimidate me.

			I drank water out of a silver goblet, waiting for him to explain whatever we were supposed to be discussing. So far, he had spoken only about the weather and flowers. I was tired and had little appetite. Annoyance simmering, I set my glass down when it became clear that he was not going to get to the point anytime soon.

			“Excuse me, Grandfather,” I said, trying to keep my voice light and airy. The last thing I needed was to let my emotions get the better of me and start an argument.

			His blue-green eyes were focused intently on me. “What?”

			“I was under the impression we were going to have a discussion. I do not think the weather or the palace gardens fall under that category,” I said sweetly, my fingers crumpling the edge of my dress the only indication of my true feelings.

			He huffed out a breath. “You are right. There are several things we need to discuss. First, it is of utmost importance that as my heir, you represent me and the South to the best of your ability. Which means you will wear clothes and partake in activities that are appropriate for a princess. You shall also refrain from having conversations about your time with the Fae and are not to be openly armed.”

			I pressed my lips together in a thin line. What else am I supposed to talk about? Flowers?

			He continued, “You will be required to have at least one guard—preferably two—with you always, unless you are sleeping. In addition to guards, you will also be assigned a maid and one or more ladies-in-waiting.”

			There goes my privacy. I didn’t like the idea of constantly having someone glued to my side. Unable to stop myself with anger simmering, I said sharply, “Is that all?”

			King Leonard stared at me. “No.”

			Of course not. I sighed, waiting for him to finish explaining what other unwanted restrictions would be placed on me.

			“It is also critical that we find you a husband,” he said. His expression dared me to object.

			I was too shocked to do more than gasp. “Husband?”

			“You didn’t think I had summoned you to become my heir and would allow you to not have a husband, did you? The line must continue. You must produce a child,” he replied matter-of-factly, then added, “Your engagement to Prince Tanyth has been terminated. I would advise you to send correspondence to him.”

			I dug my fingernails into my thigh under the table. The news that he had terminated my engagement sent me reeling. How did he find out? I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. It had been foolish of me not to anticipate my grandfather’s plan. To marry and bear a child. The timing of this conversation caught me off guard more than anything. It was one thing to explain expected behavior, but quite another to tell a clearly exhausted young woman that she would need to marry and produce children as soon as possible.

			“I see,” I said, my voice shaking slightly.

			“I have created a list of qualified suitors, and tomorrow afternoon you will begin meeting with them,” my grandfather said.

			Tomorrow? I swallowed the word and instead replied with a more suitable response. “I get to choose?” I asked, holding my breath for the answer.

			His nostrils flared. “No, the choice is mine. You can provide feedback, but ultimately, it is my choice, not yours.”

			Gasping, I covered my mouth with my napkin, biting hard on my tongue. Coppery blood flooded my mouth, preventing me from responding. This must be why my parents refused to live in the palace. He wants to control too much of my life.

			Jaw tight, I listened to the rest of his words. “My intention is that by the end of the week we will have a marriage contract, and in two weeks’ time, you will be married and busy making an heir.”

			Heart racing, I struggled to prevent an outburst. I couldn’t afford to anger him more. I ground my teeth together. I didn’t like how he was dictating my life to me. Even when I was at Jade Wilds, I had had some amount of say in what I was doing. Yet King Leonard, with his casual tone, acted as though my marriage and creation of an heir was nothing more than a business contract, like the ones he did for trade agreements between territories with Lord McCormack. Maybe instead of cutting off the engagement, I should write to Tanyth begging him to rescue me from this new hell. As soon as I thought the words, I dismissed them. Asking Tanyth for help was not a good solution. It would likely end in war between the Court of Dusk and the South, an event I wanted to prevent, not be the cause of.

			Grandfather must have noticed my reaction because his next words were biting. “You. Will. Marry. Your mother knew quite well that this could happen should misfortune befall my other heirs.”

			Anger and sadness washed over me. My mother had known this was possible, yet had never shared the information with me. Just like she never told me about being the king of Fae’s granddaughter. Fists clenched, unwilling to let him place the blame on my dead mother, I met the king’s gaze. “You could have contacted me at any point to ensure I knew it was possible, either when I lived here or once I was at Jade Wilds. It was your choice to leave me in the dark all these years. Perhaps if you cared about the South as much as you claim, you would have done a better job to ensure all potential South heirs were aware of their duty before they were called upon to perform it.”

			Not waiting for his response, I stood up and ran out, back to my rooms. I didn’t care if I had broken the protocol; my emotions were too strong. If I hadn’t left, I wasn’t sure what I would have done. Something I would’ve regretted.

			I slammed the suite doors shut behind me. The doors shuddered on their hinges, and I momentarily worried they were going to fall off. Yanking up the hem of my dress, I slid one of my hidden daggers out of its sheath on my thigh. Desperate to get out of the dress, an ill-fitting reminder of what was to come with my new role as heir of Gaskal, I gripped the dagger, and with sharp slices I cut myself out of the dress. I threw it in a heap in the corner, then collapsed to the floor. Sobbing, I wrapped my arms around my knees, rocking back and forth. “I can’t do this.”

			I closed my eyes.

			A fragment of a memory came to me: being curled in a ball on a massive bed, hopeless. The desire to end it. Then warm arms encircling me and a voice saying, “I’m here, always.” A feeling of safety and love.

			I groaned; suddenly it felt like someone was stabbing a knife through my head. I clutched my face with my hands and writhed in pain. Just as quickly as it had come, the pain dissipated, and I sat up and let out a relieved breath. That was the first time the headaches had gotten extreme, and I dearly hoped it would be the only time.

			Cautiously, I stood up. When the pain didn’t return, a quick glance confirmed I had indeed shredded the dress and was only wearing undergarments. My hands were shaking from a blend of exhaustion, pain, and anger. I knew I was unlikely to fall asleep if I got into bed, not without giving my mind a chance to at least try settling.

			Training usually helps. Pushing furniture out of the way, I created a space that would allow me to practice simple hand-to-hand combat maneuvers.
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			When I awoke the next morning, I momentarily forgot where I was, until I recognized the bed and the room as the set of suites assigned to me at King Leonard’s palace. I felt marginally better now that I had a night’s rest behind me. Today is a new day. Even though yesterday had proven challenging, there had been one bright spot—meeting Violet. I knew Violet and Lord McCormack were visiting for a few days and wanted to make sure I was able to find her today.

			I slid out of bed and stretched, then made a beeline for the small desk. There was a stack of paper and a quill conveniently on top.

			Tanyth,

			I regret to inform you that my grandfather, King Leonard, has called upon me to take my place as heir of Gaskal.

			Please forgive me. I never intended for our engagement to end, let alone through a letter.

			Yours sincerely,

			Serafina

			Rereading the letter, it sounded too short, but since I wasn’t confident it would not be read by my grandfather, I was afraid to include anything that could be interpreted the wrong way. I folded the letter and stuffed it in an envelope. I found a seal with wax in the drawer; thankfully it was just a plain circle with no emblem. I wasn’t sure the letter would make it to Prince Tanyth if I were to use King Leonard’s seal.

			Task complete, hunger still eluding me, I decided to do sword drills, confident they would boost my appetite. I pulled my sword out of the trunk and went through the warmup drills, followed by the real ones. The sword was a comforting weight in my hand as I worked my way through each of the ten maneuvers and then the combinations.

			I was completing the seventh set of combinations when the doors to my suites swung open. I whirled, sword in my hand, to face the intruder.

			The intruder was not a real intruder—or much of a threat. I lowered my sword and studied the maid. A round face, a pointy nose, and pale blond hair in a severe-looking chignon made the maid’s expression harsh. She wore a plain cream-colored dress with gold satin cuffs and a gold satin apron tied around her waist, and she had a dress draped over one of her arms.

			“Princess, we must get you ready. No time to waste!” the maid said, her voice high-pitched from nerves.

			Eyebrows shooting up, I placed my left hand on my hip with the right gripping the sword, the tip digging into the oak floors. I stood rooted to the spot. “Why?”

			“Your first suitor is here!” she said, wringing her hands, then she turned to the bed and laid out the dress that had been chosen for me.

			Inwardly cringing, I kept my face schooled into annoyance at the interruption. “I thought it wasn’t until this afternoon?” I said, but based on her actions, I knew it was my information that was wrong, not hers.

			“Sorry, Princess, but the Duke of Piore is here,” she replied.

			“Shit,” I muttered, and the maid gasped. I rolled my eyes. In my own chambers, I refused to curb my tongue and only use “words appropriate for a princess.”

			“What is your name?” I asked so I could address her properly.

			“I’m Mary,” she said quickly. “Tomorrow you will get a lady-in-waiting.”

			A lady-in-waiting? I wondered if that was an appointment I got to make myself or another one that my grandfather would do for me.

			Quicker than I had imagined possible for one person, she had me dressed and fed a light breakfast, then was ushering me into one of the palace’s many galleries. This one had large windows and a balcony that overlooked the rose garden, with a large black piano sitting at one end.

			Mary practically shoved me through the door before vanishing. Chin high, shoulders back, I refused to allow my abrupt entrance to set the tone for the encounter with my first suitor. A tremor ran through me, and I clenched my jaw. This can’t be any worse than my first day at the battle camp facing hundreds of unfamiliar Fae. I strode forward and laid my eyes on the Duke of Piore. He was the same height as me, with short ash-blond hair and dark-brown eyes. His brown coat reminded me of one of the many tree trunks in the Jade Wilds forest.

			Disappointment coursed through me, though I had no idea why. I wouldn’t have been expecting someone else in the duke’s place.

			“Your Grace,” I said and curtsied.

			“Your Highness,” he replied, bowing deeply.

			“Please just call me Serafina,” I said, taking a few steps closer to him. I stayed out of arm’s reach, guessing that was an appropriate distance for an unwed woman interacting with a strange man.

			“Then you must call me Taylor,” the duke replied. “Now, Serafina, tell me about yourself. What is it that you enjoy doing?”

			Inhaling softly, I gave him the prettiest smile I could manage. “I spent eleven years being trained by the Fae, and I enjoy fighting with a sword.”

			Taylor’s jaw dropped open in shock at my bold answer, and his cheeks colored. “You fight with a sword?”

			My lips twitched in amusement. What if he had been the one who walked in on me this morning when I was practicing with a sword instead of Mary? “Yes, Taylor. I can fight with a sword, axe, even my bare fists if I must,” I clarified. It was a struggle to keep my composure with his obvious discomfort. He must like weak women, I surmised.

			Taylor backed up a few steps, putting one of the sofas between us. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said and then turned and briskly left.

			When the duke was gone, I couldn’t help myself; I laughed. What did he expect me to say? I belatedly realized that the king had asked that I omit talking about Fae, though in my defense I had answered the duke’s questions honestly, which I felt was more important than sticking to the king’s approved topic choices. I shrugged. There will be more suitors.

			When my laughter subsided, I realized I was alone in the gallery. Since the king or his advisors had forgotten to tell me the first suitor was arriving early this morning, I had no idea if anyone other than the Duke of Piore was expected or if I was free to do as I wished for the remainder of the day. I hoped it was the latter. A ride with Violet sounded divine right now. Given she had not reacted negatively yesterday when I spoke of training with the Fae, I expected that Violet didn’t care if I could use weapons. A noblewoman training horses is just as uncommon as one trained in weapons.

			I strolled around the room, peering at the large paintings hanging on the walls. Most of them were hunting scenes of some sort with men on horseback and hounds capering around. I was surprised at the lack of images of any females in this room. Does my grandfather’s court still believe in keeping the two genders isolated from each other? As I considered my question, I realized that I had no idea. Aside from lunch with Violet and meeting the maid, I had not yet encountered any other women.

			I don’t want to be the center of attention, though. Maybe it is better that I haven’t seen many people. I am sure if my grandfather hates the Fae, many of his courtiers share the same sentiment. The fact that I lived among the Fae for over eleven years is not going to help me win them over.

			The door creaked behind me. I turned, reminding myself I wasn’t in danger and forcing my hands to stay relaxed at my sides instead of in fists.

			King Leonard stepped through the door. Eyebrows arched, I took in his riding outfit. He had tight-fitting breeches, knee-high black boots, a short red coat, gloves, and a velvet hunting cap on his head. “I was informed that the Duke of Piore has departed. Since you are now free for the rest of the morning, I thought you might want to join me for my morning ride.”

			His offer caught me off guard. After I stormed out of dinner last night, I had not expected any sort of casual interaction. I was hoping to ride with Violet. I suppose this would be a compromise. The king was holding himself stiffly, and his eyes were hooded and difficult to read. I had no way of knowing if this was a peace offering or another way of him asserting his authority over me. I prayed it was the former and that our shared interest in horses might give us common ground.

			Not wanting to overshadow what could be an enjoyable ride with negative thoughts, I allowed a small smile to curve on my lips. “I’d love to.” He held out his arm and I slipped mine through his and lightly set my hand near his elbow. A fresh start?

			“I do need to change first,” I pointed out when I realized we were not heading back toward my rooms.

			A slight course alteration had us at my suite in a few minutes. “I’ll wait,” King Leonard said.

			“I’ll be fast,” I responded. He gave me a look of disbelief.

			Not wanting to waste any time discussing it, I slipped into my room and shut the door.

			The corset laces came undone with less effort than I expected. Letting the dress fall in a heap, I stepped out of it and rummaged in my trunk for a pair of pants, a tunic, and tall boots. Sliding the clothes on, I sighed in relief. The dresses I had worn so far had been extremely uncomfortable. I need to talk to the seamstress.

			I stepped out of the room and caught the king’s shocked expression. “Why are you wearing pants?” he demanded.

			I rocked back on my heels and banged the door with my shoulder. “This is what I ride in,” I replied.

			The king’s jaw visibly tightened. I wondered if he was going to retract his offer to allow me to ride. “I don’t have time for you to change again,” he finally managed to say, then turned abruptly on his heel and strode down the hallway. I followed a step behind, taking the hint that whatever comradery might have been growing between us just minutes before was now most definitely not.

			Guards trailed us, and as we approached the stable, more appeared. Some were already on horseback. I should have anticipated that going on a ride with the Lord of the South would never be just the two of us. Unlike the Fae, humans did not have magic. The only defense my grandfather had from an attack would be any training he had received and that of his guards.

			We strode through the stable doors.

			A small black horse with a sidesaddle stood quietly next to a bright red one with a regular saddle. The red horse alternated pawing the ground and tossing its head impatiently. Not knowing what kind of rider my grandfather was, I kept any thoughts of whether or not he should be riding a young, energetic horse at his age to myself.

			My grandfather took the reins of the red horse and led it outside before I could say anything. The groom offered me the reins of the black one. I took them and then moved to its side and unbuckled the saddle, sliding it off the horse’s back and setting it on an open stall door.

			“Princess, you cannot take the saddle off,” protested the groom, shooting a worried glance in my grandfather’s direction.

			I rolled my eyes. I doubted the groom was going to physically prevent me from doing what I wanted. Not with guards and the king nearby. “I most certainly can. I’m the one riding the horse, and I would prefer to ride bareback than in a sidesaddle!” I retorted.

			The groom cleared his throat and in a firmer voice replied, “Your clothing will be ruined!”

			I raised my eyebrows. I was wearing pants and a tunic, same as him, nothing that would get ruined. I yanked the saddle blanket off the horse’s back and tossed it on top of the saddle. Then, wrapping a handful of mane in my hand to help me balance, I jumped up and swung my leg over.

			When I was comfortable, I gathered the reins in my hands, gave the groom a wave, and clucked lightly to the horse.

			When he saw me astride the horse, my grandfather flushed in anger. “What’s the meaning of this?”

			“The sidesaddle was unnecessary. Now, are we going to ride?” I demanded, hoping he wouldn’t order me to put the saddle back on the horse.

			Clenching his teeth, eyes blazing, he said, “The pants were one thing. Riding bareback is another entirely. Get off the horse.”

			“No,” I replied firmly.

			“Guards, remove the princess from the horse and escort her into the palace,” the king ordered.

			One guard placed a tight grip on my horse’s reins; another moved toward me and looked as though he was going to grab me by the waist. My whole body was strung tight in indecision. I wanted to kick the horse into a gallop and take off. But I hesitated, because I knew that disobeying the king in a matter like this was not important. It was just a battle of wills. Even if I won, I would not gain much.

			I started to swing my leg over to dismount when a motion at the corner of my eye caught my attention. Leg frozen mid-swing over the horse’s back, I watched in horror as my grandfather’s body convulsed and he toppled off his horse. Suddenly lacking a rider, the chestnut stallion began bucking.

			Forgetting me, the guards rushed to my grandfather, but the stallion was wild, with his hooves flying and no regard for the humans around him. There was a distinct possibility someone was going to get hurt, maybe fatally. I leaped off my black horse and launched myself at the stallion, dodging the hooves until I was able to snag the dangling reins. I tugged and half dragged, half led the stallion far away from the fallen king. Eventually, the stallion stopped moving. His heaving sides were lathered in thick, foamy sweat. My tunic was sweat-soaked too, and I noticed my hands were shaking slightly.

			Worried for my grandfather but afraid to take my attention off the stallion, I murmured soft nonsense words to him, waiting for a groom to relieve me.

			It took a considerable amount of time before a groom noticed I was holding the horse. The guards were still clustered around my grandfather, so I had no way of knowing how he fared, and I was afraid to bring the stallion too close lest he decide to misbehave. Not that I can blame him. I would have been surprised too if my rider had suddenly toppled off.

			“Forgive me, Your Highness,” the groom said, rushing over.

			I handed him the reins and jogged over to the kneeling guards. “How is he?” I asked. They were blocking my view. I could tell he was still lying on the ground, but I could not get a clear look at his face. Please be okay. I knew he had officially acknowledged me as heir, and if anything did happen and he was incapacitated, I would take his place without issue. The idea of that moment being now, when I had spent barely a day in Gaskal, was terrifying. I’m not ready.

			“Let me sit up,” growled King Leonard.

			I sighed in relief at his voice. Regardless of the tension between us, I did not want my grandfather to die. Is this the illness Commander Meriel spoke of?

			The guards stood and backed away, giving their king space. I held my position and observed him as he sat up. I was surprised that my grandfather would be able to stand up and walk away after having what I suspected was a seizure and falling off a horse. Sure enough, that was exactly what he did. His movements were slow but precise as he sat up and then rose all the way to stand.

			“I ordered you to your room,” he snapped at me.

			I raised my hands as though surrendering. “I was dismounting when you had your episode,” I explained.

			For a brief moment, I thought maybe his expression softened, and then it was gone.

			“I’m fine. Tired, but uninjured.” The king turned away from me and his guards closed in, tighter than they had escorted us earlier. As a tight bunch, they escorted the king into the palace.

			I took a shaky breath and waited until I could no longer see the king and his guards before I retreated to my rooms as well.
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			Six

			Tristan

			My eyes snapped open when I felt pressure against my throat. To my chagrin, I had fallen into a light sleep. Threads of dark green magic laced in gold wrapped around me. King Pharaan was standing on the other side of the desk, green eyes bright against his tanned skin. The king’s black hair was tied severely at the nape of his neck, making it easy to see his wide gold necklace with its fist-sized emerald. The rumors were true of how imposing the king was. Refusing to let King Pharaan’s tactics get under my skin, I reminded myself how aggressive Prince Tanyth was when he wanted to intimidate. Wrapping magic around my throat was minor compared to stabbing me in the back with Dragonfang.

			Eventually the magic disappeared, though the king’s eyes stayed locked on mine. “Why are you here, Lord Commander of the Court of Dusk?”

			Nostrils flared, I chose my words carefully. “I am no longer bound by a blood contract to Prince Tanyth.” I paused, watching King Pharaan as his eyes widened in surprise, then continued. “Your granddaughter, Serafina, is my soulmate, and—”

			“Not possible,” whispered King Pharaan, rocking back on his heels as though I had slapped him.

			My eyes blazed with anger at King Pharaan’s doubt, and the words were out before I could stop myself. “I love her, and by her own free will, we are mated. You cannot change that.”

			The king’s green eyes snapped with barely suppressed fury and the air around him shimmered with magic, a telltale sign that I had hit a nerve. “Then tell me, Tristan Gilvrye, why is it not possible to feel your mating bond? Why are you lying to me?” King Pharaan demanded.

			“I’m not lying. We are mated, but Prince Tanyth did something to her,” I snarled, and to my dismay, I felt fur beginning to break out along my hands and arms. Sucking in a sharp breath, I clamped down on my anger and shoved my will against my shifting magic.
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