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      For My Jake!

      Thank you so much for waiting for this book.

      I hope you love it!
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      A Storm Rises is set in the beautiful yet dangerous fae realm of Faevenly and features palace politics, warring families, and a deadly royal hunt. As a result, the book contains the following which may be sensitive to some readers: death, near-death, assault, death of wild animals.

      

      In addition, the prologue includes a scene with birthing complications, death of a mother, and near-death of an infant. This scene is revisited in minor flashbacks in chapters 11 and 25.
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      Princess Gabriela Avila Strong exhaled with a groan and turned to her side. “The pain.” The last remaining heir of House Strong of Strong Haven pressed into her midsection with both hands. “It returns.” She clenched her teeth and squeezed the sheets. “Worse this time.”

      “My dear lady. Hang in there,” Maid Gidna said soothingly as she wiped Gabriela’s wet forehead with a soft cotton cloth. “Help is on the way. It should arrive any moment.”

      Gabriela panted in bursts. Her breathing grew shallow. “It’s all wrong.” She looked to Maid Gidna for help. “Please… My baby is not due to arrive for another month.” Tears streamed down her face as she shook her head from side to side. “It is too soon.”

      The stocky and faithful dwarf had served the Strong family, and then Gabriela and Lord Leaf, for almost one hundred years. Her lady had never endured such pain. It was all too much. “All will be well. I am sure Lady Sonia is on her way. She will fix you right up.”

      Maid Gidna prayed to the Stars Lady Sonia would arrive soon. But who knew when the hard-to-locate witch-healer would show.

      “And Leaf?” A hard swallow and then Gabriela asked again. “What of Leaf?”

      Gidna glanced at a maidservant huddling in the shadows of the bedchamber’s corner. The young and tiny maiden clutched her fitted white dress skirt in her small hands. The flowers that usually adorned her short-clipped brown hair had fallen away. With wide eyes, she moved her head from side to side.

      Hiding a gulp, Gidna reported the progress to the princess. “Surely, our raven has reached him and he races home now. I have no doubt.”

      Gabriela dug her nails into the feather mattress. With jaws clenched, her face contorted. When the wave passed, she gasped for more air, and her head fell back against the pillow. “I am breaking in half. I need help.”

      She wiped Gabriela’s chin with the square of cotton and pulled the long white-streaked brown hair away from her lady’s face. She stroked Gabriela’s moist and cool cheek. “You are not breaking, my princess.”

      Seventy years ago, Gidna had stepped in and filled the void after Gabriela’s mother, Princess Celyse, went to the Passing Place. Five years later, Gidna assisted with the paternal role when Gabriela’s father, Lord Julio, died in a car crash. He paid the ultimate price while visiting the human realm. She and others suspected responsibility lay with House Kane or those aligned with them. Yet, there had been no way to prove it, of course.

      “I love you, Gidna.” Gabriela locked eyes with her servant and best friend, then squeezed her hand. “You are my family.”

      The dwarf blinked and then harrumphed. Her lady mustn’t start with that talk. “You will be fine, my lady. I know it. I can feel it with every sense inside me.”

      Ignoring Gidna, Gabriela went on. “Do you remember when we first met?”

      “Sun, Moon, and Stars, my lady. Of course, I do.”

      The princess smiled, and her eyes took on a faraway look. “I was seventeen when I came here from the human realm. I hardly knew anything about Faevenly. But you…” Gabriela swallowed and winced as if the pain had jabbed her again. “You helped me. Because of you, I learned the balance between the human and fae realm.” She threw her head back and unleashed a throaty wail that echoed throughout the small room.

      This time, Gidna could not stop herself. Tears fell from her eyes. They trailed down her cheeks like a mighty river carving through the rocky mountain range. If Lady Sonia didn’t appear soon all would be lost. The princess could not take much more of this agony. Neither could the baby. Disaster loomed, and Gidna was determined to stop it.

      She hollered over her shoulder. “Send more guards! Find Lady Sonia at once!” She turned to the shy maidservant in the corner. “And where is Manny!?” Gidna did not know how to help the princess. She could not save the baby from coming early, and she was woefully unprepared.

      The maidservant scurried away and left Princess Gabriela to her ragged and shallow breathing. “My Uncle Manny…is probably…fishing somewhere. He’s surely lost in a daydream.”

      “It would not surprise me in the least.” Gidna flashed her a half-hearted smile. Manny spent countless hours fishing and wasting time. “Daydreamer, that one. But full of nothing but love for you.”

      “I know.” Gabriela struggled to prop herself on her forearms. “You must promise me something.”

      “My lady, please, none of that talk. Lady Sonia will be⁠—”

      “Please, Gidna!”

      Gidna’s mouth dropped open. Her next words hung in her clogged throat. Giving in to Gabriela’s plea, she exhaled and pursed her lips. “Anything, my lady.”

      “If I do not make it, you must know that Leaf will perish too.”

      “Your soul is linked to Leaf’s. I have not forgotten what that evil witch Draven did to you both.”

      Gabriela clutched the platinum cross hanging from her neck. She stroked the smooth edges of the precious heirloom. Her father passed it on to her when she was a child. It was all that remained of him—a powerful symbol of his human faith and a reminder of the powers held within her human bloodline. “If my baby survives, this must be passed on. This represents great power. The child will need it throughout life and beyond.”

      Gabriela’s mother had foretold in a dream that her child—the Only One—would restore peace throughout Faevenly. Gidna knew and trusted that prophecy. She had seen the power within Gabriela. Her father, Lord Julio, possessed it too. “Your word is my command, my lady.”

      With a deep, guttural grunt, Gabriela struggled to remove the chain from around her neck. She placed it on Gidna’s warm, thick palm and then closed Gidna’s trembling fingers around the cross. “Faith is a warrior.”

      She nodded. “It is.”

      The princess’s head fell back. “When you have no other choice, you must share my letter with the child. You know where it is, right?” Gabriela motioned toward a glass of water on the bedside table.

      “I do, my lady.” Gidna held the glass to her lips. “I know the spot.”

      The princess took several small sips and then waved the glass away. “Do not use the Strong or Avila name for my child. Tell Manny he must keep the child and raise my baby using only his name—Vela.”

      “Yes, my princess. Of course, I will do as you command until my heart’s last beat.”

      “If the Kanes or their allies learn that Leaf and I conceived a child…” She groaned, and her voice lowered. “Assuming our baby lives, they will stop at nothing to kill it. Their hatred for me and my family runs deep. They do not want the prophecy realized.”

      Fifteen years ago, Gidna was present when Gabriela and Leaf abandoned Strong Haven and moved to the Sublands. Her heart hurt at the memory of that awful day. Though over time they had all grown to love the red and rocky province. “I will protect and defend your child with my life. Manny will, too. We all will.”

      Gabriela moaned and shifted to her other side, her purple nightgown wet and clinging to her tanned skin. “Trust only in Manny and Lady Sonia. No one else.”

      “No one else,” Gidna repeated the command.

      Outside, the day was closing, the sun’s golden hues giving way to the dusky colors of twilight. Shadows stretched across the dull and dirty stone floor as finality settled in Gabriela and Leaf’s simple bedchamber. With each passing minute, Gidna’s hope for Lady Sonia’s timely arrival and her lady’s salvation waned.

      Like the setting sun, Gabriela would soon face her final moments. Gidna could see it in the princess’s paling skin and hear it in her failing breaths.

      But for the baby…there was still hope. Gidna rubbed the cross and prayed for a miracle. “For peace in Faevenly, let this child survive.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the distant hills and drifting through High Meadow, the raven’s message arrived on a chilly gust of wind. Hurry home. A flush of heat and Leaf’s stomach roiled. He yanked the reins. “Silverhoof, home!”

      Silverhoof’s muscles tensed. She clamped the bit, steam bursting from her flaring nostrils as she jetted forward.

      Leaf crouched low and leaned forward as the muscles of the powerful steed bounced beneath him. The rushing wind forced his eyes into a squint while the landscape of High Meadow zoomed past. With each strike of Silverhoof’s hooves, he drew closer to the rocky Sublands.

      Hurry home.

      Gabriela and their unborn child were in trouble. He knew it. His heart quivered. His chest knotted like a ball of breeding snakes. He should have never left. If something happened to them, he would never forgive himself. He prayed to the Sun, Moon, and Stars that he would make it home in time.

      But the worst scenarios always seemed to find them.

      “Hold on, my love.” Tears slipped from the corners of his eyes. “Please, hold on.”

      Silverhoof weaved her way around tall trees and thick underbrush. She leaped over jagged boulders and skimmed across glistening streams. Any faster and Silverhoof would have taken flight. She loved Gabriela too and must have sensed the danger.

      The greenery and colorful wildflowers of High Meadow thinned. The red and orange desert landscape of the Sublands took over. A sliver of hope entered Leaf’s heavy heart. “Almost there!”

      But something else entered and resided within him—a long ago binding from the wicked Draven Midlothian.

      The fae witch had almost conquered Faevenly when Gabriela and her human witch abilities and blue energy power ended Draven. But that victory came at great cost. Many died during that uncertain and tumultuous time. Leaf almost met his end too, but Gabriela saved him. That selfless act linked their souls forever.

      A tickle of cold gathered at the top of Leaf’s head. Like an icy tendril, the sensation trailed through his body and down to his feet, sapping his energy. Listless, he slumped over, gasping and clutching his chest. He knew what was happening.

      Gabriela was dying…and so was he, and there wasn’t anything he could do to change that.

      He threaded his fingers through Silverhoof’s long mane. Although Leaf lacked the power to tug the thick, coarse hair, the trusty steed knew what he needed. Silverhoof slowed to a standstill. Her head hung low, and her ears drooped. She stomped her hooves and neighed.

      Leaf slipped his boots from the stirrups. He slid from his mount, his face smacking against the cold, rocky ground with a thud. This was it. He would never rise and retake that saddle.

      Silverhoof whinnied and lowered herself one leg at a time. She inched closer and nudged her soft, warm muzzle against Leaf’s fast-freezing cheek. Silverhoof gave him a gentle, loving nudge.

      “I cannot.” Leaf stared into the steed’s violet eyes. “I am sorry, my friend.”

      Silverhoof’s head swayed and then snuggled against Leaf.

      “We shall meet again in the Passing Place. But not yet. You must find Gabriela. She and our baby need you. You must go to them. You must protect them.” Leaf tried to prod Silverhoof but could not lift his hand. “Go home, my friend. Help our princess. Be quick.”

      Silverhoof stayed close for several long seconds before she nudged Leaf goodbye. She scooted back and raised herself upright. She stomped her hooves and circled Leaf.

      “Go!” Leaf pleaded in a weak voice. “Do not disobey—not now.”

      His horse huffed and whinnied before slowly trotting away.

      “I will miss you too, my beloved friend.”

      Leaf lay firmly planted on the ground. His black trousers, long-sleeved green tunic, and black cape provided no protection from the cold rushing within his body. He could not even feel his feet inside his boots anymore. Death had come for him.

      The retreating sun rays stained the sky in a collage of red and orange. A trail of puffy white clouds floated by. He watched the tufts pull apart as his heart slowed and his breathing grew shallow.

      He closed his eyes and pictured Gabriela’s soft tan skin and her big brown eyes. He hated that he was not there for her during her time of need. As her one true love, that was his duty. He hoped she would not suffer at her end. He prayed their child was not meeting their end, too. He would find out soon enough in the Passing Place.

      “I am coming, my love.” His vision tunneled, and a soft light led the way. “I…am…”
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      Mateo Vela perched atop Spirit Butte. He sat at the edge of the wide plateau and watched as the setting sun cast a sea of red, pink, and orange across the horizon. The colorful glow resembled flames—the kind that soothed, not burned, and made the cold desert nights more comfortable.

      “Everything is on fire.” He scooped up a handful of pebbly red dirt and tossed it into the gentle breeze. “And so am I.”

      He visited this spot almost every evening to escape the bustle and noise of Sandhaven Village. On Spirit Butte, he wasn’t a lowborn part fae, part human. Here, his bloodline didn’t matter. He could be whoever he wanted.

      Sometimes he imagined himself coming from a royal family with the power to make Faevenly a better place. Uniting the bloodlines would be his first order of business. He would elevate the Sublands to a place worthy of respect and position, and everyone would know his name. Other times, his restlessness and anger left him wanting to be a villain. He would own the heads of every member of ruling House Stromm—shove them on spikes so everyone would see.

      Faevenly would be a better place without them.

      A rustle sounded from behind, and he turned to find his best friends, Lirien and Gareth, approaching. Like him, they wore their usual black pants and long-sleeved green tunics with tall brown boots. Lirien’s silver hair draped down his back while Gareth’s red hair was tied back in a thick, long braid. They were like his brothers, and lowborn too.

      “Sandhaven is busy today.” Lirien adjusted the dagger at his waist and sat next to Mateo on a sheared-off but unyielding rock. Daggers were Lirien’s favorite. When traveling, he kept several sheathed at his waist, one in each boot, and a few tucked in his tunic. But at home in the Sublands he carried little, if any.

      “Too busy,” Mateo grumbled.

      Gareth did not sit. Like a sentry, he stayed upright and crossed his thick arms.

      Lirien scooped up a rock and tossed it in Mateo’s direction. “You nervous about the hunt?”

      Mateo kept his gaze on the horizon. The Summit Range Hunt. High King Sylrik Stromm had established the hunt years ago after eliminating every member of House Strong. It was his way of celebrating his new rule—a demonstration of ultimate control. Since the hunt’s inception, the Sublands had been denied participation because of their close ties with the Strongs and their sympathetic views toward lowborns and human blooded. So, to be included this time around was huge. Mateo outsmarted and outlasted the other Sublanders and earned the coveted spot.

      He blew out a labored breath. If he finished first, he would receive favor and the coveted rewards. The losing competitors would receive nothing. They would be waiting five years for another hunt.

      The internal pressure to perform mounted in Mateo. Anger followed. He would show the treacherous Stromms and everyone else what he and the Sublands were made of. He would come home with the rewards. Gold. Precious stones. Rich fabrics. Healing seeds for his father and little sister, Floriana. The Sublands might even regain a seat on the Faevenly Council when Mateo won the hunt.

      The Summit Range Hunt meant…everything.

      Frenetic nerves fluttered in his stomach like a swarm of lightning bugs. He scooped up a small pebble and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger. “Nervous?” He chuckled. “What a joke. I’m not nervous. I’m ready.”

      He had been preparing for the hunt his entire life, somehow knowing it would happen one day. Day and night, he had sprinted the vast canyons and dry riverbeds of the Sublands and neighboring provinces. He built his stamina and planned his hydration and nutrition. Under the velvety night sky and the light of the glowing moon, he tracked, hunted, and killed elk and boar. Now, at nineteen, his desire to compete in the hunt had come true. But could he win against highborns? That would be tougher than it sounded.

      “You will show them all.” Lirien patted Mateo on the back. “They have no clue about your speed.”

      Gareth grunted. Born mute, he communicated with the occasional guttural sound, but mostly with his hands. He pointed both index fingers at Mateo, letting Mateo know he agreed with Lirien.

      Lirien took out his dagger and poked the dirt. He flashed Mateo a teasing grin. “Think you’ll see the ice princess?” All of Faevenly knew that name.

      Mateo drew in his chin and balked. “Avalynn Stromm?” The ice princess with a heart so cold she couldn’t even bother to look lowborns in the eye. “I certainly hope not.”

      “Yeah, she’ll probably be in a high tower somewhere ordering people around.” Lirien laughed. “Counting her piles of silver and gold coins.”

      Gareth poked Mateo’s back, then held out his fingers near his face, touched his thumb to his chin, and swiped his fingers across his face until his hand closed.

      “Pfft, pretty?” Mateo threw a pebble at Gareth. “Who cares? She is a Stromm.”

      Lirien’s attention stayed glued on the small hole he was digging. “I bet she looks like a harpy, but everyone has to say she’s pretty or they’ll be hanged.”

      Laughter burst out of them. The kind that eased doubts and worries. Mateo’s heart warmed, and his nerves cooled. He nodded at his friends, then tossed the rock he’d been holding. “Ugly or not, I will show her and all the Stromms soon enough what we Sublanders are made of.”
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        * * *

      

      Mateo, Lirien, and Gareth made their way down the craggy path. They maneuvered the familiar trail with ease, their sharp eyes tweaking and adapting to the darkening sky. Though lowborn, their fae side dominated the three best friends. They were tall and lean with keen senses, athletic prowess, and graceful dexterity.

      A large black wolf with a white streak down her back leaped from a prickly brush patch and took her usual place at Mateo’s side. The thin, long tail of a field rat hung from her sharp teeth. Stormshroud bucked her head and toyed with her snack. With one swallow, she gulped it down. Even rats were scarce in the Sublands.

      The trio entered Mateo’s modest home. Usually, it bustled with activity, but tonight Mateo found his home empty. Mateo’s father, Manny, wasn’t cooking. His older sister, Camilla, wasn’t reading to his sickly little sister, Floriana. Gareth’s sisters weren’t visiting.

      “Where is everyone?” Lirien asked.

      Mateo glanced around. “Maybe at the market for more seeds. Floriana’s cough has been getting worse by the day.”

      Lirien turned away. His voice trailed off. “We are low too.”

      Gareth grunted with a nod. They were low on seeds as well. But nobody’s bowl was lower than Mateo’s and his family’s. Their dismal supply of healing seeds dwindled faster than anyone else’s.

      Dim light from the sun’s last remnants filtered through a row of tiny windows set deep within the thick beige stone walls. Blue and purple woven rugs covered the rocky floors. They provided warmth on cool nights and soft padding for bare feet.

      With nightfall a blink away, Mateo made his way to the fireplace. He struck a long match from the wooden mantle and used the flickering flame to start a fire. Then, he lit the oil lamps hanging from the walls.

      When Mateo finished the last lamp, the back door opened and then closed. Camilla rushed in with little Floriana at her heels. Their small-framed father, Manny, followed. Puffy eyes. Red noses. They had been crying.

      Mateo’s gut clenched. “What is it?” His heart pounded like a blind man’s cane. “What happened?”

      Little Floriana ran for Mateo and clutched his leg. Tears burst from Camilla’s soft brown eyes. “Oh, Mateo.” She held out a crumpled parchment paper. “It’s awful.” Her hands shook as he snatched the note.

      He cleared his throat and read it to himself. The words chilled him to the bone. “No, no, no—this cannot be.”

      “What does it say?” Lirien moved closer. With his hand on Mateo’s shoulder, he inspected the note.

      Body trembling, Mateo swallowed a huge gulp of stale air and read aloud. “The High King of Faevenly does hereby proclaim by royal decree that the last place finisher in the Summit Range Hunt will earn the penalty of death. There will be no exceptions or excuses. Let it be known far and wide throughout the realm. Signed, High King Sylrik Stromm.”

      Silence fell on the room as if everyone had been instantly suffocated. For years, the Sublands’ elders had petitioned for a spot on the hunt. Not only so they could be seen, but in hopes of winning the much-needed rewards as well. Now that the Sublands had joined the hunt, of course the Stromms imposed a death penalty decree. Honor, fairness, and dignity knew no home with the Stromm family.

      Camilla gripped Mateo’s arm. “You are not hunting.”

      “You are not doing it,” little Floriana cried.

      “I agree, Mijo,” his father added and grasped his shoulder. “It is way too dangerous.”

      Lirien and Gareth nodded while Stormshroud whimpered at Mateo’s heels.

      Mateo stepped away, searching for the right words. He would never back down to highborns or a Stromm. Not now. Not after such an unfair edict from the High King. He turned to face them. “We need those rewards. All of us. So, I am in. No matter what.”

      His older sister’s eyes widened. A rigid furrow formed on her smooth forehead. “No!”

      “Yes, Camilla. I am competing. I can win. I know it.” He shook the note in front of her. “They will not get the satisfaction of taking me out of the hunt. I am sick of being controlled!” He crumpled the parchment and tossed it into the flickering flames of the fireplace. “Aren’t you?”

      His father shuffled closer. “Of course, she is. We all are. But Mijo, this is different.” His shoulders slumped as his voice lowered to a whisper. “This is your life.”

      “Life?” He almost laughed. “It is always about life here in the Sublands. You know that. Mother’s life and—” Floriana grasped his leg harder, and he held his tongue. He didn’t want her to know how desperately he worried about her health.

      His father waved him off. “Enough, enough.”

      A full-blooded human, Mateo’s father came to Faevenly during the Strong era after he and his best friend Julio found a portal. He liked the realm so much he decided to stay. Without the potion he sipped daily from the mysterious healer Lady Sonia, Manny would’ve departed this life for the Passing Place decades ago.

      Still, the potion did not have the same effect as before. Like the healing seeds, it was running low and almost empty.

      Deep lines etched his father’s dark tan face. His almost fully gray hair hung past his shoulders. He often complained about back pain. But most concerning was his developing cough. It sounded like the beginnings of the dreaded Dragon’s Bellow—the same as Floriana’s cough. The disease had claimed Faeryn, Mateo’s fae mother, ten years earlier. Mateo wasn’t about to lose Manny or Floriana. Not after what happened to his mother.

      “Father, please.” He needed and wanted his father’s support but was ready to go forward without it. “Winning would do so much for us and the people of the Sublands.”

      His father sighed. “The Stromms only know hate.” He held his back and eased into his favorite plush chair. “Hate for humans.” He rubbed his stubbled face. “Hate for the Strongs who sought refuge here so many years ago.” He gripped the chair and gritted his teeth. “Hate for everyone in the Sublands. We are the lowest of the low to them.” His hacking cough returned with a vengeance. Camilla rushed to his side, but he shooed her away. With a swallow, he managed a few final words. “Who we are will never change.”

      Mateo kissed the top of Floriana’s head. He pulled her away from his leg but kept her close as he bent a knee and took his father’s hand. “Yes, Father. But we must try. Doing nothing is not an option.”

      “You will risk death for the chance to compete?” His father’s sad eyes pleaded for a different response. “Is that what you’re saying, Mijo?”

      “Yes, Father. That’s what I am saying.”

      “My boy.” Tears slid from Manny’s eyes. He wiped them with dark, weathered hands. “Then I will stand by you no matter what.”

      Camilla put her hand on Mateo’s shoulder. “Me too.”

      “If that is what you want,” Floriana whispered, wrapping her small arms around Mateo’s neck.

      His friends joined in. “Count us in,” Lirien said.

      Together they had weathered more storms than Spirit Butte. With their support, a surge of hope sprouted inside Mateo. A tidal wave of expectation and desire that nothing could stop him. He prayed to the Sun, Moon, and Stars that he was right.
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      Mateo could not remember sleeping. His head throbbed as if he were an oak tree claimed by a relentless woodpecker. His sore eyes stung. His achy legs twitched. He fluffed his feather pillow and turned from side to side. He had been ecstatic about the hunt. Couldn’t wait to be in those mountains putting all the other hunters to shame. But the night and the darkness brought with them thoughts of the last place death penalty. His empty gut twisted tighter. All excitement had evaporated, replaced by the weight of winning and the fear of losing.

      He didn’t want to let his family down or go to the Passing Place.

      Early morning stillness filled his bedchamber. The hush of nightfall clung to the stone and sun-dried mud bricks of Mateo’s home. His gaze roamed the pressing darkness, landing where Stormshroud lay curled in a ball. He didn’t have to see her to know she breathed slowly, her paws twitching while she dreamed. Those things were a given. Maybe she chased a mouse or a rabbit. Maybe she fled the Passing Place.

      A hazy and soft light began seeping into the room from his narrow window. Inch by inch it brought Stormshroud into full view. A ball of strong, sleek muscles with a fluffy black coat with that streak of white. She weighed over one hundred pounds and stood nearly seven feet tall on her hind legs—Mateo’s height. But when he and his father had found her, she barely fit his hand.

      They were hunting deep in the Sublands, far from the village. While they were sleeping in a cave, a raging storm rolled in. Through the deluge and over the thunderclaps, they heard whimpering from within their rocky shelter.

      Deep in the cave, they found a decimated litter of wolf pups. All had perished, except for one. No larger than a fist, the pup could not have been more than a few days old. Eyes closed, she was helpless and barely had any fur. Mateo and his father brought her home, and she’s faithfully served them since—the best wolfhound in the Sublands.

      With the morning light growing brighter, Stormshroud recognized the new day. She lifted her head and yawned. Mateo yawned too and then flung off his thin cotton cover and rose from his narrow bed. The steward of the Sublands, Lady Verona, would be picking him up and escorting him to the Stromm Palace, where the Summit Range Hunt would begin.

      Time was running out. He might as well get ready.

      After a stop at the washroom, he put on his best travel clothes—dark pants, a long-sleeved silver shirt, and his newly polished black boots. He had already packed his weapons and clothing the night before. Yet, he added two more things from his bedside table—the black scarf his mother made for him when he was little and a wood carving of a cross his father had whittled one winter during a human time known as Christmas. These two items would either carry him to victory or join in death’s defeat. Wherever he went, they went as well.

      Head tilted, Stormshroud cast a stare at Mateo. His loyal wolf knew he would soon be leaving. “It will be okay, Stormy.” He stroked her behind the prickly ears. “I will be back in no time.”

      He would’ve taken her if he could, but the hunt allowed for hunters and their weapons only. Stormy would’ve been the best weapon he could have taken from the Sublands. That, and the best companion.

      The carriage ride from the Sublands to Summit Range Palace would take three days. Once there, he would endure the arrival festivities. The day after that, he’d attend the Gala of the Hunter’s Moon. The next morning, the hunt would commence.

      His mind zipped to the possibility of coming in last. How would the last place finisher be executed? His hand paused in the middle of stroking Stormshroud’s back. Forget about that. It wouldn’t be him anyway. That honor would surely go to highborn scum. Mateo would see to it.

      He whistled and jerked his chin. “Come on, Stormy girl.” Leaving his bedchamber, he headed for the cookroom. “We have lots to do.”

      With a yelp, Stormshroud dashed ahead of Mateo and disappeared around the corridor’s corner. In the wolf’s wake came Camilla. She held a mug of tea in her hand. A trail of steam floated from the top like a white lace ribbon. She favored their father with her small frame, big brown eyes, and long wavy hair. But she’d also inherited much from their fae mother. Pointed ears. Sharpened fae senses. Innate abilities with herbs and alchemy. She made the best herbal drinks.

      She eyed Mateo while handing over the tea. “Sun, Moon, and Stars. Did you get any sleep last night?”

      “Some.” He brought the mug closer. The smell of mint and sage swirled around his nose. He took a slight sip. The flavors provided a pleasing warmth, and he perked up instantly but not completely. Camilla’s flavored tea in the morning would’ve put him two steps in front of Stormshroud on most days. But today was far from typical.

      “You can sleep in the carriage on the ride.” She glanced over her shoulder at the cookroom. She moved closer to Mateo. “Please be gentle with Father and Floriana this morning.” She raised her pleading eyebrows. “They are worried about the last place penalty.”

      Mateo lowered his mug and nodded. “Of course. How are their coughs?” They needed those healing seeds. He had no choice but to risk it all to get them.

      Camilla’s eyes watered. “The same. I have even gotten word from Gareth’s mother that little Poppy is coughing.”

      His gut sank. “Now you see why I have to go?” His point had been proven. No further talk was necessary.

      She wiped away a tear that had slid onto her face. “I do. But I still do not like it.”

      He wrapped his arm around her. “I know.” He knew and accepted that his family would worry themselves, but Mateo could handle it. He would save his family and the Sublands. Or face his end trying.
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        * * *

      

      After a quiet breakfast, Mateo’s family gathered together around the crackling fireplace in the sitting room. His travel bags rested by the door while Stormshroud sulked in the corner. They stared at the flames and avoided talking about the hunt while waiting for Lady Verona. The tension was concrete and solid. Like a fortress.

      His father broke the deafening silence. “We will throw the biggest party when you get back, Mijo.” He smiled wide. “Everyone will be invited.” He scooted to the edge of his seat. “We’ll have food and drink and games!” Manny was more than a good father. He was a good man.

      Taking his lead, Camilla piped in. “I will make those powdery cookies.” She put her hand on her father’s shoulder. “Those little ones you love from the human realm.”

      Father smiled back. “Camilla’s delicious pan de polvo. It’s been a while.”

      “I will color flowers for decorations and hang them on the walls.” Floriana covered her mouth while she coughed but kept a sparkle in her brown eyes. “I can also make a piñata from the human realm, like Father showed us.” His little sister was the reason he could never say he wouldn’t participate in the hunt. As long as she was in need, he could not and would not rest.

      Talk of coming home to a celebration filled Mateo with hope. Knowing he had the full support of the ones he loved meant even more. “A party sounds great. And the cookies⁠—”

      Stormshroud leaped to her feet, ears on alert. She howled at the door.

      His father’s smile dropped as reality intruded. He glanced at Mateo before he closed his eyes and swallowed. “They are here.”

      They rose, and his father started rattling off reminders. Mateo knew the exact words before they landed in his ears. “Stay true to who you are, Mijo.” Manny folded his hands under his chin, as if praying with each word. “Be as pleasant as possible to everyone you meet, but do not trust anybody.”

      Mateo nodded. “I know, Father.” Manny always issued the same reminders in uncertain times. And there was no time more uncertain than this.

      He interrupted Mateo and pursed his lips. “Fae are cunning, manipulative, and devious. They cannot lie, but they do not have to. ¿Entiendes?”

      “Entiendo,” Mateo answered back in his father’s native language, one Mateo had come to love, honor, and respect.

      He pulled Mateo closer. “There is great strength inside of you.” He moved his hand from Mateo’s forehead, down to his chest, and then across from shoulder to shoulder. The sign of the cross—a symbol of his human beliefs. “Have faith in our Heavenly Father above. All will be as He wills it. Remember that. And always, always remember who you are.”

      Usually, Mateo scoffed at his father’s human views on faith and religion. Not today. He welcomed all assistance, from any deity, from any realm. He wrapped his arms around his father’s small and fragile frame. “I will remember who I am—the son of Manny Vela of the Sublands.”

      He brought his sisters in to join them. Soft whimpering came from Camilla while louder cries came from little Floriana. “Shhh. It will be alright. I will be back so fast it will seem like I have only been camping in Spirit Butte.”

      Mateo knelt in front of his faithful shadow, Stormshroud. “You be good, Stormy. Take care of Father and the girls. Don’t let me down.”

      She nudged him with her snout and then licked Mateo from chin to forehead. He begged off with a smile. “Okay, okay. That’s enough.”

      Ka-dunk! Ka-dunk! A hard knock banged at the deadwood door. Father wiped his glistening eyes. He nodded to his children, then opened it. Two guards clad in all black stepped inside and took positions beside the entry. His time at home had ended. He would face whatever lay beyond that door with the grace and strength he’d been taught inside this home.

      Lady Verona walked in. She tipped her head. “Manny.”

      “Lady Verona.” His father returned the gesture.

      Her copper-colored pants and long-sleeved shirt matched the rock and stone of the Sublands. Her long and dark, shiny hair was pulled up in the front. The thick remainder hung loose and reached the small of her back. Her piercing, sapphire blue eyes fixed on Mateo. “I am proud and most pleased to escort our first Summit Range Hunter, Mateo Vela, to the Stromm Palace.”

      Unsure how to respond, Mateo figured Lady Verona despised him. He, Lirien, and Gareth had appeared before her several times in their youth for pranks gone awry. Hardcore, she had never gone easy on them. “I am the one who is honored, Lady Verona. I am grateful for your escort.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Verona spoke with her usual brusqueness. “Let us get on with it, then.” She commanded her guards with a wave to take Mateo’s things. “Daylight’s wasting.”

      Stormshroud circled his legs, taking her place next to him. He patted her head. “Not this time, Stormy. I will see you again, but it will be in a few days, when I return to the Sublands.”

      Floriana and his father lowered themselves to the ground and wrapped their arms around the neck of the wolf. “Go on. We got her,” his father said.

      “I will take care of her for you,” Floriana said in a tear-filled voice.

      Mateo cast his eyes down at his boots. He did not want them to see the hint of sadness and twinge of heartache in his gaze. He also did not want to see the same emotions echoed in theirs. It would only make things worse. A clean break benefited everyone.

      With a quick step, he followed Lady Verona out of the house and shut the door behind him. There was no going back now.
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        * * *

      

      With the bags secured to the top of the carriage, Mateo climbed aboard first. He froze when he entered—not because of the simplicity of the wood interior, or the plain brown fabric on the flat benches that faced each other, or the rectangular wooden table in between those benches.

      He froze when he saw the witch sitting inside.

      Pale-faced, with red hair and white brows, she wore a lengthy brown dress with a short black cloak. She studied Mateo with sparkling black crystal eyes. He had heard of witches with crystal eyes, from his father mostly.

      Manny often spoke of an evil soul-sucking witch named Draven who had tried to kill him and his friends when they arrived in Faevenly all those years ago. Did this witch belong to Draven’s coven? Was she evil? And why was she with Lady Verona? All questions Mateo needed answered.

      He clutched the cracked leather hand strap and cleared his throat, unsure of where to sit. “I uh…”

      “Were you not expecting me?” the witch asked in a silky voice.

      Mateo paused, then remembered his manners. “No, my lady.” He nodded and smiled. “Apologies for my rudeness.”

      “No apologies necessary. I would have reacted the same way.”

      He lowered himself onto the bench across from her. He kept his gaze down and his hands on his knees. Lady Verona boarded soon after and sat next to the witch.

      A crack of a whip and the carriage lurched forward. After a few bumpy turns, they rolled down the main road of the village. Shouting and clapping filled the air. Mateo peered out the window, seeing rows of villagers throwing flowers and beaming with pride. These people added to the reasons why Mateo could not stay home for fear of last place. They knew him and knew he was not only capable but likely to win the hunt for the honor and glory of the Sublands. They believed in him.

      “Son of the Sublands.” Lady Verona nodded. “They honor you.”

      He swallowed. He was not worthy of praise, not at all. But seeing the hope in their faces lifted his spirits and his resolve. “I will do my best to earn their honor.”

      With the crowd thinning out, the last faces he saw were Lirien’s and Gareth’s and their families. Lirien cupped his hands around his mouth, hooting and hollering. Gareth held his youngest sister, Poppy, on his shoulders while she tossed an armful of wildflowers.

      Matteo waved until he lost sight of them, his heart overflowing. He sat back. “My friends,” he said with a smile. “They mean a lot to me.”

      Lady Verona nodded. “They are good people. The Sublands love and honor their hunter.”

      With the village behind them, the bouncy carriage settled into a steady pace. Lady Verona took off her short black gloves, one finger at a time, settling in for the long ride. “With the pomp and circumstance behind us, allow me to introduce my friend and adviser, Rhyka. She will accompany us to Summit Range.” She placed her gloves on her lap. “She possesses wisdom and counsel regarding the hunt and will share it so you do not finish last.”

      Relieved, Mateo cleared his throat. “Thank you. I appreciate any assistance.” He shifted in his seat. “I only learned of the execution penalty last night.”

      “That was by design,” Lady Verona said.

      He tilted his head. “What do you mean, by design?”

      Lady Verona and Rhyka exchanged knowing glances. Lady Verona folded her hands in her lap and held her head higher than usual. “I knew of the penalty because I asked for it.”

      Mateo’s stomach dropped as if he were in freefall. What did she say? He needed to hear it once more because he did not believe his ears.

      “You did what?”

      “The Sublands asked for the death penalty.”

      His nerves skyrocketed. Why would she do that? He drew in slow, steady breaths and held his tongue while his mind processed her words. As steward of the Sublands, Lady Verona controlled the province to the extent allowed by the Stromms. But more than that, she loved the land and its people. He had heard tales of how she’d stood by the Strongs and defended the Sublands from Draven the Witch. Risking the life of a Sublander ran contrary to what he knew of Lady Verona.

      Mateo’s voice remained steady. He wanted to make sure he understood what he had heard, but needed to mind his manners. He promised his father to be pleasant. “You asked for the one who finishes last to be executed?”

      “I did.” She studied Mateo with a keen focus. “It was the only way we were allowed a competitor in the hunt.”

      “So, you wanted to put me at risk?” Forget being pleasant. His voice rose as he leaned forward. “To possibly die?” That made no sense at all to Mateo.

      “Not at all. We want you to win.” Lady Verona leaned forward and pointed her finger at him. “And show everyone who you really are.”

      Mateo backed away from Lady Verona as much as he could. Who he really is? He narrowed his stare. “What do you mean?”

      Lady Verona motioned to the witch, and Rhyka took over. She lowered her voice as if sharing an ancient secret. “I see many things, and I have seen that you are destined to rise as a savior of the Sublands. Like a powerful storm. Not only to save our people, but to restore peace in Faevenly.”

      A chill swooped through Mateo. It sent his spine tingling and his stomach tumbling. “A savior?”

      The witch’s voice grew even softer. “Yes, a savior. The hunt is only the first step.”

      He had no doubt in his abilities to win the hunt, but Rhyka was claiming something more. Something he did not exactly believe. “Why me? I am only a lowborn.”

      “Because”—she held out the word like a hissing insect—“Strong blood runs in your veins.”

      Strong as in Strong Haven? He gripped his knees. His knuckles turned white. He made eye contact with Lady Verona and used a steady yet forceful tone. Fae could not lie, but somehow Rhyka’s witchery was allowing her to spew untruths like a fountain. “Lies. I am not a Strong. That bloodline does not even exist today.”

      Rhyka sat back. She flashed Lady Verona a side glance. “He is not ready to hear the truth.”

      His pulse thrummed like the mighty blow of a blacksmith’s hammer. He did not believe her deceiving tongue. Not for a minute. “There is only one truth here. I am Mateo Vela of the Sublands, son of human Manny Vela and fae Faeryn Vela. And I am going to win that hunt.”

      Finally, everything he wanted was coming true. The Sublands being included in the hunt. Him being selected. But now everything was spinning out of control. The death penalty for last place. Some so-called premonition about him being a Strong and some sort of savior. None of it made sense. Or maybe Lady Verona and the witch were manipulating him for their own gain somehow. His father did say to trust no one. Did that include Lady Verona? Everyone meant all people, including these two.

      “We are on your side, Mateo,” Lady Verona said. “I assure you.”

      His mind scrambled for a response. His ultimate plan was to take first, avoid last, get those seeds, and then go home. When he got back, he would tell Father and let him deal with Lady Verona and the witch.

      His breathing steadied. He cleared his throat. “Lady Verona, I am grateful to have you as an escort, but I do not want to hear any more of this. All I want to do is win the hunt.”

      Rhyka sat back in the seat, angling away from Mateo. “You will come to me when you are ready.” She fixed her gaze on the desolate terrain as they passed by towering spires of eroded red and orange rock formations.

      No way. He would not be going to her for anything. He almost told her so but held his tongue lest he end up a toad…or worse.

      Lady Verona huffed. “Your only worry should be Lord Engrendorn. He represents House Stromm and is highly skilled. We recommend you stay on his tail. You should strike hard and fast if you aim to beat him.”

      Now they were getting somewhere. Perhaps these ladies had more to offer than a ride filled with deception. “Good. And the other hunters?”

      “No other hunter matters,” Rhyka said, her eyes remaining on the desert scenery.

      He cocked his head sideways. “What does that mean?”

      Rhyka turned from the window and glared at Mateo. “I have foreseen that you and the hunter from House Stromm will be linked in the hunt.” She threaded her fingers and folded them into a joined fist. “Two destinies tied, making one future.”

      The witch’s premonition landed like a venomous kiss. His scalp prickled, followed by a slight shiver. Mateo’s destiny tied to House Stromm? No way. His skin crawled like a thousand tiny spiders scurried beneath the surface. He’d rather be executed.

      His logical brain screamed, but he bit his tongue. Rhyka’s premonition was yet another change in plans, another surprise for Mateo and the hunt, and clearly a deception because he would never associate himself with a Stromm for any reason. He tossed the witch’s words aside and took away her power. No one decided his fate but himself—not a witch, and certainly not a Stromm.

      “Let him rest,” Lady Verona said at last, diffusing the uncomfortable tension in the carriage.

      Relieved, he muttered a thanks and angled himself away from the ladies. He folded his arms across his chest and closed his eyes. Even though he tried to push away Rhyka’s words, they were all he thought about as he struggled to find sleep.

      Something else was at work here, something larger than himself, and he had no idea what.
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