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Prologue




Words lay heavy on her tongue as the Seer hesitated at the threshold. 

The Witenagemot was in session beyond those white double doors. She would have a full audience. Perhaps that was for the best—to share her newest vision with a full crowd instead of in a private conference. Then nothing would be misconstrued or rewritten.

The Seer wiped her sweaty palms in the folds of her skirt, then gestured to the guards. They opened the double doors, granting her entry into the gilded room beyond. Holding her head high, she was undaunted by the faces that turned her way and the flinty-eyed King who sat on the throne. Twelve council members and four military commanders sat around a long table strewn with papers and maps. The Faerie King’s eight personal guards stood behind him like statues. Some of the nobles frowned as they tracked the Seer’s path towards the throne, but the King sat up straighter, his expression eager.

“Have you news, Tuatha?”

The Seer curtsied at the foot of the dais, as low as her creaking knees would allow.

“I bring joyful tidings, Your Majesty,” she said, projecting her voice for the entire room to hear. “The Queen will give birth to the royal babe early, in three days’ time.”

The room erupted in applause and sighs of congratulations. Cynric, however, leaned forward, his brows puckering.

“And it will be a boy. I will finally have my heir?”

As far as Tuatha was concerned, he already had his heir. The young princess lived hours away in a countryside chateau with her governess.

After serving as Royal Seer for the past three Nevandian Kings, Tuatha had become skilled in removing all emotion from her face and choosing her words carefully. “The vision I saw for the babe is far grander than being heir, Your Majesty.” The Seer smiled, allowing the wonder of that vision to wash over her again. “The goddess Lirr has planted a seed of her astounding power inside Queen Etaine’s womb. Her Majesty is carrying Lirr’s Chosen.”

The room went silent. The only sound Tuatha heard was her own heart pounding.

After a tense moment, Cynric finally spoke, all anticipation erased from his expression. “Chosen to do what, exactly?”

“To save us from the evil that is destined to awaken and destroy us all.”

Silence again. 

But then Cynric’s thin mustache twitched as he began to laugh. “How humorous, Tuatha. It’s been a while since someone’s told me a good jape.”

A few others around the table joined in on the chuckle. Tuatha noticed one councilman, however, straighten in his chair. He wasn’t laughing, and his crimson eyes seemed to burn as he stared back at her. 

“It’s not a jest, Your Majesty,” said Tuatha, “it’s a blessing. I saw, clear as day, in a vision: Lirr has picked your unborn child to represent her on earth. To wield her powers, and battle the darkness.”

Cynric’s laughter died, and gestured about the room. “But we are in no danger. Nevandia is strong—stronger than it's ever been—thanks to my rule. Our coffers are overflowing. Our people are happy. I am the King of everlasting peace.”

Gods, he’s such an ass, but Tuatha didn’t let the thought show on her face. 

While the rest of Continental Astye battled over land and leadership, fighting through years of revolution, invasion, and change, land-locked Nevandia had remained untouched by war, largely due to its formidable magical military.

Tuatha stepped closer towards the foot of the dais. “I saw darkness and smoke blanketing our world. Black flames devouring league after league of land. Bodies on the moor. No army could stop such power. Only your daughter, surrounded by Lirr’s golden light—”

“It’s not a boy?” Cynric’s voice was like the crack of a whip. 

Tuatha didn’t flinch. “No, Sire. You will have a daughter, chosen by the gods—”

“That’s impossible. No girl would be chosen by the gods. You must have misinterpreted what you saw. Or your vision was wrong.”

Tuatha took a breath before she replied. “My visions are never wrong.”

“Dark magic was eradicated hundreds of years ago. You remember, don’t you, Nosficio?” The King flung out a hand to the only vampire on the Witan. “You saw my ancestor defeat it.”

The Seer opened her mouth to speak, but Lord Nosficio stood and stalked to her side in one fluid movement, his black cape sweeping across the marble floor. 

“We do not know that for sure, Majesty, and Tuatha has never led you astray before. I’m inclined to believe her vision is true.”

A red flush rose up the King’s neck, and he spread his wings wide. “I am the Sunburst King. I was chosen by the gods to become the first full-blooded Nevandian King in history. You prophesied my birth, as well, Tuatha. Divine fire flows through my veins, and my rule is blessed. No girl could possibly undermine my power. It’s downright insulting!”

That was the only prophecy Tuatha had ever regretted speaking aloud. She blamed the Queen Mother for stoking Cynric’s ego as a child. The Seer used to cringe whenever she’d hear the Queen coo about how special Cynric was. How handsome and powerful he’d be. Why, she’d even proclaimed that he’d be the most famous King in the history of Astye!

For the first time in many years, Tuatha’s calm facade evaporated, and she scowled at the King. “Your daughter will not aim to usurp you. She comes to protect you.” 

Lord Nosficio leapt in, perhaps sensing the Seer’s rising anger. “This news should be celebrated. The people will rejoice that their princess will keep them safe. After all, the arrival of Lirr’s Chosen was first prophesied long ago—”

“You’ve both said your peace,” the King stated, eyeing Tuatha in warning. “I suppose we’ll soon see who is right and who is . . . losing their value.”

Queen Etaine went into labor three days later, and Tuatha was summoned to her bedchamber, as was the norm for royal births. It was a miracle, another gift from the gods, that the babe was born at all; she was weeks early, and the labor was excruciating, causing Etaine to lose a tremendous amount of blood.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty,” said Tuatha with a smile. “The new Princess is perfect.”

Pale and sweating, the Queen took one look at the girl’s tuft of auburn hair and grimaced. She had yet to hold her. “I failed to give His Majesty a boy.” 

“I’m sure His Majesty will be thrilled to have another daughter.”

“I have no patience for lies today, Tuatha.” Fear and shame shimmered in Etaine’s emerald eyes for a moment before she blinked the emotions away. “Take her to the nursery. Get the wet nurse. Tomorrow, she will be sent to Trier Thait.”

Tuatha blanched. “But Your Majesty—”

“It's customary for royal offspring to be raised and educated away from court. This palace is no place for children,” said Etaine, her voice saturated with exhaustion. “She will be tutored by esteemed scholars under the watchful eye of a nurse. The child will want for nothing.”

Cynric strode into the room then, and everyone seemed to hold their breath. His lip curled the moment he laid eyes on the babe, swaddled in the Royal Healer’s arms. “She’s scrawny. And gods, those eyes. She hardly looks like an Avsharian. Certainly doesn’t look ‘Chosen.’” He skewered Etaine with a glare. “A disappointing setback. You will just have to keep trying for a male heir.”

Etaine dipped her head in acknowledgement, making Tuatha’s stomach clench with pity and rage.

“The Queen has lost a lot of blood, Your Majesty, after a very difficult birth,” said the Royal Healer. “I do not recommend her trying to conceive again—”

“I must have an heir!” the King shouted, sparks spewing from his fingertips, making everyone in the room recoil. “My unfit brother cannot be allowed to inherit the throne. The Avsharian line will not end with me.” 

The infant began to wail, as if she already lost and missed the warmth of her parents’ affections. The fire in the hearth grew larger, and brightened in intensity. A slight breeze stirred the curtains and the braids in Tuatha’s hair. Above the babe, a trickle of flurries began to fall upon her tiny cheeks.

“Incredible,” Tuatha gasped, “the babe is already channeling the elements!”

Such a display of magic was unheard of from a newborn. To see Lirr’s power manifest in the tiniest of beings . . . tears formed in Tuatha’s eyes.

Cynric saw how she and the Royal Healer stared at the babe. He glowered, and whisked away the snow flurries with his hand. “This magic will need to be stamped out. She’s obviously a danger to herself and others.”

And then he left. 

Word began to spread about the new Princess, but the King’s disbelief began to permeate amongst the masses. Tuatha heard the whispers in the palace halls as she passed, the debates in the local taverns and squares.

“Do you believe that silliness about the King’s newborn daughter being named ‘Lirr’s Chosen?’” asked a human noblewoman, arm-in-arm with a faerie companion. 

“They say the babe’s dangerous, and that the King’s sending her away,” he replied.

They walked past Tuatha, pretending not to see her.

“The Royal Seer is quite old,” said the woman. “She must be mistaken.” 

“I heard she’s been making up false prophecies for years. I’m sure the King will sack her after this.”

And the more people gossiped, the more people turned against the babe. Even the servants and palace staff became wary of her power.

“The child’s birth is a bad omen, I tell you,” said the cook, shaking her spoon at Tuatha. “Lirr’s Chosen is a curse, not a gift.”

“That’s not true—”

“Does her arrival mean that four hundred years of peace and prosperity will be coming to an end?” a trembling maid asked Tuatha.

“Will there be plagues and earthquakes?” 

“She’ll bring about Nevandia’s downfall!”

Nothing Tuatha said could placate them. The rumors had gotten out of hand. People feared the status quo being upended, and the King . . . well, he feared that most of all.

The following night, Tuatha stood on the steps of the palace, watching the tiny Princess be loaded into a carriage with her wet nurse, absconding into the darkness to avoid the daytime crowds.

“Perhaps this is for the best,” mused Nosficio from Tuatha’s side, his red eyes glowing in the night. 

“How is it beneficial for a babe to be raised away from her parents?” Tuatha had a granddaughter of her own, and couldn’t imagine sending the infant away.

“Because she won’t be subjected to their scorn. She won’t be tainted by the pettiness of society. She can grow into the person Lirr needs her to become.”

Tuatha’s heart felt heavy in her chest. Perhaps if she’d waited to announce the prophecy until after the babe’s birth, the King would have been more receptive. “It will be a lonely life.”

“It will make her strong.”

“Perhaps, but with such power, she will need guidance.”

“And we will be there when she needs us.”

Tuatha arched an eyebrow. “You seem very optimistic.”

“I’ve learned to have patience,” Nosficio said, watching the carriage trundle out through the palace gates. “What is destined will come to pass. We will watch her from afar, until the gods have placed all their pieces on the board. I made a promise many years ago, and I intend to keep it.”

Tuatha waited until the carriage’s lantern was merely a tiny speck of light in the darkness. 

Good luck, little one. I will be watching.








  
  

Chapter 1


Vala





She couldn’t outrun the darkness. 

It was a living, breathing thing. The shadow below her feet had a consciousness. Power, even in dreams. 

It was death.

Vala dashed through the unlit corridor, daring a glance over her shoulder, breath ensnared in the boned cage of her chest.

Her mind replayed that horrifying nightmare of towering black flames, reaching with their phantom hands towards her. Dark smoke blotted out the sun. Screams pierced the sky. The sound of blades singing through the air, cleaving through flesh, continued to echo in Vala’s ears. 

Shaking her head violently to rid herself of the carnage, she risked another glance behind. No one followed, but still, darkness chased her. Invisible. Unknowable. Slinking through the passageway behind her like a black Ukran leopard hunting its prey. The memory of those shadowed hands grabbing Vala, holding her captive as icy flames melted the skin from her bones, almost made her stumble. She could barely think over the hammering of her pulse.  

The corridor came to a skinny set of spiral stone stairs, and Vala ran down at a dizzying pace, leaping off the final few steps, and landing hard on her bare feet. She held back a hurricane of curses as her ankle smarted. Biting her tongue, she came to the hidden doorway in the servants’ hall, and snuck outside into the courtyard.

Faster!

She sprinted through low-lying fog. Gravel and dead leaves crunched beneath her as she crawled under a row of bushes, her wings snagging on the branches. Once inside the towering hedges on the eastern quadrant of the garden, she ran further and further from the outside world, towards the center, panic receding the deeper she went.

She stopped. She listened.

She no longer sensed the shadow at her feet, the slinking sludge behind her, nor the ominous fingernail scratching down her spine. Breath rushed from Vala’s lungs in heavy pants, curling from her mouth like smoke in the autumn air. Sweat plastered hair to her neck.

And then, Vala released a tremulous sigh. It’s gone.

She hadn’t sensed the darkness in a long time. Years, even. Why has it suddenly made an appearance? Today, of all days? 

Vala shoved the worry from her mind. The shadow was gone, but even if it wasn’t, she was the only one who would know. Or care. 

She steadied the pounding of her heart, and took a full breath of brisk air. The world quieted. It was a reverent, sleepy kind of silence, but these moments were when Vala felt most alive. When dawn blushed across the sky, and the first bird chirped a merry morning tune. When no voices rose to chastise, no eyes to scrutinize. And of course, when a nightmare didn’t wake her from an otherwise restful sleep.

I can’t remember the last time I had such a brutally vivid dream.

Now that the call of darkness had receded, Vala’s thoughts turned to something else. Had she escaped without notice? Was she . . . free?

Her toes curled around dewy grass. What a rare thing it was to be free to run. To twirl, barefoot, in the falling leaves. To feel the tingling magic of life fill Vala’s lungs until they could burst. To flap her butterfly wings and fly far, far away from here.

Until, of course, someone found her. And someone always found her. There was no freedom in this place. No escape from the bars of Vala’s aureate aviary. 

She hadn’t exactly intended to run into the gardens in her nightgown that morning, but the terror she’d felt in her dream, and the realization that darkness hadn’t disappeared when she awoke, well . . . Vala hadn’t thought of anything else as she bolted from bed and fled.

Trailing her fingers upon the perfectly manicured hedges of the maze, she hummed a tune to further soothe her nerves. A gentle breeze rustled her unruly auburn hair, currently tangled and rippling down her back. The wind seemed to hold her, wrapping invisible arms around her body to cocoon her in its safety.

Maybe it was just a nightmare. Vala’s mind must have been playing a cruel trick on her. After all, the shadow had been dormant for ages—

“Princess Valantheia!”

Oh, for Empyra’s sake. Five minutes of freedom; that’s all she’d gotten. Vala released a long-suffering sigh. She wanted to crawl inside the hedge and let its branches and vines consume and shelter her. If she tried, her magic might obey. It used to, once upon a time.

The female voice came closer, calling her name again. “I know you’re in here, Highness. A guard spotted you.”

Vala groaned and collapsed backwards in the grass; her wings of swirling lavender and green splayed out beneath her. “No, I’m not!”

“Which way?”

“Follow the morose sound of my voice,” Vala shouted halfheartedly at the brightening sky.

She wasn’t hiding from Anja, not necessarily, but her lady-in-waiting always brought with her duties and responsibilities. Even worse, expectations.

Anja’s thin, pink-hued face rounded the corner. “Good morning, Princess.”

It would be a better morning if I hadn’t been woken up by a nightmare.

Vala grumbled a greeting and sat up.

Anja was fully dressed and presentable for the day, as if she'd been up for hours already. She fluttered her clear dragonfly wings, thinner and longer than Vala’s own. Her magical aura, a shimmering, haloing mist of crimson and lavender, was as delicate and refined as Anja was herself.

Vala thought she’d been careful when she’d hastened from her room through the hidden corridor, but Anja had quickly learned of Vala’s penchant for escape, and always found her on palace grounds. 

Her white eyes assessed the state of Vala’s hair, nightgown, open robe, and dirty feet. “You have a twig in your hair, Highness.”

Vala didn't remove it. Should I tell her about the dream? And the magic I felt after I awoke? Out of everyone, Anja might listen. She might believe her.

But Vala lost her nerve, and mumbled, “You could have given me another half hour.”

Anja came closer and removed the twig, herself. “Guests begin arriving today. We cannot let them catch sight of the Princess of Nevandia wandering around in her nightgown. The King demands your presence to greet them.”

Ah, right. Guests for the wedding. People Vala hardly knew and didn’t really care to know more. No wonder Anja was up early. That meant everyone else in the palace of Toulon would be waking earlier than usual, adorned in their finery and fake smiles, jibes sheathed at their belts, ready to take a swipe at her.

“And you shouldn’t be out here alone,” said Anja, her tone shifting with concern. “They found another dead deer in the woods last night, directly on the other side of the garden gate.” Her pink fingers fidgeted with her skirt. “Ripped apart.”

“Anja, I’m not going to fear walking places alone because an animal was killed nearby,” Vala said with a sardonic snort. “It was probably a werewolf or a vampire, and they’d never attack any of us.”

Because it was against Nevandian law for magical folk to cause physical harm to one another. 

But then a pinprick at the top of Vala’s spine had her second-guessing. This would be the third time in a week a ravaged animal carcass had been spotted outside the palace boundaries. Vampires drank blood, but didn’t typically rip their victims, animal or otherwise, to shreds. And werewolves were only dangerous when they transformed during the full moon. Currently, the moon was still waxing. The killing didn’t fit the traditional patterns of any magical folk.

“We should get inside, Highness. The Queen wants you present to greet the guests,” said Anja. “Her Majesty has a croquet match scheduled after luncheon, and there’s to be a grand banquet tonight, all of which you would know if you attended any of her weekly ladies’ meetings.”

“Lirr’s Bloody Bones, those meetings are insufferable,” said Vala, getting to her feet in a very unladylike manner. “Nothing of significance is discussed. Nothing about the state of our country. All they do is gossip, and I don’t know how you stomach them. The last one I attended, ladies politely discussed the ‘aesthetic advantages’ of whether werewolves should be forced to shave their hairy arms. I spent the whole hour trying not to scream.” Not to mention that everyone had ignored Vala the entire meeting. She wiped her grassy hands on her robe, making Anja’s mouth twitch disapprovingly. “What’s the banquet’s insipid theme for tonight?”

“The Dinner of Diamonds.”

Vala rolled her eyes. Queen Etaine had an affinity for making an ostentatious event out of every occasion, allowing her to flaunt Nevandia’s wealth and prestige. Vala could only imagine the gaudy splendor that would be the royal wedding in ten days’ time. 

She curtsied in her grass-stained nightgown, a wry smirk on her lips. “Are you sure I’m not dressed appropriately?”  

“I’ve already had gowns prepared for you,” said Anja, not amused. “You don’t have to worry about a single thing.”

“Except the people.” The population in the palace would triple within the week. Vala’s shoulders involuntarily shrank inwards. So many eyes analyzing and judging. So many tongues wagging.

Not to mention shadows writhing beneath us, but Vala kept that worry to herself. She wasn’t sure if it had really happened, anyway.

“Unfortunately, Highness, people are everywhere, regardless if you decide to run away this morning.”

Anja already knows me too well. But not well enough to know that Vala often used secret corridors to sneak out of the palace and into the nearby country town of Toulon. As far as she could tell, no one else knew about the complex system of passageways inside the walls. She’d discovered the hidden entrance in her bedroom six years ago. Since then, Vala had explored every dusty, cobwebbed corridor, and now knew the streets of Toulon equally as well. But only after nightfall, and never more than once a month. If she was caught, she’d never again know a moment of freedom.

The sun had fully risen when Anja escorted Vala out of the maze, past the first of eight magnificent gold fountains, back up the garden steps, and towards the gilded palace.

It truly was an impressive structure: a pale moonstone rectilinear facade bedecked in climbing purple wisteria, wrought iron balconies, four stories housing fifteen hundred rooms. This included multiple wings and courtyards, halls and galleries. Despite its grandeur and pomp, its beauty and prestige, the palace was a cold place devoid of feeling. Where a person’s every vulnerability was pounced upon and wielded against them. Vala knew this only too well.

Servants swarmed out of the palace like a hive of bees, carrying massive flower arrangements, tulle, strings of pearls, lounge chairs, and umbrellas as big as the sun. A peacock leisurely strutted by, its vivid plumage trailing behind it like a luxurious cape.

Vala made a mad dash inside, losing Anja behind her. She hurtled up the green marble staircase, tripping over her robe’s sash, and almost made it down the expansive East Wing hallway before anyone of importance spotted her.

Almost.

“What on earth are you doing, Valantheia?”

Her mother stepped out of a doorway, a spider lying in wait to catch Vala in her web. Every part of her glittered, from the tips of her pointed ears, to her green wings dusted with a shimmering powder, and her gem-studded heels. Etaine’s beautiful face was pulled into a sour, dissecting expression. With a tiny black heart painted on her left cheek, the Queen observed Vala’s every flaw and insecurity, from head to toe. A flock of women appeared behind Etaine, a mixture of fae and human nobles, wearing the same countenance as their Queen and matching painted hearts.

Vala froze, her brain shouting out a multitude of obscenities, and she dipped into a curtsy. “Good morning, Your Majesty.”

Disapproval stewed in her mother’s severe gaze. “Must I repeat myself?” Her voice was as sharp as the points upon her gold-and-emerald crown. 

Vala would never tell her mother about the nightmare. She knew the dismissive response she’d get. So instead, she said, “I was enjoying a walk in the garden.”

“Speak up, Valantheia. You’re mumbling.”

Vala kept her eyes glued to the marble floor as she said louder, “I needed air. I apologize for my appearance.”

She could almost hear the silent judgment of the Queen’s ladies. The Princess is unrefined. The Princess dishonors House Avsharian, and shouldn’t even be a princess, nonetheless Chosen.

The Queen came closer. “The eyes of the world will scrutinize this wedding. And you.”

Heat rose up Vala’s neck and into her face. Lirr’s Bloody Bones, the sun had only just risen and already Vala managed to put her mother in a bad mood. “Of course, Your Majesty. I’d forgotten about the guests arriving today. It won’t happen again.”

Anja finally caught up, clutching at a stitch in her side, panting as she sunk into a curtsy before the Queen.  

The doors to the room opened again, and Etaine’s other daughter glided across the wooden floor, the picture of elegance.

“Have I missed something?” asked Vala’s older sister in her usual haughty tone.

Soleil was dressed in Nevandian gold-and-emerald brocade, arms sheathed past her elbows in green gloves. Her hair, the color of summer cherries plucked straight from the branch, was intricately styled atop her head; a lone ringlet bounced on her pale shoulder. That shoulder, like its twin, was rolled back, making Soleil’s neck appear longer, more refined, and emphasized her chest.

Vala shriveled further inwards, but Soleil didn’t glance once at her, as if her younger sister was of no consequence. 

“Nothing you should concern yourself with, Vensoleil,” Etaine said, using the same pithy tone. “We were discussing Valantheia’s responsibilities during the next week.” She studied her older daughter’s ensemble with approval. “The King will be pleased.”

A high compliment from a mother who rarely had a kind word to share for either daughter. Vala doubted if she’d “pleased” the King or Queen a single day in her twenty-two years.

Etaine’s ladies-in-waiting unleashed a slew of compliments and congratulations towards Soleil in tremendous contrast with the way they’d eyeballed Vala moments ago. Anja remained quiet.

Soleil preened at the attention. To everyone else, that smile appeared genuine, but Vala sensed it was a veneer practiced to perfection to achieve believability. She could tell by the set of Soleil’s jaw that the smile perhaps hid deeper feelings far beneath the surface. What feelings those were, however, Vala had no idea.

Was Soleil nervous about her upcoming nuptials? Was she filled with dread to be forced into an arranged marriage? Excited by it?

“Stand up straight, Valantheia,” snapped Etaine, having grown bored with her eldest.

Vala quickly corrected her posture, while keeping her face covered by a curtain of hair.

“Prince Durward and your cousins will be arriving today. Be sure you greet them.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I’ll be glad to.” Lies.

Etaine wasn’t finished yet. Her cold gaze swept over Vala again. “Do try to charm the eligible males tonight, Valantheia. Once your sister is wed, it will be your turn soon enough. Best start laying the groundwork now.” 

Vala grit her teeth, shrinking smaller and smaller into nothing. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I must see to the flower arrangements in the garden,” Etaine said. “Don’t be late.”

Soleil curtsied, a smirk curling the corners of her mouth.

With that, the Queen of Nevandia swept away down the hall, her eight ladies-in-waiting trailing at the hem of her sack-back gown, leaving Vala alone with Anja and the sister she hardly spoke to.

For the first time that morning, Soleil looked at Vala, and arched a thin eyebrow. “Up early?”

“I needed air.” 

Soleil looked at people in an intense way, as if assessing whether they were worth speaking to or not. “Strange, but I could’ve sworn I heard something within my walls this morning.”

The corridor Vala had taken went right past Soleil’s bedchamber. Perhaps, in her panic, Vala hadn’t noticed how loud she was being. Even the smallest sounds did tend to reverberate loudly off the stone . . .

“It was probably a rat,” Vala said.

Soleil stared at her unblinkingly. “More like a mouse. I heard terrified cries coming from your room.” 

Cries? Her bedroom did share a wall with Soleil’s . . . Vala grimaced, and shot a hasty, embarrassed glance at the four guards standing outside Soleil’s door. They’d no doubt spread that rumor around the palace. “Oh, it was nothing but a silly nightmare. About mismatched shoes and . . . gauche conversations . . .” Like this one. “Or maybe what you heard was that animal getting slaughtered over the garden gate.”

She inwardly cringed. Right, because that’s what estranged sisters should be talking about.

“Nightmares can be harbingers of things to come,” said Soleil in an odd, knowing tone, as if she knew what Vala had dreamed about. But that was impossible. Soleil turned back to her door, flaring her saffron-and-green brush-stroked wings, dismissing her sibling entirely. 

Vala took two steps after her. “Are you nervous?”

She hadn't intended the words to come out as a shout. Vala bit her lip as her voice echoed intrusively in the cavernous corridor. Soleil stalled at her door, and Vala waited with baited breath, wondering if she’d reply. 

A slow smile spread across Soleil’s lips as she turned to face Vala. “Nervous? No, I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”

Something pricked at Vala’s neck again, like a bug bite she couldn’t scratch. A distant humming buzzed in her ears at Soleil’s words, her peculiar smile, the talk of nightmares.

“It must be nice to be so sure of your future.” Vala certainly wasn’t. She had no idea what lay in store for her. 

Soleil’s amber eyes grew bright with a strange fervor as she leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Our futures are what we make of them, no matter what the King demands. You could be so much more than a political pawn in our father’s game.”

Vala’s breath came up short. “What do you mean? Aren’t you excited to marry Lord Schlairet?”

Anyone would be. Lord Oakley Schlairet was a fine match, the most eligible male in the kingdom. Single ladies wanted to marry him. Married matrons and some men wanted to bed him. It didn’t matter if they were fae, human, werewolf, vampire, or another kind of folk—his appeal knew no boundaries.

Soleil stood barely a breath away, latching onto Vala’s gaze like a vise. “You know so little of the world. Of yourself. You need to open your eyes.”

Vala swallowed, mouth going dry. She had the sneaking suspicion that Soleil was hinting at something, but before Vala could ask what in the Unholy Underworld she’d meant, a tinkling clatter severed the weighty silence.

Soleil drew herself up, face transforming with roiling anger as she looked inside her chambers. “What have you done?”

Vala flinched at Soleil’s blistering tone.

A voice from inside replied, “My apologies, Highness. I knocked over the tea. I’ll clean it up straight away.”

“That broken cup will come out of your wages,” snapped Soleil. 

Vala stopped herself from explaining that a porcelain cup was worth at least a month's wages for a palace maid. Soleil clearly didn’t care.

The maid in question scurried from the room. Vala had seen her many times, but had never learned her name. The young maid met Vala’s stare, a rarity amongst the palace staff, and although the brown-skinned part-fae’s expression was composed, her hazel eyes sparked with defiance. Vala’s lips twitched, holding back a surprised smile.

Soleil towered over the maid, donning a similar scornful countenance as the Queen. “Get going.”

After another final glance at Vala, the maid darted towards the servants’ door at the end of the hall. 

“I’ll pay for the teacup,” Vala said. “It was clearly an accident.”

“Don’t be witless. If you bail her out, that maid will never learn to treat our things with respect.” Soleil returned to her suite, slamming both doors shut, leaving Vala gaping at what had occurred during their rare conversation.

“We should get you dressed now, Highness,” Anja said, coming up to her side. “You don’t want to upset the Queen or Princess any further.”

Her lady-in-waiting guided her next door, into Vala’s corner apartments. The walls were a pale blue, with white, decorative embossment and trim. Tall, arched windows allowed in streams of natural sunlight. Sheet music and leather-bound books were scattered across every flat surface. A towering stack of novels sat upon the coffee table, waiting to be read, next to a bouquet of autumnal flowers.

Vala absent-mindedly dispensed of her robe, tossing it onto the blue settee. “It’s not as if I’m trying to disappoint the Queen. I want to please her, but I always seem to fail somehow.”

For as long as she could remember, Vala’s parents regarded her with a greasy film of disdain, barely tolerating her “antics.” She couldn’t help that her body craved open air, a tree to read in, and fields of flowers where she could dance and dance, and no one would care if she didn’t do the right, restrained move.

Vala proceeded past her harpsichord by the bay window, aching to sit down and play, but she wouldn’t allow herself to get distracted. She had to do her duty to the Queen and Soleil. She walked through the cream double doors into her bedchamber, and Anja followed, seating her at the vanity. 

“You do tend to find ways to get under Her Majesty’s skin.” Anja took a brush to Vala’s matted hair, and her mouth twisted as she fought against a troublesome knot. She then looked up, staring wistfully at Vala’s freckled reflection in the mirror. Her white eyes saddened briefly, like she was remembering a time long ago. “I think you were born to a different soul, Highness. Sometimes, you remind me so much of her.”

“Who?” Certainly not my mother.

Anja’s face fell, and she went back to brushing. “I’m sure things will be calmer after the wedding, once the guests leave.”

“Doubtful.” 

Vala scowled at her own reflection, picking at her cuticles while she pondered. What did Soleil really mean? Something’s off with her, but Vala didn’t know her sister well enough to decipher what. 

In fact, the entire morning had seemed off. The mutilated animals, the nightmare, the shadows chasing Vala down hallways . . .

Harbingers of things to come, Soleil had said.

“Why were you outside at the crack of dawn, Highness?” asked Anja, eyes narrowing, as if reading Vala’s thoughts.

Should I tell her about the darkness? 

Vala considered it for a fleeting moment. It would be such a relief to share something personal, something vulnerable, with another person for a change. But Vala’s previous ladies had spit in her tea when she wasn’t looking, called her cruel nicknames behind her back, and reported on her behavior to the King and Queen. Anja had only been her lady-in-waiting for a few months, and Vala didn’t want to see the doubt on her new companion’s face. She couldn’t bear to hear Anja dismiss the nightmare as a silly dream, then immediately go tell Etaine that Vala was having hallucinations.

“I really did need fresh air.” 

Anja pursed her lips, seeming to know Vala was withholding the truth, but let the topic drop.

When Vala emerged from her bath, wet and wrinkly, an enormous gown had been laid upon her bed. The manteau was pastel green silk brocade, puffed sleeves trimmed in lace and pearls, the bodice heavily boned with a darker green stomacher. Not as flashy as what Soleil or Etaine had been wearing, but still beautiful. 

Like every morning, maids hovered by the bed, keeping their focus on the floor, afraid to meet Vala’s gaze. She pretended their nerves didn’t bother her as Anja cleared her throat to get the maids to move. They laced Vala into her corset, mindful of her wings. She stepped into the wide-hipped cage skirt and layers of petticoats before Anja secured her inside the voluminous skirt. The ensemble was finished off with pointed, silk heels.

The maids scurried from the room as soon as they were finished, not wanting to be in Vala’s presence for long. She’d heard their whispers before—they were afraid that she’d curse them.

As Anja finished tying a matching lace choker around Vala’s neck, she smiled. “Lovely.”

She had a way of making compliments seem genuine. Vala, however, saw nothing special when she looked in the mirror.

Once she was ready, and couldn’t breathe or bend in any direction, Vala made her way through the green marble and aureate halls, beneath domed ceilings swathed in colorful murals, past works of famous art, gilded mirrors, and masterful statues. The beauty of the autumn day shone through the large open windows, casting a burnished glow across the floor.

What a nice day for a bit of hell.

But Soleil’s cryptic words kept repeating in her mind, and Vala wondered if maybe, just maybe, her sister had felt the darkness, too.








  
  

Chapter 2


Saitoh





Blood dripped from his forehead and the cut on his swollen lip. It oozed down his exposed back from the twenty lashes he’d received. His shirt came apart like wet paper, and what little material remained clung to his arms and shoulders, covering only his chest. A tinny ringing in his ears drowned out the roaring, the shouting. Someone threw a rock at him, but missed. Didn’t matter. Their hatred struck against Saitoh’s back, regardless. 

He knelt on the snow-dusted ground, hands gritty with dirt and dried blood, fingers frozen from the chill. He zeroed in on the polished buckled shoes in front of him, glaring at their pristine condition, their fine leather. The owner of the offending boots loomed over Saitoh, a holy book clutched in his hands.

Saitoh forced his head to rise and meet the man’s ruthless gaze, his downturned mouth, as if he was dismayed at the turn of events. But Saitoh knew better. Prior Reath was overjoyed. 

“You’re a fool to return here after what you did.” The Prior’s azure robes billowed in the frigid wind. “We raised you as one of our own, as Lirr commands us good, devout souls to do. But you returned our kindness with devilry!”

Saitoh bared his teeth as the crowd in the square cheered in agreement. 

“Insolence!”

More cheers.

“Violence and murder!”

The crowd would lose their voices at this rate.

Fucking hells, that man loved to hear himself talk. An ugly bruise had appeared on Reath’s cheek; the sight of it gave Saitoh minor satisfaction. At least he’d managed to land a punch before men pulled him off.

Reath leaned down, lancing Saitoh with his steel gray eyes. “Not only did you commit the most grievous of sins, but you drew upon your dark, monstrous nature—”

“I’ve done nothing—” Saitoh winced. Gods, even speaking was torture on his fresh wounds.

“You’re a blight on this town, and we should have stamped out your evil years ago.”

By drowning me as a child, no doubt.

“Our beloved goddess would understand that there is no saving you,” Reath continued.

The crowd hurled insults again, as well as more rocks, sticks, and whatever else was lying about that wasn’t worth money.

“Monster!”

“Mongrel!”

“Bastard!”

“Freak!”

A rock hit Saitoh’s back, sending white-hot, blinding pain through every muscle. He bit down on his inner cheek, and crimson fury clouded his eyes.

Saitoh could stomach their insults. They’d said similar, cruel things for three-and-twenty years, although they'd become rather vociferous of late, once Saitoh grew old enough, strong enough to be considered a real threat. Once he began fighting back. Then he’d made the terrible mistake of placing his trust in someone who hadn’t deserved it.

How can these people be so blind? Saitoh seethed as blood dripped into his eyes, but he still saw the Prior for what he was.

A liar. Hypocrite. Murderer.

Reath was the monster, but the flock stuck close to their shepherd.

“We should sacrifice you to the gods as penance for what you’ve done,” said the Prior.

Saitoh’s body trembled as he tried to keep himself composed; not for his own sake, but for the two boys standing behind Reath on the House of Worship’s stone steps. The boys he’d risked his life returning to rescue. One was sobbing. The older of the two stared from Saitoh to the Prior, his face contorted in confusion, trying to piece together what was happening.

Saitoh snapped out a hand, and grabbed Reath’s ankle. “Whatever you do, don’t have them watch.”

Reath shook him off, backing away. “Vermin, you don’t get to make requests.”

The smaller boy, with hair the color of summer wheat, called for Saitoh, tears streaming down his face. The sound wrenched at Saitoh’s heart, and power rose within him. It was a struggle to shove it back down to the soulless pit it came from.

I won’t use it. I will not prove him right.

Perhaps the boy’s plea melted some of the ice around the Prior’s barely beating organ, or perhaps it was because the authorities still hadn’t arrived, and Reath observed that Saitoh was on the brink of unleashing, because he calmed the crowd with a sweep of his arms. 

“But Lirr is forgiving, and she would instead value our mercy. I’ll let you go, Saitoh Lasryn, provided you never return here.” Reath smirked, and said under his breath, “You won’t get far, anyway.”

The Prior wasn’t wrong. Saitoh had a bounty on his head; he was a wanted man in every county in Droura. Besides, it had already begun snowing in the White Ridge Mountains, and travel would become more difficult with each passing week. 

Saitoh’s fists unclenched, and he got unsteadily to his feet, body aching, back burning, as the crowd continued to crow for his death. A maiming might satisfy them, but they’d get neither his death nor his hand. Saitoh, it seemed, would be spared the same fate as his mother, but he’d be leaving her here to rot in a haphazard grave near the man she despised.

“The next time you dare step foot in my town,” said Reath, his sharp voice cutting through the din, “I’ll let the people tear you limb from limb.”

Saitoh gave him a wry, wretched grin as he wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand. They can fucking try. “Don’t worry. I’ll never visit this shithole again, provided Taron and Cole come with me.”

Reath’s back straightened like Saitoh had shoved an iron rod up his rear. I wish I could. 

“No.”

Saitoh tensed. “Don’t separate us.” He wouldn’t beg. He’d rather bloody his hands than plead to the Prior, but he’d only risked returning to Canalume in the first place to get his brothers. Saitoh wouldn’t leave without Taron and Cole a second time.

Reath contemplated, sniffed, then grabbed hold of Taron’s arm. The gangly adolescent stumbled as the Prior shoved him at Saitoh. “You can have the moron, if it means you never return. He’s useless, anyways.”

Saitoh held his temper in check, stepping in front of Taron. “And Cole?”

Reath blinked. “Colenni stays with me.”

“No!” Saitoh reached out to grab hold of Reath’s robes.

“Be mindful of what you do.” Reath pointed to the man holding a rusted knife to Taron’s throat.

Saitoh hadn’t noticed Darrien Loom, Reath’s most fervent follower, slip away from the crowd. Loom was one of the men who’d captured Saitoh the night before, and held him down while Reath took a whip to his back. And it was Loom’s daughter who’d set events in motion. Illyena watched Saitoh now from the crowd with disgust written upon her pretty mouth, blonde hair waving in the wind.

Saitoh had tried to rescue Taron and Cole peacefully. Acting with his heart instead of his head, he’d snuck back into town the previous night, but Loom and other men had been stationed around the two-story, whitewashed House of Worship. Reath, who lived on the second floor, had known Saitoh would return for the boys.

Taron paled as the knife pressed against his windpipe. Cole sobbed louder.

“Leave with one, or neither,” continued Reath.

Saitoh’s fingers curled into fists. His whole body shook. This isn’t fair! How could he leave Cole behind? He was only twelve. He’d be alone without Saitoh and Taron, forced to suffer the wrath and manipulations of Prior Reath. Who knew what would happen to him in Saitoh’s absence? He’s Reath’s favorite. He’s never hurt Cole before. Because Saitoh was the one who’d always taken the blame for everything. He’d done all he could to protect his brothers.

Darrien Loom’s knife drew a thin line of blood at Taron’s throat. 

“Make your decision,” Reath said, knowing Saitoh already had. “The authorities will arrive at any moment. I called for them last night.”

Cole howled for Saitoh again as Reath rounded on the boy, grabbing hold of his skinny arm.

“Sai, please!” screamed his youngest brother, clawing at Reath’s hands in desperation.

Saitoh tried to go after them, but the crowd closed in fast, pelting him with stones, rancid food, and feces.

“Murderer! Murderer!” they chanted.

The points of their pitchforks and scythes poked him in the back, in his open wounds. Saitoh froze, pain engulfing him until all he could see was a white haze.

“Riders approach!” a woman yelled, gleeful.

Saitoh would be shackled and hanged before her eyes. He’d run out of time. Seven horses kicked up clouds of dust and snow on the southern road, indicating that the law had arrived. While Saitoh was distracted, Reath dragged Cole inside the House of Worship, his brother fighting all the way.

Despair overtook Saitoh, shoving out the pain. “I’ll come back for you, Cole! I swear to you!”

The heavy oak door slammed shut behind Reath. Saitoh wanted to break it down, but Loom still had a knife to Taron’s throat, and the riders were fast approaching. Snarling like the rabid dog they believed him to be, Saitoh turned on Loom. The man backed away slowly, releasing Taron, and Saitoh caught his brother’s wrist to pull him through the shabbily-dressed crowd. They streaked from the square, through the desolate, muddy streets where they’d grown up, but had never felt like home. Past the squat, slatted grey cottages and vacant backyard-gardens, the underfed livestock, empty barns, and granary.

The crowd of villagers cackled as horses closed in. Saitoh and Taron hurled themselves over a damaged fence, and sprinted up the inclined northern road deeper into Mount Era’s forest. Glancing behind him, Saitoh thought of Cole and his mother as the sound of the villagers’ chanting followed him up the hill.

The need for vengeance, hot and heavy, scorched through him. I’ll be back for Cole, and next time, they’ll see how monstrous I can be.

The brothers made it to the cover of the trees before the lawmen left the village. Taron was winded, but Saitoh pressed onwards into the woods, wanting to put as much distance between himself and Canalume as possible. If the authorities captured him, they’d send Taron back to Reath. Saitoh’s back shrieked in agony, but he wouldn’t surrender.

He pulled Taron off the road, and they squatted behind a large fern, waiting with held breath as the riders rode past. The brothers didn’t move until the sound of pounding hooves was long gone.

At this point, Taron had enough. “What are we doing?” he signed with his hands, brow furrowed. “Who were those riders?”

“We’ve been banished,” Saitoh replied. It was easier than admitting the truth.

Taron scowled. “I figured, but what about Cole?”

Saitoh glanced away, down at the dry, crinkled leaves and his blood-stained boots. Gods, it hurt to think about Cole. Taron nudged him, annoyed at Saitoh’s silence.

“I’ll go back for him when things die down,” said Saitoh.

“Why not now?”

Because I’d kill everyone. Saitoh could barely contain the hatred inside. “I’ll be arrested. Those people want me dead.”

“You could have gotten to Cole.”

“Not while also protecting you,” Saitoh said aloud and signed with a frustrated huff, then pointed to the red mark on Taron’s neck. It wasn’t deep, and the cut had already stopped bleeding. “I promise that I’ll go back for him, and burn that town to the ground.”

This didn’t ease Taron’s concerns. His sky-blue eyes swum with questions. “Why didn’t you use magic?”

Saitoh looked away. It had been there, swelling inside him, along with his fury. It would have been easy to reach for it, to wreak havoc and destruction. The revenge would have felt righteous in the moment.

But after the bloodbath, Saitoh knew all he’d feel would be shame and sorrow. Not at the loss of life, those bastards deserved a slow and painful death, but because he’d be proving them right. Maybe their chants of “monster” and “mongrel” had wormed their way under his skin, but it was his mother Saitoh thought of. How she’d told him to never use magic for revenge or pain. How he should value life and the beauty of living. Saitoh wanted to do right by her. He wanted to make her proud and honor her memory.

“No magic. It’s dangerous,” Saitoh told Taron.

How could his brother understand? Taron didn’t have magic, and neither did Cole. They, unlike Saitoh, were fully human. They didn’t have destruction at their fingertips.

Taron looked back down at the valley from the sloping hill where they stood. “Where are we going? We have nothing, Sai.”

They had only the clothes on their backs, and Saitoh’s shirt was virtually useless. Grief tore through him at Taron’s panicked expression.

“We’ll find a cheap room somewhere. We’ll be all right, but first we need to get away from the riders.” Saitoh placed hands on Taron’s shoulders, wincing in the process.

His brother’s tan face lit up with fear. “You need a healer.”

The pain was raw, sharp, and deep, and it took every ounce of strength Saitoh had to stay standing and wipe the agony from his face. “I’ll be fine. When we find water, you can clean the wounds. Can I borrow your vest, though?”

Saitoh would have ripped off his shirt by now if he wasn’t afraid of Taron seeing beneath it, and if it wasn’t so bloody cold. Without hesitation, Taron shrugged off his brown leather vest, and held it up so Saitoh could slide his arms inside. The movement was torturous, and the fabric grated against the lashes on his back; Saitoh’s forehead broke out in a sheen of sweat despite the cold. 

“Those men were chasing us for a reason. What did Father say about you?” Taron asked once Saitoh was properly outfitted. At his brother’s silence, Taron pressed on. “I know that whatever crimes he says you committed are lies.”

Sometimes it hurt to look into Taron’s face and see the Prior staring back. Taron and Cole both had their father’s fair hair, delicate hands, and jawline, but thank the gods both boys had inherited their mother’s eyes. At least there Saitoh could see her gentleness.

“Don’t worry about the Prior. He’s been looking to get rid of me for a while,” Saitoh signed truthfully. “Let’s get settled, and make things nice for Cole.”

Taron nodded and gave Saitoh a wan smile. “Lead the way.”

Despite the pain, Saitoh drew his brother into a hug. He didn’t want to pull away, because once he did, he’d have to be strong. He’d have to be unyielding. He’d have to fight for every coin, every scrap of food.

He would not sleep until both Taron and Cole were safe.








  
  

Chapter 3


Vala





It seemed like the entire country of Nevandia had arrived in ornate carriages. 

As instructed, Vala took her place behind the Queen on the palace’s front steps, but she kept her head down. Guests approached, bowing and curtseying in respect to Etaine and Soleil, then their eyes landed on Vala. Backs straightening and lips curling, they quickly moved inside without any greeting to her at all. 

Prince Durward, the King’s younger brother and Vala’s uncle, stumbled out of his carriage around midday, already inebriated. He meandered past Vala without a single glance, as if she didn’t exist.

“Ah, Lisette, there you are,” said the Queen.

Vala’s only female cousin was dressed splendidly in rose silk and lace, with a matching bloom sitting atop her honey-brown locks. Lisette was even prettier than Vala remembered. At twenty, she’d lost the childish roundness in her heart-shaped face, and her pale skin was blemish-free, cheeks rosy, amber eyes bright. Her dotted wings were a mixture of ginger from the Avsharian line, and blushing rose. Vala barely knew her cousin, apart from one previous conversation on the winter holiday of Gelanon. Lisette hadn’t stopped whining about the cold as the royal family paid homage to the gods at their outdoor shrine in the capital city of Kellesar. She’d chosen to dress for fashion instead of warmth, and had muttered her complaints during the entire holy ceremony.

After greeting Etaine and Soleil, Lisette shocked Vala by meeting her gaze, then dipping into a slow, refined curtsy. “Your Highness, I cannot tell you how honored I am to have been selected as one of your ladies. I’ve always wanted to live at the palace and be amongst the rest of society.” 

Vala wanted to reply, “That’s funny, since I’ve always wanted to be as far from the rest of society as possible,” but she held her tongue. Instead, she gave her cousin a detached smile. Lisette was just one more person Vala had to keep at arm’s length. One new aristocrat destined to scorn her.

Lisette’s eleven-year-old brothers, Brice and Ignace, bolted from the carriage, and nearly bowled Vala over as they ran past, snickering.

“Oh, look, it’s Lirr’s Chosen,” Brice sneered.

Ignace hissed to his brother, “You can’t touch her skin, or you’ll end up cursed.”

“Don’t be rude to the Princess!” Lisette called after them, but Ignace turned around and gave her the finger. Lisette huffed and put her hands on her hips. “My sincere apologies, Highness. My brothers are merely excited for the festivities.”

No, they’re always this horrible. They might have had the faces of angels, but Vala believed they were devils in disguise. She might have laughed and said as much to Lisette, but she didn’t think her cousin would appreciate the joke.

“This is Anja, my First Lady of the Bedchamber,” Vala said, indicating her pink-skinned companion. 

“You’re Andaran,” said Lisette with genuine intrigue. “I heard there was one of you at court. Your skin really is unusual.”

Anja’s responding smile seemed rather forced. As the only Andaran faerie in Nevandia, perhaps the entire continent of Astye, she was as much of an oddity as Vala. Andarans were the original, ancient race of faeries before Astyean fae mated with humans, which explained Anja’s “unusual” appearance.  

“Yes, well, we’d best make our way to the garden,” she said, then fell into step with Lisette behind Vala like two silk-draped shadows.

Guests not-so-subtly turned their backs on Vala as she entered Soleil’s bridal garden party. 

“Apologies, this seat’s taken,” said more than one lady as Vala approached an empty chair at the table.

Apparently, all the seats beneath umbrellas were “taken,” so Vala settled for a secluded table on the far edge of the party. Soleil had two open seats next to her, and Vala wished her sister would look over, smile, and invite her to join. But Vala could have been as invisible as air, because Soleil never once looked her way.

Wishing for any excuse to escape, and coming up empty, Vala nibbled dainty tea sandwiches along with delicate cakes and sugar-dusted berries. The Queen forced her to play a mind numbing game of croquette, where ladies kept skipping Vala’s turn and targeting her ball so she ended up in last place.

“Not so ‘Chosen’ now, is she?” snickered Miss Temperance Flowerdew to her group of lace-clad minions.

Chosen. That damned word branded Vala, and left searing scars across her heart. Chosen to have a powerful magic she couldn’t control. Chosen to sense the shadows below, as if her life was tethered to the smokey threads of its forbidden magic. And Chosen to somehow, someday, defeat it.

Another young lady chided, “You’d think a princess chosen by the gods would know better than to wear such a hideously boring dress.”

“The whole idea of someone being born to vanquish evil is rather puerile, if you ask me,” said Temperance. “Besides, why choose the second daughter?”

Heat surged into Vala’s face. When she’d first arrived in Toulon, she’d defended herself against such comments, but had since learned there was no point. The whispers and snickers continued regardless. It was easier to say nothing, to not draw more attention to herself. Yet Temperance’s words felt like a knife jab to the stomach. Not because they insulted her, but because Vala . . . agreed with them. She had no idea where she fit or what her purpose was. Soleil was the more obvious choice. Why hadn’t the Seer proclaimed her as Lirr’s Chosen?

The foretold Dinner of Diamonds that evening was as over-the-top as Vala imagined. Taking place in Lirr’s Salon on the first floor, the long hall had recently been redecorated by Etaine with white marble and gilt stucco, crystalline mirrors, and a fresco on the ceiling of umber-skinned Lirr strolling through the palace garden, followed by a parade of baby animals and fireflies.

A celebrated singer stood on a raised platform in the banquet hall, serenading dining guests with high notes and vibrato, while a string quartet accompanied her. Dozens of models were dispersed throughout the hall, their skin painted like granite. They froze in poses, mimicking statues, and every so often, they’d slowly switch to a new pose. While impressive, Vala felt they were superfluous, since there were already multiple real statues in the room.

Strings of diamonds hung from ten chandeliers like glittering icicles. A fountain of pink sparkling wine trickled in the corner, surrounded by platters of fresh fruit and bowls of cream. Bouquets of white swan feathers adorned the exceptionally long dining table stretching down the middle of the hall. 

Seated further down the table, Soleil truly looked like a bride, resplendent in a snow-white gown glittering from head to toe in diamonds. Nearby guests leaned in to speak with her, as if she had some sort of gravitational pull on them. She was the sun, the center of the universe. Even those seated farther away kept their eyes on her, magnetized.

Vala stared at her sister, searching for similarities between them, but she came up blank.

Since childhood, Vala felt cleaved in two, as if she was supposed to be someone else. Even her appearance displayed this half-ism. Vala’s hair was not quite red, and not quite brown. Her irises had been sliced in two: one half was amber, while the upper portion was electric amethyst. Sometimes, when she looked in the mirror, it seemed as if one part of her was competing with the other version, the hidden one, the one she couldn’t quite grasp but who lingered in her consciousness like a ghost.

“I’ve always wanted to see the famed palace of Toulon,” said a human lord seated at Vala’s left. He was from the eastern neighboring country of Syoto, judging by his accent, high-necked attire, and deep brown eyes.

Vala wasn’t sure at first if he was talking to her, until he gave her a slow, arrogant smile. 

“And to be seated next to a princess. What an honor.”

He must not be an important guest if the Queen placed him next to me. 

“I hear you’re quite accomplished on the harpsichord, Highness,” the Syoton lord continued, swirling the wine in his glass. He shooed a liveried gnome away who’d been collecting salad plates. “Perhaps you will grace us with a performance?”

Vala replied with a snort, which she quickly covered with a cough.

I’m not a wind-up music box that plays on demand. Music was for her, and her alone. Vala had angered her tutors growing up because she wanted to sing songs that reminded her of running through fields of wildflowers or sailing across the open sea. She wanted to feel a song’s true heart. But the Queen frowned upon the Princess singing with too much passion. It wasn’t proper to show emotion. It wasn’t royal to display joy, or sorrow, or fear. 

“I wouldn’t wish to steal attention away from Princess Vensoleil during her wedding celebrations,” Vala said evasively.

“I imagine she’s excited for next week,” the Duke of Dul Tanen said from Vala’s right, trying to snag her attention away. He was an attractive full-blooded fae, as indicated by his wings, and a member of an esteemed old Nevandian lineage. The city of Dul Tanen was once part of an entirely different country. Four hundred years ago, Nevandia won its last war against Tacorn, reuniting the two kingdoms into one large country. Dul Tanen was rapidly industrializing, making the Duke an exceptionally wealthy male, but he must have done something to anger the King, otherwise he wouldn’t have been sitting next to Vala. “The Princess and Lord Schlairet have been betrothed for years, haven’t they?”

Since childhood, to be precise. At two-and-thirty, Soleil was older than most unwed princesses, due to the fact that full-blooded fae lived for centuries and aged slowly. Time was no constraint to them. Vala had hoped she might get another ten years before marriage, but it seemed she’d be wed off as fast as possible; then she’d no longer be her parent’s problem.

“Oh, yes, my sister is thrilled,” Vala replied with a false smile.

She darted another glance at Soleil, and Vala could practically see wheels turning in her sister’s mind. Soleil sat ram-rod straight in her chair, eyes boring a hole in the tablecloth as she pretended to listen to Uncle Durward prattle on.

Vala frowned. Her sister was behaving oddly again. Unnervingly, so. How had no one else noticed Soleil’s distraction, or the way she gripped her knife in her gloved fingers?

Because people see what they want to see.

“What about yourself, Highness? Are you excited for the festivities?” asked the Duke, pulling at strings to hold Vala’s attention.

She’d stuffed a forkful of quail into her mouth; Vala could only chew and nod in response.

“Will you save me a dance at the wedding ball, Highness?” the Syoton lord jumped in again. “I hope your dance card isn’t already full.”

Vala’s card wasn’t full, and she truly loved to dance, but she knew the lord’s interest was less because of her appearance and charm, and more because she was royal and eligible. She could stand on her head in the middle of the table squawking like a bird, and still the shallow, power-hungry men of court would flirt with her. It wasn’t flattering.

At the far end of the table, King Cynric latched his amber eyes on her, watching her interactions with the lords. Her father was exceedingly handsome, with wavy honey-brown hair that fell to his elbows, a fashionably thin mustache, and a jawline ladies swooned over. Surrounded by his eight personal guards, he sat directly beneath a floor-to-ceiling portrait of himself, holding the legendary sword, Dimtoir, in one hand and Lirr’s hand in the other. In the painting, the goddess gazed up at the King with admiration, bestowing her blessing upon his divine rule. He wore a blazing crown of sunlight. It was one of Cynric’s favorite portraits, second only to the one of him battling a bear, wearing nothing but a loincloth. Vala had actually never seen Cynric hold a sword once, and certainly not Dimtoir the Protector. He preferred parties and hunting to the battlefield, and he was staring at her now as if she were a troublesome fox, sending a message not to embarrass him.

Vala smiled vapidly at the Syoton lord. “Nothing would delight me more.”

Satisfied, the King looked away, engaging an ancient ambassador from Casamere nearby in conversation who’d been staring lecherously at Lisette’s bosom. Vala didn’t relax; her father could glance back at any moment.

He didn’t, however, seem to be watching the daughter that was actually getting married. Soleil clutched her fork and knife so tightly Vala wondered if they might bend in half. Vala couldn’t blame her sister for her sudden nerves, or even her anger. Soleil never had a choice in who she married, or what her future would be. As heir to the Nevandian throne, it was Soleil’s destiny to rule with Lord Oakley Schlairet at her side and birth many royal heirs. After King Cynric retired or died, of course, but that would be decades. Possibly centuries. The King was hale, hearty, and at one hundred and ten, still looked only thirty.

Vala couldn’t imagine living that long with a person she barely knew, who she may not even like, feeling entirely unfulfilled. Her future involved being shackled to a husband, while other women and females in Nevandia had freedoms. They held jobs and positions of esteem, they could go to university, own land and property, join the army, marry whomever they wished, or no one at all. They had a purpose.

But not Soleil, and not Vala. Females of royal blood had less choices than anyone imagined.


      [image: ]As fireworks burst across the night sky outside her window, Vala stripped out of her dress before the maids had a chance to reluctantly help. She tucked herself into bed and waited until she heard the sound of Anja and Lisette’s feet disappearing, and the apartment doors closing.

Then silence.

Vala kicked off the sheets and rushed to her wardrobe. She couldn’t fall asleep with her mind replaying the nightmare she’d had the night before. She pulled on a simple riding skirt and jacket, grabbed her favorite dagger, and slung a cloak around her shoulders. Vala hastened through the hidden door behind her mirror and into the dark corridor.

A quick escape. Only an hour, nothing more.

The guards were on high alert that evening with the late-night festivities. If Vala was caught sneaking out of the palace, she’d have to reveal the existence of the hidden corridors, which Cynric would promptly close off, and she’d never again be able to snag an hour of freedom away from the palace walls. Vala snapped, creating a tiny flame at the tip of her fingers, and crept quietly past Soleil’s room, relieved that everyone was distracted by the fireworks display. But judging by the sound of raucous laughter coming from one of the guest rooms further down the corridor, not everyone was outside. A high-pitch voice squealed with delight on the other side of the stone wall.  

Vala tiptoed down the spiral staircase, her boots leaving a trail of dusty prints behind her. She took the passage at the fork that led her beneath the courtyard, and out on the other side of the gilded gates closer to town. She parted the curtain of ivy and peered out from behind the stone that hid the secret door. A crisp, leaf-scented breeze caressed her cheeks.

Drawing up her hood and making sure her cloak covered her flattened wings, she wandered through the grid-system of Toulon’s streets. The buildings were uniformed, all the same height, with buttery-yellow-washed limestone exteriors and hipped gambrel roofs. Vala strolled down a quiet street, past the millinery towards the northern square. She never visited the same tavern or pub more than twice a year. If anyone discovered that Princess Valantheia wandered Toulon’s street alone at night, it would cause an enormous scandal.

Her boot trampled a news pamphlet on the cobbles outside a print shop, and the bold headline drew her attention.

LAVISH SPENDING FOR ROYAL WEDDING DRAWS ANGER FROM MASSES.

Vala hadn’t read this issue yet. She picked up the pamphlet, now adorned with her boot-print, and read while she walked. 

“Of course people are upset,” she grumbled to herself as she flipped to the next page. “It’s an obnoxious display of wealth.”

The article continued on about how the wedding coin, collected from taxpayers, should be better spent in more beneficial ways for the public.

Such as on infrastructure, health care, or education, Vala ticked off in her mind. All of which my father likes to pretend aren’t necessary issues because they don’t affect him or his affluent friends. 

She only looked up from the pamphlet when she’d reached the front door of he Speckled Cat. It was one of Vala’s favorite taverns in town, owned and operated by a woman in her fifties named Sloya who took absolutely no shit from anyone, and Vala respected that. Sloya’s brown spotted tabby always lounged around on top of the bar, seeking pets from patrons.

“What can I get you?” Sloya asked when Vala sidled up to the bar, hood still drawn. She sopped up spilt ale on the counter with a dish rag.

“Cider, please” replied Vala, keeping her head down, and slapped a coin onto the counter.

Sloya spotted the pamphlet in Vala’s hand. “Can you believe that? I get the royals want to have a wedding for the Princess, but does it have to be a seven-day event? I heard from a chambermaid that the kitchens throw out half the food they cook for those banquets.” She shook her head with disdain. “Such waste. Now, I’ll get you that drink.”

She returned a moment later with a frothy pint of tart cider. Her sharp brown eyes latched onto a table behind Vala. “Not in my place, you won’t. Go outside if you two want to do that.” She herded two part-fae out the door, shaking that dirty dish rag at them.

A man swaggered up next to Vala at the counter. Wearing a tri-pointed hat and long coat, he gave her a toothy grin. “Hello.” 

Vala said nothing as she scooted away on her stool.

He leaned forward, trying to peer beneath her hood. “No need to hide yourself away, miss. We’re all friends in here.” At Vala’s silence, he continued. “Are you by yourself?”

Vala’s fingers skated across the dagger at her belt. “I’m waiting for someone.”

The man leaned closer. “Why don’t I stay with you until they arrive?”

If the man made a move, Vala wouldn’t hesitate to stab him. 

He wouldn’t be this interested in me if he knew who I was. He’d probably run for the hills.

Thank the gods Sloya reappeared at that moment.

“Shoo, shoo! Can’t you see the girl doesn’t want to talk to you?” Sloya rolled her eyes and sighed as the man found another woman at a nearby table who seemed more amiable to his advances. “Some people can’t take a hint.”

Vala took a relieved sip of cider and removed her hand from her dagger’s hilt. The blade had actually been given to her by someone in this tavern. He’d been shrouded in a dark face mask and hooded cape, but glowing crimson eyes revealed him to be a vampire. Vala had newly arrived to court when she’d first visited the Speckled Cat. She’d sat awkwardly at a corner table, watching everyone with wide, fascinated eyes from beneath her hood. It was one of her first experiences with “the public” after a tremendously sheltered life. She’d ordered her first-ever pint of cider when the vampire had appeared before her in a gust of wind. Vala had initially thought he’d discovered who she was, and came to harm her. She’d frozen, gaping up at the vampire’s glowing gaze.

“I’m not here to drink from you, faerie girl, not to worry,” the vampire said in a midnight, silky voice, “but judging by the way you’re gripping that butter knife, I’d say you don’t know how to use it. You should learn how to defend yourself, especially if you intend to frequent other taverns on your own. Here.”

He’d whipped out a dagger from within his cloak and pointed the blade at his own body. “Aim for the lower sides of the torso, or the neck. Jab upwards. Avoid the ribcage and sternum—you’ll only meet bone. Now, you try.”

“Oh, I’m fine, really,” she said, leaning away.

He’d slid the dagger across the table. “I insist.”

Vala reluctantly took the dagger and repeated his moves halfheartedly.

“Good, you need to use more force, but you know the basics. Keep practicing; then you’ll never be afraid of anyone at a tavern again.”

“Thank you, sir.” Vala had tried to give him his dagger back, but the vampire backed away.

“Keep it. I have no need for daggers. And really, neither do you, if you use your magic.” His crimson eyes had flashed before he’d blended in with the crowded room, disappearing like a mirage.

It had been a strange moment, and Vala often wondered if the mysterious vampire had known exactly who she was and why she didn’t use magic, as if he’d been watching her. Since then, she’d carried that dagger with her whenever she came into town, and although she’d never had to use it, the weapon was a comfort in her pocket.

Vala finished her cider, passed the empty pint back to Sloya, pet the speckled cat, and returned to the palace, feeling mildly restored. The fireworks display was finished, and Vala was about to part the ivy dangling over the secret door when a shadow snagged her attention.

A cloaked figure stalked from the side of the palace, as if they’d come from the very same secret entrance. They glided towards the western quadrant of the garden, towards the orangery.

Probably a courtier going to meet their secret lover.

But a fingernail scratched down Vala’s spine. Chilling magic simmered beneath her feet, under layers and layers of stone and dirt. Vala’s body turned to ice.

Darkness was awake again.

Twice in one day? After fourteen years of silence? Anxiety wriggled around inside Vala’s stomach like a bed of worms. The sensation wasn’t dissipating. In fact, it felt stronger than it had in the morning. She searched the grounds for a flicker of black flame, recalling the nightmare.

Why is dark magic stirring now?

The ominous cloaked figure rounded the bend of the castle, out of Vala’s sight. Her gut nudged her into action, but she couldn’t risk crossing in front of the guards. Vala ducked through the ivy, following the passageway beneath the palace. When it branched at the fork, she took the left tunnel, which narrowed and declined, forcing Vala to crawl on her hands and knees through the grated exit that led into the garden behind a bush.

She scanned the sprawling space, spotting the hem of a cloak by the orangery. Vala dashed in that direction, but by the time she got to the greenhouse, the cloaked figure had vanished. No one was inside the building when she peered through the windows. Vala looked past the orangery towards the lake, but the only people she saw were emerald-clad soldiers patrolling the perimeter of the garden. Had the cloaked figure climbed over the towering iron fence and into the forest? Trees bordered the sprawling gardens on the western edge.

There was that prickle again at the back of Vala’s neck. Go into the forest, it seemed to say, as if the shadow was urging her onwards. She hesitated, fingers curling around the fence’s bars. 

If I’m caught . . .

She looked behind her. The guards were too far away to notice. She could make it . . . but still, she didn’t want to move.

Vala wasn’t afraid of the dark or the wilderness. It was the nagging sense that something was wrong. That something was going to happen when she entered that forest alone. What would she do if she came across something . . . sinister? What if her nightmare came to fruition?

I’ll never get to the bottom of this if I don’t find the source.

Vala bit her lower lip, then hoisted herself up and over the fence with the aid of her wings. She stepped into the trees, unsheathing the dagger at her belt.

Owls hooted eerily from their branches, watching Vala with their round yellow eyes. Bats screeched and flapped overhead. A crow released a grating caw. The sound of every crunching leaf and snapping twig beneath her feet amplified tenfold. Vala could practically feel the forest breathing.

I shouldn’t be out here . . .

A misting drizzle of rain softened the dirt, and Vala spotted footprints made by one set of heeled slippers that could indicate any of the nobles. 

Once again, she hesitated. Maybe I should get the guards. But what would she tell them? 

Vala steeled herself and followed the prints, away from the path, deeper into the forest. Her heart beat loudly against her ribcage, threatening to break loose. Her pointed ears strained for the sound of a voice, a scream, a bow’s string tightening.

Magic slammed into Vala, so thick she felt like she’d been submerged underwater. 

What is this? She nearly doubled over from its oppressive weight, choking her lungs. The air grew bitterly bold, to the point where Vala could see her breath as if it was the middle of winter.

Below ground, a lava-flow of darkness bubbled and boiled. Sulfur invaded Vala’s nostrils. Pepper tickled the back of her throat. Common sense shouted at her to turn back, to go no further.

She’d been wrong. This magic was beyond her. Whatever was happening, whoever that cloaked figure was, Vala wanted no part of it. She turned and took five steps back towards the palace.

But then she stopped again.

If there was indeed danger, she had an obligation to uncover what was happening. She was the only one around.

Avsharians never show weakness, her father’s voice scolded. Vala gulped down her fear and staggered deeper into the forest, pushed onwards by the call of that magic and her own determination. 

I’ll take a look, and then run back to the palace to alert the soldiers.

She came to a clearing, a small break in the trees illuminated by a single moonbeam.

There stood the cloaked figure, surrounded by a writhing cloud of black smoke. Vala had never seen magic such as that before; it was like living shadows. The scent of sulfur was so strong it nearly made her gag.

Crack! A twig snapped beneath Vala’s foot. 

She froze, heart beating in her throat.

At the sound, the figure slowly turned, lowering their hood.

“Took you long enough,” said Soleil.








  
  

Chapter 4


Saitoh





Magic stirred, somersaulting in his stomach, and Saitoh halted mid-stride. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Taron, eyes wide with alarm, face streaked with dirt. He whipped around, searching for signs of trouble.

I don’t know, was what Saitoh wanted to reply, but he couldn’t move. The hair on the back of his neck pricked like an upset cat. The ground vibrated, a minor earthquake, but made of shadows and pitch-black darkness. He’d never felt such an ominous, indescribable feeling before.

Taron stared at him, clearly not sensing a thing, but assuming the worst. “Do you hear the riders? Are they close?”

Saitoh shook his head and scowled, guessing the real culprit wasn’t magic, but his body failing him. Delirium brought on by exhaustion. He was functioning only on pure adrenaline, and pain was a constant white blur in his mind. It took all the strength Saitoh had to keep himself moving. He had to keep his head on straight. This sensation wasn’t real.

Night had fallen. The brothers had managed to avoid the lawmen so far by staying off the road, but they had to leave the shelter of the pine forest at some point. Saitoh had no bloody idea where they were, and could barely see where he was stepping. The shivering brothers decided to risk going into the nearby town in search of food and shelter. 

Saitoh scanned the dark road. The small town was no bigger than Canalume, its streets dimly lit by a few lanterns and fireplace light streaming out of windows. Smoke puffed from the chimneys on the thatched roofs. The buildings were mostly newer construction, which meant this town had probably been a casualty of the Drouran-Greltan war. Drourans were still reeling from the aftermath two years later. Towns like this one had been raided by both armies, crops and livestock killed, bloody battles fought in the streets. As with most things, the poorest communities were hit the hardest while the wealthy few, those in power, grew fatter off the backs of other people’s labor, taxes, and sacrifice. 

The North was heading towards another wicked winter, where mere survival was a daily task. Most of the people in these small mountain towns would go hungry and grow ill. The new leaders in the Drouran government didn’t have the capacity to help them.

Independence wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

There was no sign of riders, though. It was worth the risk if Saitoh could get food in Taron’s empty stomach and someplace warm to spend the night.

They crossed the road and through the wooden fence. Without money, Saitoh might be able to bargain by offering to chop wood or patch a broken roof. He’d do whatever it took to get Taron a meal.

A man patrolled with a lantern swinging in his hand, and an ax in the other. A stereotypical Northerner, built like a bear, and ready at a moment’s notice to chop down a tree. He lifted his lantern as Saitoh and Taron approached. “What’s yer business here? We don’t want your type.”

Anger bubbled under Saitoh’s skin. My type? The man meant dirty, injured, scruffy “foreigners.” Saitoh had his mother’s wavy Listani black hair and bronze skin, although hers had been darker, a rich terra-cotta. He didn’t look like a fair-haired, pale-skinned Northerner.

Taron, sensing Saitoh’s rising anger, tugged on his brother’s arm. “We need people to like us. With that expression, no one will.”

While true, Saitoh couldn’t strip the glower from his face. He’d grown accustomed to it being there. His mother used to trace a finger across his brow and tell him he was too young to be so angry.

Saitoh raised his hands, attempting to be non-threatening. “My brother and I lost everything we own in a fire. We’re looking for some food and a place to sleep tonight.”

The man scoured the brothers with a look of distrust. “A fire, you say? Funny. A group of lawmen came through a couple hours ago warning us o’ two brothers who might try something like this.” 

Saitoh took a step back as the man reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. He glanced up at Saitoh, then back to the paper, then tossed it into the air as he hefted his ax.

Fuck.  

Saitoh dodged the swing, his skin pulling at the wounds on his back. The man turned slowly and swung again, but Saitoh put distance between them. Taron snatched the discarded paper from the ground as the man yelled towards the cottages.

“Murderer! Murderer on the loose!” 

Saitoh and Taron tore back into the woods, the sound of feet chasing them. Mountain men weren’t as quick as the agile brothers, who were able to leap, bound, and dodge obstacles in their path. Saitoh and Taron lost their pursuers after a league, but still they pressed onwards. The villagers would alert the lawmen, and the woods would be teeming come morning.

They slowed to a walk, too tired to keep up that rigorous pace.

Taron handed Saitoh the paper with a grave expression. A rough sketch of Saitoh’s glowering face stared back at him.

“Wanted for murder. Reward for capture: twenty gold coins,” Taron read from the poster. 

Dammit. The authorities would plaster these in every town. Twenty gold coins was a fair amount of money; it made sense that those villagers had been so intent to chase after the brothers. For a town still recovering from the war, that kind of money could help them rebuild. Despite everything, Saitoh hoped the authorities would provide some compensation for the villagers. Maybe a sighting was worth a couple coins.

“Murder, Sai? That’s what Reath is telling people?” Taron asked, aghast. He then shook his head. “I don’t believe it, not a single word, but this is bad. What are you going to do?”

Lirr, bless Taron for so vehemently believing in my innocence. How could he ever tell Taron that the poster was true? Saitoh was a dead-man walking the longer he stayed in Droura. He pondered going south to Nevandia, but that would take him too far away from Cole. He had to stay nearby until he rescued his youngest brother.

He balled up the paper and chucked it over his shoulder. “Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”

They stumbled upon a creek as it began to drizzle tiny daggers of freezing rain. It was as good a place as any to make camp that night. No campfire, of course—that would attract the lawmen.

“Let me see your back,” Taron said as Saitoh winced into a kneeling position by the water. 

Saitoh didn’t want to know what condition his back was in, and he certainly didn’t want Taron to see. “Get some rest. I’ll clean up and keep watch.”

Taron sighed at his brother’s evasiveness, and signed, “No matter what, I’d rather be out here with you than in that house with Father.” His lips rose into a sad smile, reminding Saitoh of their mother. 

How could Taron act with more maturity and understanding than men twice his age? Especially when he couldn’t hear the world around him. When he’d been shamed and neglected by his own father for being born deaf. Saitoh’s heart swelled with love for his brother, at his optimism, his incorruptible soul. Taron was still young at sixteen, barely adjusting to his gangly limbs and a recent growth spurt; he was almost as tall as Saitoh now. 

Taron found a solid tree trunk to sleep against, and within seconds of closing his eyes, he was out cold. 

I pushed him too hard today. 

Saitoh removed Taron’s vest, his tattered shirt, boots, and pants, tossing them onto the bank. He waded into the shin-high water, and used his shaking hands to cleanse the blood from his face and neck, then splashed icy water down his back. Stars exploded in his mind as he hissed with agony.

Tomorrow would be another rough day. There was no hiding the state of Saitoh’s body and ripped clothing. Any town they came across would be instantly suspicious of him, whether they had sketches or not. Saitoh looked like a wanted man. 

A subtle shuddering beneath him, a disturbance in the air, had Saitoh immediately alert.

Magic latched onto him, like the mighty jaws of a Northern white bear, and this time, he couldn't pretend that exhaustion or pain made him sense this unknown magic. 

In the distance, a shadowed figure wove through the pines at a determined pace.

A lawman? Saitoh tensed, but didn’t dare move. The figure hadn’t spotted him yet, and didn’t seem to be searching. Its path was straight, as if it had a clear heading.

But then Saitoh studied the shadow and its inhuman features: it was tall with unnaturally long, thin limbs. Its back was slightly hunched beneath a long coat. A quartet of horns sat upon its head instead of hair.

What in the hells is that?

He’d never seen any kind of magical folk, having grown up solely amongst humans, but he knew the creature wasn’t from any race of goblin, faerie, or vampire.

Did that cryptic, tenebrous magic belong to it?

No, the magic’s coming from the ground. It’s not moving with the creature. Stranger still, the magic felt wrong, but also familiar. Saitoh knew next to nothing about magic, except that his own was dark and destructive. This shadowed power at his feet, however, seemed shades blacker. Smokier. Unfathomable. 

Saitoh barely breathed for fear of garnering the creature’s attention, but the figure stalked away into the snowfall, disappearing from view. Saitoh didn’t move again until its footsteps were long gone and his feet were practically solid ice. He had half a mind to wake Taron and move on from this spot, but the sight of his brother breathing peacefully made him pause. 

Taron’s head lolled onto his shoulder. The kid could sleep anywhere, regardless if there was a tree root prodding him in the back, or umbrageous magic writhing beneath him. 

Saitoh shivered violently, and redressed in haste, using Taron’s body heat to thaw his extremities. He sat at the base of the tree, watching, ready to flee or fight, trembling in the thickening haze of snow flurries. The shadowed magic eventually dissipated beneath him, but Saitoh kept waiting for it to stir again. His body remained tense, crammed with racing anxiety, that he didn’t know when he’d ever feel safe again. His stomach growled, and the odd scratchy, peppery feeling at the back of his tongue didn’t help matters. 

He couldn’t let himself be vulnerable, to let emotions overwhelm him. Not until Taron and Cole were settled, safe, and stable.

“I’ll take care of us. I promise,” Saitoh whispered, hardening his heart.

The vow wasn’t only for his brothers, but for himself, as well.
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