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      For Evelyn.

      One day, when you no longer remember your four-year-old love for princesses, I will. And I’ll remember how you inspired this series with your imagination.

      And for Owen.

      For believing superheroes exist. I want you to be right.
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      Magic was evil.

      That’s what they’d been told when it was scrubbed clean from the face of Gaule. Alexandre Durand’s father-the king- made sure it couldn’t hurt them any longer.

      "Brother," Camille said sharply from her spot in the doorway.  She stood as proof of magic’s cruelty with her twisted leg. Magic folk did that to her the night the purge began.

      Alex tuned her out and listened to his lead scraping against paper as an image began to form bright and hopeful. It represented everything the prince could want. He scrunched his face in concentration to apply the final strokes of the magnificent landscape.

      It wasn't the palace or the lands surrounding it. When he was a boy, he'd taken a trip across the border into the outer edges of Bela, the forgotten kingdom. The beauty he'd seen there stayed with him. He knew it wasn't real. A friend of his created it. Her magic could make whole fields of flowers bloom.

      Not anymore. She was most likely dead. He hated her magic for making her an enemy of Gaule. Persinette. His childhood friend. All he could do as she fled the palace was watch.

      He shook his head to rid himself of the thought. Magic was a plague on their land. It was eradicated with good reason.

      He set his drawing aside face down, not wanting his sister to see the things he yearned for. He was always on guard around her, lest she report him to their father. She was his favorite little pet.

      "What?" he snapped. Exhaustion made him short and dealing with his sister was never easy.

      She held up her hands, palms facing him. "I'm just the messenger. You're summoned to the throne room."

      "Of course I am." He let out a low growl and ran a hand through his long jet-black hair, tying it back as he did.

      His sister watched him with the eyes of a hawk.

      He stood and smoothed his tunic before shrugging on his jacket over his surcoat and fastening the gold buttons. It was too warm for the jacket, but his father would know if a single thing was out of place.

      He didn't say another word to Camille as he brushed by her and marched down the hall. Velvet carpet muffled his steps while servants and guards ducked out of his way.

      The sound of Camille's cane echoed behind him as she struggled to catch up. Guilt twisted his gut, and he slowed. Camille brushed by him without a word.

      His fists clenched at his sides and he let out a long breath as he pushed the doors to the throne room open and stepped inside. The opulence soothed him. It always had.

      Gaule was doing well with their closed off borders. Without a war to keep them busy, the army had spent years rebuilding roads and cultivating farmland to make the kingdom self-sufficient. They didn't need the rest of the world. Not with the dangers out there.

      Servants bustled by, some catching his eye as he stood at the back of the hall, waiting to be called forward.

      His brother strode up beside him.

      "Where have you been?" Alex asked. Tyson had slipped his guards two days before and no one had seen him since.

      The teenage prince laughed and Alex envied his careless freedom. His brother had been too young to be affected by the events of their past. He'd only known peace and prosperity.

      "Should I have even asked?" Alex matched his grin.

      "Promise not to tell Father?"

      "Do I look like Camille?" He glanced to the side to make sure she wasn't near. She'd found some ladies and joined them.

      "Fair point. Some friends and I found a tunnel from the palace that goes all the way to the sea."

      Alex stopped walking and turned to his brother. "The sea is past the wards."

      "Only just. We didn't go through them ... yet." Tyson shrugged.

      "Ty, you are not to go there again."

      "Wow, way to sound like Father."

      Tyson’s words stung, but Alex only shook his head.  A serving girl stopped in front of them.

      "Sires." She dipped into a curtsy.

      Alex shifted as she scanned him from head to toe without a word.

      "Louisa." Tyson stepped forward and took her hand to place a light kiss on the back. "It is always a pleasure to see you."

      Amusement lit in her eyes. She had the grace not to laugh at the prince who was at least ten years her junior. "Thank you, your Highness. I must get on with my duties."

      She left and Tyson elbowed his brother in the ribs. "You're too shy, brother."

      "I'm a prince. It isn't for me to dally with servants."

      Tyson barked a laugh. "Alex, you're a prince, you can dally with whoever you'd like. And I thought you liked blondes."

      Alex gasped as if greatly offended. “I can’t believe you would think I’d discriminate.”

      Tyson’s laugh bounced across the room, garnering stares from more than a few people. “Good on you, brother. You’re an equal opportunity slag.”

      Alex threw his arm around his brother’s neck and locked it there. “I am not having this conversation.”

      Tyson tried to wrestle out of Alex’s grip and failed. “You are too predictable.”

      Alex released him with a friendly shove. "And you're not? Disappearing for days. Again."

      "Being that no one could find me.” Tyson grinned.  “I don't think I'm predictable at all." He pushed Alex back.

      Their father stood abruptly. “It would be nice if the two princes of Gaule could stand in the throne room without acting like idiots.”

      “He means acting like normal people,” Tyson whispered-hissed.

      Alex jabbed him with his elbow. “Now would be the time to shut up.”

      Their father nodded, and they strode forward, stopping in front of the golden throne. A throne that would one day belong to Alex. Every time he saw it, a chill ran the length of his spine. Some said La Dame crafted it herself. She'd been their ally once, before distrust of magic became the law of the land.

      Tall pillars of wood lined the red velvet carpet, creating a path to the king. Their mother was nowhere to be found, but she typically opted out of standing by the king’s side.

      The king regarded his sons coolly before a smile spread across his face. "My boys," he boomed. "We are to have a tournament!"

      Alex straightened and Tyson let out an excited gasp. They loved tournaments. The knights. The swordplay. Alex couldn't help but hope he'd be allowed to participate this time.

      "Father, I would be honored to fight for the glory of the crown." Alex kneeled and yanked Tyson down with him.

      The king scowled. "Not that kind of tournament."

      Alex's heart crashed.

      "It is time we find you a protector. Every king has their oath-man." He didn't mention that the man who'd once sworn an oath to him had to flee from the palace to avoid being murdered for his magic.

      Hearing the title woke something in Alex. Tradition was important to the Durands and to the kingdom.

      Tyson laughed and his father glared at him.

      "What is funny?" the king snapped.

      "It's about time you got someone to protect this oaf." He gestured to Alex. "He's awful with a sword and you won't win many battles if all you can do is shoot an arrow." His grin stretched across his face. "Maybe he should have been a hunter instead of a prince."

      His father’s expression darkened and Alex wanted to tell his brother to shut the hell up, but before he could, the king rose.

      "You're a fool, Son. Do you know our history at all?" He trapped everyone in the room in an attentive trance.

      Tyson's smile finally slipped.

      "The role of a protector is purely symbolic. As long as Gaule's wards are in place and La Dame cannot cross the border, there will be no need for them to fight for you. They are to provide the appearance of protection and if need be, a sacrifice. Their life is only worth something if you are alive. They will take an arrow for you. They will face death. Your protector is your shadow, your right-hand man. They are an icon of strength."

      The thought came unbidden to his mind that Viktor, his father's champion, had been much more than a symbol for many years. Alex got to his feet. He would never betray those loyal to him as his father had, and it was time he had people of his own he could trust.

      "Tell me," Alex said.

      "Notices have been put up in every village in Gaule. Any fighter can compete in the melee."

      "How do you know the winner will be loyal to the crown?"

      "Because if they're not, they would not face their ends to be at your side."

      "Their ends?" He swallowed hard.

      The king nodded.  "The tournament will be a battle… to the death.”
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      "I thought we'd agreed you wouldn't use your magic," Viktor Basile growled as he sliced through the vines spreading rapidly across the forest floor.

      Etta circled him. "You've said yourself that the people we'll have to fight won't be playing by the rules. Why should I?"

      His hand shot out, and he grabbed a fistful of her shirt. “Carelessness will get you killed.” He released her and she stumbled back. “You’re soon going to take a place inside the palace of Gaule where magic will tie the noose. Don’t forget that.”

      “How could I forget my life is not my own?”

      His voice hardened on his next words as he took up his fighting stance again. “If La Dame comes for you, are you going to hesitate? Are you going to fall back and let her take everything you have? Everything you are?”

      Etta let the vines still and dodged the path of her father’s staff. “No.”

      “What?” he yelled.

      “No!”

      The sorceress who’d controlled her family for generations wouldn’t have her.

      “La Dame won’t control me,” she growled.

      Her father shook his head, regret flashing in his eyes. “Then you have already lost, my daughter. Because she does control you. She does own you. She already has everything you are. That’s what it means to be cursed.”

      “We can fight back.”

      “No. That’s the point. You cannot fight her. If you do, she will own your death as well. I must prepare you to take up the curse and the hardest part is learning not to fight it. Learning to accept that we must serve our enemies.”

      He came at her again.

      Hate. It drove her, begging to be released on her opponent as she jumped, using the toe of her boot to kick off a tree. Only after she spun and landed in a defensive crouch did she raise her eyes once again to her father. No. She couldn't unleash her hate on him no matter the words that left his mouth or the burning inside of her they caused.

      She should have seen it coming, but her eyes were so focused on her his blazing stare that she didn't notice his arm jerk to the side seconds before the staff snapped against her back. She crumpled to the ground face first, groaning into the dirt.

      "Get up." Viktor Basile's voice was hard, commanding. The voice of a man who was once the crown's protector.

      Persinette shifted her hands beneath her chest and pushed up. It wasn't pain or exhaustion that slowed her movements, only annoyance.

      Her father clucked his tongue. She glared at him, knowing she could beat him if he didn't rely on petty tricks.

      "Etta," he barked. "Stance."

      She bent to retrieve her staff and felt the air move to make way for another surprise strike. Spinning out of the way, she twirled her staff and closed her eyes to listen with her magic to the sounds in the earth. Each attempted blow followed a tiny whistling as the wood sailed through the air. Each shift of feet accompanied a change in the earth.

      He jabbed at her legs and she jumped, catching her father's weapon between her feet on the way down. His hands lost their grip on it and looked to the ground.

      The grass grew over his worn boots. Etta grinned as he tried to break free. They held him firmly in place.

      "You have your tricks, Father. I have mine." She jabbed his chest lightly. "Do you concede?"

      "Pull your magic back, Persinette.” His face reddened.

      She stepped back to lean against a tree with her arms crossed over her chest.

      The silence between them was almost as vast as the forest surrounding them. The Black Forrest struck fear in the hearts of many people. They believed a danger lurked among the trees. Magic. Evil. For Etta, the danger sat in the castle beyond the Northern edge of the woods.

      Finally, her father spoke in his low, dangerous way. "Because using magic will get you killed."

      "You say that, but they do not dare come for us here."

      He took a knife from the leather sheath on his belt and bent to cut the grasses entombing his feet. When he was finally free, he looked up at her once more. "Soon you won't have the protection of the legends." He started to walk toward the one-room cabin they called home.

      She ran after him. “I don’t need legends to protect me.”

      He spun, and she stopped to avoid running into him. “From the crown, maybe. But what about when she comes for you?”

      “La Dame can’t cross the wards as long as magic runs in her blood.”

      He shook his head. “Have I taught you nothing? You can’t rely on forever. Magic does not stretch into eternity. Those wards may not always protect you.”

      “Then I will fight her. I am a Basile. It’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      “And La Dame is a queen!” His shriek scared a bird from a tree and in the stillness that followed, the flap of its wings were deafening. He breathed out slowly, gathering his control like it was an unraveled rope. “She has ruled Dracon for generations. She can’t be destroyed. Her power is unmatched.” He put a hand on Etta's shoulder. “Enemies are everywhere, my precious girl. The time for me to protect you is almost past. The best you can do now is follow the path that lies before you. La Dame holds the strings and our family has danced to her rhythm for years. It has been many generations since she destroyed our ancestors and created our curse.”

      He turned and began walking again. Without looking back, he called, "I'm heading to town for some supplies. You are not to leave these woods. Not like last time."

      Etta shivered. Last time she'd journeyed to the market of Gaule, she'd been caught stealing. Two burly men carrying jagged axes had chased her all the way to the edge of the woods. They hadn’t dared to follow her into the trees though. No one did.

      La Dame would. Etta doubted anything frightened the sorceress queen of Dracon.

      The Black Forrest was said to be haunted. Those were the legends Etta’s father claimed protected her. The few townsfolk brave enough to venture into the woods, returned with reports of strange sounds—when they returned at all. The forest held many secrets. Chief among them pertained to the last remaining magic in the kingdom. When the great army came all those years ago to destroy any who possessed it, the woods and the protection of her father's wards there had been the only place for many of the magic folk to go.

      Her father had shielding magic. The magic he wielded allowed him to craft strong wards to keep people safe, to keep a kingdom safe. That gave him power and made him valuable to the king. And it was why the king tried to kill him. He just hadn’t realized killing him would have brought down the wards surrounding Gaule. Wards that kept magic folk both in and out of the kingdom since none could cross the border.

      Etta strolled to the river until her pace grew steady and she began to run. The warm summer wind brushed against her cheeks, lifting her long, braided hair off the back of her neck. The clearing came into view and a grin stretched across her face as the sight before her became clear. Vérité stood on the bank with his head dipped low and his mane covering his eyes as he drank.

      "Looks like I'm not the only one who could use a wash." She scrunched up her nose and waited for the beast to react to her presence.

      He let out a short snort and continued to drink.

      Shaking her head, Etta loosened the ties of the armor at her throat. She struggled to pull the thick leather off her sweat-coated skin and over her head.

      Vérité picked up his head and his brown eyes met hers. She would've sworn there was amusement in them.

      "Yeah?" she said. "I'd like to see you fighting in leather in the heat of the day."

      He struck his hoof against the ground and she narrowed her eyes. He was mocking her. Wooden-headed beast.

      When the winter freezes came, she'd go a month or more without bathing, even with the constant training that coated her in grime. In those months, she didn't smell much better than Vérité.

      But in the summer, she could escape to the river daily. There wasn't enough soap for the ritual, but the water washed away much of the day's filth.

      She removed the rest of her clothes and unbraided her hair. It fell down her back in waves. Her fingers dug in, separating the strands. Sometimes, when all it seemed like she’d ever do was train and fight, her hair grounded her. It reminded her she was a woman. It calmed her and made her feel human in a world where they were treated as less than human.

      Etta took one more look at Vérité before leaping into the water and let herself sink for a moment before giving a strong kick and breaking the surface. The water hugged her as she floated and flicked it at the horse. He shook his head violently, and she laughed.

      Training was hard, but she knew her father was preparing her to take up the family curse, and to be able to protect herself from the enemy she'd serve. He was trying to find a way to get her into the palace household. Soon, the curse would tie her to the Gaulean prince. She was losing time before she’d have to spend her life protecting him.

      There were few women in the guard and none so young. Soon, she'd begin feeling the curse tighten around her like unwelcome bonds, only to be loosened when she was in the presence of the one she was destined to serve.

      A sigh left her lips. No one had charge of their own fate, but few had theirs set in stone generations before they were even born.

      Etta rubbed at her skin until it reddened, wanting to remove all memories of the day. Her father had beaten her too many times. She was better than that. If they'd been sparring with knives instead of poles, he wouldn't have stood a chance.

      She stepped from the water and climbed up the bank, wringing out her hair as she went. It had gotten long again, reaching past her waist, but sometimes it was the only thing that made her feel like a real person. Every time her father made her cut it short, she lost a part of herself. The women in town didn't wear their hair short.

      It wasn't the first time she realized her father should have had a son. She was the first female forced to take up the curse since it was laid on her ancestors.

      She pulled her clothes on over her damp skin and stood beside Vérité. "Feel like a ride?"

      Vérité lowered his nose to her shoulder and nudged.

      She laughed. Gripping a handful of his mane, she hauled herself onto his bare back. He knew exactly what she wanted without direction. They galloped through the woods. They passed a few houses, and she waved at the magic folk she saw. The people of the forest mostly kept to themselves in the years since escaping among the trees.

      Etta closed her eyes, trusting the horse. She remembered that night that brought them here. Eight years ago. The night they'd been forced to flee the castle and run for their lives. The night her mother died. She shook her head and opened her eyes as Vérité slowed. They'd arrived at their favorite place. Every time her father went to town, she escaped to this tapestry of flowers laid out before her. Reds and yellows and blues dotted the landscape as far as she could see.

      If outsiders knew the kind of gems the Black Forest offered, they'd never fear it. They'd want it for themselves. Outside people were selfish. She'd seen it first-hand. People living in the streets with no one to help them. Children without families. Armies who would hunt down anyone blessed with the gift of magic.

      But the thing only Vérité knew was Etta made this place. While the king called her power evil, she made flowers bloom. While he was only death, she was life.

      Yet the hate she held for them filled her with emptiness. The magnificence of this place had no effect on her because even as her magic begged for beauty, she trained for darkness.

      She patted Vérité's neck and slid down. "The first born of every generation will be given to the enemy to be their protector. In the shadows or in the light, they will serve day and night." She looked into the wide, chocolate eyes of the beast beside her. "In seven nights I’ll be eighteen, my friend, and I must find a way to fulfill the edict of the curse. Only then shall I discover its destruction."

      He snorted as if he understood and she sat down among the flowers, drawing warmth from the air into her frozen heart.
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      Young Etta perched atop the outer wall of the palace, lost in the sounds of daily life. Her father hadn't been home in days and she was anxious to see him ride through the gates. He rarely left the king's side and that meant many journeys throughout the kingdom.

      She’s gotten in trouble in lessons for telling stories of La Dame.

      To most of the children, the sorceress was nothing more than a dark figure used to scare the children. Yet none of them knew the things Etta understood. That La Dame would come for them. She was the most powerful woman in the world, not a simple bedtime story.

      But none of the other children had magic. They hadn’t grown up with the legends of Bela as they were forbidden in most households of Gaule.

      Etta scanned the streets of the outer castle.

      She stood from her crouch and ran along the wall. Her mother would be furious if she saw. Arms flung out to her sides, Etta balanced perfectly, pride puffing out her chest as she looked down on the rooftops along the wall. Small houses lined the outer edges of the castle.

      The jangling and stomping of many armored boots sounded against the cobblestone street below and she froze, trying to think if she’d stolen anything in the past few days. No. They couldn't be there for her. She peered down as they yanked a man from his house along the wall. His nightgown clung to his legs as the soldiers hauled him further from his waiting bed. Terrified wailing sounded from inside the house and Etta couldn't take it any longer. She ran the length of the wall and jumped onto the corner roof that belonged to her family. Sliding down the angled tiles, she gripped the edge and jumped down onto the crates that held their chickens.

      A loaded wagon sat by the door.

      Father must be home. He'd want to hear what she’d just seen.

      The wooden front door swung open on rusted hinges and Etta stopped moving, her mouth hanging open. A metallic scent hung in the air, so thick she could taste it. A guard stood near the roaring fire, warming his blood-soaked hands. Waiting. Just waiting.

      Etta silently scanned the room, immediately finding the deep red blood as it soaked into the wooden floorboards. It moved and swirled like it was a living thing. But how could it be living when the woman it came from was so obviously dead?

      The body on the floor couldn't have been her mother. She didn't have her mother's kind smile. The iciness in her eyes wasn't right. The woman had been the warmth in their house.

      Etta held in a sob as the floor creaked beneath her. The guard didn't turn.

      "I know you're there," he said. "And I know you possess an even greater magic than her." He glanced sideways and nudged the body with his toe.

      Power tingled in Etta’s fingertips. If they were outside, she'd have him flat on the ground already. But there was no living earth to manipulate inside.

      A horse neighed outside and fear sparked through her. More guards? She knew she should run, but her eyes stared into her mother's empty gaze and she couldn't move.

      The guard finally turned to her. He opened his mouth to speak again but shut it as his eyes widened.

      "Leave her alone," a high-pitched, but strong voice commanded behind her.

      Tears dripped down Etta's cheeks as she turned to the newcomer and ran to him. He caught her in a hug.

      "Are you okay?" Alex, the Crown Prince of Gaule, asked her softly.

      She sobbed against his chest.

      Alex was a few years older than her, but they'd been friends since she was born.

      Another figure appeared behind Alex and lunged at the guard. He'd been too stunned by the prince's presence that he hadn't been ready for an attack.

      Etta watched without emotion as her father ran his sword through the man's neck. The guard dropped and her father didn't bother to clean the dripping blade before shoving it into its sheath and marching toward her.

      "I came to warn you," Alex said. “My father is coming for magic folk.”

      Her father's face was frigid as he ripped her like a ragdoll from the prince's grip. "We don't need a warning from you," he spat, looking back at his dead wife. "I save the kingdom and your father betrays me." He pointed one long finger. "There will come a day, Alexandre Durand, when my family will be the death of yours."

      The threat sat heavy in the air as Etta's father lifted her into the wagon. She wept as she looked back at the place where they were forced to leave her mother. As she met the prince's gaze, he too had tears in his eyes.

      

      Etta woke gasping for air. She wiped at her damp face and sat up. Darkness enveloped the woods around her. It was the time most people locked themselves inside, away from roaming spirits. For her, she reveled in the silence of the stars that could be seen through gaps in the trees, glittering like rare gems. She liked to believe her mother was among them.

      They hadn't traveled far from the castle the night of her death. Her family's curse tied her father to the king, as it would soon tie her to Alex, meaning they had to stay close, lest the invisible tie tighten around her father's neck like a noose.

      Alex was the boy born into the wrong family. He'd been too good for them, but he'd been a child. Now, with older eyes, she saw him as no different from the rest of his cruel family.

      The night of their escape, her father told her everything about the curse.

      La Dame set out to ruin Bela and its rulers in the cruelest possible way.

      She knew her future led to Prince Alexandre. She would protect him. She would fight for him. But he was the prince of the kingdom that killed her mother and continued to hunt her people, so her trust, her friendship, was something he would never have again.
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      The taut string of the bow quivered against Etta's fingers as she lined up her shot and tracked her target. She pulled her arm back, feeling the soft feathers of the arrow against her skin. Loosing the arrow, she cursed when it flew wide of the fox. The animal ran off, probably to harass someone else. She'd been tracking it for hours, because it had been causing havoc for a few of the families nearby.

      She threw the bow down in frustration. It was a skill she'd never been able to master. A stick snapped to her right, and she caught sight of a deer, its head bent, lost in its own hunger.

      Etta slid a knife from her belt and flipped it once in her hand. With the stealth of a thief, she stalked toward it unseen. Only the soft crunch beneath her feet told of her presence.

      The deer snapped its head up, but before it could run, Etta flicked her wrist and sent the knife flying end over end. It struck the deer in the chest. The deer ran and Etta chased it for a few paces before gripping the second knife and throwing it as hard as the first.

      There was no satisfaction as there would have been with the fox. The deer did not mean any harm, but resources were scarce and this meat might fetch a price at market. Etta knelt beside the dying creature and told the grasses to rise up to create a softer bed for it to die on. She stroked it between the eyes and a quiver ran through him before his chest failed to rise.

      He wasn't a sizable deer so Etta was able to heft it up across her shoulders, grunting from the effort. She trudged the short distance to her cabin and by the time she arrived, her shoulders screamed from the strain. She dropped the deer on the ground outside the door and shook out her arms. The deer’s eyes bore into her but there was no life behind them.

      Her father hadn't returned. Sometimes he would leave for many days at a time, needing to be close to the castle to soothe the strain of the curse. He tried to hide it, but even the short distance from the king pained him. Would she feel the same crushing agony every time she left Alexandre’s side?

      She pulled at the collar of her shirt as her breaths thickened. She had to get out of the forest if for no other reason than for the distraction. Her destiny rushed towards her faster than she could stop it and she wasn’t ready.

      

      Her eyes flicked back to the deer. She hasn’t expected to find one and as much as she wanted to climb on Verite and ride away, she couldn’t leave the meat to spoil.

      She raised her hand to brush her hair back and paused, the corners of her mouth tipping up and a plan forming. The meat would fetch a fair price at market if she made the journey to the village.

      It had been too long since she left the forest. She’d barely spoken to anyone other than her father or Vérité. Her father would be furious until she dropped the money from her sale into his hands.

      Wanting to get moving, she clutched her knife. Without her father’s help, she couldn’t hang the deer, and she was too anxious to get on the road to let it age. No, she’d have to do this the bloodier way.

      She didn't enjoy butchering, but she preferred to get it done quickly. Some things were just necessary for survival. Her father taught her that blood was nothing to be scared of. One day, she'd be asked to spill a lot of it.

      It was well into the afternoon when she finished and wrapped the meat in paper. The market would be closing in a few hours. She'd never make it in time so she'd need to leave in the morning.

      As she got to her feet and shook out her stiff legs, she looked down at her shirt and trousers, both covered with blood. With a sigh, she headed off toward the river.
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      Etta woke early and donned a simple dress that would make her blend in rather than stand out. It was a commoner’s dress. The merchants would think her a farmer or merely a hunter's wife. No one would ever guess the true line she was descended from, the kingdom crushed by a curse.

      Outside, Etta whistled a single high note and waited. Vérité appeared in no time. He never roamed far. "I'm sorry, my friend," she said. "We cannot stand out. As I must wear this ridiculous dress today, you must dress the part as well."

      She took a saddle from its hook on the wall. Vérité snorted but offered no further resistance. He was smarter than most people she'd known.

      Placing her wares for the market in the saddle bags, Etta climbed on and squeezed her legs against the horse's sides. They communicated through subtle shifts and slight kicks, but for the most part, the horse understood what she wanted. Theirs was a special bond. He was a wild horse, untamed. She'd had the wildness trained out of her. She was lethal, but Vérité was understanding. Together, they were complete.

      They rode for hours before leaving the safety of the woods behind and cantered down the path toward town.

      Rows and rows of stone and wood structures stretched out before her. The dirt path gave way to smooth brick roads. Shops were plentiful. While magic folk were hidden away in the forest, the people of Gaule thrived. She shook her head and urged Vérité forward. Disgust twisted in her belly for these people. Every time she ventured among them, it was the same. Their ancestors had destroyed her family's kingdom generations ago and now they'd destroyed her people.

      Pushing it away, she pasted a pleasant look on her face, not the look of a thief or trained fighter. Just a girl enjoying a ride on her horse. She came to a stop in the middle of the market square. Merchants busied themselves setting up booths for the day. She could take it directly to the butcher shop, but he'd most likely try to underpay her. His people working the booth were easier to manipulate.

      A woman lifted her gaze up from where she set out a display of dried and salted meat as Etta slid down from Vérité’s back. She was the butcher's wife, but no more pleasant than him.

      They were too near the cobbler she'd been caught stealing from last time she came to town for her comfort. Her shoes were once again worn to the point of discomfort, but they were better than the ones she'd had that day.

      Poverty didn't bother her. She wasn't on this earth to live in comfort. Her training and hard circumstances were meant to prepare her. She was only born to fulfill the curse.

      Silently, Etta unhooked the bag from Vérité’s saddle and walked forward.

      The butcher's wife eyed her suspiciously and opened the bag.

      "Steal this, hmmm?" Her voice cracked as she wheezed.

      "What?" Etta leaned forward to begin taking the packed meat out. Her braid fell over one shoulder. "I made the kill with my own hands."

      "You always say that, Darlin', but that don't make it so." She picked up a pack and sniffed at it. "This don't smell so fresh."

      "That's bull. I butchered it yesterday."

      "Probably did a hack job on it."

      Etta gripped the edge of the booth in fury.

      The butcher's wife continued. "Where you find it? We don't get much venison around here. Sometimes the hunters find deer in that meadow east of town."

      She was testing her. The meadow east of town held nothing more than a patch of grass. No hunter would bother with it.

      Etta narrowed her eyes. "The Black Forest."

      The older woman's eyes widened. "Don't you lie to me, girl."

      "I have never lied to you." She leaned toward her. "Some of us don't fear the spirits." She didn't mention that the spirits were just people, her people, cloaked by her father's wards.

      "Simpleminded girl."

      Etta shook her head. "How much for the meat?"

      The woman put a handful of coins down on the table—half its worth.

      Etta growled. "You must think I really am a simpleminded girl. I won't sell it for that." She reached for the packs of meat to put them back into her bag.

      The butcher's wife stopped her with an iron grip on her wrist. "Guards," she yelled, looking around for the guards that were a constant presence in town. "Thief!" She gave Etta a wicked smile before false panic crossed her face.

      Etta yanked her arm free and scooped up the coins from the table. Vérité neighed nearby, and she whipped her head around to watch a guard grab his reins, preventing her from escaping on horseback.

      Cursing the dress she wore, she lifted her skirt and took off. Reclaiming Vérité would be a problem for later, once she got out of this mess. The guards would believe the word of that wretched woman over a girl with no connection to the town. As she ran through the streets, two guards crashed along behind her, shoving stunned people out of the way.

      A sense of deja vu hit her as she turned into a narrow alleyway between two shops. She knew the underside of this town almost as well as she knew her forest. Her chest heaved, but her legs could keep going all day. Glancing quickly behind her, she knew that wasn't the case for her pursuers. Her lips curved up at the thought. Easy.

      Feeling for the knife hidden in a sheath down the front of her dress, she picked up speed. The alley narrowed further and ended with a stone barrier that blocked it from the next street.

      Pumping her arms, she did a running jump, landing on top of it. Her feet only touched briefly before she sailed toward the other side where another guard waited for her. She bowled him over as she flew through the air and they both crashed to the ground. Her shoulder screamed in protest when she deftly rolled to her feet and freed her knife.

      The guard was slower getting up, but drew his sword as he did. A knife could never match a sword and as the steel flashed before her, all she could do was duck.

      "Madam, you are under arrest." He grunted as he tried to force her against the wall to end the fight. She whirled to the side, but his sword stopped her, slicing across her arm in the process.

      She bit her lip to keep from screaming and spotted a place where weeds broke through the brick on the ground. Without thinking, she willed the weeds to keep growing. The guard looked at her curiously, still pinning her against the wall, as she narrowed her eyes in concentration.

      "What?" His eyes widened at the growing weeds tangling around his ankles. "Magic."

      She paid him no mind as her power overwhelmed her, buzzing through her like a brilliant high. The weeds traveled up his legs, and he released her to slash at them with his sword. They didn't stop until they were tied about his shoulders, holding him in place. For good measure, she flicked her finger, causing a weed to grow over his mouth just as he began to scream.

      Her father's voice entered her mind. He'd be furious, but adrenaline rushed in her veins.

      "Someone is sure to find you." She shrugged and slid her knife back down the front of her dress as she turned to walk away.

      A teenage girl stood at the far entrance to the alley, her eyes like round saucers.

      Fear surged through Etta. Two people had seen her magic today. They would come after her. It was the law. Only then did she realize her idiocy.

      She raced toward the girl and as she neared, she realized the girl was older than she first appeared. Probably only a few years younger than Etta herself.

      Etta opened her mouth to speak, to plead with the girl for secrecy, but the girl held up a hand.

      "Come with me," she said.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “I know who you are, Etta. And unless you want them to catch you, come.”

      Etta had no choice but to follow her to the healer’s shop.

      "I know what you think you saw out there," Etta began. "But it wasn't what it seemed."

      "Things are never as they seem." She smiled kindly, pushing her black curls away from her shoulders. Her golden-brown face was round and soft, holding none of the sharp angles hard living had created in Etta.

      "My name is Maiya," she said.

      Etta snapped her gaze to the other girl. "How do you know my name?"

      Maiya laughed and it had an airy quality to it. "Everyone in town knows you. You're the girl who shows up on occasion and causes a ruckus. No one knows where you come from or who your people are. You're a mystery." She paused. “You’re also Viktor’s daughter. I saw you enter the village.”

      Etta grunted.

      "Your arm is injured." Maiya gestured at the blood trickling from a shallow cut. "Have a seat, I can fix it." She led Etta to a stool that sat in front of a table littered with various healing tools and potions. Grateful for the first bit of kindness she'd experienced from anyone in town, Etta accepted the help and held out her arm. She expected Maiya to pick up one of her needles or ointments. Instead, the girl ran her palm down Etta's arm and closed her eyes.

      Etta’s skin began to shift and pull together. Heat seared into her arm. She yanked it away in shock and a twinge of pain, but Maiya was done. Where there had been a red, seeping slice a moment before, it was now only pink skin, a bit paler than the weathered skin surrounding it.

      "You ..." Etta stuttered. "You have healing magic."

      Maiya smiled. "We all have secrets, my friend. Now you hold my life in your hands as much as I hold yours."

      Before she could respond, two loud voices sounded outside the front door seconds before two men pushed it open. She recognized her father immediately and slid from the stool.

      "She must do it," her father was saying.

      "Do you think this is really the way? The risk is—"

      "Acceptable. If she doesn't fulfill this curse, the pain will be too great. I live with this distance between myself and the king—my charge—every day and I wouldn't wish it on her."

      "Father." Etta stepped forward and the two men noticed their daughters for the first time. "What risk is too great? I can handle anything."

      Her father smiled proudly for a brief moment before he charged forward angrily. "What are you doing here, Persinette? You know you aren't allowed to leave the forest."

      "But I killed a deer. We've been running so desperately low on supplies, I decided to sell it." She held out her hand to reveal the coins.

      He cursed under his breath. "When the guards started charging into the market, I saw you. If I hadn’t sent Maiya to find you, what was your plan?”

      When she didn’t respond, he continued. “They found a guard near here tangled in weeds. Know anything about that?"

      She shook her head. “No father.”

      "Well, apparently he doesn't either. We just passed by someone questioning him and he claims no magic was involved, but dammit! He was tied in weeds. Who is going to believe that? I don’t even have time to contemplate why that guard is lying when I have to worry about what happens if he suddenly becomes truthful. I taught you better."

      She hung her head. "Yes, Father."

      He took the coins from her. "How did you get here?"

      "Vérité."

      He cursed again. "I told you to stay away from that horse. He can't be tamed."

      "Well, they took him. I need to get him back."

      "Not happening. Confiscated horses belong to the crown. He's probably already on his way to the castle stables."

      She couldn't believe she'd let him down. Vérité was her best friend. He deserved to be free, roaming the woods at will, not cooped up in a stall.

      "Remove it from your mind." Her father looked to the other man and then back at her. "This is Pierre. I see you've met Maiya. Read this." He shoved a folded paper at her.

      She carefully opened it. Scrawled in black ink were instructions for a tournament.

      One week.

      A battle of the kingdom’s greatest warriors.

      To the death.

      The winner will become the prince's champion.

      

      She closed her eyes, breathing deeply to calm her erratic heart. To the death. Who would give their life willingly to stand at the prince’s side? Fools. All of them.

      She jerked her head up, reading the sign again. She wasn’t a fool, but she was cursed.

      The day after her mother’s death- the first day of their lives in hiding, Etta’s father had begun training her. Sometimes it was all the two of them had. The past was gone. The future was dark. They’d lived each day to become the best they could. It was perfect. Her way in.

      “How is it that just as I need a way into the palace, this opportunity arises?”

      Her father studied her for a moment. “Tradition.”

      “Yes, but what does that mean, father?”

      He rubbed his chin. “Every king, or king-to-be in Alexandre’s case, has a protector. Someone to stand at their side and fight for them. The royals of Gaule don’t even know the origins of their own traditions. This one arose when the first to bend to the curse abandoned Bela to swear allegiance to Gaule. Since that time, no king has forgone their oath-man. Basile’s have been finding ways to hold the position, not all under the Basile name. Now it is your turn.”

      "I can do it," she vowed, raising her eyes to look at her father. "In one week, I will begin my fulfillment of the curse, but Father, I am the last. It ends with me. This is my promise. I will break it. Only death can stop me. And then I’ll bring them down. The family Durand has controlled the Basiles for far too long."

      "Greater than you have tried and failed."

      His words hammered into her, his lack of faith sending a spark of pain through her heart. Etta squared her shoulders and held her head high. "This ends with me."
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      The palace teemed with activity in preparation for the tournament.

      Alex sat atop the outer wall, looking across the grounds surrounding it. Guards marched up the road from the wide-open iron gates. It was rare that they closed them. There were no threats to the kingdom while the wards held around their borders.

      The wards. It struck him as ironic that the kingdom’s only protection was the very magic they'd done their best to eliminate. The man who created the wards spent years in service to the crown before his magic made him a threat.

      That wasn't what clouded the prince's thoughts today, though. Many men were going to die. All to have an honored place at his side. He kept telling himself they entered willingly. None of it would be his fault. He would observe the tournament as if it was the great entertainment it was supposed to be.

      Tents stretched across the horizon, their pointed roofs reaching toward the brilliant sun. People traveled from all across the kingdom for the spectacle. Entertainers had livened up the evening for the past few days and flooded the markets in the afternoons. Knights and other warriors arrived in droves.

      "Thought I'd find you here," Tyson said, taking a seat and dropping his legs over the edge of the wall. "Today is going to be epic."

      Alex shot him a forced smile and looked away. His brother saw such events with a child's excitement. He didn't remember a time when Gaule was sending its soldiers out to die across the border.

      Alex didn't know why he needed a protector when they were at peace. But the people needed the tournament. As awful as it was, it brought them together, and they expected it.

      "Have you checked out those tunnels I told you about?" Tyson asked.

      "I haven't exactly had time, little brother." Alex glanced sideways at him.

      "Don't tell Father about them until you do, because you have to see them before he destroys them."

      "That’s what should be done, anyway."

      "Why? With the wards in place, it's not like magic folk can use them."

      Alex couldn't fault his brother's logic, so he let it go and got to his feet. "I need to prepare."

      Tyson snorted. "I know you, Alex. You're about to go down into that madness and you're going to ditch your guards to do it." He gestured toward the crowds. They crowded around the arena that had been built specifically for the event. "Can I come?"

      Alex laughed. "Father is going to be pissed."

      Tyson shrugged, a mischievous shine in his eyes.

      Alex laughed again. "Let’s go."

      The two princes changed out of their padded silken surcoats, replacing them with shortened tunics made of plain woven fabric. They removed every bit of gold jewelry and discarded the solid gold circlets their father insisted they wear atop their heads. Alex donned his chain mail despite the heat. He'd look like just another man arriving for the fight. His jeweled sword would be too obvious, so he strapped a sheathed knife to his waist instead, not like he would use it. Tyson hadn't been wrong. Alex’s fighting skills left a lot to be desired. He tried, he did. He just lacked the interest his brother had. The last thing Alex did was pull his chain mail coif over his head. He grimaced as the weight settled around him, but it would help him go unnoticed.

      "Your Highnesses," someone called as they stepped back into the courtyard.

      Alex groaned and turned toward Geoff who was hurrying toward them. He served in the prince's guard and thought that meant he had full control of Alex. He hadn't tried to hide his disdain for this competition. He thought he should be named protector. The king obviously hadn't agreed. And Geoff hadn’t entered into the competition. He wasn't brave enough.

      "I'm afraid I must ask where you think you're going?" he asked.

      "Relax, Geoff." Tyson sidled up beside him and flung an arm across his shoulders. The guard stiffened. "I think you just need some rest."

      Confusion clouded Geoff's face, and he tried to shrug off the adolescent prince.

      Before he could respond, Tyson's free arm flew through the air and connected with the side of his head with a loud crunch. The guard collapsed against the wall and slid down, unconscious.

      "Told you sleep would help." Tyson shook out his fist. "That guy's head is hard."

      Alex stared at his brother as he tried to contain his laughter. "What..."

      Tyson grinned. "Always wanted to hit that guy."

      "You do know Father is going to punish you for doing something that won't even help us get out of here?"

      "What's he going to do? Lock me in my room again?"

      "It was a week, and he barely sent any food up." Alex shook his head in disbelief.

      "Good thing my maid is in love with me."

      Alex barked out a laugh. "She's got many years on you."

      "Doesn't make a difference when you're this adorable." He looked around. "Come on."

      Tyson caused all sorts of trouble in the palace and he was a thorn in their father's side, but at times like these, it was good having him around.

      Alex followed him to an empty chamber at the back of the palace chapel. A door led them to a tunnel through the outer wall.

      "I don't want to know how you know this is here," Alex started. "Or how you have a key to that door."

      "You'd be amazed at the secrets this place holds. Before the wards, Father had many spies. He met them in the chapel, using the tunnel to smuggle them in and out."

      The wall wasn't terribly thick, so they were outside in no time.

      Tyson started running down the hill toward the rows of tents. "Come on. I want to see the fighters before the festivities begin."

      The crowd engulfed them. Two large soldiers passed Alex, jostling him. He spun to keep from falling and lost sight of his brother. People beckoned to him as he walked, selling everything from jewelry to swords to various foods. Spices wafted through the air, assaulting him from all directions.

      A knight rode by atop a mountainous horse, larger than many in the palace stables. His armor crashed together as he moved.

      Even with his headpiece obscuring his dusky hair and forehead, Alex avoided looking directly at anyone lest they recognize him as he went in search of Tyson. He walked toward the clusters of fighting men, knowing that was where he’d find his brother.

      Tyson appeared up ahead, weaving in and out of people, so he picked up his pace. Alex opened his mouth to call to him and came to a jolting stop as he collided with someone.

      He barely moved but the other person went sprawling onto the stones. His eyes caught the long golden hair and traveled down to the girl's face. She looked up at him and the softness faded away as her green eyes flashed.

      Her strange beauty stuck him momentarily. "I'm terribly sorry, my lady." He extended a hand to help her and smiled kindly. "I was not watching my steps."

      "I can tell." Ignoring his offered hand, she jumped to her feet with a surprising agility and brushed her hands down her plain dress.

      A peasant. The prince made the distinction immediately. The hard lines of her face suggested she was accustomed to tough work. A farmer's daughter, perhaps. Maybe even a farmer's wife, although she was awfully young.

      She looked behind her as if she would run and a stroke of familiarity struck Alex.

      "Have we met before?" he asked.

      Her eyes narrowed. "I wouldn't have cause to visit the palace."

      He grinned. She recognized him. That was a start. "Your Highness."

      "What?"

      "You obviously know who I am, so it's customary to show your respect."

      She laughed, finally cracking a smile. It wasn't kind exactly, but it was there. "I'll show my respect when you've earned it."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      She crossed her arms over her chest. "All you've done is run me over."

      "I am your prince."

      She mumbled something under her breath that sounded a lot like "Not my prince" and it made him smile wider. He couldn’t remember the last time someone was so blatantly rude to him. He found it quite amusing.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” She scowled.

      “Like what?” His eyes widened innocently.

      She pointed to his face. “Like I’m a child who just spoke for the very first time.”

      He laughed. “I like you.”

      “I don’t like you,” she countered.

      “Believe it or not, that is what I find so enchanting.”

      “I am not enchanting.” She pressed her lips into a flat line.

      “No.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’re… fierce.” His eyes lit up. “That’s it. Well, fierce lady…” He bowed, sweeping one arm out to the side. “May I have the pleasure of your name?”

      “No.”

      He should have walked away. He needed to forget about this overly bold girl. But his feet wouldn't move. An invisible pull kept him there. Their eyes connected, hers pleading with him to go.

      "Alex." Tyson's voice cut through the tension as he stepped between them. "Are you going to introduce me to your friend?" He smiled easily.

      "I am not his friend." The girl turned and walked toward the rows of tents.

      Alex watched her until she disappeared.

      Tyson clapped a hand on his shoulder. "I don't think she liked you, Brother. Did you tell her you were a prince?"

      "That made it worse."

      Tyson laughed. "I like her already."

      Alex shook his head, not sure what happened. He didn't even know her name. She was only a peasant. But more than anything, he yearned to speak to her again.
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      Shaken by her run-in with the prince, Etta sat in her tent with her head in her hands. Alex hadn't recognized her. If he had, she'd be in chains by now.

      As soon as she’d seen him, she’d wanted to run, to get away from this entire curse. Her feet hadn’t let her. Her entire body hummed at the closeness.

      As soon as the thought filled the space in her mind, she conjured up an image of the boy she'd known all those years ago, finding it hard to believe that he would ever hurt her.

      But she knew what his family did to hers. Eight years was a long time. He'd been by his father's side as they hunted the magic folk throughout the kingdom.

      The entire plan relied on him not knowing Etta was the same person as the Persinette he'd befriended. She’d never be allowed a position in the palace if they knew she had magic. She didn’t know what they’d do to her.

      Maiya pushed through the tent flap with her father in tow. Etta's own father wasn't there. She'd shed no tears when they said their goodbyes in the early hours of the morning. If she managed to survive the tournament, she'd move into the palace to serve at the prince's side and seeing her father would be a near impossibility.

      Viktor Basile was the most notorious outlaw in Gaule. He risked everything every time he went to town. There was no way he could show his face amid the crowds here for the tournament.

      Etta looked up at Maiya, the girl she'd befriended only a week ago. There were tears in her eyes. "Are you sure you have to do this?"

      Etta glanced at Pierre and he nodded, letting her know his daughter could handle the truth.

      "I am a descendant of Bela, just as you are, but I am also more than that." She stood, straightened her shoulders. "I am from the royal line."

      Maiya's eyes widened. "You're the cursed." Her gasp reverberated around the space.

      Anger ripped through her heart. Not at the girl in front of her. Not even at her father. The anger was for her ancestors. King Phillip and Queen Aurora destroyed the kingdom of Bela and doomed their future generations to forever be under the control of La Dame.

      Her father would tell her to push that anger away. Emotion only hindered in a fight. But she was not her father. She would use it to win this championship and to bring this kingdom to its knees.

      "Do not cry for me, Maiya." Etta softened her eyes. "Many before me have taken up the curse." She looked at each of them. "I will be no different. If I have to fight my way to that heinous prince's side then I will do it. I can do it. If things were different, I would be a princess of Bela. It is my duty to represent our people well."

      The alternative was too sad. She’s watched her father go through the separation from the man he’d been cursed to protect. It wasn’t the kind of life anyone wanted. Even a future inside the palace of Gaule, a future of hiding her magic, was better than that.

      Pierre's eyes glossed over, and pride shone through. It was not the grudging pride her father showed when she mastered a new part of her training. It was something else. He lowered himself to one knee and Etta froze.

      Maiya followed her father's lead.

      "Bela is no more," he rasped. "But I see it in you." He placed a hand over his heart. "Princess."

      Etta stumbled back, fighting tears. These were her people, people of Bela, the kingdom she'd never known but always carried in her heart.

      They weren't the first Belaens she'd met. The forest served as home to many of them. But they were the first who knew her for a Basile, a descendant of the last kings. And they loved her for it. Their kingdom was gone because of the curse of her family, yet here they knelt.

      Despair crashed into her and she couldn't breathe. Clutching at her chest, she gasped until her lungs expanded. It was too much. All of it. Reality was suffocating. Any minute, she would walk out among those people and fight for her life. She couldn't use her magic.

      Maiya stood and rushed forward to wrap her arms around Etta.

      Pierre was slower getting to his feet. "Persinette Basile, the strength of Bela runs through your veins. You only have to find it. You must prepare. I’ll wait outside."

      "We believe in you," Maiya whispered, releasing her.

      Belief. It was like an infusion of power. This was happening. By the end of the tournament, she'd either be the victor or nothing at all.

      She refused to be nothing.

      Drying her face, Etta nodded to Maiya, unable to voice her gratitude.

      Maiya didn't speak as she helped Etta dress to be better suited for the fight to come. She donned a lightweight mail shirt that wouldn't help much against heavy blows, but also wouldn't hinder her speed. She bound her hair up tight against her head and slid the helmet into place. Her sword hung heavy at her waist. They were allowed two weapons. She preferred the simplicity of staffs, but it wouldn't be enough. Many of the others would choose spears, but her greatest skills resided with the knives.

      Running her fingers over the curved blade, she caught her reflection in the shining steel. Glacial eyes stared back at her.

      Cold was better than dead.

      "Come on." She sheathed her knife and pushed the tent flap aside.

      Maiya walked on her right and Pierre joined them on her left.

      Laughter erupted around them as they pushed through the crowd.

      "Look who's trying to play soldier," someone yelled.

      Another was bolder. "Girl, you don't need to die to get our attention. I'd be happy to give you some back at my tent."

      Etta scowled but otherwise ignored them. She had no intention of dying. The walk to the newly built arena stretched out before her as the catcalls faded from her mind. All she could see was the wooden rail and the place behind it. An open space was surrounded by barriers and platforms. Wooden structures spotted the arena, built to make the fights more entertaining.

      Etta's bottom lip curved up. It was perfect. She could do this.

      Placing her hands on the smooth wood of the rail, Etta leaped over it and turned back to Maiya and Pierre. Opening her mouth to say something, the words failed her, and she closed it again.

      Pierre gave her a fierce stare before ushering his daughter away. They would be watching. Along with everyone in the kingdom.

      The men standing in the center of the arena glared at her and she faltered when she saw them. A few laughed, others ignored her entirely.

      A horn sounded and the people lining the rails began to cheer. The fighters turned toward the raised platform as the king stepped up, followed by the queen and their three children.

      The king kept all emotion from his face as he scanned the ranks of warriors, most of whom would be dead by tournament’s end. The queen couldn't look at them at all.

      Alex seemed conflicted, almost scared. As a boy, he'd never cared for blood.

      Princess Camille looked very much like her father. She was more suited to follow in his footsteps than her older brother.

      Tyson had a child's excitement in his eyes. But then, he'd probably never seen anyone die.

      Etta watched them, searching for something, anything, to fuel her hatred. They gave it to her. It was easy for them.

      None of this was supposed to be easy.

      Hiding at the back of the group, she waited.

      "Today is a great day." The king's voice boomed. "A protector is an oath-man. It's a sacred partnership between king and warrior."

      Etta clenched her teeth. It was so sacred that the king tried to kill his own oath-man for his magic.

      The king continued. "To all of the men here to fight today, you are the best our kingdom has. Each and every one of you has an unmatched honor." He motioned to Prince Alexandre.

      Alex stepped forward, clearing his throat nervously. Then his nervousness disappeared and a cool mask settled over his features.

      "Good luck." He flicked his hand toward the warriors, barely even sparing a glance. "Let the first battle commence."

      Thankful she wasn't first, Etta followed the others out of the arena to wait. A large man in full armor passed, and a shiver ran through her. She clutched the hilt of her sword at her waist.

      The first battle ended in minutes and two guards dragged the body away. The second went much the same way. In the third, both men ended up killing each other.

      When Etta’s name was called, she barely heard it over the pounding in her ears. The drums began as they had for each pairing before her. The beat vibrated in her chest, matching the heavy rhythm of her heart. The blood-thirsty crowd yelled and chanted as she stepped forward. Lost in her own mind as she walked by a trail of blood, she barely heard the laughter and jeers thrown her way.

      Her opponent dwarfed her and wore a guard’s uniform. He’d been trained at the palace. The thought comforted her. Her earliest training had been there as well. In the years since, she'd studied the guards, knew their patterns for one day she knew she'd be among them.

      Normal armor had weaknesses—the neck, the joints. The king tried to fix those, having armor made for his guards that protected their most vulnerable spots.

      It was brilliant craftsmanship, but it sacrificed free movement and speed. Etta might have been thought foolish for her light armor, but she’d exit the arena with her life because of it.

      The guard faced her. The drums stopped. The crowd leaned forward.

      He bowed to her, and she hated that she had to kill him, even if he was a guard.

      She inclined her head and drew her sword. He attacked, shifting his weight onto his front foot to jab his sword forward.

      She knocked it aside and cursed herself for being on the defense right at the start. He lunged and their swords crashed together, his strength against her will. She spun to the side and ducked another blow with a low roll. Popping back up to her feet, she ran, ignoring the laughter of the spectators as she ducked behind a barrier.

      His footsteps thudded against the ground as he searched her out. Sheathing her sword, she pulled her knife and tucked it between her teeth as she reached up with both arms to grip the top of the barrier and pull herself up.

      Crouching low, knife in hand, she waited for him to get near before flinging herself off and slamming into him. He roared as her knife bounced off his armor and he flung her off. She took his helmet with her, revealing a scarred face, the face of a man who'd been in many battles before.

      He ran to where he'd laid his spear and dropped his sword to retrieve it. Etta grinned, knowing she must look crazed. The guards loved their spears and Etta loved that they were easier to beat than a sword.

      He ran toward her and lunged. She ducked away from the spear and spun to deliver a hard kick to his back. He stumbled forward but didn't fall.

      "I'm going to gut you, girl," the guard yelled, moving slowly.

      If there hadn't been eyes on them, she could've bested him in an instant with her magic.

      He backed her up against the barrier and she looked for a way out. His knee came up and knocked the knife from her fingers. He brought his spear forward and she dropped low. The spearhead embedded itself in the wood, stunning him for a moment. Before he could yank it free, she sprang back up and jumped to kick both her feet at his chest. He fell back and she pulled his spear free, not hesitating before spinning it around like she'd done with her pole against her father so many times before.

      Her father's voice entered her mind. When it's time to take the killing blow, hesitancy will end you. There is no mercy in war.

      The guard's hands reached for the spear, but she knocked them away seconds before plunging the tip into his neck. Blood spurted past the steel head and she gave one final shove before letting go and stepping back.

      The crowd stayed silent for a long moment before they roared in approval. Approval of her, of what she did. Her hands shook, so she clasped them together and turned to the royal family. Their eyes were wide. Her armor didn't hide the fact that she was a woman, but her size hid her skill.

      The king rose once the crowd quieted to hear him speak. "Congratulations. Please, remove your helmet and give us the honor of your name."

      She obeyed. Her sweat-soaked hair clung to her head as she pulled the helmet off.

      "I am Etta."

      "Do you have a last name, Etta?"

      "No."

      The king accepted that, but the prince sprang from his throne and his eyes burned into her.

      Her curse tugged at her, wanting to be near him.

      She sucked in a breath and shifted her eyes away.

      If she won, would he accept a woman as his protector?

      They were going to find out.
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      Etta heard no remarks as she walked back to her tent. Exhaustion weighed her down, making every step harder than the one before it. The crowd parted for her, a stunned wariness among them. Etta wasn't supposed to survive the first round. Certainly not against one of the crown's own guards.

      Maiya and Pierre followed at a distance, for which Etta was grateful. She did not have any words for them. She craved the solitude of her woods, the calm company of Vérité. Her magic pulsed in her fingertips, wanting an escape. Fingertips that were now stained red.

      When Etta pushed into her tent, she could still hear the commotion from the arena. A new fight started. Her breath wheezed in her chest and she clutched at her armor as the adrenaline left her body and reality came crashing in. She was alive. The first of four fights were over and there she was, standing tall.

      Only, she didn't feel like she'd won anything.

      Tears stung her eyes as she tried to lift the chain mail off her shoulders. Maiya and Pierre entered quietly.

      "I can't get it off," Etta yelled. "Get it off me!"

      Maiya moved toward her silently and gripped the bottom of the mail shirt, sliding it up. Blood ran between the links. Etta's clothing underneath had sweat sticking it to her skin.

      "Father," Maiya said softly, signaling him with her eyes.

      He lowered his head and left the way he'd come.

      Etta dropped to her knees in front of a basin of water and plunged her hands in. Blood swirled on the surface as she scrubbed. A sob escaped her throat and she didn't stop until her skin was raw.

      It wasn't deer's blood this time.

      How was she supposed to fulfill the curse when she'd be asked to do this time and again? Years ago, when she was barely more than a child, she'd thought it would be better to be dead than to kill for her enemies. She wouldn't have been the first curse bearer in her line to consider it.

      But she was not them. The day her father told her of the curse was the day she'd decided she'd be the one to break it. First, she needed to obey it.

      Maiya laid her hands on the back of Etta's neck and calmness flowed into her as she bowed her head, trying to steady her breathing. The girl's healing magic acted as a tonic to her tarnished soul.

      Etta let her power flow in harmony with Maiya's, a bright green bud sprouting through the dull and lifeless ground. Her heart calmed and she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she’d regained control of her own emotions.

      Etta finished cleaning herself as best she could with the small basin and changed into a simple dress. After her fight, she doubted anyone would underestimate her anymore, but it wouldn't hurt for them to see her as just a girl.

      Maiya finished putting flowers in Etta's hair as Pierre returned.

      "Come with me." He led them from the tent, but not back toward the crowds. Instead, they went further into town, not stopping until they reached the healer's shop.

      "Father," Etta gasped, running to him as soon as the door slammed shut.

      He gathered her into his arms, squeezing her tightly in relief. They'd never been very affectionate, but for the first time since before her fight, Etta felt safe.

      "I couldn't stay away," he said.

      "But what if someone recognizes you?"

      "I know how to keep out of sight." He released her. "I saw you fight today."

      "I didn't hesitate."

      "No, my daughter. I am so very proud of you."

      He'd never uttered those words before and the strength she'd felt before the fight began to return. "I wish I could return to the forest."

      His face fell. "This curse takes everything we love." He cupped her cheek. "Don't hold on to the forest. Don't wish after me. It will only lead to despair."

      "Maybe I can beat it."

      "No, Persinette. It cannot be overcome, only endured."

      "But you don't have to fulfill it. You're cursed and you live in the forest, away from the palace."

      He closed his eyes briefly. "And I feel like I'm dying. If I could be at the king's side, I would. Every day apart takes something more from me. I am in pain, Etta, and so very tired. I want more for you than a life of misery."

      "We should be returning lest anyone miss us." Pierre stepped forward.

      Her father nodded. "I am afraid our lives are very much without hope, but don't let them beat you. Keep vigilant. Never trust a Durand and try to find some happiness anywhere you can."

      "Why do you sound like you're saying goodbye forever?" Tears welled in her eyes.

      "Because your path is only beginning. It isn't safe for us to speak again, but during the fights to come, know that I am watching. I am here."

      She shook her head. "I'm going to find a way, Father. I'm going to free us both."

      "Don't spend your life working for something that can't be done." He stepped away from her and she felt Pierre's firm grip on her arm.

      She stopped at the threshold of the door. "Believe in me, Father."

      No words followed her as she stepped into the street and made her way back to the place where it was all beginning. She dried her face and vowed that she would see her father again.
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      If the first fight had been a raging battle, the second was a pure slaughter. The compact man she'd been paired with had no hope. She disarmed him only minutes into the fight and held out her sword as he lunged for her with his fists. He impaled himself on the blade without even a thrust from her. His eyes met hers in surprised anguish and she held his gaze, giving him that bit of respect.

      He didn't deserve to die.

      None of them did.

      When she faced the king for the second time, her face transformed into a cool mask of indifference. She dropped her sword to the ground as the crowd began to cheer at her back. She hated them for it.

      The king didn't speak this time and the queen’s face held a sickly pallor. Prince Alexandre leaned back in his seat wearily as if this tournament was taking a toll on him personally. Etta narrowed her eyes. He'd never had to look death in the face and end up delivering the killing blow.

      "Well done, Etta." Princess Camille spoke after a few moments of silence. She clutched her cane as she stood, her mangled foot dragging as she stepped forward.

      Etta didn't respond, knowing a thank you was expected for the compliment. She refused to be grateful for anything. The killing skill was not something to be proud of.

      Camille waited for an acknowledgment. Etta’s gut churned. She'd heard the stories of the cruel princess who wanted nothing more than vengeance on the magic folk for her disability. One the night the purge began, a guard with magic took it upon himself to direct his power at the princess’s horse in the moments before his death. The horse threw her to the ground and trampled her leg as he pranced wildly with the magical energy.

      Dark eyes narrowed, but she gave a jerk of her head, dismissing Etta.

      Etta breathed out and scanned the crowd, looking for any sign of her father, knowing there would be none. He was a ghost. Undetectable.

      The killing move was not a shock as it had been after her first fight. She didn't break down. There were no tears. She steeled herself, ice running through her veins, and let the anger take over.

      She didn't return to her tent right away. Instead, she stayed for the next fight. A mountainous man stepped into the arena. He held a mace in one hand and an imposing broadsword hung at his waist.

      A hush fell over the crowd as a spry man in black armor walked up and faced off against the larger man. Instant recognition lit in Etta's mind. He was the guard who'd chased her through the streets only the week before. If he somehow recognized her, she was as good as dead. She'd used her magic on him.

      She stepped close to the wooden risers where the crowd was cheering and pressed herself into the shadows.

      The man wore no helmet and his long blond hair fell freely around his handsome face. He nodded to his opponent and took up his fighting stance—bent knees. Both hands tightly gripping the hilt of his sword.

      The battle began. It was strength against speed. Etta clenched her fists, at war with herself over who she wanted to win. The young man swung his sword in a graceful arc as he spun and ducked away from the mace whipping toward him. There was a beauty in the way he fought.

      All movement seemed to stop in an instant. No wind. No carrying sounds. Etta narrowed her eyes. Magic. She could feel it.

      The black-armored man ducked behind the barrier, waiting. The other man shifted. If he played it right, he could end this as soon as the other man came back into sight.

      He stepped forward, turning to one side, just as the other man sprang out and pierced his foe where his armor failed to meet his helmet at the neck.

      Etta didn't watch him go down. Her eyes were glued to the victor. His hand flicked at his side and a breeze blew through once again as if it had never stopped.

      She'd seen enough. As the man went to receive his accolades from the king, Etta ducked around the corner, out of sight of the people pouring from the stands, and waited.

      When he left the arena, she stepped out to block his path. His easy smile dropped at the sight of her.

      "Do you recognize me?" she asked.

      He nodded.

      She leaned forward and dropped her voice. "I know what you can do."

      A breath hissed out between his teeth.

      "Come," she ordered.

      He didn't argue as he followed her.

      Maiya and Pierre were nowhere to be found, so they had the tent to themselves. She struggled with her mail but managed to remove it herself this time and then knelt to wash.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      He hesitated.

      "You know what I can do." She planted her hands on her hips. "I'm not going to turn you in."

      "Edmund," he finally said.

      "Feel free to remove your armor. We need to talk."

      He brushed back his sweaty hair and considered her with dazzling blue eyes. Coming to a decision, he began to remove pieces of his armor, sagging in relief as he did. It took a while before he stood in front of her in only his dirty tunic and trousers.

      "Now that you've seen me," she started. "Are you going to turn me in?"

      He leveled her with a stare. "I would never."

      Before they could go on, Maiya entered in a rush, stopping when she saw Etta's company.

      "Sorry," she squeaked.

      "Maiya, could you keep watch outside? I can't be interrupted." Etta pleaded with her eyes.

      Maiya nodded and left them once again.

      "I can keep us from being overheard," Edmund said.

      Just as before in the arena, all moving air came to a halt and the noises from outside disappeared.

      "That's what you did in the arena." Etta's eyes widened.

      "My power isn't very strong, but I can control the winds. When I'm fighting, the only good it does me is to keep me focused. I pushed all the distractions in the crowd away, allowing me to hear every tiny movement of my opponent."

      "But you're a guard. You work for the king."

      He shrugged. "I was raised by a man who has no idea of my magic. He works in the palace and that has been my home for years."

      "Yet now you want to be the prince's protector."

      "Alex ... I mean the prince, is a good man." He closed his eyes and breathed deeply as if the words physically hurt to say. "I don't want one of those brutes by his side." He gestured in the direction of the arena.

      Etta bit her lip, watching him closely. Something was off. There was something he wasn't saying. When his eyes met hers, a hint of fear sparked in them.

      She shook the feeling away.

      "I've been watching your fights.” He scratched the back of his neck. “The king must be terrified."

      "What would he have to be scared of?"

      "You might just do it. He put enough men he trusted in this tournament to keep an unknown factor from coming out alive, but you're different."

      Etta's mouth pressed into a flat line. To win, she'd have to kill Edmund, and something inside of her knew he could have been an ally.

      Too bad they'd never get the chance to find out.
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      Edmund scrutinized Etta, and she wondered if he was looking for weaknesses. If both of them made it through their next fights, they would face each other in the final melee.

      "Why are you here, Etta?" he asked. "Why do you want to serve the prince?"

      "I don't." The words were out before she could stop them.

      A growl ripped through his throat and he lunged for her, his hands holding her in place by her shirt. "Are you here to harm Alex?"

      "You mean the prince who sits by his father's side while he hunts down our kind."

      "You know nothing. I would lay down my life for Alexandre Durand before I let any harm come to him."

      Grass started growing at his feet, but he was ready for it this time. He released her with a shove and ripped a knife from its sheath to slash at the new growth. Etta pulled her magic back, her chest heaving with heavy breaths.

      His loyalty to the prince struck something in her, bringing up the same loyalty she'd once felt for the same man, only he'd been a boy still. Trying to hate that Alex was like trying to catch a single drop of rain in a storm. Impossible and overwhelming.

      She despised the king and wanted nothing more than to be free of his family forever, but the boy who'd held her hand as they watched her mother's body drain of blood had never left her. He'd been the only friend she'd ever had.

      Her shoulders dropped and Edmund relaxed his stance, letting his magic fade away. Sounds from outside the tent drifted in once again and the heat was pushed away by a slight breeze that lifted the flap at the entrance.

      Maiya's voice rang out in surprise. "Your Majesty," she squeaked.

      Etta snapped to attention and peered toward Edmund with panic in her eyes. "What is he doing here?"

      Edmund shook his head. "He can't find me here. He already questions my closeness with the prince. He'll think we're conspiring."

      Footsteps sounded closer, stopping right outside the tent.

      "Too late," Etta whispered.

      The tent flap shifted, but before anyone entered, Edmund crossed to her and pulled her against him before slamming his mouth down on hers.

      Etta froze.

      "Play along," Edmund whispered against her lips.

      She tried to loosen her lips and brought her arms up to wrap around his neck. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling. She'd never kissed anyone before and Edmund's lips were soft and warm.

      There was an amused chuckle behind them and then a throat cleared. Edmund broke away with a sheepish grin on his face. He turned to the king and bowed.

      "Your Majesty." Throwing a wink to Alex behind his father, he bowed again. "My prince."

      Alex didn't respond, but the king laughed again and placed a hand on Edmund's shoulder. "Celebrating, are we?"

      Edmund nodded to Etta, and she gritted her teeth as she too bowed. The only reaction she got for the manly gesture was a raised eyebrow from the prince.

      Edmund pulled her against his side and when she tried to protest, his grip tightened. "You know how it is, sire. Fighting riles the blood and you need to find yourself a good dame to—"

      "We get the picture," Alex growled.

      Etta looked between the two, noticing the curious glint in Edmund's eye and the scowl marring the prince's face.

      "Go get cleaned up," the king said to Edmund. "You'll dine with us tonight, but first I need to have a talk with this girl." He turned to his son. "Alexandre, wait outside."

      The prince opened his mouth as if to protest, but sighed instead and did as he was told.

      Alone with the king, the hair on Etta’s arms stood on end. She'd never been so close to her enemy. The congeniality from moments ago vanished and fire blazed in his eyes.

      "I know who you are, girl."

      The air left her chest, creating a void where feeling should live.

      "I am Etta," she said. "Daughter of a farmer in the northern part of Gaule."

      "You think you can lie to me?" He leaned toward her. "I am king. Viktor Basile was seen in town today."

      Her heart froze. "I ..."

      "I know you know the name." He narrowed his eyes. "Persinette."

      Her face turned to stone as fear morphed into loathing. This man had no right to utter her name or her father’s. Denial sat on the tip of her tongue, but she swallowed it back. It would do no good.

      "What happens now?"

      Surprise flashed across the king's face. He hadn't expected her to give in so easily. He tapped a finger against his chin. "I can't kill you. Yet. You can't just disappear from the tournament. But this is my warning to you, if you somehow survive, you will never serve my son. I know about the curse, but Alexandre will never be a part of it. Your grave is waiting, Persinette. Your wretched magic won't save you." He walked toward the door and a guard held open the flap. Without looking back, he issued one final warning. "You're being watched so I wouldn't flee if I were you."

      His words shook her, fueling the rage inside her. He'd meant to sow fear, but he didn't know her. Etta did not fear death. She feared a life in chains. A life cursed.

      Her hands were shaking as she left to find Pierre. She had to get a message to her father. He needed to go back to the forest.

      Maiya was waiting outside and to Etta's shock, the prince stood with her.

      He turned toward her with a smirk. "You did not tell me when we met that you would fight to be near me."

      Etta brushed his ill-timed joke aside and looked at her friend. She grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away to tell her everything that transpired. "Find your father. He must tell mine to leave tonight."

      She started running and Etta was glad for her haste. The prince was still waiting for her when she returned. He watched her expectantly.

      "You would have laughed in my face." She dared him to contradict her.

      "No. Something tells me you can handle yourself." He stepped closer to look at her. "You intrigue me."

      "I intrigue you?"

      "And worry me." He held his thumb and index finger up. "Just a tiny bit."

      "Why is that?"

      "Edmund is the warrior who is supposed to win this and I don't want him to die."

      "Is that a threat?"

      "No." He began to walk backward and spread his arms wide, a grin stretching his face. "It is not a threat, fierce Etta. It's a compliment."

      His guards who'd been hidden moments before formed up around him and they were gone, leaving Etta more confused than ever. She ached to go with him, tied to him as she was. Did he feel the tug of the curse? Or was she alone in that as well?
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      Alex considered the warriors who'd made it to the third round of the trials. Most had either been eliminated or fled. Five men stood before him and one woman. They were all talented, all unique. Maybe they were all even worthy of being his champion.

      But only two held his interest.

      He'd always thought Edmund would win. He'd never seen a man more skilled with a sword. He'd wanted him to win. The man had been with him since they were both just thirteen-year-old lads. He was the only guard brave enough to befriend the prince, to spar with him and drink with him.

      But that girl. He shook his head. No, he didn't want her to kill his friend, but he didn't think he could stand to see her fall either. He was impressed she hadn't run, awed by her skill. He knew all the highborn ladies in the realm, the only ones who'd be able to afford the kind of training she'd so obviously had. But he couldn't place her.

      He got the distinct impression she wanted nothing more than to make a fool of his father. To be the woman who bested his brightest fighters. To weaken him. When she looked at the king, there was something simmering beneath the surface of her blank look.

      "Congratulations," Alex finally said. "You have made it this far. By today's end, only three will remain. Tomorrow there will be a final fight. Chaz and Marcus, you're up first."

      He looked back to his father, who gave a nod of approval. Alex didn't want to be there. He didn't want this to be happening at all. But sometimes there was no other road.

      His mother had not joined them for the day's fights, begging sickness instead. She was a kind soul, not suited for the husband she'd been given to. Even Tyson's excitement had waned after that first day. He hadn't shown up to join them and instead was probably hiding in his tunnels.

      Camille was there, stone-faced as ever. Nothing rattled her.

      Alex sat in the wide-backed throne next to his father and sister as the first fighters lined up across from each other. His posture feigned indifference, but he wanted nothing more than to look away.

      Only, princes didn't get to hide from the things done in their name. They had to face the consequences of royalty. His hands gripped the arms of the chair as the fight began. The two were evenly matched and continued to fight until Marcus got lucky when Chaz stumbled back. Marcus arced his sword over his head, slicing through the neck of his foe.

      He raised his arms in celebration.

      Bile rose in Alex's throat and he swallowed it down as the body was dragged from the arena. He didn't hear the words Marcus spoke to the king as he watched Edmund walk out for his fight.

      This one was much quicker and less bloody. Edmund knew how to make the killing blow in the easiest and most humane way. He didn't enjoy the fight as so many others seemed to, but he would forever do what was necessary to protect the prince. To him, that meant earning the title of champion.

      He had a goodness in a palace that didn't seem to know what that meant anymore.

      Alex breathed a sigh of relief as Edmund issued a single bow and left. One more for the day. But it was the one he'd been dreading the most.

      When Etta walked out, the crowd roared. Commoners were fickle. She'd been a laughing stock only days ago and was now heralded as a favorite. Her golden hair rested against her mail-clad back in a braid. Two green stripes were painted across her face, giving her a feral look. She was a warrior, come to prove herself.

      But as her eyes met the prince's, they narrowed. Fear gripped his chest. Was he about to see her end? He wanted to jump down to protect her, but that wasn’t how this worked. And he’d seen her skill. She’d probably just quarter him instead.

      A wiry fellow named Gray came to face Etta. He had at least twenty years on her. He'd trained in the mountains before the wards were in place, cutting them off from Gaule. The mountain warriors were legendary.

      Etta gave the king a mocking bow and Alex heard a growl rumble in his father's chest. He glanced sideways to catch the predatory stare coming from the throne. Did his father feel threatened by a mere girl?

      Gray took up a fighting stance and Etta crouched low. She closed her eyes as if needing to listen rather than see.

      Alex leaned forward, pulled by some invisible force.

      Gray made the first move, lunging forward. Etta spun out of the way and the two began to dance, their blades crashing together as their feet shuffled.

      At first, it seemed they were evenly matched, but then Etta ran. Her feet carried her swiftly to the other side of the arena with Gray in pursuit. She took her advantage and spun on him with a jump-kick he wasn’t prepared for. He flew back into the dirt and rolled aside to avoid her blade.

      Jumping to his feet, he slashed his sword so quickly, she barely blocked it, and the dance began again.

      It was a brilliant show.

      "It's a shame," the king began. "That we can't keep them both. They'd make great additions to the guard."

      Camille snorted in laughter. "You'd make her a royal guard?"

      Alex ground his teeth together, unable to take his eyes from the fight.

      "Camille, dear, sometimes you have to recognize talent."

      A note in his father's voice sounded off, but Alex was too entranced by Etta as she kicked off the barrier and flipped. Gray was waiting for her and the next moments happened in slow motion.

      Alex stood and walked to the edge of the stage before even realizing what he was doing.

      The tip of Gray's sword pierced Etta's chain mail. She let out a cry and dropped to her knees, her sword falling from her grasp.

      Pain shot through Alex. His heart thudded in his chest as he clutched his side that now radiated pain. His eyes found Etta again. She laid on her back, looking up at Gray as he prepared to take the final blow. He raised his sword. When he brought it down, Etta rolled to the side and whipped a knife from a sheath at her waist. Lunging up, she jabbed it into Gray's leg. He fell, screaming.

      She reached for her sword and jumped to her feet before dragging it across his neck in one fluid movement.

      His body stilled as his blood stained the surrounding ground.

      Etta let the sword fall. Her knees buckled, and she tilted forward.

      Alex, still in pain, jumped from the raised platform into the arena to sink to his knees at her side. She rolled onto her back, breathing heavily.

      "I'm okay," she said, giving him a tentative smile. She'd never smiled at him before and as he pressed his hands against her shallow wound, he feared she never would again. Others ran out to help, but he didn’t want to let her go.

      "Your Highness," someone yelled to him. "Come away." His guards pulled him away from her as the healer arrived. They lifted him to his feet as he stood in a trance.

      A young girl with caramel skin and ebony corkscrew curls peered up at him with soft eyes. "My father and I will care for her."

      Edmund appeared at his side and an image of his friend kissing Etta flashed in his mind. He wanted to throw himself over her protectively.

      "Alex," Edmund said into his ear. "We must leave."

      The crowd pushed in and Alex finally stood.

      "Are you hurt?" Edmund gestured curiously to where Alex still pressed a hand against the pain in his side.

      "I ... I don't know what happened."

      Edmund glanced between Etta, who was being helped to her feet, and Alex. His eyes held unspoken questions. Questions Alex wouldn't have known the answer to.

      Edmund pulled him away and started toward his tent. The pain got worse with every step Alex took.
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      A scream tore through Etta's chest as she was carried through the camp. Pierre laid her down on the small pallet in her tent and another shock of pain jolted her.

      Instinct had her pressing a hand to her side. It came away sticky with blood. Pushing her breath past her clenched teeth, she stared up at the ceiling. One. Two. Three.

      Dammit, counting was no help.

      She couldn't picture the moment Gray died. Everything after she was stabbed became a blur of motion. Maybe that was a mercy. She'd seen and done enough in the last couple days to haunt her for a lifetime.

      This was not her. She'd spent her life training to be a protector. Not a killer. Maybe they were one and the same?

      "Ahhh." She clutched the edges of the pallet, rocked by dizziness, as everything went fuzzy before her eyes.

      "Breathe, Etta." Maiya's calm voice came closer as she knelt down. "You're going to be fine."

      "Easy for you to say. You don't have to fight again tomorrow with your guts spilling out of your side."

      Maiya smiled. Smiled! Etta wanted to strangle her. The pain sent bolts of anger through her mind.

      Etta groaned as Maiya began to remove her mail shirt.

      "This is going to hurt," she said. "But I need you to raise your arms."

      Etta screamed as her skin pulled where she'd been wounded, but she managed to raise her arms enough for Maiya to wrestle off her mail and the shirt beneath it, leaving Etta with only the cloth she'd used to bind her breasts for the fight.

      Maiya ran a soft hand over the planes of Etta's stomach, sending pulses of warmth into her skin. The pain began to abate. She closed her eyes when her fingers found the edges of the gash. The skin began to stitch together. Etta stared in amazement as her wound healed. When it was closed, all that remained was the blood streaking across her skin.

      Maiya opened her eyes and pulled back her hand. "I'm going to leave the bruising. If anyone asks, that is what felled you, but the sword only nicked your clothing."

      Etta sat up and stared at her friend. "Your magic is so much more useful than mine."

      Maiya laughed, getting to her feet. "One day there will be use for all of it."

      Before Etta could respond, Pierre's voice sounded outside. "Your Highness, you can't just go in there."

      Apparently, a prince doesn't have to listen because he barged in moments later and froze, his eyes finding Etta. "You're okay."

      "Of course I am," she snapped.

      His eyes widened as he took her in and then Edmund joined them.

      "Etta," Maiya whispered, gesturing to her lack of clothing.

      Etta scrambled for her shirt, only realizing how much blood was soaked into it when she put it on.

      "Whose blood is that?" Alex demanded.

      "Obviously not mine." Etta stood up as if to prove she was fine but stumbled.

      "But I saw him stab you."

      "Your eyes deceive you, Your Highness. Or maybe they just show you what you want to see."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You're an educated man. Think about it." She picked up her mail and carried it to the basin of water to clean it. "Tell me, my prince, do you visit all of your warriors?"

      "I ... I just came to see if you'd be withdrawing or fighting tomorrow."

      "I don't withdraw." She dropped the mail and turned to face him. "I'm going to win. You can tell your father he bet against the wrong girl."

      "My father?"

      "And when I win, I won't be so easy to get rid of. Tell him he doesn't need to send his son to keep me in line. Because it won't work. I don't bow down to threats."

      Confusion crossed the prince's face, but she didn't believe for a second that he wasn't in his father's inner circle.

      Edmund glanced between the two nervously. Her victory would mean his failure.

      Alex opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. Where were the jokes or pretty smiles he was known for? Gone. Cool aloofness sat in their place as he turned on his heel and left the tent.

      Edmund hesitated, his eyes finding Maiya. He pointed to her in question and Etta nodded.

      "So you were stabbed?" He rubbed his chin. "In the very same place Alex had pains."

      "Out with it, Edmund,” Etta said.

      "Be careful."

      He followed the prince and Etta went back to cleaning her mail in silence.
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      They made a show of the final fight. It was entertainment on its grandest stage. Etta stretched her muscles as she stood off to the side of the arena. Her entire body ached from three days of fighting men who were at least twice her size. But she'd made it. Her father would be proud.

      She scanned the crowd of their own accord as they'd done before every fight, looking for his familiar face. The rational part of her hoped he’d fled after her warning about the king. It wasn't safe.

      She'd barely thought about what would happen beyond this fight. The king said he wouldn't let her become champion. Would Alex have any say? Would he want her after she'd killed his man?

      Her eyes found Edmund's. He gave her a toothy grin, seemingly unfazed by the events about to unfold.

      Loud, booming drums beat slow and steady. One. Two. Three. One. Two. Three. One. Two. Three. The rhythm was punctuated by chants from the crowd.

      Banners waved in the breeze. Would Edmund use his powers today? She wished more than anything she could use hers.

      The three competitors had already been introduced. Edmund was the favorite, loved by the king and the people alike, with his brilliant smile, easy charm, and deadly skill. Etta was the underdog, beloved and hated at the same time. Ward, the third competitor, was the villain. He was a hulking brute with a pox-marked face and a snarl on his lips.

      Together, they represented the three tenants of a good warrior. Cunning. Speed. And strength.

      They were about to see which one of those prevailed.

      Edmund walked toward her, all hint of a smile gone from his lips. He looked at her somberly and bowed his head to speak softly. "I'm sorry we met this way."

      "This wasn't how we met."

      He barked out a laugh that was devoid of humor. "Then I'm sorry this is how we end."

      Something cracked inside of her. "Are you afraid?"

      "Yes."

      "I think I've always been afraid."

      "Fear is a part of life when you are a child of the kingdom of Bela."

      She reached for his hand and gave it one quick squeeze. "Forgive me for what I have to do today."

      He nodded. "We do what we must. I only wanted the chance to protect Alex. If I am not the victor, promise me you will never leave his side. He is a good man surrounded by bad people."

      She studied him for a long moment. His loyalty was constant, unwavering. She envied him. Dipping her head, she uttered, "I promise."

      He blew out a breath. "We would have been great friends, you and I."

      "If we weren't fated to kill each other."

      "Fate has nothing to do with this. Only a king with a thirst for blood."

      He backed away after giving her a glimpse into the man she was about to fight. A man who hated the king, but loved his son.

      She fingered the knife in a sheath on her wrist and then felt for the solid weight of her sword.

      Edmund walked into the arena first, twirling a spear, much to the delight of the crowd. He waved to them and smiled wide.

      Ward lumbered after him, carrying a heavy iron sword and spear.

      Etta was last. The stands shook as people stomped in time with the drums.

      They quieted when the king stood. "Today we will name my son's protector. These three before me have battled the best warriors in the kingdom to be standing in for the final fight. Three enter, only one will survive. They fight for all of us, for the protection of Gaule, and for your prince."

      Alex gripped the arms of his chair and leaned forward anxiously. Etta knew he'd be wishing for her death. Only then would his friend survive.

      "Warriors," the king shouted. "We will honor you in death. Take your places."

      The three formed a triangle. Etta bent her knees, ready for an immediate attack. The king raised a hand. When he dropped it, the fight could begin.

      Ward charged first, going after Etta, the perceived weakest competitor. She spun out of the way and his sword hit nothing but air.

      The noise around them dimmed and Etta glanced briefly at Edmund. He gave no indication that he was using magic.

      Ward came at her again and Edmund jumped into the fight. His sword blocked Ward's swing, and they locked in a struggle of strength. Etta circled around behind Ward, but he spun, kicking a foot back to catch Edmund in the stomach. He went down hard.

      Etta ducked another arc of his sword as he brought it down with one hand, his other gripping his spear. He jabbed it toward her and she jumped back. Then it became a battle of his strength verse her speed. He threw his spear aside so he could wrap a second hand around the hilt of his sword.

      Etta swung out wide, using her sword to block his, as she turned to kick her leg out. Her foot collided with his stomach, but he barely budged.

      Then Edmund was back. For a few moments, it was as if they were on the same side, both against Ward. Ward jabbed his sword toward Etta, catching it in her mail, but unable to plunge it in further as in that moment, Edmund made a killing blow. He pierced Ward's armor and jammed his sword in as far as it could go. Ward stumbled back and Edmund jumped out of the way. The sizable man went down, twitched once, and then fell still.

      Etta stared at Edmund for a moment, her chest heaving. He shoved a hand through his sweaty blond hair. Neither wanted to make the first move. Edmund's sword was stuck in Ward. He lunged for his spear, spinning it between his hands. She’d seen him fight before. She’d never get past his spear with a knife. Her sword could knock it away with ease, but if she was forced to fight a man she respected, at least she'd make it a fair fight.

      She dropped her sword, eying him to see if he'd make a grab for it. He didn't.

      Walking toward Ward's discarded spear, she leaned down slowly.

      Just like training. She breathed in. A spear was nothing more than a staff with an iron tip. She'd complained to her father about the hours they spent fighting with a useless weapon, but now it might be the thing that saved her life.

      Issuing a short prayer of thanks to her father, she turned and faced Edmund. His expression was grim, his face dripping with sweat.

      There was no one there but the two of them. Nothing but their spears.

      Etta held the weapon aloft, waiting.

      Edmund struck first, using his spear as she was, ignoring the pointed tip. She blocked him easily, pushing him back on his heels.

      They slashed at each other, their weapons cracking together. It was the only sound either of them could hear other than their own frantic breathing. Edmund's cloak of stillness continued to hang around them. She searched for any sign of distraction in him, but he used his magic as if it was just another part of his battle plan.

      He jabbed, and she spun to hit it away before cracking her spear against his back as her father had done so many times to her.

      He didn't go down. He turned to face her once more, and she leaped, delivering a swift kick to his torso. He fell, rolling as he did before popping up once again. His style mixed strength with quick feet. A deadly combination. The thought struck her that maybe Edmund deserved to become the prince's champion. He was loyal and brave and skilled.

      The one thing he wasn't was cursed. He was tied to the prince by love, not magic.

      But she didn't want to die.  And the only way for Edmund to win was with her death.

      She dove into the fight more avidly than before. Every strike of his was blocked, every move anticipated.

      This was not how she ended, a puppet of the king.

      Edmund slowed as exhaustion took hold and Etta pressed on. Something inside her told her Edmund would win any battle against the great Viktor Basile.

      His magic allowed him to concentrate, but it was no real advantage.

      His advantage had been that he was fighting for something he believed in.

      Well, she was fighting for a greater reason than that. Revenge. Hatred. Because she had no other choice.

      He went for her stomach and she grabbed his staff, throwing hers to the ground, and twisted. His fingers held fast until she jerked it back toward him, jabbing him in the stomach. The breath was knocked from his lungs and he fell back, releasing her.

      Etta spun the spear around, angling the tip at Edmund's chest where he lay panting on the ground. She met his eyes. He deserved that much.

      The sounds of the crowd began to close in around them once again.

      Etta narrowed her eyes in question.

      "If I'm to die," Edmund explained. "I don't want it to be in silence."

      He raised his chin, ready to face his fate. His words from earlier entered her mind. Fate has nothing to do with this. Only a king with a thirst for blood.

      Etta put a foot on Edmund's chest to keep him down and raised her gaze to the king. He stood on his platform, gripping the rail in front of him in anticipation. Edmund was a favorite, but that didn't mean the king's desire for a gruesome ending was any less.

      Etta's chest ached, her stomach churning with disgust. This wasn't her. She didn't kill good people. Her hands had too much blood on them already.

      "What are you waiting for?" someone in the crowd yelled.

      "Kill!" another screamed.

      "Finish this," the king finally commanded.

      He met her stare, a smirk turning up one corner of his mouth. She knew that if she made this kill, no one would be leaving this fight alive. The king made it very clear she would never be champion.

      "Etta," Edmund said, his voice quivering. "I'm ready."

      "I'm not," she whispered.

      She lowered the spear as the crowd howled in disappointment.

      "I'm not going to kill you, Edmund."

      Relief flooded his face, mixed with confusion.

      She leaned down, extending a hand. "What's the point?"

      He clasped her hand and hauled himself to his feet. "I don't know if you're really stupid, or really brave." He jerked his head toward the king who was climbing from his platform. The royal guards entered the arena. "He won't let this happen."

      Etta shrugged. "What's done is done."

      The guards marched toward them first, followed by the king. They surrounded Etta and Edmund, their swords drawn.

      Etta's hands were shaking. She felt pressure on one of them and glanced down to see Edmund holding it.

      Alex joined his father in front of them. He stared at Edmund and Etta's clasped hands with a furrowed brow, but it was covered with the pure relief on his face to have Edmund alive.

      "Guards," the king ordered. "Restrain her."

      A strong grip ripped Etta from Edmund.

      "No," Alex protested.

      His father turned to him. "Son, it is time I tell you and everyone else who this girl really is."

      Etta bucked and kicked against the guards as they took her knife and held her arms in their iron holds.

      "People of Gaule," the king raised his voice, facing the confused crowd. "Etta -"

      His words were cut off as an arrow flew toward him, embedding its shaft in his throat. Chaos erupted as the crowd tried to get as far away as possible while their king crumpled to the ground, blood gurgling from his lips.

      Etta was released as the guards ran toward their dying ruler. Alex dropped down beside him, holding his head in his lap. He looked up at the guards and pointed.

      "It came from that way. Go."

      Three of them ran off to find the attacker.

      Edmund joined his friend, but Etta couldn't move.

      Then she heard her name. "Etta! Etta!" Maiya ran across the arena. "It's your father. You must come now."

      The king forgotten, Etta streaked after her friend, her protesting muscles not enough to stop her from getting to her father's side.
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      Pierre hovered over her father when Etta arrived. He'd collapsed near a crop of trees on the far side of the arena. People stopped to gawk, but Pierre held them back.

      Etta crashed to her knees as her father tried to lift his head.

      "Persinette," he whispered.

      She leaned closer and took his hand. "I'm here, Father."

      "Persinette, the King knew of your magic." He let his head fall back. "I was cursed to protect him, but I chose. You can choose. Protecting you was more important."

      Etta's gaze snagged on the familiar bow laying nearby. She looked back to her father, shaking her head as tears poured down her cheeks. No blood stained his skin, but in the same spot where he'd shot the king, Viktor’s skin glowed red.

      Etta put a hand on her father's chest and bent her head. "Your curse is broken now, Father."

      He smiled weakly.

      "Etta." Maiya appeared at her side. "The prince comes."

      "Find another way to break your curse, Persinette." Her father heaved a wet sigh. "I was wrong. You can’t live your life chained to them. You’ve always been meant for more." They were the words she'd longed to hear during their many hours of training. She'd wanted to know he believed in her. Only at the end could he truly see.

      As the guard's footsteps came closer, Etta scrambled to her feet and wiped her face. Prince Alexandre's guards pushed through the crowd and then he was there with Edmund at his side.

      Alex took in the sight of her father and his eyes widened.

      Her father stared back at the prince.

      "Viktor Basile," Alex said under his breath as if his name were a curse.

      His red eyes were the only indication that his father had just died.

      Alex stepped closer before turning to look at Etta. "Already doing good work for me, Etta. I see you found my father's killer."

      "I am sorry for your loss, Your Highness." Etta stepped back and lowered her head to hide her tears.

      To her surprise, Alex crouched down next to her father and put a hand on his shoulder. "It's been a long time, Viktor."

      Bile rose in Etta's throat. She wanted to demand the prince stop touching him. It wasn't his right. The Durands ruined her family, killed her mother, and now even took her father.

      And yet, they still held the noose around her neck. They just didn't know it.

      Alex didn't ask Viktor why he did it. He knew. They all did. Viktor Basile was the man who'd protected them from La Dame and been hunted as a reward. He'd been the king's greatest friend turned most horrifying nightmare.

      "Is the king dead?" Etta's father asked, his voice fading.

      Alex nodded.

      He closed his eyes. "Then I am free."

      His body shuddered as he took one final breath and then went still.

      Alex bowed his head, and a cry broke free of Etta. She stumbled forward as the ground beneath her feet began to shake. A groan tore through the earth. Townsfolk began to run as the hastily built arena nearby broke apart and crumbled.

      The guards shoved Alex ahead and his eyes darted around frantically as Etta watched the world fall apart around them.

      "Camille!" Alex yelled.

      Edmund grabbed Etta’s arm, jolting her from her frozen state.

      Camille limped over. "What's happening?"

      Etta reached out with her magic, letting it course through her body. Her magic forged a connection between herself and the natural world around her. She could feel the pain of the earth. The way the ground ripped apart, shrieking in agony at the death of her father. And then it struck her. Eyes flashing open wide, she gasped. “The wards!” She dodged a rock surging toward her head. "They're coming down!"

      Understanding dawned in Edmund's eyes. A person's magic died with them. If Viktor Basile was dead, his magic couldn't hold the wards. If the wards were gone, there was no protection against La Dame.

      Etta searched frantically for Maiya and Pierre, but they were nowhere to be found.

      “You’re coming with us,” Alex said, taking his frightened horse from a guard.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” She fell back.

      “Etta.” She jumped at Edmund’s touch. “You won the tournament. Your place is at the palace now.”

      Her eyes flicked to her father’s still form, and she held back the tears that built in her eyes. If her connection to Viktor Basile was known… she shook her head. Her father killed the king.

      She searched Alex’s face for any sign of his own distress. She may hate the Durands, but she wasn’t heartless.

      He looked too stunned to process it.

      Edmund flung out a jolt of calming wind to the horses, noticeable only to Etta. He climbed on behind Camille. Alex mounted his horse extended a hand down to Etta. She didn't have time to think before she accepted the help and wrapped her arms around his waist.

      They rode as fast as the horses could take them. The guards were left behind to try to find and calm the remaining horses.

      Tents collapsed in on themselves as they galloped by. Panicked people ran to avoid the falling structures. The ride to the palace was a thunderous pursuit of hooves and fallen debris. The gates stood open when they arrived and they raced through. They didn’t slow as they passed through the outer castle and bypassed the stables entirely, making for the inner palace gate instead. Once inside the courtyard, the rumbling began to calm, and the ground stopped shaking.

      Etta bent over to catch her breath and they slid from their horses.

      Camille paced back and forth, her cane echoing across the stone courtyard. She stopped every few feet to shoot a glare at Etta.

      "We should get inside," Edmund said softly.

      Neither of the royal children responded, stunned as they were by the day’s events.

      Tyson came barreling across the courtyard. "What's going on? Are you okay?" He caught sight of Etta. "You won? I knew you would. I bet on it with a few of my guards."

      Edmund cleared his throat and Tyson turned his way.

      "Edmund." He beamed, walking forward to slap him on the back. "I didn't mean that I wanted her to beat you ... wait, how are you both here?"

      "Father is dead," Camille wailed suddenly. She pointed one long finger at Etta. "And it's all her fault." She stomped inside, leaving the rest of them in shock.

      Alex’s eyes clouded with anger and he set his jaw.

      “Alex?” Tyson asked.

      “Father is dead.” He turned to his brother. “But make no mistake, it was no one’s fault but his own and now Gaule is once again at the mercy of magic.”

      Tyson opened his mouth in question and then shut it.

      “Did you feel it?” Edmund asked. “The wards are gone.”

      Alex shook his head and walked up the steps as a host of guards and servants descended upon him.  He waved them off, but they wouldn’t be deterred. “I’m fine,” he bellowed, marching past them.

      They turned their attention to Tyson, ignoring Etta and Edmund entirely. The young prince didn’t cry, although he looked like he wanted to. The boy who was known for his easy smile and bright eyes had dulled.

      With the wards now gone, Etta wondered what the coming months would take from all of them.

      She was luckier than most. She had nothing left to lose.
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      "What do you mean the wards are gone?" The portly Lord Leroy yelled, his voice echoing around the council chamber. The room was purely ornamental since no council had been in use in the years of protection under the wards. But Lord Leroy held a high status with Alexandre's father. He was already trying to exert his influence with the new king.

      Duchess Moreau put a hand on his shoulder to calm his pacing and turned to the prince who would soon be a prince no more.

      "Your Highness." Warmth flowed from her voice. "Are you certain?"

      Alexandre's father's voice filtered through his mind. One of his many lessons. Never trust the Moreaus. The Duchess will manipulate your sword straight through your back.

      Gaule had a long tradition of keeping enemies close to the crown, but he had trouble seeing her as an enemy. The Moreaus controlled vast swaths of lands and towns near the border. The Moreaus had a long history of protecting magic folk. That in itself was a good enough reason not to trust them, but there were so few people he could trust. He shook her hand off his arm and stepped back to gain some distance.

      Alex glanced around the cavernous room. It was a good place to have private conversations with advisers, but it only made him feel inadequate for the position he was now forced to take. It should have been his father dealing with broken wards and advisers.
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