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CHAPTER 

ONE

Ayla




"I banish you."

I turned the Pennlan stone gently in the sunlight, searching for any sign of power hidden in its shiny depths. It was such a small thing—much smaller than I'd thought. For centuries, it had rested in a crest above the throne room until it had been stolen—

Not stolen, taken for safekeeping. 

By Leandra, my father's wife. After she'd murdered—

Compelled via magic.

I exhaled loudly, glancing at the ceiling. It had been six months since the world had turned on its head, when Eoghan, the wizard who'd all but raised me, had shown his true colors. Since I'd made the mistake of banishing him instead of ending his life. And now—

"I say, are you listening?" 

I jumped, staring into the wrinkled, disgruntled face of Lord Galliford. The envoy from Konevell had arrived in a cloud of misery, and it hadn't gotten any better when we'd sat down to dine. He had a complaint about everything thus far, from the state of the castle to the greeting he'd received. I could only assume he was now complaining about something else—perhaps this before-dinner wine and chocolate selection—so I plastered a sweet smile onto my face and cleared my throat. 

"I'm so sorry. What were you saying?" I asked, trying my best to look interested. "Something about your rooms not being to your liking?"

He made a noise and took a long sip of wine before examining it. "This vintage… Is it fae?"

"No," I said, glancing at the red liquid in my own glass. "Though we've been sent a shipment, if you would like to try it."

"I don't eat fae food. Don't trust it."

That makes two of us. "The Erlking is very interested in rebuilding our trade alliance. I doubt he would've sent me poisoned wine."

He bristled. "You may have forgiven the fae, but that doesn't mean the rest of us trust them."

Forgiven was a strong word. It was more like…a tepid reopening of conversation. "In any case, this is, I believe, an old vintage from Konevell. I thought it a good choice, considering."

He inspected the wine and took another sip. "Must've been a bad year. Or like so many things in this kingdom, poorly kept."

It was hard to keep a smile on my face. Galliford's thinly veiled insults had made it clear he preferred the previous occupant of my chair—and I didn't mean my late father. 

"Well, we all wish Eoghan hadn't done…what he did," I said. "None more than me."

"Do you truly believe the fae were innocent victims?" Galliford asked with an incredulous smile. "That Eoghan concocted this elaborate plan to marry you to gain access to the Pennlan stone?" 

As many times as I'd had this conversation over the past six months, it was still incredibly unsettling to discuss. I pressed my lips into a thin line. "Yes. He planned to marry me during my coronation." 

"Until he found your sister."

Half-sister. I pushed the wine glass a few inches across the table as my pulse quickened. "Yes."

"And she's of your blood? You're sure?"

I idly thumbed the stone hanging from my neck, remembering the moment she'd appeared in Eoghan's chambers. Like looking in a dead-eyed, raven-haired mirror. 

"She wouldn't have been able to wield the stone otherwise," I said, hoping we could get off the topic quickly. 

He chuckled. "The Erlking certainly kept that under wraps, didn't he? I wonder what other secrets might be revealed in due time." 

I bit my lip instead of responding. The biggest secret of all was one Riona herself had spilled to Eoghan. That this stone wasn't the seod croí, the most powerful magical object in existence, but merely a piece of it. That the real stone had been broken into quarters and hidden away.

One to the humans in Pennlan, one to the mountains, one to the sea, and one to be buried in the aether.

And had I done the right thing and just ended Eoghan's life instead of sparing it, the other three stones could've continued their eternal rest. But no, I'd been too soft. A decision I hated myself for every day as I waited for our scouts to return with news. 

"As I said, there's no one who wishes things were different more than me," I said, quietly. "But we must press on and try to find some sort of normalcy." I tilted my head. "Especially at the border. I've been told very little has been allowed to pass through to Konevell in a little over a month."

"Indeed," was all my taciturn companion said. 

"I suppose I'm just confused. You've had no problem accepting Pennlan goods before."

He took a long sip of his wine and helped himself to another of the assorted chocolates lying before him. "Queen Ramira has grave concerns about how much of what comes from Pennlan is truly Pennlan's and not…tainted with fae magic." 

"Everything sitting on the border now is from Pennlan," I said. "Hence my concern—it's starting to go bad."

"How can we be sure there isn't anything magical hidden amongst the contents?" 

I swallowed. "The border with the fae may be open, but…we aren't exactly trading with them." 

Not for lack of trying on the Erlking's part, either. He'd sent three letters asking if I would meet with a member of his court. So far, I'd declined, citing busyness. Sooner or later, I'd have to come clean. But the thought of inviting a fae into my castle still made me uneasy. 

"I see."

"Which is why," I continued, "I was happy to receive such a gracious envoy from Konevell. I hope we can fix whatever issues have arisen between our nations and come to some resolution, so that Pennlan goods can move again." 

His mouth twisted into a patronizing smile. "And we would love to come to a resolution as well."

"Excellent," I said, a real smile finally coming to my lips. 

"But Queen Ramira needs more assurances." 

I blinked. "Assurances? Of what?" 

He put his hands into his lap and lifted one gray brow. "I'll be frank: the prevailing theory is that the fae have bewitched or confused you into believing they can be trusted." I bit my tongue before responding, allowing him to finish. "So Queen Ramira wants to place one of her own people here to ensure our best interests are being considered."

I narrowed my eyes. "A permanent ambassador?"

"Of sorts." His gaze dropped to the stone hanging from my neck. "She proposes a match with one of her sons."

I sighed. Of course, this conversation again. I'd thought, perhaps naively, that the subject of my marriage would fall by the wayside once Eoghan was gone. But every envoy who'd crossed my doorstep had the idea. I was the most eligible woman in the human world, it seemed. 

"Did you have someone in mind?" I asked, humoring him. 

"Prince Manfrid would make an excellent partner for you."

I opened and closed my mouth, surprise loosening a nervous laugh. "Manfrid is…a child, isn't he? Seven?"

"Eight, Your Majesty. He would come with a guardian, of course, one who could report back to Queen Ramira that the fae have not bewitched you as we have heard. And, of course, with the understanding that the second heir you produce would be returned to Konevell."

My head spun. They wanted to send a child here, one I would marry in a decade, and were already making plans for hypothetical children we'd bear together? This was a new level of desperation—one that sent anger to the depths of my heart. 

"Absolutely not," I said with a fire that bordered on disrespectful. "I won't allow you to whore a young boy like that."

"It's not…" He bristled. "This is tradition for the royal family. You were merely unaware because—"

"Because I was also being groomed and prepared for a marriage with a much older person so they could gain access to the stone," I snapped. "It didn't endear me to the tradition." 

"This isn't about—"

"Spare me," I said with a wave of my hand. "You didn't waste any time telling me that a second child—of my blood, which means the ability to wield the stone—would be sent back to Konevell." 

He opened his mouth to argue, but I was faster. 

"It is not up for discussion," I said. "Now, what other option do you have for us to resolve this impasse?"

"There…are no other options," he said, folding his napkin and tossing it on the table as he rose. "If Her Majesty is not willing to even entertain this offer from Queen Ramira, I suppose there's nothing more to discuss. I will head back to Konevell in the morning."

"Wait, Lord Gall—" 

Before I could even finish saying his name, he was gone. His words rang in my ear, mingled with a phantom chuckle from Eoghan. 

I sat back in my chair. The room was oddly silent now, a stark reminder that the one purpose of this meeting with the envoy was to negotiate the full opening of the border, and somehow…somehow I'd failed at even keeping him here for more than one night. 

I fought back tears, reminding myself that queens shouldn't blubber, and grabbed the wine bottle, filling my glass to the brim. I sucked it down without tasting much then poured the rest of it. This time I held the goblet between my hands, staring into the murky depths as the alcohol soothed my fury. Soon, shame and fear overtook anger, and I began to regret my words—especially considering the visit with Galliford was one of the last chances to normalize relations with our biggest trade partner. 

Once the dust had settled after Eoghan's treachery, I finally understood just how bad a shape he'd left the kingdom in. He'd spent the past nearly two decades spending our gold on lavish gifts and empty promises to the other kingdoms, running huge trade deficits he promised would be paid for by Cade, Eoghan's apprentice, or my hand in marriage. 

Of course, he hadn't planned on making good on those promises. From his journals, it was clear that Pennlan was merely the first conquest in a vision that spanned one end of the continent to the other. In his mind, whatever debts Pennlan had amassed would be wiped clean when he became supreme ruler of all. 

Those debts, unfortunately, remained even though the wizard had been banished. And with Cade otherwise occupied in the fae realm, the only thing left to pay for them was my hand. But I couldn't be split between four countries, and I wanted to exhaust every possible option before giving up my last bit of freedom. 

I took another sip of wine and picked up the stone that hung from a dainty chain around my neck. So much scheming for such an…unimpressive-looking object. I had bigger gems in my official crown, and the jagged edges made it look like a piece of glass broken on the floor. But perhaps I was just looking for imperfections, hopeful that the magic I'd seen had been a dream. Because I hadn't been able to even conjure a spark since banishing Eoghan. 

I'd tried. I'd spent hours in my room staring into the blue depths, imagining a flash of magic or those voices that had urged me on when it had been activated. But there was nothing. Luckily, no one had asked for a demonstration because I would be exposed for the fraud I was.

As I stared into my glass, unsure what to do next, the familiar ache of missing my mentor, my friend, my Eoghan rose up like blood in water. I could picture him, the version with no plans to destroy kingdoms, the one who wiped my tears and guided my hand and taught me everything I knew.

Except... 

After six months as queen, it had become apparent just how woefully inadequate that teaching had been. While my tutor had drilled me on history, economy, sciences—there had been nothing on how to decide what was best for my country. Why bother teaching a girl to be sovereign if she was never meant to be one? 

And just like that, my heart broke again. I was truly and wholly alone atop my throne.

"Your Majesty?" Bronwen, my attendant, stood in the kitchen entrance, her hands folded. A few years older than me, she had pale skin, mousy brown hair, and a kind smile. She was one of the few people Eoghan had allowed to get close to me, and I was grateful she stayed after his banishment.

I cleared my throat. "Yes?"

"Will you still be having dinner this evening?" She paused, swallowing. "Alone?"

"I… No," I said with a small smile. "No, I think I'm going to go for a walk."







CHAPTER 

TWO

Ward




The sky was starting to turn pink as the sun set, but I wanted to get as much out of my soldiers as I could. The days were growing shorter, and with an evil wizard lurking outside our borders, I wanted to be as prepared as possible. 

I paced the green, stopping to offer suggestions where I could and praise where it was warranted. But it was getting hard to see, so I brought my fingers to my lips and whistled. 

"Good work today," I said. "Dismissed."

They saluted then dispersed to the barracks. Two hung behind, waiting for me. Rutley was on the shorter side but built like a rock with ruddy skin and an even ruddier beard that came in patches. Small and sinewy, Elodia had rich ebony skin and wore her black hair in long rope braids that she kept tied at the base of her neck. They'd arrived from the same town a couple of months ago—hand-picked by Captain Gabhann, as I'd been—and since we were the youngest soldiers by at least a decade, we'd formed something of a friendship, even though I was their commander. 

"I hear there's a festival in the village this weekend," Elodia said, wagging her brows at me. "Traveling circus or something. Will the boss let us go?"

"The boss might," I said. "To work."

"Boo!" Rutley said with a frown. "You're no fun."

"You'll get to see the show," I said with a light punch to his shoulder. "Just while making sure to keep the drunkards in line."

"But what if I want to be one of the drunkards?" Elodia asked. 

"Next time," I said, clapping her on the back. 

"Why don't you send Platt's men?" Rutley asked. "They don't do half the work around here we do."

I grimaced. Platt had been the second-in-command for years and hadn't taken very well to my abrupt promotion. And it hadn't helped that I seemed to be a more adept commander than he was. I had a feeling Gabhann had asked me to watch the festival because she trusted me more. 

"We have our orders," I said, after a moment. "Now get to the barracks. We have an early morning."

"Are you headed up to the castle?" Rutley asked with wagging eyebrows. "Off to see your lady love?" 

"Knock it off," I said with a low growl. "There's nothing going on between Ayla and me."

And I wanted to keep it that way. Ayla and I had spent hours one-on-one together, but the conversations were about things like the state of the soldiers, whether I'd heard from our scouts looking for the other three stones, what I thought of a particular decision that had far too many moving parts for me to understand. Our brief moment in the garden six months ago seemed to be an aberration. As much as my heart wished otherwise. 

"C'mon, you know you've always wanted to be a king," Elodia said. "We can be your courtesans." 

"I believe that means you'd be my whores," I said with a wry smile. 

She blanched, looking at Rutley, who shrugged and said, "I'm game if you are."

"I'll pass." Movement at the front of the castle caught my eye. Ayla stood under the portico, looking forlorn and lost. Her dinner with Whatshisname from whatever country must've gone poorly. 

"Duty calls," Elodia said, patting me on the back. "I'm sure you can cheer up our queen."

"If she invites you to dinner, get me one of the good rolls," Rutley said. 

"Ooh, yeah, smothered in butter," Elodia added. 

"I'll do my best on both counts." I waved them off. "Now get to bed. We're up bright and early in the morning to run the grounds."

That earned me a groan from both—neither were fast runners—but also got them to leave me be. I waited until there was no one left on the green to watch before making my way across to Ayla. Up close, she looked even more distraught, and there was a faint smell of wine on her breath. 

"So…" I began slowly. "How'd it go?"

"He wanted me to marry an eight-year-old prince," she said with a glare. "Provided, of course, I send our second child back to Konevell."

"Of course," I said with a half-smile. "Should we ring the wedding bells?"

"Not funny." She sighed. "Walk with me?"

I offered my arm, and she took it silently. I let her lead the way, keeping my tongue until she'd gathered her thoughts to speak. 

"An eight-year-old." She shook her head. "They're getting desperate. All for a stupid little stone."

I might've reminded her what Eoghan had done, but that wouldn't have gone well. 

"Even worse, he said that was the only way Queen Ramira would fully open the border again," she said, looking at me as if I knew what she was talking about. 

"I'm sure he'll come around."

"He's leaving tomorrow," she said. "That was the only card he was allowed to play, it seems."

I opened and closed my mouth. "Well, can we trade…with someone else?"

"Ward." She turned to look at me, a little impatience in her gaze. "Lord Galliford came from Konevell."

I should've known what that meant, but I was at a loss. 

She sighed, and spoke as if I were a naughty student. "The Adleh River splits the continent and forms the border between Pennlan and Sudaemor in the east and Konevell to the west. It ends in the city of Orapus on the far southwest side of Pennlan, which is essentially shared between our kingdoms. Everything goes through Orapus—and nothing goes beyond if Konevell doesn't say so."

I vaguely knew that. "And they aren't saying so?" 

"Not very often." She chewed her lip. "I think they're just trying to leverage the only thing they have to force me into marriage." 

I snorted. "Why in the world would they shut down a border just to force you into a marriage? Because you're just that pretty?"

"I don't flatter myself to think they're falling over themselves for my face," she said with a sly look. "They want to marry me because when they do, they'll have access to the Pennlan stone. And all its power." She paused, flashing me a mischievous grin. "But thank you for saying I'm pretty." 

My face warmed, and I scrambled to change the subject. "I'm sure you can think of something else Konevell might want." 

"Nothing like the stone."

"They have a pretty narrow view if that's all they're after," I said. "They'd really shut down all trade with their northern neighbor because you won't marry a kid?"

She grew quiet, slowing her gait. 

"You said everything goes through Orapus in the south, right?" I said. "So why not just send stuff north to the fae? The gate's open, isn't it? I'm sure they'd be eager to get it."

She worked her jaw, saying nothing. 

"I thought—"

"Trading with the fae won't solve the problem," she said, a little heatedly. "We have goods sitting in Orapus. They need to be able to go through. Once we solve that problem, then maybe…" She smoothed her hands on her dress. "Maybe we'll think about moving goods north."

"You know the fae have magic, right? Cade, even, could probably move whatever needs moving in a snap. Or Riona."

She flinched at the sound of her sister's name but hid it quickly. "Cade would be the better option, if he were available. But he studies in the morning and trains with fae in the afternoons. And in the evenings, he scours the Erlking's library for books on the stones."

"I'm sure he could take time away to help you." 

"The way he tells it…" She softened a little. "He says they've made it clear they expect him to protect the realm should…should the worst happen."

"No pressure." I glanced at the jewel hanging around her neck. "But you're more than enough to protect Pennlan against him."

"Unless Eoghan gets the other three. Then…" She licked her lips. "Then I don't know what we'll do."

I didn't think Cade would be able to handle a wizard with three pieces of the seod croí, but I kept that particular comment to myself. "For all we know, you banished Eoghan to another continent. Perhaps he can't get back to cause trouble."

She nodded but didn't look convinced. "No wonder Ramira thinks I'm a weak queen."

"Nobody thinks you're weak. On the contrary, they seem to want a piece of your strength," I said. "And that you can decide who gets it—that's the true power." 

She lifted a shoulder. 

"Look," I said, turning to her, "I think if you show Konevell you're capable of making alliances with other kingdoms, especially others who have gold, like the fae, then they might be more willing to bend on some things. And if they don't, well…you've got a new trading partner, don't you?"

She picked up the stone from the chain around her neck. "I can't believe Queen Ramira could be so…cavalier with her own child. But I suppose the promise of power is tempting."

"If one wanted such a thing," I said. 

"You wouldn't want it?" she asked, something unreadable in her gaze. 

"I don't think I need it," I said with a shrug. "I have my sword."

"And what use is a sword against a wizard?" she asked. 

"I used it plenty against Cade—and Eoghan," I said with a little smirk. "Besides that, I have you. Why would I need anything more than that?"

Her lips parted into a small 'o' as she turned to me. There was something innocent in her gaze, those vibrant green eyes surrounded by dark lashes. It was moments like this that I wished she wasn't a queen, and I wasn't a simple guard. 

"I suppose," she said, after a moment. "Because if you were to want this power, you'd have to marry me." 

It was my turn to be speechless, and my heart did somersaults in my chest. She'd captured me in her gaze, almost daring me to contradict her. The problem was…I needed to. 

"Or find another of the three stones," I said, my throat constricted. "Do you think they have the same caveats?" 

She turned away, lifting her shoulders and shielding her reaction from me. "One would hope there'd be some kind of protection on them so a wizard like Eoghan wouldn't be able to walk in and take them."

"One would hope." 

We stood in silence for a bit longer, and I wished again that I were a little more reckless. Her lips were stained from the wine, a dark red that picked up the auburn in her hair. If I kissed them, would I taste the vintage? And if I did kiss her, what would happen next? 

But I couldn't continue that train of thought. 

Perhaps she was thinking the same, because she finally broke my gaze. "I suppose I should go to bed," she whispered. "Maybe in the morning, I'll be struck with a brilliant idea of how to solve this problem."

"Write to Cade."

"I told you—"

"There's more magic people than just him up there, and you said yourself that they want to trade with us." 

"It won't work." 

There was something in her voice that told me she was digging in her heels, so I shrugged. "Suit yourself. But if I were a queen with closed borders to the south and a willing trading partner to the north, I might let go of whatever hangups I had and take the outstretched hand. At least for now."

She watched me for a moment, and I could see the war in her eyes. But after a long pause, her shoulders dropped and I knew I'd won. 

 "I suppose it wouldn't hurt to ask." She smiled, though it was a little less emphatic than before. "Good night, Ward."

I bowed. "Good night, Your Majesty." 

"Ward…" She smiled at me over her shoulder. "We've talked about this."

"Very well." I bowed again. "Good night, Ayla." 

"Much better." 

I remained where I was in the hallway, even long after she'd turned the corner and disappeared, the sound of her name on my tongue echoing in my ears. 







CHAPTER 

THREE

Cade




I stared down my opponent, showing no signs of weakness or fear. The long, wooden staff in my hand was alive with magic, crackling and sparkling green as I prepared myself for the next volley. The fae, Darragh, was formidable, one of the strongest I'd faced so far. His clay-colored skin was lightly sheened with sweat as he tied up his long, silky black hair and prepared himself to strike again.

"Begin," called the old, wizened voice to my left. 

Darragh gathered magic in his hands and I shifted, planting my feet. His magic took the form of sparrows—a little disconcerting at first, but now that I'd seen it a few times, I was better prepared. I just didn't know where the attack would come from. 

I saw it out of the corner of my eye and constructed a magical shield on my left flank. The sparrows came from the ground, smashing into my barrier with all the force of a storm. But my magic held fast, and—

Too late, I missed the second attack from the front, and the force of fae magic landed squarely in my stomach, sending me skidding backward. I was able to keep my feet and launch a spell of my own. The fae easily dismissed it. 

"You can do better than that, wizard," he chided. 

I could, but it was hard to catch my breath. "I…will get you for that…" 

The old voice called out, "Heal yourself and resume."

I glanced to my right where an older fae woman stood watching the fight with a pensive look on her face. I kicked myself for not remembering; I'd spent two whole days last week learning new techniques for casting quick healing spells on myself in preparation for this fight.

But there wasn't time to ruminate. This time, the birds came from above, from the right, then right between my legs. I jumped out of the way of the last one, but the barrage didn't give me enough time to cast a healing spell on myself—perhaps the point. As Clíodhna had made abundantly clear, when I faced Eoghan again, I wouldn't have the benefit of taking a break. 

Again, I saw the next attack before it hit, and was able to deflect and fire off one of my own. The distraction was enough, and I healed my stomach, easing the pain immediately and allowing me to draw a deep breath for the first time in a few minutes. My opponent recovered from my attack, ready to fight again, but I was back to full strength. 

I blocked three spells, at the same time gathering magic in my staff for an attack spell. And in the brief moment between his attacks, I cast one of my own, sending him flying back into the wall. He slumped down, eyes closed, and my heart sank. 

"Darragh! Are you all right?" I said, running toward him. 

But Clíodhna was faster, waving her hand over his body and rousing him. He blinked heavily and allowed her to help him to stand. 

"Good show," he said, rubbing his head. "You got me good with that last one."

"I must've put too much on it," I said with a half-smile. "Sorry."

"You'll need that sort of effort when you face the wizard," Clíodhna said, nodding to the other fae. "I only gave you a rousing spell. You should visit the healers just to make sure."

Darragh nodded, shook my hand, then limped away. I watched with more than a little guilt—these matches weren't supposed to result in injuries—but also a little pride that I'd managed to overpower such a strong opponent. 

"That was slow," Clíodhna said with a frown. "You think too much."

"So you've said," I replied with a half-smile. "But I did all right, didn't I?"

She snorted. "If you want to defeat your former master, you will need to be better than all right."

"Unless Ayla uses the stone on him," I said. "Killing him this time."

Clíodhna gnashed her teeth, saying nothing. But I was already acutely aware of how she felt about Ayla's missed chance to rid us of Eoghan once and for all. Clíodhna and the fae didn't understand why she'd merely banished him. 

I did. Even six months later, it was hard to wrap my head around just how deeply he'd betrayed us. He'd taken me from my home, an island hundreds of miles south of Pennlan, when I was a boy. I'd been told my people had gifted me to receive the best training from a fellow wizard. That my existence was a miracle, as only one wizard was born per generation. Eoghan had raised me as his own and had imparted all his knowledge. 

Or so I'd thought. 

Now, everything I knew about myself was on shaky ground. Eoghan had a master plan nearly twenty years in the making, and my own part was still a mystery. I couldn't even be sure he'd trained me for any other purpose than to venture into the fae realm and attempt to take the stone for him. I still had nightmares about him destroying the staff he'd given me. 

But in place of my master's betrayal had been the most surprising of friendships. Clíodhna, the queen of the sidheog people to the north, had taken a special liking to me. When wizards had been more plentiful in this realm, they'd come to the Erlking's castle to learn to hone their magic. Now, I was the only wizard left, but Clíodhna had restarted the tradition. 

"That will be all for today," Clíodhna said, and before I could respond, she was gone in a puff of snowflakes. But that was her way. 

I made my way back to my room—a large, welcoming space with a sitting area and separate bedchamber—but I wasn't planning to stay long. While my mornings were dedicated to studying and afternoons to practical training, my evenings were taken by research into the seod croí. The Erlking had no knowledge of where the pieces of the stone might've gone, but he'd given me free rein in his library to scour the thousands of old books that might offer some clue.

Six months and a few hundred books later, I was no closer than when I'd started. But there were millions more at my fingertips, and I'd only scratched the surface, even using magic to help me speed-read through tomes as thick as my arm. 

The current stack was ready to return to the library, but I stopped short. A small chest on my desk was glowing a soft white. The magical box was Clíodhna’s idea, as post between the fae and human realms hadn’t yet been established. I approached it with a smile, quickly unlatching the top to reveal a sealed letter addressed to me. I pulled it out, holding it gently and wishing I was holding the writer instead. 

Ayla's loopy handwriting was so familiar, and the ache for home roared to the forefront. We'd been exchanging letters every couple of days, and I found myself eager to see what she'd written, hopeful for good news. I'd told Clíodhna that the moment we heard the stones had been found, I would be returning to help. 

But as I scanned the letter, I found more of the same. Ayla had met with an envoy, it had gone poorly, and it seemed she was just in need of a friendly ear. Or eyes, as it were. I read it two or three times, hoping for something about the stones, but there was nothing. Ah well. At least she'd chosen to complain to me, instead of leaning on Ward. In fact, she barely mentioned him—giving me hope their relationship didn't hold a candle to hers and mine. 

There was, however, a postscript that left me a little concerned. Ayla wanted me to request an audience with the Erlking to discuss moving goods. Since my arrival, I'd seen Birch exactly zero times, and I wasn't sure he'd even agree to an audience. I didn't think I was in a position to ask him anything. But Ayla seemed eager to use me as her go-between, so I'd have to come up with something. 

Dearest Ayla,

I'm sorry to hear your meeting with Lord Galliford went so poorly. I'm sure, in time, Queen Ramira will come around.

The fae continue to treat me exceptionally well, and I'm pleased to report that today I sent Darragh to the infirmary. He should make a full recovery, but I daresay he may think twice about volunteering to train me again. Clíodhna seems to think I'm making excellent progress, though she'd never say it out loud. 

I will take your concerns to the Erlking and report back as soon as I can. 




All my love, 

Cade




I sealed the letter and placed it back in the box, tapping it in a rhythmic motion to release the spell. The box glowed brighter for a moment then went dull. When I opened the box, it was empty. 

⤖⤖⤖⤖

With the stack of books floating behind me, I walked the corridors to the library. Everything in this castle was alive—statues often sprang to life and walked to another part of the castle, and paintings changed their subject matter all the time. The first few weeks I'd been here, I'd had to use a locator spell just to find my way before I learned to use the floor tiles as markers. 

A pair of wart-covered lesser fae who only came up to my knees walked down the hall, deep in conversation. They stopped to stare at me, and I nodded to them. I'd become accustomed to seeing all manner of creatures here. They all seemed to know who I was—then again, my staff and rounded ears gave me away—and kept their distance, for the most part. 

I turned the corner to the library, and allowed the full view to wash over me. I'd thought Eoghan had an impressive collection of books, but it was nothing compared to the Erlking's. I could live a thousand lifetimes and never get through even half the books here. I doubted even the librarian Finnegan knew what he had on his hands. 

He was one of the more peculiar-looking fae—wrinkled, tanned skin pulled taut over a bony skeleton and snow-white hair that seemed so brittle it would break at the slightest touch. His ears were pointed, but long and folded over like a dog's, and his nose was short and almost pig-like. 

"Hullo," I said. "Do you know—"

"She's putting books away." He pointed one bony finger toward the shelves. 

"Thanks," I said, pushing the stack of books onto his desk. "More for her to work on."

He surveyed the books with golden eyes. "She's still working on yesterday's."

Still? I thanked him for his help and headed in the direction he'd pointed. 

I walked until I found her atop a tall ladder. Riona wasn't shelving, though; she was reading, twirling a lock of her hair as she perched precariously on the top shelf. I recognized it as one I'd quickly parsed through a couple days ago. 

"Anything I missed in there?"

She screamed, falling backward off the shelf. When she didn't use magic to stop herself, I stepped in, casting to gently place her upright on the ground. She turned to me, fire in her green eyes, and gave me an annoyed look not unlike her half-sister's. 

"Don't scare me like that," Riona barked. 

"Sorry," I said. "What are you doing?"

"What does it look like?" she said, grabbing another thick book and walking up the ladder. "Putting away your books."

"Looked like you were taking a break," I said with a smile. "Why don't you just magic them away?"

"That would defeat the purpose of my punishment," she muttered. "Which is to fritter away in this dreadful place until I die of old age. Or boredom."

I smiled, sighing a little. Riona's punishment was due to the fact that she'd run away from the Erlking's castle to assist me and Ward on our search for the Pennlan stone. I would've thought that being entranced by an evil wizard and made to almost kill everyone was punishment enough, but clearly the Erlking had other plans. 

She brushed her hands on her shirt. "What do you want? Just to say hi?"

"I heard from Ayla," I said. "She'd like me to get an audience with the Erlking. Do you know how I could make that happen?"

Her scowl evaporated. "Ayla? What did she want? I can take you. Let's go!"

"Don't you have to work?" 

But she grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the library exit. 







CHAPTER 

FOUR

Riona




Helping Cade meet with the Erlking was far more interesting than hanging around the stacks, and I was eager for a change in scenery. It had been a while since I'd deviated from the well-worn path between the library and my bedchambers. Besides that, I was looking forward to seeing the looks on my relatives' faces when I showed up with a wizard in tow. 

The throne room was audible before we even reached it, and the wizard seemed surprised to see a room full of fae creatures, all jostling for an audience with the Erlking. The sound was deafening, a hundred conversations overlapping one another. 

"What are all these people doing here?" Cade asked. 

"You don't think you're the only one who seeks an audience with him?" I asked. "C'mon."

I pushed and shoved my way through, carving a path for him to follow and earning complaints from every fae I walked in front of.

"I've been here for three days!"

"I've been here a month!" 

I ignored them—if they couldn't see how things worked around here, I wasn't going to help them. The wizard opened his mouth to argue but wisely decided against it. 

Finally, we reached the front, where a few of the Erlking's other children were waiting to be heard. There was no way I could usurp them; from here, we'd have to wait. But King Birch was in sight, meaning our chances were good he would see us and ask us to step forward. 

"So what now?" Cade asked, looking around warily at the collection of fae creatures pressing in around him. 

"We wait." 

He craned his neck. "There's a pair of fae staring at us."

"At you, most likely."

"No…" He turned to me. "Staring at you." 

I chanced a look at who he was talking about—a pair of second cousins to the Erlking. They were a little older than I was, wearing looks of derision. The wizard was right about the object of their scorn, but I shifted and turned away from them. 

"Ignore them."

The wizard gripped his staff and leaned forward, squinting. "What is he talking with?"

I couldn't see exactly, until the creature's wings glinted in the light. "Looks like a brownie."

"Brownie?"

"Small creatures that live in the cupboards of fae," I said. "Amazing that she was seen at all, but she must've had something important to ask him." 

He nodded, seemingly more questions on his tongue, but he held them as the Erlking stood and held up his hands. Magic shimmered across my skin, and the room went silent. 

"Hear me, fae creatures all. Any fae who mistreats a brownie in their service will have their tongues permanently twisted in their mouths."

Another shimmer of magic rustled my skin, this time at the hair behind my neck. 

The wizard rubbed the back of his head, blinking curiously. "What was that?" 

"It's an edict," I whispered back. "We're right here, so we feel it. Other fae outside this room don't, but they're bound to it, same as us. They'll get a warning feeling, plus the burning on the back of their neck." I shrugged. "Sometimes it's a guessing game as to what rule you're breaking before something bad happens."

"Wow… All from those words?" Cade breathed. "He has such power. How?"

"It was given to him by the queens and kings of the other peoples by virtue of his role as the Erlking," I replied. "Old magic. Very old." I shifted as the Erlking sat back down. "C'mon, now's our—"

The room exploded in a hundred voices, each of them screaming at the Erlking to see them next. I began frantically waving my hands, gesturing to the wizard, my voice joining the others. Birch gazed out across the room, taking time to see those close in and those far out. 

And just when I thought we wouldn't be noticed, the Erlking's gaze locked with mine, and he smiled. "Riona. Come." 

The fae in front of us parted, though not of their own volition, and Cade and I walked forward. Although the Erlking had silenced the air around us, I could still feel mocking words of anger from those gathered. I tried to ignore the glare from the pair of cousins, knowing what they were saying about me. 

"Wizard," Birch said, sitting down. "What news of the stones?"

"Nothing, I'm afraid," he said, casting a bewildered look around. "Why can't…I hear anyone else?"

"I've enchanted the air," he said with an amused smile. "All conversations with the Erlking are private."

He turned back, a little tongue tied as he mouthed for a minute, so I stepped forward to help. "Your Majesty, the wizard comes with a request from Her Majesty, Queen Ayla of Pennlan."

"Does he now?" the Erlking asked. "I've sent many a letter these past six months. None have been answered." 

Cade actually looked nervous. "I'm sure there's…a reasonable explanation for that."

"Indeed." He didn't look convinced. "What does the young queen want from me?"

"There's a backlog of goods at the southern border—produce, various perishable items, along with some craftsman-made items," Cade said. "Her Majesty would like to know if the fae would be interested in purchasing those goods to relieve some of the pressure."

"We would, but the southern border is a long way away," Birch replied. 

Cade opened and closed his mouth, as if he wasn't quite sure what to ask. "Would it be possible for you to magically move goods from the human borders to the fae realm?" 

"Me? Not without much effort," he said with a hearty laugh. "And as much as I'd like to help your queen, my time is better served elsewhere."

Cade's face fell, but I elbowed him in the ribs. Something in the Erlking's tone told me he wasn't finished. 

"However, you, wizard, might be able to help."

"I don't—"

"You and Clío can discuss it tomorrow during your studies," he said. 

Cade's hand flew to the back of his neck as the edict was made. I bowed, grabbing the wizard's arm to yank him backward, but before we got two steps, the Erlking spoke again. 

"Can I have a few moments alone with my granddaughter?" 

⤖⤖⤖⤖

I hadn't a clue where Birch would lead me, but when we took a left toward the ash tree gardens, my pulse quickened. No one ventured into those gardens except the Erlking, so whatever he wanted to say, he didn't want to risk lip-readers. 

The ash trees had always scared me growing up. Someone—perhaps one of my cousins—had told me the trees held the spirits of dead fae, and that was the source of magic wizards tapped into. I'd learned, of course, that wasn't even remotely true. But even now, I swore I could hear whispers in the branches as the Erlking and I made our rounds through the courtyard.

"So," I said, breaking the tension when I could take no more of it, "what do you want to speak with me about?"

"Your wizard friend seems to be making good progress," he said, nodding to the empty space where the tree that had become Cade's staff had been. "Clíodhna reports he has taken to his new staff like a fish to water."

"Will he be returning to Pennlan?"

"He still has much to learn, and there's no pressing need for him back there, so I gather. You and he have become friends these past few months, haven't you?"

I nodded. When I'd first met him, Cade thought me a monster, a treacherous liar, and a dangerous murderer. But when the wool was pulled from his eyes, and he saw the world for how it really was, his initial suspicions of me had all but disappeared. Six months of living in the fae world, eating from the fae tables, and being housed under a fae roof had also softened his attitude. 

"Did you really drag me out here to discuss Cade?" I asked. 

He looked down at me, curiosity in his gaze. "You speak so freely, Riona. You should have more respect for your Erlking."

I should, but as we passed close to a large ash tree, something ghostly almost reaching out to me, my desire to get out of the wood was more pressing than decorum. 

"It's come to my attention that you're refusing to use magic. Finnegan says you've been putting the books away by hand. He asked me if you had any magic at all." He tilted his head in my direction. "Why?"

I gripped my hands behind my back. "I didn't realize my magic was something that needed your attention." Considering you never let me use it before.

My grandfather seemed torn between chiding me for my borderline attitude and amusement. "You didn't answer my question."

Because I didn't want to. Even thinking about it was enough to bring sickness to my throat. "Because I was never taught how," I said, after a minute. It was close enough to the truth to be believable, but my tongue still burned as I skirted close to an untruth.

"Your tutors taught you simple spells. Glamour, transfiguration. You should know how to move objects, at least."

Heat crept up my neck as I searched for another lie he would believe. "They weren't as thorough as you'd hoped, I guess." 

"Hm." Whether he believed me or not, I couldn't tell. "Have you ever understood why I never allowed you to learn magic with your peers?" 

Because I'm an abomination. "No." 

"Your mother was the daughter of the Erlking and queen of the sidheog," he said. "Unintended, of course."

Gross. "I know." 

"Even as a child, Leandra had powers neither Clíodhna nor I thought possible. It was thought she would usurp the throne, in fact." He looked down upon me like I was his prized possession. "And you, my dear, have that same magic. I feared if you were given a seat with your cousins, you might demonstrate enough proficiency to garner attention you weren't ready to handle." 

I'd garnered it regardless. My lineage had been a closely guarded secret, though rumors had swirled my entire life. The events six months ago had cleared the air for anyone who'd had their doubts, and now it was common knowledge—bringing with it a new level of disgust from everyone I passed. 

But it had nothing to do with my mother, and everything to do with my father. 

"I'm half-fae," I said softly, almost like it was a curse. "Even if I have some of Leandra's magic, it's diluted by my human blood."

"Your father wasn't just any human," he said. "Why do you think the Pennlan royal line was chosen as the stewards of the stone?" he asked. "Theirs is a unique bloodline, full of latent magic that can only be tapped by the stone. You share that blood."

I frowned. "Only if I have it."

"Perhaps." He closed his hands behind his back. "But it's time that you learn how to harness the power in your blood. To take your rightful spot among the rest of my children and grandchildren." 

I could scarcely believe my ears. "You want me to…what?" 

"Up until now, I have kept you at arm's length to protect you. But it was clear after your display with Eoghan that you need no such protection."

The sound of that monster's name was like a bell. Another whisper of otherness slid over my skin, but this was a memory. The ghost of someone else in my mind, controlling my magic. A violation of the most intimate sort, a filth that no amount of scrubbing could clean. Even the simplest spell felt tainted, as if the wizard still held my soul in his hands. 

The Erlking was still talking, oblivious to the storm churning in my soul. "Your grandmother has graciously offered to allow you to learn alongside the wizard."

I nodded, sickness growing in my stomach. This wasn't a request—it was an order. "Yes, Erlking."

"And Aldrick will oversee your practical training."

My heart sank to my stomach. "Aldrick? He'll…" I shook my head. He'll kill me.

"He has been given his orders. And now, you have as well. It is decreed."

The magic burned the back of my neck, and it was all I could do to keep from throwing up. "This is…this isn't a good idea, Erlking. I'm not… I don't know what you think I'm capable of, but it's not…that."

"In Eoghan's hands, you were capable of destroying mountains," he said. "I wonder what you're capable of in your own?"

And there he left me, disappearing into a swarm of black moths. My world tilted as I leaned onto a nearby tree, the ghost stories forgotten for this very real terror in my heart.







CHAPTER 

FIVE

Ayla




"Good night, Ayla."

I shouldn't have been daydreaming, but it was hard when the sound of my name on his lips sent chills down my spine. I'd told him I'd asked everyone to call me by my name in private. But he was the only one—and every time he spoke my name, the brief euphoria was immediately overcome by the reality of what could never be. 

Still, a queen had to have some pleasures in life. 

Especially since Lord Galliford was true to his word. The next morning, he was packed and preparing to leave. I met him in the courtyard, a passive look on my face as I prepared to play his game. 

"Are you sure you can't stay?" I asked, as if him leaving was a mere curiosity to me. 

"If you are unwilling to negotiate—"

"I don't think a negotiation is one side telling the other what they will accept," I replied with a steely gaze. I'd come up with that brilliant line while lying in bed the night before. "So yes, if you are willing to negotiate, I'm willing to listen. Otherwise…" I brightened into a smile. "Please give Her Majesty my best."

Galliford sniffed and turned his horse, galloping through the front gates with his traveling party. I watched him go, doubt creeping into my mind once more, but I brushed it aside. Nothing to be done about it now.

Bronwen was waiting for me in the entrance hall, her hands twisted with worry. "Is he gone?"

"Yes," I said. "What's wrong?"

She cleared her throat. "Lords Cormac and Pádraig, and Lady Róisín are waiting in your office."

I squeezed my eyes shut and blew air between my lips. The three richest and most powerful merchants out of Orapus had been hounding me to fix the border problem for weeks now. They wouldn't be happy when I told them what happened. 

"I suppose I'll handle it," I whispered weakly. "Thank you."

Taking my time, I ascended the spiral staircase of the castle until I reached the level where my office and bedroom were. It was tempting to continue to my room, bury myself in my sheets, and call it a day. But that wasn't what a queen should do. 

I stopped by the window, my heart skipping at the sight of soldiers trotting along the green. Ward was beside them, his body upright and strong as his legs pounded the ground. He was calling time to the soldiers, and every one of them listened without question. What was it like to be so beloved by one's subordinates? I hadn't a clue. 

Too soon, they rounded the corner and were gone, and thus my excuse for dawdling was as well. 

Squaring my shoulders, I turned from the window and crossed the hallway, putting my hand on the knob. As the door swung open, the merchants turned to give me a once-over. Cormac was a grain merchant with farms to the north and west of here. Róisín owned a fleet of ships that traveled between here and Konevell over the water. And Pádraig transported livestock along the border with Sudaemor. Each of them represented a huge section of Pennlan's economic power. All of them were furious with me before we even began.

"Where is Lord Galliford?" Pádraig asked, rising and looking behind me. 

I turned my face away as I crossed the room to sit at my desk. "Unfortunately, he's left a little early." 

"Did you manage to negotiate the removal of the blockade?" Róisín asked. 

I sat down, unable to hide my burning cheeks any longer. "No."

They erupted in a chorus of complaints, Cormac even rising to his feet with fury etched on his face. I let them bellow and bark at me. At the end of the day, the blame for this could all be placed at Eoghan's feet—and on me for failing to fix it.

"We are losing money by the day," Róisín said. "We need somewhere to send our wares."

"I have a…plan," I said, slowly. "I do, I promise." 

"And what is it?"

I tapped my fingertips on the desk. I hadn't planned on telling anyone about asking the Erlking for help, at least not until Cade got back to me. But if I didn't give them something, I feared they might uproot and move to another kingdom. 

"I sent word to the Erlking," I said quietly. "I'm hopeful he will allow not just trade, but an easier path toward moving the goods accumulated in Orapus." I averted my gaze, moving papers on my desk. "They have magic, so they could scoop up all the crates and send them to the fae realm in the blink of an eye."

I chanced a look up at the merchants, and my heart sank as I saw no looks of joy. In fact, they looked even more disgruntled than before. 

"I know you believe all is forgiven," Cormac began.

"I don't," I said, a little too quickly. "I don't. But it's an option. The gates in Críoch are open, after all. And if it shows Konevell and the others that we can do just fine without them, it might force their hand."

"I don't understand why they've become so recalcitrant all of a sudden," Padráig said. "And why Galliford would travel all this way to meet with you just to turn and leave?"

If I told them what he'd offered, they might pressure me to accept it. They wouldn't care how the borders were opened, as long as they could make money. 

"I believe that they're testing me," I said, hoping Ward's counsel would be helpful. "They see me as a weak and ineffective queen, adrift since Eoghan disappeared. They believe that they can bully and intimidate me into doing whatever they want." I folded my hands on my desk. "I believe this is a short blip in the longer game of ruling a kingdom." 

"And in the meantime—"

"I have sent word to the Erlking," I said, cutting him off with all the confidence I didn't feel. "I expect to hear back any day now with good news. And when I do, you will be the first to know." I smiled. "After all, fae gold is the same as the human kind, isn't it?"

They wore identical looks of disdain, and I could practically hear their mutual desires to pack up and leave the country as they rose. 

"Just give me a few more weeks," I said, not caring that I sounded a little desperate. "I'll find a solution—a lucrative trading partner. Whether it's the fae, or…" I swallowed. "One of the other kingdoms. I promise, I won't let you down."

The first two walked out without another word, but Cormac stopped and lingered in the doorway. "Things were much better when Eoghan was in charge."

It was hard not to flinch. "You only think that because he was doing whatever he could to keep you from being suspicious of him."

"Then perhaps you should follow in his footsteps. Because what you're doing now clearly isn't working."

⤖⤖⤖⤖

"Am I a bad queen?" 

I asked the question as soon as I walked into Captain Gabhann's office, without waiting for her to speak or even welcome me inside. My stalwart captain had been another of the very few allowed to maintain a relationship with me, and I felt she was the only adult left in Pennlan. 

"You aren't a bad queen. You've just been given a…difficult situation." She beckoned me to sit, and I sighed into the chair, tilting my head backward. 

"I think I should marry one of them," I replied, staring at the ceiling. "It seems to be the only solution." 

"Is it?" She sat back in her chair. "Why not just turn that little stone on and show them what real power is? Scare them into submission?"

I was glad my gaze was already averted, so she wouldn't see my shame. I perhaps should've told the captain of my castle security that the greatest weapon the kingdom possessed wasn't working for its sovereign, but every time I came close to revealing the truth, guilt and shame stopped me. 

"Not to add to your dismay…"

I turned to her, my heart dropping into my stomach. "You promised me you'd give me more time." 

"And I have. Four extra months." She smiled, the lines of her face showing her age and exhaustion. "But the time is drawing near for you to pick a successor. I can't stay your captain forever—as much as you'd like me to be."

"Please," I said, leaning forward. "I need… I need you. I don't know what I'm doing."

"Well, first of all, queens don't beg like that," Gabhann said with a stern look. "And I'm not leaving yet, but within the next few months. I need you to decide on a successor so I can make sure they have a handle on things before I go."

OEBPS/images/WorldMap.jpg
o . - A J= b ! <
= s < : % A ™ K !‘\ g
a s > R '4\ / “ o ‘
l:mvi A 7 b o D4
L’@@ h, A

PENNLAN Q ) A






OEBPS/images/SGR-P_Book_large.png





OEBPS/images/2_QoEam_Title.png
AQUEST

RTH
AGIC





