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Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

Caya's pulse pounded and her throat was so dry she was having trouble speaking. "A deep and abiding friendship once united our two kingdoms," she said, her voice weak and thready. Anxiety streaked through her and she lost her train of thought, the words that had been on the tip of her tongue evaporating.

"Start again," Morgan said gently. 

His low, calm tone soothed her, but blood still rushed through her head, her temples throbbing in time with its flow. "I don't know, Morgan. Don't you think if I say this, your people will—"

"How many times have we reworded this section?" he asked. 

"I've lost count," she admitted, flinching. His voice didn't hold the slightest hint of reproach, but she felt guilty all the same. Their confrontation with Arnost was imminent, and here she was, floundering because of a simple speech.

"We have to face this," he said, his hands encircling her upper arms as he tilted his head down to meet her gaze.

As much as she appreciated him including himself in the equation, she couldn't stop herself from correcting him. "You are facing this. I'm the one who's proving too cowardly."

"You're not," he said, enfolding her in his arms. "When the time comes, you will face this." Hearing her draw in a breath in preparation for protest, his voice rose as he continued. "And I know you will because you've proved many times over that you always rise to the occasion. I don't understand why you have so little faith in yourself, Caya, but you must try to temper it lest you risk undermining yourself."

Pulling in a shuddering breath, she allowed herself to melt against him, even though she didn't want to. His lending his strength to her meant so much, and though she didn't believe drawing strength from others was a weakness, she did wish she could find it within herself to stand on her own two feet.

"Have patience with yourself," Morgan said.

Pressing her face against his shoulder, she said, her voice muffled, "I'll try."

But only two days remained until they were slated to issue their joint statement to his people, and patience was a luxury she couldn't afford. Moreover, trying to have patience with herself just made her more impatient rather than less. She hated that her father's treatment of her and Arnost's manipulations continued to define how she saw herself. She so desperately wanted to be the queen her people needed, but whenever she managed to pull together the conviction that she could be, doubts rose and chipped away at her armor.

Closing her eyes, she gave herself a moment of respite in his arms, then forced herself to take a step back. "I don't care what happens to me during this speech," she said, meeting his gaze. "But I'm so afraid of how it will affect what your people think of you."

"You can't control what they think of me any more than I can," he said, resting his palm against her cheek and sweeping his thumb over her skin. "And the same is true for how your people view you. The only thing either of us can do is set the example."

Turning her face, she kissed his palm. His parents had been so wise, and they had raised such a wise man. Pain lanced her as she wondered what her mother would have made of the woman she had become, followed by a flare of resentment for her father's failings. 

Yet as angry as she was with him, she was also convinced he had thought he was protecting her, a conviction that was even more unsettling than thoughts of how he had failed her. How could such misguided acts be the product of a deep and abiding love?

If she was ever to move forward, she had to find it in her heart to forgive him—or at least accept what he had done. He had been ill, and Arnost had taken advantage of that illness, warping the lens through which her father had viewed the world. Somehow, she would need to find a way to strike a balance between acknowledging that he was responsible for his choices while also understanding that he could never have truly comprehended the consequences of his actions.

A sudden pounding on the door startled them both. Morgan's arms tightened involuntarily around Caya as terror flashed over his face, mirroring the fear that erupted inside her. Letting her go, he strode to his doors and flung them open.

Naveed rushed in, his eyes wide and shocked. His hands shook as he ran them over his face.

"What is it?" Caya asked, her voice high with fear.

"I—it's Emrys. Emrys is back," he said hoarsely, staring at Morgan as he spoke.

"What?" Morgan rocked back as if Naveed had physically struck him.

"Scouts spotted him on the outskirts of Osian."

"Take me there," Morgan said, reaching for the door.

"Morgan, wait," Naveed said, putting a restraining hand on his friend's shoulder. "Believe me, I understand that you want to rush to him and demand answers, but don't you think it's better to speak with him in private? Your guards are already riding out to escort him to the castle."

Morgan's hand fell away from the door and instead plowed through his hair. "You're right."

Icy fear gripped Caya, and her pulse thundered, but it was nothing compared to the expression on Morgan's face. He looked as if he wanted to fly right out of his own skin, and she wished she could think of something to say that would comfort him.

"Why now? Why is he suddenly back?" she asked. The last thing she wanted was to ratchet up the tension, but she feared what Emrys's sudden return meant. Was the spell failing after all, or did his reappearance bode something even more dire? Had magic played more of a role than they had imagined?

A muscle worked along Morgan's jaw. "That's exactly what I intend to ask him."


 

 

Chapter 2

	

 

 

 

Every muscle in his body trembled as Morgan tried to contain everything he was feeling, and he was terrified he would crumble. For years he had struggled to define how he felt about Emrys. The man had saved his life, and for that Morgan was grateful, but then he had turned tail and run, abandoning both Morgan and Wyleia when they most needed him. He didn't know if he could ever forgive Emrys for that.

There was so much he wanted to ask Emrys, so many things he was desperate to know. Emrys had been kind and patient with Morgan, but they had never been particularly close. Even so, he had loomed large in Morgan's life. He had spent hours with Queen Chanthea, her most trusted adviser and, aside from Basilio, her closest confidant. In the aftermath of her death, Morgan had been desperate to speak to anyone who could give him some insight into his mother's mind, and Emrys had cheated him of the chance.

No one spoke as they waited, though both Caya and Naveed sent continuous worried glances his way. He knew Caya regretted her outburst, but he didn't begrudge her. She hadn't asked anything he hadn't been wondering himself, and making him more tense would have been impossible. He could see they were both holding their tongues, afraid to say anything that might set him off, and though he wished he could reassure them, he couldn't find the words. Thoughts seethed through his head, his emotions much too gnarled for him to speak.

At long last, another knock sounded at his doors, and Naveed had them open before the guard had even pulled back her fist. 

Shock and a million other emotions crashed over Morgan as he and Emrys stared at one another. A decade had passed since Morgan had last seen him, but he still couldn't believe how much Emrys had aged. The adviser had always been tall with a tendency to stoop, but now his spine sagged as if he were burdened with an invisible weight. His gold-brown eyes were dull, lacking their former warmth, and his cheeks had caved in, the hollows so pronounced that the underlying bones jutted out at sharp angles. What was left of his once-abundant hair had turned a dirty white, and matching pale stubble peppered his cheeks.

Yet as obvious as Emrys's emaciated frame made his devastation, what really undid Morgan was the haunted look in Emrys's red-rimmed eyes. Though he tried to hold onto his rage and his sense of betrayal, the obvious torment Emrys had suffered blasted them away.

When Emrys finally tore his eyes away from Morgan, it was to look at Caya. "Your Highness," he said, his bow stilted, as if bending made his joints ache. "I had hoped to find you here."

Frowning, Morgan looked at Naveed, whose expression matched his. Emrys was far too unsurprised by Caya's presence for Morgan to think he hadn't anticipated it.

"You didn't need to hope. You knew she was here," Morgan said. His voice boomed across the room, the accusation in his words clear, and everyone startled. Anger reignited within him, and he was relieved Naveed had had the foresight not only to suggest Morgan wait for the guards to bring Emrys to him before they spoke, but that he had also closed the doors, hiding their reunion from the guards' view.

"Yes, that's true." Emrys sighed and passed a shaking hand over his eyes.

"What are you doing here?" Morgan asked. His tone was almost belligerent, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Caya worrying at her lower lip, her concerned gaze fixed on him.

"Perhaps we should offer Emrys a seat," Naveed suggested, the words hesitant.

Morgan bit back an acid retort. His friend had noticed what he hadn't; Emrys was swaying on his feet. Thrusting his arm out, Morgan indicated a chair, and Emrys offered a shaky bow before collapsing into it.

Naveed sat too, every line of his body tense, but Morgan was far too wound up to sit. Wordlessly, Caya headed to the drinks cabinet and poured a glass of wine for Emrys, which he accepted gratefully even as he kept an apprehensive eye on Morgan. Relief at her bolstering presence swept through Morgan as Caya came to stand next to him.

"How long have you been spying on us?" Morgan asked, the words emerging from between gritted teeth.

Sighing again, Emrys downed his wine in one long swallow, then set the glass aside. The wine seemed to revive him, and some color appeared in his pallid cheeks. Making a visible effort to brace himself, he said, "I've been scrying for years."

Morgan's hands curled into fists. "I thought you hated using your talent."

"I do," Emrys said, his cheek twitching, "but I made a vow to your mother."

Dread slithered up Morgan's spine, though he somehow felt as if these were the words he'd been anticipating for the last ten years. "What vow?"

Stricken, Emrys rubbed his face vigorously, then looked up at Morgan, a pleading note creeping into his voice. "Please, Your Majesty, we don't have much time. I will do my best to answer all of your questions, but I beg you to allow me to first explain myself."

"If you're so worried about time, why didn't you come back sooner?" Naveed asked, the words like ice.

Turning to address him, Emrys said, bluntly, "I wasn't certain I would come back at all."

"Then why are you here?" Morgan asked. He hadn't realized how tightly he'd fisted his hands until they began to ache.

"I wish I could say it was because I finally decided to stop being such a coward, and to fully honor my vow to your mother." Emrys stared unblinkingly as he spoke, and the other man's show of naked honesty took Morgan aback. "But, in truth, it's because I think I've found a means of breaking the spell."
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Caya and Naveed both gasped, and though Morgan didn't make a sound, his face turned such a furious shade of scarlet she was afraid he might combust. The only other times she had seen him in anything approaching a state like this was after he'd had a flashback to his parents' deaths.

"Your Majesty, I know what you must think of me, and none of it is anything I haven't thought myself. But while I freely admit I was a coward, afraid to face the part I played in what happened, I beg you to believe me that I also fled for Wyleia's good. After I witnessed what magic could do to the kingdom, I couldn't risk…" He faltered.

"You couldn't risk my asking you to use your talent again," Morgan said, his voice measured. The ruddy color was seeping from his face, to Caya's relief. 

Emrys bowed his head and said nothing.

Morgan turned away. Letting out a sound of mixed frustration and anger, he laced his fingers behind his neck and tipped his head back. His ragged breaths were audible, and Caya wanted to reach out to him but was uncertain how much she should give away to Emrys.

As if he doesn't know. You heard him say he's been scrying for years.

Drawing in another breath, Morgan turned back to Emrys, his face now a mask. "You wanted to explain yourself, so explain."

Bracing his hands on his knees, Emrys nodded. "To understand why I think I may be able to break the spell, you need to hear the whole story from the beginning." At Morgan's gesture that he should get on with it, Emrys took a deep breath and plunged ahead.

"Her Majesty and I grew up together. Our parents were close friends, and we spent a great deal of time with one another. She was not only my queen, she was one of my dearest friends." Emrys's voice thickened and he swallowed hard before continuing. "We were still quite young when we realized we were both talented. At first it was just small things, lost items appearing as if out of the ether, annoying instructors abruptly deciding it would be better for us to go outside and play rather than continue our lessons. We didn't think much of it, just chalked ourselves up as fortunate, but then we started to notice bad things following in these small miracles' wake. Those found items would break soon after being recovered, or the instructor would fall ill the day after canceling our lessons.

"We were terrified. Our bedtime stories were cautionary tales of the havoc talented people wreaked on the world, and our parents and their friends often discussed whether the talented ought to be rounded up and imprisoned. We didn't think they would hurt us, but we were afraid they would look at us differently, or lock us away, and we agreed to hide our aptitude.

"Over the years, we did as much clandestine research as we were able, determined to do everything we could to suppress our abilities. Then His Majesty's parents began negotiations with Chanthea's parents to secure their marriage.

"She wanted to confess, but I convinced her not to." Pain blazed across Emrys's face and his hand shook as he rubbed it over his mouth. "I was afraid people would turn on her, and she was too, but she would have had the courage to face it. Still, I convinced her she could do more as queen, that no one was better suited to protect Wyleia from magic's malice."

Dropping his hand, he stared up at Morgan with an imploring gaze. "I beg you, Your Majesty, try to imagine what it was like to be in our position. We couldn't help how we were born."

Caya's throat ached, and sympathy coursed through her. Magic could be dangerous, but lacking magical abilities didn't make humanity any less dangerous. Yet no one suggested locking up innocent people who lacked magical abilities out of a fear of what they might do. 

Morgan's throat worked but he said nothing, and Emrys dropped his gaze. "So we kept our secret," he said, his voice trembling. "And for years we thought we were safe, but then Arnost began to worm his way into King Hamsi's confidence."

Now Emrys's gaze flicked to Caya, and she met his eyes steadily. He scanned her face, searching for something, and what he saw must have satisfied him. "Both Her Majesty and His Majesty worried about Arnost's influence, and while they feared what it might mean for Your Majesty, their son, your mother, she… She knew there was more she could do to ensure your protection."

Emrys no longer made any attempt to meet Morgan's gaze, and his voice had dropped to a whisper. Caya found herself leaning closer to him, afraid of missing a word, and both Naveed and, seemingly in spite of himself, Morgan followed suit.

"She came to me, wanting to perform a binding, but I refused. For weeks we argued, and she gradually wore me down. She was so terrified for you that I… I couldn't deny her any longer. I worried that the process might backfire, but she knew things…" Emrys covered his face and sucked in a long, trembling breath. "I think she was using her talent in secret, doing her own scrying, and I think she saw a glimmer of what was to come."

Morgan's face tightened more with each word Emrys spoke, and dread suffused Caya.

"She convinced me that whatever magic might do, it couldn't be worse than what Arnost was capable of, so I helped her bind both herself and myself to you." His voice had become so hoarse it seemed on the verge of giving out, and Naveed handed him some water. He gulped it down, nodding his thanks at Naveed, who looked as stricken as Caya felt.

"Just what did this binding entail?" Morgan asked, biting off the words. He was trembling again, and Caya stifled a fruitless urge to step in front of Emrys, as if that would shield Morgan from what he was about to learn.

"It was a blood binding," Emrys whispered, shuddering. "It created a connection between us that ensured we would be able to find you and one another no matter the physical distance between us. That's how I was able to scry with such accuracy."

"You've been watching this whole time? You know exactly what's happened during your absence?" Morgan sounded as if he were on the verge of losing control.

"It's…it's not like you think. My connection with you isn't that profound. I can't see what you see, hear what you hear, but I can use my connection with you to help me keep tabs on you. Scrying provides me with glimmers, bits of information that, when combined with other pieces I've gathered, allow me to put together a whole."

"Was your connection with my mother more profound?" Morgan asked, his jaw so taut he looked as if he could barely speak.

"Yes," Emrys whispered. "She begged me, pleaded with me, and I gave in. I would have done anything for her and, by extension, you. So when she said she needed to be able to draw on my power if the worst should happen, it was a sacrifice I was willing to make.

"The day the castle was attacked and I held you back from the Soraphians… I wasn't acting entirely on my own instinct. When they… when she…" Emrys's face contorted, and his voice faltered as he continued. "I felt it, and her desperation to save you surged through me as well."


 

 

Chapter 4

	

 

 

 

Screams rent the air, and Morgan coughed as smoke filled his lungs. The metallic tang of blood at the back of his throat made him gag. Bodies were scattered all around him, some silent, others pleading for help. His father was lying on the floor in a pool of blood, and his mother—

"Morgan, it's Caya. I'm here with you. We're in your presence chambers," a faint voice said. Morgan paused, confused.

"You're having a flashback," she continued. "What you're seeing is a memory. You're safe now. You've already survived it."

"It's me, Naveed, Morgan. I'm here too," another voice said.

"Caya? Naveed?" Morgan asked hoarsely. The nightmarish visions wavered.

"Listen to our voices, Morgan. It's okay. Naveed and I are here with you." Caya said.

"Try to open your eyes," Naveed said, and Morgan struggled to comply, even as a voice in his head wailed that he shouldn't open them, that he shouldn't look, that he didn't want to see. "We're in your presence chambers, and you're safe."

With a great deal of effort, Morgan managed to blink, and the room before him began to come into focus. "It was a flashback," he said, wanting to reassure himself.

But it had felt so real, and as he ran a shaky hand over his face, he became aware of the clammy sweat slicking his body. Faintly, he could still hear his mother's screams, could still smell the blood and smoke.
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