
  
    [image: The Fortune of Fractured Fate]
  


  
    
      THE FORTUNE OF FRACTURED FATE

      
        FATE OF ELODIA

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        AMBER D. LEWIS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Amber D. Lewis

      All rights reserved. Published by Once Upon an Amber Dawn, LLC

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models. Additionally, generative AI was not used in the creation of this story or in the creation of the artwork on the cover or inside the book.

      Paperback ISBN: 979-8-9921218-1-0

      Ebook ISBN: 979-8-9921218-2-7

      Cover Art: Jo Lewis

      Cover & Book Formatting: Once Upon an Amber Dawn, LLC

      Editing and Proofreading: Andi L. Gregory, LLC

      For Business Inquiries visit www.amberdlewis.com or write to 4359 Wade Hampton Blvd, #282, Taylors, SC 29687

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Amber D. Lewis

      

      
        Author Note

      

    

    
      
        From the Royal Storybook

        Book One Recap

      

      
        Chapter One

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Two

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Three

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Four

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Five

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Six

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Seven

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Eight

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Nine

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Ten

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Five

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Six

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Thirty

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-One

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Two

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Three

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Four

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Five

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Six

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Seven

        Rissa

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Eight

        Ty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty-Nine

        Freya

      

      
        Chapter Forty

        Bash

      

      
        Chapter Forty-One

        Ty

      

      
        Epilogue

        Freya

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        The Night the Stars Fell Preview

        Prologue

      

      
        The Night the Stars Fell Preview

        Chapter One

      

      
        The Night the Stars Fell Preview

        Chapter Two

      

    

    
      
        Continue Your Adventure

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY AMBER D. LEWIS

          

        

      

    

    
      FIRE AND STARLIGHT SAGA

      
        
        The Night the Stars Fell

        Scars: Alak’s Story

        The Starlight in the Shadows

        Star-Crossed: Cal’s Story

        The Stardust in the Ashes

        Stray: Kai’s Story

        To Wish Upon a Star (Short Story)

        The Stars Amid the Storm

        Among the Starlight: Constellation One

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      FATE OF ELODIA

      
        
        Between Fate & Failure

        The Fortune of Fractured Fate

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To Ari, for always being willing to listen to my ramblings and for being a supportive friend, even in the middle of the night

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Elodia]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is meant for an adult audience and contains adult language, adult content, and adult situations.

      

      This book also contains:

      
        
          	
        Eye Stabbing
      

      	
        Non-consensual Drugging (not a main character)
      

      	
        Teenage girl bound and gagged for a sacrifice
      

      	
        General violence, blood, and gore
      

      	
        Dark, murder-y thoughts and actions
      

      	
        Anxiety and panic attacks
      

      	
        Dying/Sick Parent
      

      	
        References to struggles with conceiving (not main characters)
      

      	
        References to previous suicidal ideation
      

      	
        Very slight consuming of blood
      

      	
        Accidental drugging of a main character which leads to dubious consent for a brief period of time
      

      	
        Fire used to cauterize a wound
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE ROYAL STORYBOOK

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BOOK ONE RECAP

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, but not so long ago, the daughter of a farmer was set to marry the crown prince of Elodia.

      Freya was chosen to be the bride of Prince Tybalt—affectionately called Ty—because her blood showed the signs of Fae heritage needed to keep the kingdom’s magic intact. Originally, they were to wed when she turned twenty-one, but when the king’s health began to decline, the wedding was moved up.

      According to tradition, Prince Ty and his bride-to-be went on a pre-wedding tour to gain support and fetch a magical crystal that would seal their marriage and restore magic. Joining them on their tour was Bastion Shamblefoot, the kingdom’s top assassin and former lover of the prince. The tour started well enough with a visit to a nearby town, but Bastion—affectionately called Bash—was forced to confront his past. When Freya stepped forward in his defense, Bash’s heart softened toward her, and she earned a little of his respect.

      That night, Ty and Freya had dinner with a duke that went poorly. Freya left the dinner early, and Ty was verbally assaulted by the duke. Frustrated, Ty drank too much and confronted Freya. They had a falling out that they later solved by talking things through. The following night, they connected beneath a starry sky and thought things might turn out okay.

      That’s when things went horribly wrong.

      The next day, their carriage was attacked by the cultas draíochta, and thanks to the efforts of Bash, Ty and Freya managed to escape. The three continued their journey on foot while trying to stay clear of the cult that wanted them dead. As they traveled, the three grew closer. Ty shared his past with Freya, and she accepted him. Little by little, the two fell in love.

      Unbeknownst to them, however, they weren’t the only ones falling.

      Bash also found himself growing closer to Freya and, rather against his will, developed feelings. Like the loyal guard he was, he decided to keep his feelings for both Freya and Ty secret, determined to see them safely back to the capital. As much as it would break his heart again, he decided he could make his peace with them being together as long as they were happy.

      Happily ever afters were put on hold, however, when the trio arrived home to discover that the queen had made other plans. At her side stood a new bride for Ty—Princess Amarelia Poshswallow, princess of the Rebel Isles. With her engagement to Ty dissolved, Freya was dismissed and Ty was brokenhearted. When Ty asked Bash to help Freya get over him as Bash had done, Bash confessed that he still loved Ty, but promised to look after Freya and protect her. When Bash went to Freya to comfort her and take her a letter from Ty, he asked her to run away with him to help take down the  cultas draíochta. Freya agreed.

      
        
        And now their story continues . . .
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          FREYA

        

      

    

    
      I am going to kill Bastion Shamblefoot and make it look like an accident. Unless I die on this little adventure, in which case I’m going to haunt his ass. I push thoughts of murder aside, focusing on saving my own life. The door behind me is locked, but it won’t hold. By my estimate I have roughly ten seconds to come up with a plan. I quickly scan the room, looking for anything I can use as a weapon. There are plenty of options, none of them ideal. Shelves of clay vases, figurines, and knickknacks line the walls. An overstuffed chair sits between a precarious stack of books and a table with a large oil lamp. The most promising thing, however, is a large oak desk, its surface covered in an unorganized scattering of papers and objects. I scoot around the desk, bumping the matching chair out of the way with my hip, and scan the surface for anything weapon-like.

      I freeze as I realize the papers could be the information I came for. I look over the scattered documents, shoving papers aside as I assess which ones hold the most promising information.

      The doorknob rattles, followed by a body slamming against the door. Time’s up. I grab several papers, folding them and tucking them into the waistband of my pants. I’ll sort them out later. The door shudders again, followed by the sound of cracking wood. I resume my efforts to find a weapon, my eyes falling on a letter opener. I’ve worked with worse. I snatch it up just as the girl chasing me smashes through the door, the wood splintering around the now broken lock as the door hangs loose on its hinges. I say girl, but she’s probably close to my own age, maybe even a touch older.

      “You aren’t getting out of here,” she snarls, charging toward me.

      I can’t help the smile that curves my lips as I dodge out of her way. Bash has been teasing that I love danger, and maybe it’s a little bit true. Not that I’d ever admit it to him.

      “Are you the one who’s going to stop me?” I challenge. “Or is someone more competent on their way?”

      The girl pulls out a dagger—my dagger, oops—and steps toward me, putting herself solidly between me and the exit. I shift the letter opener in my hand and she tracks the movement.

      “You chose the wrong house to rob if you think that’s all you need to fight me off.” She glances to the desk, and her mouth tips into a cruel grin. “And it looks you’ve seen more than you should’ve.”

      “Maybe I was supposed to see it,” I counter. “Maybe I’m one of you.”

      The girl scoffs. “Hardly. There are protocols in place, which you would know if you were one of us. He always sends word when someone is on the way.”

      He. Who is he?

      “Besides,” she continues, circling me, “I don’t see the likes of you completing initiation. No way you could kill someone with magic to make it into one of our top ranks. And even if you killed someone merely magic adjacent, you wouldn’t have come here first. You’d be in Bellshire waiting for final initiation.”

      “Bellshire?”

      Her eyes narrow, realizing she gave something important away. “Well, now I definitely have to kill you. Unluckily for you, I’m well trained. Luckily for you, I can make it quick.”

      This time she lunges with the intent to kill. My heart jumps into my throat and I force my brain off so I can lean into my instincts—instincts I’ve had barely a month. Now, how do I make those instincts work again?

      “Stop overthinking,” Bash says with a chuckle as he offers me a hand up from the floor.

      “If I don’t overthink, how the Hell am I supposed to know what to do? You have years of training.”

      Bash tilts his head, a twinkle in his eye as he looks me over. “You need to learn to react in the moment. Go with the flow instead of fighting it.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Close your eyes.”

      I frown. “What? How am I supposed to⁠—”

      He takes a step closer. “Do you trust me?”

      My heart somersaults for some odd reason. “Of course.”

      “Then close your eyes.”

      I hesitate a moment before following his command. “Okay, now what?”

      He’s stepping carefully but I still catch the slight scuff of his boots against the floor and the rustle of his clothes as he moves closer. Yet, when his breath tickles my cheek, I’m not expecting it.

      “React on instinct,” he whispers, his lips brushing my ear and sending shivers down my spine.

      When he tries to bring me down again, I flip him, winning for the first time. When I open my eyes, he grins up at me, and the warmth flooding me has little to do with my victory.

      Memory fresh in my mind, I relax and let my training take over. Fighting this girl in a cluttered room is very different than training with Bash in a nearly empty cabin, but it makes my instincts awaken all the same. I won’t let my brain override the movements my body knows are right. I block the girl’s first few blows almost effortlessly. She growls, changing up her movements enough that she lands a decent kick to my hip, shoving me into the desk. She rushes forward, and I twist to the side, barely avoiding getting stabbed. I spin around the girl and rush toward the open door.

      “No, you don’t!” she yells, diving toward me.

      She wraps her arms around my waist and we both tumble to the ground. My face smacks the hard floor and blood floods my mouth. I trace my tongue across my tingling teeth, but I don’t have time to register more than the fact that they seem to be intact. Before the girl can right herself, I kick back and make contact with her face, a sickening crunch echoing through the room. She swears, but even with a broken nose, she doesn’t let up. In fact, it seems to fuel her. She stabs at me with the dagger without landing a blow. I roll away from her, shifting onto my back, but she manages to nick my arm. I hiss at the sting and her eyes widen as golden-red blood bubbles up.

      “What? You have⁠—”

      I take advantage of the distraction to arch up and stab her eye with the letter opener. She screams and I fight back a gag. I scramble out from under her, grab one of the many vases, and slam it against her head. She crumbles and I snatch up my dagger from where it’s fallen on the floor, tucking it into the sheath on my waist.

      I lean down and check her pulse. She’s still alive. I should kill her, but I can’t make myself do it. Instead, I dig through my pocket and pull out a packet of special herbs. I pry her mouth open with two fingers and shove a decent amount of the mixture into her mouth. She’ll wake with a horrible headache, a bitter taste in her mouth, and a fuzzy memory too vague to be useful, but she’ll wake. Assuming she doesn’t bleed out first.

      A door opening and closing from the ground floor of the house reminds me that this girl isn’t the only person who could catch me, even though Bash told me the house would be empty. The filthy, dirty liar. Though, to be fair, the girl was the only one here when I arrived, but that’s clearly not the case anymore judging by the voices floating up the stairs. I quickly shut the lopsided door the best I can and block it with the armchair. It won’t keep anyone out indefinitely—I’ll be lucky if it lasts two minutes—but it will hopefully slow them down so I can make my escape.

      I cross to the desk and quickly sort through the papers to make sure I’m not leaving anything important behind. I’m about to give up and take what I’ve already grabbed when I spot a familiar seal. I snatch up the paper and shove it in with the other papers. Footsteps grow closer and my eyes dart around the room, seeking an escape. The hall only had one way in and out which means I can’t leave the way I came. Thankfully, there’s a window. It sticks on the first try, but with a little swearing and the help of my dagger, it squeaks open, cool night air rushing inside. I have it about halfway open when the doorknob rattles.

      “Kitty, you in there?” a male voice calls out.

      I swear under my breath, attempting to shove the window up some more. When it doesn’t budge, I decide it’s now or never. I’ve never been slight, and nothing is a better reminder of that than trying to squeeze through a partially opened window. The door rattles again, and I suck in my breath and force myself through the gap. I’m on the second floor of the house, but I don’t have too far to fall. Of course my luck ran out long ago, and I land poorly, my ankle twisting as I land.

      “Shit,” I mutter, pushing myself up. I test my ankle but it seems mostly okay, just a little sore. If Bash is where he’s supposed to be—I swear to all the gods, he better be—I don’t have far to go. I can make it.

      A crash sounds from the room above followed by a cry. Shit, shit, shit. I race off into the darkness, only vaguely aware of the man yelling threats from the window behind me. My ankle aches and my lungs burn, but I don’t pause until I’m well within the tree cover surrounding the property. I stumble to a stop, sucking in air. I’m about to call out for Bash when he materializes. He’s wearing a sloppy grin until I step into a shaft of moonlight shining down through the trees and he sees the blood and tattered clothes.

      “Are you okay?”

      “You said the house would be empty! Empty, Bastion! Do you even know what empty means? Because that, that was not empty!” I thrust a finger back toward the house, glaring at him as fiercely as I can in my winded state.

      He steps closer, the intensity of his gaze trailing over me, the slightest flicker of concern in his assessing eyes. “But you’re okay?”

      “I’m alive, if that’s what you mean,” I huff, crossing my arms.

      His mouth tips back up into a smile. “Good.” Several voices echo through the night and Bash grabs my hand, pulling me further into the trees. “Let’s get out of here and get you cleaned up. The horses aren’t far.”

      We take a few steps before he glances at me over his shoulder, smiling. “Good job, Princess.”

      As much as I want to hate him, as much as I want to continue yelling at him, something in me warms, and I’m almost ready to forgive him all his sins. Almost.
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          BASH

        

      

    

    
      Freya hasn’t stopped yelling at me since we got back to the little room we’ve been renting the past few days. Which is fair, I suppose, since I sent her in a little blind, but I had my reasons.

      “This was my first solo mission. My first,” she yells from behind the changing screen, water splashing as she washes. “I deserved to have all the information!”

      I grin, appreciating her fervor, but don’t reply. Instead I focus on deciphering the letter she snatched. Like previous correspondence, it uses a code consisting largely of key phrases with hidden meanings. Freya was the one to figure out the base code, which is thankfully simple. Even though Freya’s only been bathing for a few minutes, I almost have the message worked out.

      “And another thing!” Freya says, waster sloshing as she gets out of the washtub. “You owe me a new shirt.”

      “Why is that?” I ask, making another mark on my paper.

      “Because I got blood on my last good white shirt.”

      I look up and immediately still. I was not expecting her to step out from behind the changing screen with nothing more than a towel wrapped around her. I do my best not to react as I take in her bare shoulders, long legs, and hints of cleavage where she’s gripping the towel. I’m definitely not noticing the droplets of water trailing down her exposed neck or the way the red in her reddish-brown hair seems more prominent. While I always appreciate her attractiveness and am finally starting to get used to the waves of affection I feel toward her, I’m not typically affected . . . physically. Right now, however, I’m definitely feeling a rising wave of desire. I swallow, pushing aside the warmth gathering inside, and force a smirk.

      “It’s the risk you run when you’re doing what we’re doing.” Is my voice a little hoarse? No, I think I’m fine. I turn back to my paper. “You can borrow one of mine.”

      “No, I’m stealing one of yours,” she mumbles, padding over to where our clothes sit in an unorganized heap. “To keep.”

      I copy out the last line from the letter and lean back in my chair, reading the words over to make sure it fits the pattern.

      “Did you overhear or see anything else important while you were there that we didn’t already know?” I ask as I read.

      “Well, there are the other papers I grabbed, though I’m not sure they’re anything more than someone penning a dull novel.” The last few words are muffled slightly as she pulls a shirt over her head. “Oh, and when the girl and I were fighting, she said something about an initiation and mentioned the town of Bellshire.”

      “Initiation? What sort of—” The words die on my tongue as I twist in my seat to find Freya standing mere feet away wearing nothing besides a shirt. My shirt. And I thought the towel was problematic. The white material clings to her still damp curves, stopping mid-thigh. She doesn’t seem to notice my sudden wordlessness, focusing on squeezing as much water as possible from her hair.

      Suddenly, I miss the tiny cabin where we spent several weeks training after our departure from Rosana. Sure, it was drafty as hell and the roof leaked, but we each had our own room. Since it was literally in the middle of nowhere, hidden in a forest, I could go for a long walk when sharing space with Freya got to be too much. I could ignore this attraction, bury my feelings. Sharing this little rented room in a somewhat busy merchant town, however, gives us no space to ourselves. Now that attraction refuses to be pushed aside, gnawing in my chest like a rabid animal and forcing me to face the fact that I am frustratingly in love with this woman to the point of distraction. I’m barely able to function at the moment, my mouth dry as my brain refuses to focus on anything besides her curves and my inconvenient desire.

      “I don’t know exactly,” she continues breezily, unaware of my inner struggle. “She said something about killing someone with magic or someone—how did she word it?—magic adjacent.”

      “That, um, that would make sense and fit with, uh, what we know.”

      Damn it. I can do this. I shake my head and force myself to think about anything other than the attractive, half-naked woman wearing my clothes.

      “What did you say the town name was?”

      “Bellshire.”

      I pull my map out, happy to have something else to focus on, and scan it over. She steps up behind me and peers down at the map. I repeat the name under my breath so I’m not thinking about the way she’s leaning on my shoulder, her breath warm on my cheek as a damp curl tickles my ear.

      “Here it is,” I mutter, tapping the town’s inkblot. “It’s not too far. Maybe three days at most.”

      She pulls away and I can finally breathe. And think. I hear her shuffling behind me, hopefully putting on more clothes. I turn my attention back to the letter, dipping my pen in the ink and circling key words in the text. When Freya reappears at my shoulder she’s wearing a loose pair of leggings—hers, thank the gods—and her hair is pulled up in a soggy bun.

      “Have you deciphered the letter?”

      “I believe so. If it’s using the same pattern as before, there should be a carriage heading to resupply one of the more remote groups tomorrow.”

      “Time?”

      “Mid-morning.” I frown down at the paper, tapping the last line of the note. “I haven’t figured out this part yet. It wasn’t in previous communications we intercepted.”

      She leans closer, squinting at the letter, and I try very hard not to think about all the places her body is touching mine. Gods, I forgot how truly disruptive attraction can be.

      “‘A bluebird will fly along with a robin and three crows,’” she reads aloud. “They’ve never mentioned birds before.” She straightens. “Any clues in context?”

      I shake my head. “Not that I noticed.”

      “Still want to risk taking it?”

      I grin up at her. “Best way to see what the birds mean, don’t you think?”

      She matches my grin and my heart leaps. “Definitely. Plus, it adds a little more fun to it, not knowing all the details. Keeps it interesting.”

      I chuckle, carefully folding the letter and slipping it into my bag along with other notes and correspondences we’ve commandeered. “I never would’ve guessed you had such a taste for danger, Princess.”

      She goes very silent behind me and my stomach drops. I take a deep breath and stand, turning to face her. She’s twisting the front of my shirt in her fingers, looking down.

      “Hey,” I say softly, crossing to her and taking her hands in mine. She raises her eyes to meet mine, and I’m not prepared for the shadowed sadness I find.

      “Why do you keep calling me that?” she asks, her voice so quiet I wouldn’t have been able to hear her if I wasn’t standing so close. “I’m not a princess anymore. I never was, really.”

      I manage a small smile, tilting my head as I look down at her. “And who said you aren’t a princess?”

      She frowns. “Everyone. I’m not—” Her voice cracks slightly and she takes a steadying breath. “I’m not marrying Ty anymore.”

      “That’s not what made you a princess. It’s not why I call you that, though it may have started that way.” Her brow furrows and I brush my thumb along her cheek. “You’re a princess because you have the fire and pose and strength of a princess. You’re stunning and beautiful and can command a room the moment you walk in. You’re truly amazing and, even if the queen couldn’t see it, fit to be a princess.”

      She blinks her wide, blue eyes. “Do you really think so?”

      “Yes,” I say without a breath of hesitation.

      Her shoulders relax as a small smile creeps onto her lips. I force myself to step back, to put distance between us before I do something stupid like kiss her.

      “Now, if you want me to stop calling you ‘Princess,’ I will, but I don’t know what else I could call you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You could always try ‘Freya.’”

      I make a face and she laughs, her expression turning thoughtful. “Ty did call me ‘Frey’ once. I didn’t hate it.”

      I bite back a grin, shaking my head. “Too on the nose. Besides, whatever I call you, I want it to come from me and only me.” I swallow and dare to be bold, adding, “You’re my princess now, and no one else’s.”

      Her smile doesn’t disappear, but it shifts into something else, something I can’t quite define, and a fire sparks in her eyes. She holds my gaze for several agonizing seconds, and I don’t dare to breathe. She blinks, shaking her head as her smile softens, and relief washes over me.

      “Fine. You can call me ‘princess’ for now, but I want you to think on it.” She flashes me a wide grin. “Consider that your homework.”

      A laugh startles out of me and her eyes shine. “Nuh-uh, Princess. I’m the one who’s supposed to be giving you homework.”

      “That was before, when we were training.”

      “Training never stops. It’s an⁠—”

      “—ongoing process. Yeah, yeah,” she says, waving her hand, and I barely hold back my laugh. “But that also means you have some things to learn, too.”

      I bite my lip to keep from smiling like a ridiculous, lovesick fool. “Fine, but as I rather like calling you ‘Princess’ and having made what I feel is a very good argument in favor of the title, I can’t promise to come up with another name anytime soon.”

      “Fair enough.” Her smile fades and her attention shifts to the tiny window in the corner of the room. “Do you think he’s okay?”

      All my previous delight fades, and I do my best to ignore the growing pit in my stomach.

      “Ty? Yeah, I’m sure he’s fine. He’s resilient. It takes a lot to bring him down.” I force a smile that I’m sure isn’t convincing in the least. “Now, whose turn is it to buy dinner?”

      “Yours,” she says, plopping down on our bed. “And I expect it brought up and delivered on a tray, given that you lied to me and nearly caused my death.”

      I don’t try to hold back my laugh. “As you wish”—I meet her eyes—“Princess.”
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          TY

        

      

    

    
      I glare at the empty liquor bottle. Maybe if I concentrate hard enough I can make it refill somehow. Now that would be useful magic. Much better than being able to command flames. I could ring for a servant to bring me more, but I’m pretty sure my mother ordered them to stop bringing me anything besides regular, boring food and tea. Given her constant demands for me to join the evening dinners, I’m surprised she still allows that. I refuse to be forced to socialize with the people ruining my life.

      A knock on the door startles me out of my stupor, and I glare toward it. I don’t answer, but that doesn’t keep Klarissa from bounding inside moments later.

      “Go away,” I moan, sinking dramatically into an armchair. “Actually,” I amend, perking up. “Can you run down to the cellar and get me⁠—”

      “No,” she says, cutting me off with a sharp glare. “I am not going to get you any sort of alcohol.”

      “Come on, Rissa,” I whine. “You’re being unfair.”

      “And you’re being a sullen ass. What happened to the bright-eyed Ty from when I arrived who was desperate to uncover a conspiracy to steal his throne and magic?”

      I close my eyes, my heart clenching. “That Ty had hope. He’s dead now.”

      “Well, revive him.”

      I sigh and glare up at her. She looks properly cross, and I almost care. Almost.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not? Your kingdom could still be at stake. At first I thought you were grasping at straws, but now I think you may have been on to something. Things at court are shifting in a very weird way, and you need to do something.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “How can it not matter?”

      The muscle in my jaw twitches. “Leave it, Rissa. Leave me.”

      “No,” she says, crossing her arms.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice hard.

      “Ty, I know you’ve been through a lot, but you can’t give up. You have to find that bit of you from before.”

      A harsh, humorless laugh escapes me. “I told you, he’s dead.”

      “Ty—”

      “No!” I snap, shoving up from my chair. “He’s dead, and do you know why?” She purses her lips but doesn’t interrupt, so I plow on. “Because his hope died when the two people he loved and cherished more than anyone else in the world died.”

      “You don’t know they’re dead,” she says, her voice soft and sickeningly kind.

      I laugh bitterly, shaking my head. “Don’t I? Don’t I? Let’s look at the evidence, shall we?” I march toward my desk. “Day one, Freya and Bash are evicted from the palace with a laughable scattering of soldiers for protection.” I arrive at my desk and turn to face her. “Mind you, I wasn’t allowed to see them off, forced to watch from my window because my mother was afraid I would ‘make a scene.’”

      “Joke’s on her then,” Rissa says drily. “Seeing as how you set your curtains on fire to attempt a distraction.”

      I don’t bother to reply, spinning back to my desk and jerking open a drawer with far more force than necessary. “Let’s skip ahead a few days to when I receive a letter”—I snatch out a piece of paper and brandish it in the air for effect—“stating they arrived safely in the next town and that the soldiers, their only protection, have returned, their duty fulfilled.”

      “Ty, I know⁠—”

      “No, you don’t get to interrupt me now,” I snarl. “We’re recapping.”

      She falls silent, her eyes filled with pity. I turn away from her and grab something else out of the drawer. I take a deep breath, holding it over my heart for a moment before I turn back to Rissa.

      “And then, several days later I receive word that a royal carriage—their royal carriage—was found battered and broken alongside the road with no survivors.” All my previous vitriol seeps from my voice. “All that was among the wreckage was pieces of bodies—pieces—and this.”

      I hold up a crystal on a leather string, letting it swing through the air. It still has splatterings of blood on it, but I can’t bring myself to clean it.

      “Do you know what this is, Rissa?” I ask, my voice quiet but hard. She nods, but I tell her anyway. “It’s Bash’s crystal. I know, because I’m the one that gave it to him. I put it on the string myself after stealing it from my father’s collection.”

      “That doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “No!” I yell, cutting her short. I then repeat in a whisper, “No. Whatever scenario you’ve conjured up, whatever you think you’ve worked out—no. Bash wouldn’t leave this behind, not with what it means. And even if Freya managed to escape, she never made it home.”

      I set the crystal back in the drawer and close it carefully, like it could break. Tears burn my eyes as cruel silence fills the room. I force myself to take a deep, steadying breath and turn back to Rissa, all my fight gone.

      “Like I said, the Ty you found when you first arrived is dead, and he’s not coming back. He doesn’t have anything to live for.”

      For a moment Klarissa is quiet, studying me, and I think she’s going to give up and leave me alone. But then she straightens her shoulders and takes on a look I’ve seen far too many times to believe I could be so lucky.

      “You’re wrong, Ty.” I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up her hand, silencing me. “The Ty from before and the Ty you are now have something in common—you both care about and want the best for Elodia. Giving up now doesn’t suit either of you. You were never a quitter, and I don’t know why you’ve given up so wholeheartedly now. You should still be fighting.”

      “For what? What should I fight for, Rissa? Because I was fighting to get Freya back. I thought if I could prove that something nefarious was going on, I could bring her back and marry her. I thought uncovering some sort of plot could give me what I wanted. But now she’s gone. That’s no longer a possibility.”

      “You still shouldn’t give up.”

      I sigh, rubbing my temples. I am far too sober for this conversation.

      “Okay, let’s play this out. So we uncover a plot that says Amarelia isn’t who she claims. What then? Before I could’ve whisked Freya back to the palace and married her on the next Fae moon. But now? It took us years to find someone with the right blood who could provide an heir, and, even if my father seems to be recovering, we don’t have time to find someone else. With Freya . . . dead”—the word is almost impossible to say, catching in my throat—“I don’t have any options besides Amarelia.”

      “Okay that may technically be true, but that doesn’t mean you should give up. You know two people with strong Fae blood, Ty. Two. That means there have to be more out there. I actually find it a little odd and somewhat baffling there haven’t been more candidates. Furthermore, I refuse to believe that someone as crafty and stubborn as Bastion Shamblefoot let himself die tragically in something as mundane as a carriage ambush.”

      I shake my head. “I’d like to think that, too, but the crystal says otherwise.”

      “Damn the crystal!” she yells. She takes a deep breath, composing herself. “I know it looks bad, but Bastion is exactly the kind of person who would know how to make it look as realistic as possible.”

      “He would have found a way to tell me.”

      “Maybe he did, but you’ve been too stubborn to see it. Maybe . . .” She trails off, her eyebrows furrowing as she stares off at nothing.

      I take a step closer to her. “Are you okay? What are you thinking? Or are you having a fit of some sort?”

      Her attention snaps back to me. “Show me the crystal again.”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “Rissa . . .”

      “Show it to me again,” she demands. “Trust me.”

      I open the drawer and hold the crystal up so it catches the light. Rissa steps closer, her eyes locked on it.

      “Ty,” she says slowly, carefully. “Look at the crystal.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “Look. At the. Crystal.”

      I sigh and turn it over in my palm. I don’t know what she’s noticed but— My eyes go wide and my heart stops beating. For the first time in weeks, hope blooms in my chest. I swallow hard, looking up into Rissa’s eyes.

      “The blood is red.”

      A smile curves on Rissa’s lip as she nods. “But both Freya and Bash⁠—”

      “—have golden blood.” I swallow. “This isn’t their blood. They could still be alive.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me and I can’t stop it. I don’t want to stop it. Rissa grins, her eyes bright as she straightens, giving me her favorite ‘told you so’ look.

      “And what would they think if they are alive and they’re out there saving the kingdom while you sit here wallowing?”

      I sober and take a deep breath. “I still don’t understand why Bash would leave his crystal behind. It—it isn’t just a crystal for magic. It means more than that.”

      Rissa shrugs. “I don’t have the answer for that. I don’t have very many answers, actually, because I’ve been trying to figure things out on my own.”

      Her last few words have bite to them and I barely contain my smirk. I raise my hands in surrender.

      “Okay, fine. Fine. I will, at least temporarily, join you in uncovering the heinous plot to overtake my throne.”

      She grins. “There’s the Ty I know and love!”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You can start with this.”

      She pulls a folded paper from her pocket and hands it to me. I accept it with a frown.

      “What’s this?” My eyes widen in disbelief as I scan it over. “You stole a letter addressed to the Duke of Brookeshire?”

      Rissa grins like a cat. “How else are we supposed to figure out what he’s up to? Now, look that over and get it back to me as quickly as possible. He can’t know it went missing. You have an hour at most.”

      “Fine,” I say, setting the letter on my desk and folding my arms across my chest. “Anything else you have lined up for me to do?”

      “Yes,” she says, with a sharp nod, standing tall. “You are joining me in the Grand Hall tonight for dinner.”

      I shake my head, backing away from her. “Like Hell I am.”

      “Like Hell you aren’t, Tybalt Adrian Shadowmoss.”

      I grit my teeth and look her in the eye. “I can’t.”

      “You can.”

      “If my father hadn’t⁠—”

      “It is not your father’s fault that he got better.”

      Her words sting and I flinch, glancing away. “I know.”

      “He’s still your father,” she says softly. “He still loves you, and you still love him. He may be better now, Ty, but it might not last. It can’t last indefinitely, and you know it. One day he will be gone, whether from this disease, old age, or something unrelated, and I don’t want you to regret the time you lost with him because you blamed him for things he had no control over.”

      I take a slow, steadying breath. I hate that she’s right.

      “Fine. I’ll come to dinner.”

      “Thank the gods. If I have to spend one more evening conversing with that bride of yours, I can’t promise I wouldn’t stick a fork in my own eye to get away from her.”

      The corner of my mouth twitches, threatening a smile. “That bad?”

      Her eyes widen dramatically. “She’s the worst! I thought Penelope Merriworth was droll, but she has nothing, nothing on Amarelia. I think when the gods created her, they forgot to give her a personality.”

      I laugh and Rissa grins. Something settles between us, something settles in me, that feels a little lighter and little warmer. Rissa seems to sense it, too; I can see it in her eyes.

      “All right,” she says, marching toward the door. “Look over that letter, get it back to me quickly, and I’ll see you at dinner.”

      She goes to leave but I call out to her.

      “Where will you be when I’m ready to return the letter?”

      She flashes me a wicked grin. “I thought to oversee some of the soldiers training.”

      I chuckle and her grin grows. “General Harrow hates it when you do that.”

      “That only adds to the fun.” She shoots me wink over her shoulder as she saunters into the hall. “Join me whenever. I know you enjoy it as much as I do.”

      The door closes, and for the first time in weeks, I feel like things might just turn out okay.
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      There are few things I enjoy as much as watching sweaty, reasonably attractive men practicing to kill each other. I can tell their captain isn’t exactly pleased by my presence as it seems to be leading several of the aforementioned men to show off, but that only adds to my delight.

      “You should probably stop distracting the people meant to protect us,” Ty says, walking up behind me.

      I hum in response and he rolls his eyes, pulling the letter from his pocket and passing it to me. I put it in my own without even bothering to pull my eyes away from the soldiers.

      “So, what did you think?”

      “I thought the paragraph in the middle quite meandering and a bit off topic.”

      “Interesting, because I thought the same.”

      “I’m assuming it was some sort of code?” he says, pushing for more information.

      “I’m assuming.”

      “Damn it, Rissa,” he snaps, drawing a slip of a smile from me. “You wanted me to read the thing and practically begged for my help, and now you’re ignoring me to watch a bunch of trainees.”

      “Oh, please. I did not beg. And can you blame my choice of entertainment? These men are delicious.”

      “Rissa.”

      His voice is hard. He’s done playing. Since I did force him from his funk, I probably should pay him more attention before I lose him again. I sigh and turn to him.

      “Yes, there was some sort of code nestled in the middle of the letter. As to what it means, I haven’t quite deciphered. My lessons in espionage were overshadowed by tea etiquette and foreign languages. I believe the references to the weather connect to how their plot is going. Not sure about the bird bit. If you’d like, I can pass on my notes from previous letters and you can see what connections you can find that I’ve missed.”

      He arches his eyebrows. “How many have you intercepted, exactly?”

      “Exactly?” I shrug. “Enough to know that he’s definitely involved in something suspicious, even if it isn’t part of whatever is or isn’t going on with Amarelia.”

      “How did you come by so many of his letters?”

      “I have my ways, Tybalt,” I reply with a smirk.

      He makes a face. “Please don’t tell me that means what I think it means.” I offer him a coy smile and he gags. “Gods, Rissa. A little self-respect can go a long way.”

      I raise my chin. “I have plenty of respect for myself and for my lovers.” I cock my head. “Well, most of them.”

      He shakes his head with a groan. “I don’t need to know this.”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t even share any details.”

      “And I’m good with that. Please, never share the details.”

      I smile and smooth my hands over my dress. “As you wish.”

      “Oh, I wish.” He pauses. “If your offer to let me look over your notes was sincere, I think I should.”

      “Consider it done. I’ll drop everything by your room after dinner.” I meet his eyes and grin. “As long as you keep your promise to dine with us tonight.”

      “Fine.” He sighs dramatically. “I guess I’ll see you later then.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Liar.”

      I don’t even bother to contradict him before he heads off. Once he’s gone, I allow myself a small smile of satisfaction because, for the first time in days, I got Ty to leave his room.

      After I enjoy the theatrics of the soldiers for a bit longer and have endured several furious glances from their captain, I head inside. I don’t have anywhere I need to be, but when I hear Cressida’s voice around the corner, I know where I don’t want to be. I quickly alter my course and run smack into someone, sending papers flying everywhere.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry!” I cry out, immediately dropping to the ground to pick up the papers.

      A low chuckle has my attention going to the person I ran into—Ty’s priest.

      “It’s quite all right,” he says, his voice low and amused as he squats down next to me to finish picking up the mess. I’ve never really seen him up close before, but he is incredibly attractive. For a priest that is.

      My cheeks heat as I try to straighten the few pages I’ve picked up into some sort of organized stack. “Should these be in any specific order . . . ?”

      He smiles, showing off rows of perfect teeth. “Yes, but it won’t take me long to sort them.” He pushes up from the ground and offers me his hand, pulling me up as well. “Thankfully, this particular scribe numbered the pages. I do so love it when they do that. Makes my job that much easier.” He looks down at the papers still in my hand. “May I have those? Or have you grown particularly attached to them?”

      My eyes widen and my face feels like it’s on fire. “I . . . No. Here.”

      I shove the papers into his arms and he chuckles. It’s a glorious sound. Gods, Klarissa. You are better than this. It should take more than an attractive face, a pretty smile, and a rich laugh to turn me into a stuttering fool. I straighten, taking a deep breath through my nose, allowing what I hope is a coy smile to curl my lips.

      “I’m sorry I disturbed your day,” I say, tipping my head.

      “Disturbed? Hmm. From where I’m standing, I think my day got better.”

      Is he flirting with me? Are priests allowed to flirt? Normally, I’m the one to initiate a flirtatious situation, so this is new on multiple fronts. I think I like it.

      “I bet we could make it go even better,” I say, dropping my voice and leaning closer as I place my hand on his forearm.

      His eyes flash with interest, but there’s an undeniable twinkle of amusement there as well. “Are you trying to get into my archives?”

      I bite back my laugh. “Maybe.” I tilt my head, tracing my fingers up and down his arm as I shift even closer. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind learning more about the bonding ceremony and the details surrounding how magic is shared from the royal family to the rest of Elodia.”

      He grins, his amber eyes crinkling at the corners. “Do you even know my given name, Lady Meadowbridge?”

      I’m so lost in his eyes I almost don’t register his question. When I do, I jerk my hand away and take a step back, feeling oddly admonished, though there’s nothing harsh in his expression.

      “I—I’m sorry. I feel I’ve misstepped.”

      Some of his humor vanishes as he closes the distance I created. “It’s fine. I promise.” He pauses, searching for his next words. “Though, if you don’t mind me saying, I know of your—how should I put it—reputation?”

      I stiffen. I’m not ashamed of sleeping around, but I don’t like being judged for it. However, when I look into his eyes, I don’t find judgment.

      “Is this where you give a lecture on whoring myself out?”

      He barks a laugh. “Hardly. No, as long as your . . . transactions are consensual.”

      “I would hardly force someone⁠—”

      “Not what I meant,” he says quickly, holding up his free hand. “I have no doubt that people very willingly fall into bed with you. I only hope that you don’t feel obligated to engage in sexual activities if your heart isn’t in it.”

      There’s something so genuine in his voice I find myself softening.

      “I enjoy sex and other intimate activities,” I state plainly. “While it is sometimes transactional, as you say, I enjoy the transaction. Having people at my mercy, weak and trembling and begging for more has a certain amount of power to it, and if I can satisfy my needs while satisfying theirs, all the better. Not every interaction actually ends in sex, anyway. Most of the time it’s merely a lot of flirtation and maybe some kissing. People like to exaggerate to make themselves feel accomplished. Also, to be clear, it’s less of a transaction and more an exchange of services. People provide me with information, and I give them the night—or if they’re particularly useful or skilled, nights—of their lives.”

      If I didn’t know any better, I would say his eyes are definitely shining with lust as he leans closer.

      “Night of their lives, huh?” he murmurs. I nod and he grins. “I wouldn’t mind experiencing that myself.”

      I gasp and place a hand to my heart, feigning scandalization. “Father Finnick, are you suggesting that you want me to sleep with you in exchange for knowledge about the bond magic?”

      He shrugs, his eyes shining like gems. “To be entirely honest, I will happily share any and all information I have with you free of charge. There’s no need for any sort of ‘transaction.’ However, you are a beautiful and clever woman with many other admirable qualities, and given that I am a man who has not had any sort of intimate contact in quite some time, I’d be remiss to let the chance pass me by.”

      Now I’m grinning. “Well, perhaps then we could consider it less a transaction and more a . . . gift of appreciation.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “Appreciation?”

      I nod once. “Yes. We chat and you share whatever knowledge you find interesting or of value, and then I show you exactly how much I appreciated your knowledge.”

      “I find that extremely enticing,” he says, his voice rough and low. “I’m unfortunately not available now, but would you be amiable to coming to my room tonight after dinner?”

      “I believe I will find it difficult to wait, but if I must, then yes. I have to drop some things off for my dear cousin first, but then I will come directly to your rooms after.”

      He smiles, shifting the papers in his arms. “I’ll see you later then. Unless, of course, you decide against it.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that in the slightest.”

      “Good.” He brushes past me but pauses after a few steps, looking at me over his shoulder. “It’s Miles, by the way.”

      “What?”

      “My name. If you keep calling me Father Finnick, I’m afraid tonight may be very awkward. I’m not into roleplay.”

      A laugh startles out of me and I quickly cover my mouth with my hand. He only grins, shooting me a wink.

      “I suppose you should likewise call me Klarissa if you’d truly like to be on even footing.”

      “Klarissa it is then.”

      The way he says my name sends shivers of delight skirting across my skin. If I don’t leave now, I’m likely to make some very foolish decisions, and gods know I’ve already made myself enough of a fool in this man’s presence.

      “See you later, Miles,” I manage.

      “I’ll count the minutes . . . Klarissa.”
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      I pore over Rissa’s notes for the millionth time today, looking for more connections. So far, I’ve managed to decipher some things and have a few possible interpretations, but it’s not enough. I need more. If people are plotting within my castle walls, it needs to be stopped. I jot down more notes, barely paying attention to the servant bringing in a tea cart, fully stocked with one of my favorite brews. I don’t remember requesting any tea, but then again, I may be losing my grip on reality. These letters are nonsense, and I think they’re getting to my head.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Rissa says, barging into my room without knocking, “that we could get Miles to help us out. You know, share some unique insight, check out the crystal.”

      “Why would you need to check out the crystal?” I pause, looking at her as she fixes herself a cup of tea. Well, that explains the tea cart. “And who the Hell is Miles?”

      “Your priest.”

      “My—You mean Father Finnick?”

      She takes a sip of her tea as she settles into an armchair. “Yes, but don’t call him that. It makes him sound so old.”

      “Isn’t he old?”

      She rolls her eyes. “He’s twenty-four, a couple years older than us. He merely looks older because he’s going prematurely gray.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do. We should see what he has to say. I know you’re convinced that’s Bastion’s crystal, but Miles⁠—”

      “I’m not calling him that.”

      “—could tell us for sure.”

      “How would you even go about getting him to help us? March in there and demand his help? I’m not sure we can trust him. He’s too intertwined with everything, and my mother likely has him in the palm of her hand. He is the one who confirmed Amarelia would be a good match blood-wise. Who’s to say he’d be on our side?”

      She shoots me a sly smile over the top of her teacup. “I have ways of getting people on my side, you know.”

      It takes a minute before I register her meaning, but when I do⁠—

      “Klarissa, you can’t seduce a priest!”

      “That is factually untrue. It is entirely possible.”

      “Okay, let me be a touch clearer—you shouldn’t seduce a priest.”

      Klarissa blinks at me with feigned innocence. “Oops.”

      “Gods, Rissa!” I groan, collapsing into the chair across from her.

      “I don’t think he’s one of those priests that took a celibacy vow,” she counters, waving her hand through the air like it’s nothing. “Or, at least I assume so, otherwise he definitely broke that vow last night. And this morning. Repeatedly.”

      She grins into her teacup as I point an accusatory finger at her. “It’s on you if you muddied our priest so that the gods no longer find him holy enough or whatever and the bonding ceremony fails.”

      Rissa rolls her eyes. “I’m sure the gods don’t mind a little good fucking. In fact, I’m sure the gods themselves enjoy a little⁠—”

      I launch out of the chair, slamming my hand across her mouth to cut her off. “For the love of all that is holy, please shut the Hell up before you incite their wrath.”

      She promptly licks my palm and I yank it back with a gag.

      “You’re disgusting,” I grumble, wiping my hand on my pants. I look back at Rissa with a smirk. “You don’t even know where my hand has been or what I was doing with it less than an hour ago.”

      Rissa fake retches. “Point taken.”

      I plop back into my chair. “Did your so-called seduction at least turn up anything useful?”

      “First, there’s nothing ‘so-called’ about it. I was entirely successful. Or he was. It was very confusing, if I’m honest.” I make a face as she rambles on. “Second, yes. Yes it did.”

      I lean forward, suddenly invested in Rissa’s latest venture. “It did?”

      “Mm-hm.” She takes a deliberately long sip of tea. “Oh, did you want details?”

      “If you’re going to be annoying, get out of my room.”

      “Fine. Fine. So I found out some intriguing things about Amarelia’s blood-testing.”

      My breath catches in my throat and I’m not sure if it’s from fear or hope. “Was Amarelia not as magical as he said? Is she not a match?”

      “It’s . . . complicated.”

      I shake my head, pushing up from the chair. “Get out if you’re going to string me along.”

      “No, it really is complicated. There’s a lot to it.” She sets her cup down on the side table and stands. “Miles is willing to go over it with you, if you’d like. He also said he can take a closer look at the crystal found in the carriage wreckage and make sure it really is Bastion’s. He’s free now if you want to talk to him.”

      I hesitate. The obvious answer here should be an immediate “yes.” I should want answers, but it’s not so cut and dry. If it’s not what I want to hear, it could make things worse.

      “Look, Ty,” Rissa says, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. “This whole thing is difficult. I know you’re still trying to come to terms with everything that’s already happened and everything that’s still happening, but hiding away in your room isn’t going to solve anything.”

      “I looked at the letters. Well, your copies of the letters. And your notes.”

      “That’s a good start, but there’s more you can do.”

      Guilt and fear swirl in me, and I turn my back to her, not wanting her to see how defeated I feel right now. She gave me back a sliver of hope. Bash and Freya might still be alive. There might really be a plot underway that I can flush out. I may get a chance at a true happily ever after. But if I look too closely and do proper research, that hope could unravel. Sure, I could find the answers I want, but it’s just as likely I’ll find things I don’t.

      I startle when Rissa’s hand lands on my shoulder, but I don’t turn to face her.

      “I won’t force you, Ty, but if you decide you want to know, that you want to figure this out, I’ll be in Miles’s room off the library.” Her hand falls away. “I hope you’ll meet us there.”

      Rissa leaves without another word, and I stand, frozen to my spot, staring at the door. When I can finally move, I walk over to my desk, but I can’t make myself open the drawer. What if it is Bash’s crystal? Does that mean that Bash is dead, even if the blood isn’t his? Why would Bash leave it behind? I take a deep breath and steel myself. I can do this. I open the drawer and pull the crystal out before I can talk myself out of it. I don’t even stop to close the drawer before I leave to meet with Rissa and her priest.

      When I arrive, I pause outside, peering into the room through the cracked door. Rissa and Father Finnick are sitting on opposite sides of a round table, a few papers scattered between them. She’s leaning forward and he’s blushing. Rissa’s light laugh reaches me first, followed by a low chuckle. Fucking Hell. She really did seduce my priest. When I push the door open, Rissa grins up at me, straightening, and Father Finnick stumbles to his feet.

      “Your Highness,” he says, bowing from the waist.

      I wave him off. “None of that. Please. Just call me Ty.”

      “And you may call me Miles,” he replies, his mouth cocking up into a lopsided smile.

      I frown. “Not sure if I can manage that, but sure. Rissa said you had some information about the blood test that might interest me?”

      “Ah, yes. Take a seat, and I’ll explain.”

      He goes over to a stack of books on a nearby table while I sink into an empty chair next to Rissa. He returns, setting an open book in front of me before resuming his seat. I peer down at the book, but other than a random word here and there, I don’t understand what I’m looking at.

      “I’m assuming that doesn’t make much sense to you,” he says with a chuckle, “but those are the details behind how the blood checking works. These symbols”—he leans forward, tapping on a set of doodles in the top left corner—“represent different magical markers that we sense in the blood when we do the spell.”

      I squint at the page, leaning forward, but closer examination doesn’t make it any clearer.

      “This,” he continues, pointing to some notes and scribbles on the bottom right of the page, “shows what the minimum markers need to be in order for the spell to work.” He taps his finger in the center of the page where a set of symbols and notes are circled in red. “And this is the ideal formula.”

      I raise my eyes to his. “I’m still not sure I entirely understand.”

      “Okay, let’s put it in more basic mathematical terms. Every spell has a certain amount of magic that goes into it. Basic elemental spells take little to no magic for someone with control over that element, but larger spells require more particular amounts of magical energy. This formula shows the energy needed for the bonding to work. With me so far?”

      I nod hesitantly and he grins.

      “Good. So let’s assign some arbitrary numbers to the energy levels. A basic spell might need an energy level of one, but the bonding spell would require a combined level of, let’s say, fifteen to work. That means that the combined energy of both parties must equal at least fifteen to be effective. Thanks to your father’s previous attempts at bonding as well as others before him, we have a relatively firm idea on what those energy levels need to be.”

      I nod along. “So if my magic registers as a six, I would have to marry and bond with someone who registered at least a nine.”

      “Correct,” he says with a nod. “Of course, magical energies are much more abstract than that, but yes, that’s the general idea.”

      “So it’s more than just the color of the blood?”

      “Correct once again. Color is one of the key indicators—the magical energy of golden blood is always in the higher range—but there’s still a variance of power that can’t be determined by color alone.”

      “Now tell him about Amarelia’s blood,” Rissa says, grinning at me.

      Hope leaps in my chest. “Does her blood not have a high enough magical energy?”

      The priest frowns. “Yes and no. This is where it gets complicated. When I first arrived, only days before you, I was asked to test her blood almost immediately. When I did, the primary results showed the correct magical energy needed to pair with yours.”

      “But?” I press, praying that there is a “but.”

      “But,” he says, making my breath catch, “there was an additional energy I picked up.”

      I furrow my brow. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure.” I open my mouth to demand more, but he holds up his hand, silencing me. “Usually it would mean that another source of magic was being detected. This can happen if another spell is being performed too closely to the blood spell. However, I feel quite confident that no one was casting nearby, at least not close enough to affect the spell. Furthermore, the energy I detected in her blood had an odd quality to it. It took longer than usual to register and seemed faint, almost like a shadow of energy rather than energy itself.”

      I sit up straighter. “Is it possible to fake the blood spell through illusion?”

      “It shouldn’t be,” he says with a shake of his head. “It might be possible for the results to be otherwise altered, however. I’ve been looking into possibilities, but any definite answer would come from checking her blood again, preferably in a way where she was not aware that her blood was being tested.”

      “So basically, we need to stab your princess,” Rissa says, eyes shining as she leans forward.

      Miles rolls his eyes, barely containing a smile. “That is not a recommendation I can make.”

      “But if we manage to get ahold of her blood, you could test it again and figure it out?”

      He nods. “It would at least put us one step closer to having an answer.”

      “How much blood would it take?”

      “A daggerful,” Rissa chimes in.

      I shoot her an admonishing look and she shrugs.

      “Honestly?” the priest asks, tilting his head. “I wouldn’t need much, but the more the better.” He points at Rissa. “Not enough to seriously harm her.”

      Rissa huffs and collapses back in her seat, crossing her arms. “I thought you were fun.”

      Miles smirks. “I think I’ve proven quite well how fun I can be.”

      “Okay, no!” I say squeezing my eyes shut and shaking my head as if it can clear the images popping into my head. “I don’t need to know things like this.”

      Rissa cackles as Miles mumbles a quick “my apologies” that doesn’t sound very apologetic.

      I sigh through my nose and open my eyes, focusing on the unabashed priest. “I have another question.”

      He nods for me to continue, and I pull the crystal from my pocket and set it in the center of the table. Rissa sobers, offering me an encouraging smile. Miles looks from me to the crystal and back, waiting patiently for me to find the courage to voice what I need. I take a shaky breath, pressing my palms against my thighs to keep them steady.

      “Would you be able to tell if that crystal had been used for magic, and if you can, would you be able to pinpoint the magic user?”

      “Yes and no,” Miles says. “I can tell you if the crystal has been used for magic and a rough timeline of when that last use was, but unless I have magic to test it against, I cannot tell you the wielder. I could, however, tell you the type of magic.”

      I straighten in my seat, my heart picking up its pace. “So you could tell me if the person who used it had air magic?”

      He nods once. “Yes. Would you like me to test it now?”

      “I . . .”

      ‘Yes’ sits on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t get the word out. What if it is Bash’s crystal? What then? Does that mean he’s dead or at least severely injured? Is he captured? Or is a ruse of some sort? And what of Freya?

      Dizziness overwhelms my senses and the world shifts out of focus. The air thickens around me and it’s hard to draw a breath. My fingers tingle, going numb, and I can’t think straight. I hear mumbled voices, but I can’t tell who’s speaking or what’s being said. Someone shakes me, but everything’s fuzzy and out of sync. A sharp smell cuts through the haze and I jerk back as the world snaps into view.

      Rissa leans over me, holding a potent packet of something strong under my nose. I gather enough of my sense to push her hand away with a groan.

      “You okay?” she asks, her voice filled with concern.

      I suck in a breath, releasing it slowly as I shake my head. “I don’t know.” I glance at the packet now resting in the center of the table. “What even is that?”

      Rissa grins. “Smelling salts.” I arch an eyebrow and she shrugs. “You never know when they’ll come in handy. Now, do you want Miles to run the spell or not?”

      I swallow, looking over at him. “No.”

      “Wait, what?” Rissa says. “But if we test it⁠—”

      “Then all we know is whether or not it might belong to Bash. I know myself, and if it even remotely appears that it’s his, I’ll assume the worst.”

      “But what if we tested it and there’s no indication it’s his?”

      I shrug. “It still wouldn’t tell us definitively one way or the other.” I meet Rissa’s eyes. “I need to not know. Not knowing, hanging onto that little piece of hope that it’s not his, is all that’s keeping me from giving up again.”

      She studies me before nodding. “Fine. I think you’re making a mistake, but it’s your mistake to make. As long as you remain invested, then I suppose, for now, we’ll leave it.”

      Tension seeps from my body as a weak smile flickers onto my lips. “Thank you.”

      Miles clears his throat, glancing between us. “Is there anything else you need from me?

      “No, I think that’s all for tonight,” I say, rising. “Thank you for your time and the information.”

      He offers me a nod. “Of course. I’m happy to help.”

      Rissa pushes up from her chair, grinning down at me. “Now we just need to go stab your fiancée.”
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