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Chapter 1




When Roska walked into the Great Hall on the eve of his eighteenth birthday, he found his brother and sister waiting for him. They might have been triplets, but their personalities couldn’t have been any more different. Elena was clearly anxious, wringing her hands as she paced back and forth in front of her future throne—assuming King Niko ever got off his ass and proposed. Her brilliant blue lightning practically danced underneath her skin in her stressed state. Quinn, on the other hand, was considerably more laid back. Lounging on the King’s throne, flames dancing in his hands, weaving in between his long fingers and casting strange shadows on the walls. 

One solar cycle ago, Roska had been sitting around the table in the Great Hall with his brother, sister, mothers, father, three orphan sisters, and the new King of Waverly. They had been eating dozens of cakes to celebrate the birthdays Quinn and Roska hadn’t acknowledged. Elena, being the kind-hearted woman that she was, had surprised them with a party to make up for all the birthdays they’d missed. It had been wonderful and magical and brought tears to Roska’s eyes. 

Roska shrugged out of his travel cloak and dropped his pack into an empty chair. Demoni, his clever little frost dragon familiar, slithered down his back and jumped off to join his siblings’ familiars. Agon—Elena’s electric weasel—and Lyra—Quinn’s sarcastic firefox—where they were curled up on several large pillows before the low fire smoldering in the Great Hall’s large stone hearth. 

“Oh, thank the gods! You’re back!!” Elena rushed across the room and threw her arms around Roska’s neck. He stumbled back, surprised by her outpouring of affection, instinctively wrapping his arms around her.

“Of course I’m back. Why wouldn’t I be?” Roska leaned back, trying to get a better look at his sister. Despite having been born only minutes apart, Elena fretted over both him and Q as though she were their mother, or at least their much older sister. In fact, according to Beatrice—their actual mother—Elena was only three minutes older than Roska and a full two minutes younger than Q. A point Quinn often liked to bring up when she was fussing over him.

“I was so worried.” Elena released her hold on him, slightly, moving her hands to his shoulders as she tried to turn him this way and that to examine him for obvious signs of injury. “We hadn’t gotten word from you in a while. I feared the worst.” 

“She always fears the worst,” Quinn said, his eye-roll practically audible. 

Roska placed his hands over Elena’s, squeezing gently. “I’m sorry, El. I didn’t send word because there was nothing to say. I should have sent a missive to inform you that I was coming home.” Home. It was such a foreign concept, but that truly was what the castle had become. Roska hadn’t spent as much time in Riverayn as Elena, but the rooms he shared with Quinn in their suite at the capital had quickly become his safe space. 

“No news then?” Q asked. He extinguished his fire and stood from Niko’s throne, crossing the room to join them. “I’m sorry, Ros. No one in Nexton knows where she’s gone?”

Roska shook his head, trying to hide his heartbreak. “No. It seems like Brigit just disappeared. I spoke with the tavern owner where she was working when we met, but he didn’t know anything. Couldn’t even tell me about her family or where she was from. I thought maybe she’d gone back home, but no one seems to know that might be.” 

Elena’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I’m so sorry, Roska. I can talk to Niko, if you’d like? See if he can send some inquirers out to search for her?”

Roska shook his head. “Thanks, El, but no. If she wanted to be found, she wouldn’t make it this hard. She’s moved on, and so should I.”

Roska didn’t miss the sad look his siblings exchanged, but he didn’t want to discuss Brigit anymore. He’d been looking for her for a full solar cycle now. She clearly didn’t miss him. He needed to let her go. 

“Besides,” he continued, “I’ve got work to do. The Brotherhood has its minions everywhere. I should be focusing on tearing them down, not searching for a girl I haven’t spoken to in moons and likely doesn’t even remember me.”

“Ros, I don’t think—” Elena began, but Roska cut her off with a firm, but not unkind, smile.

“It’s ok, El. Really. It just wasn’t meant to be.”


      [image: ]Roska spent every waking moment of that planting season interviewing every single employee at the castle. He’d driven himself to the point of exhaustion when Elena and Quinn cornered him in an empty hallway on the way back to his room. Roska planned on taking a quick nap—no more than an hour—before meeting up with Commander Jamieson to discuss their next steps.

“Roska, can we talk to you for a moment?” The hesitation in Elena’s voice caught Roska’s attention more than her actual words. Something was wrong. 

“What happened? Who’s hurt? Mother? Belladonna? Gods, did Father finally test his ‘unkillable theory’ too well and actually kill himself?” Their demi-god father, Aiden, had been pushing his supposed immortality more and more these days. Roska was starting to worry the man had a death wish.

“Nah, Ros. It’s nothing like that. We just need to talk.” Quinn threw an arm around Roska’s neck and half guided, half dragged him into an empty library. Unceremoniously dumping Roska in an empty chair, Quinn flopped back into the chair to his right while Elena perched on the very edge of the chair across from him.

Roska looked at them both, eyebrows raised in confusion and mild annoyance. He had things he needed to do. The Brotherhood’s influence still filtered through the castle, and he had to stop them. It was his only purpose in this godsdamned world anymore.

Bit dramatic, don’t you think? That can’t be all we’re good for anymore. 

Roska ignored Demoni’s chilled words, focusing on his sister instead. Demoni huffed an annoyed, icy breath, then climbed down from his shoulder, jumping off the chair and joining Agon on the windowsill looking out over the crystal blue lake in the courtyard below. 

Frustration radiated off of him as Roska tried to keep his emotions—and powers—in check. “If no one is hurt or dying, then what’s going on? I’ve got things I need to be doing.” 

“That’s actually what we wanted to talk about,” Elena began, her nervous gaze flitting from Roska’s to Quinn’s and back again. “It’s just that… well, I don’t really know how to say this without sounding harsh…”

“You’re obsessed, Ros. And you’re going to push yourself into an early grave if you keep going on like this.” Quinn’s blunt words were like ice in Roska’s veins.

No. Ice would have been familiar, comforting even. This was more like his siblings were calling his efforts a waste of time. Belittling his work and making him question everything. 

Demoni hissed at him from across the room. “Stop that shyt. You know that’s not what they meant.”

“What? What does he think we’re saying?” Quinn sat up in his chair, instantly alert and mildly defensive. 

“He thinks you think he’s wasting his time hunting down the Brotherhood,” Demoni answered before Roska could even voice his protestations.

Traitor, he thought bitterly.

You’re being a fool. I’m not going to ignore that. You’re dictating my life too, you know. She flicked her tongue out at him. From the outside, it might have just looked like a dragon merely tasting the air, but Roska knew what that tongue flick meant. It meant if she had fingers, she’d be giving him one finger in particular. 

“You’re hyper-fixated on this, Ros.” Elena leaned forward, breaking Roska’s staring contest with his dragon. “I agree with you; we need to root out all of the Brotherhood’s dark influence, but you can’t keep going nonstop like this. You need a break.”

“A break?” Roska let loose a derisive laugh. “Do you think the Brotherhood is taking a break? I can’t rest until they’re done. Don’t you get that?”

Gods, Roska was so muxing tired of trying to explain this to everyone. The Brotherhood was the root of all evil in their world. He had to stop them. 

Elena raised her hands defensively. “Roska, please listen.” 

“No. I can’t stop until they’re destroyed. They’ve caused so much pain and suffering. More than you could possibly know.” Roska shoved up from his chair, roughly brushing his white-blond hair from his brow. “They’re insidious. They’ve snuck into every level of this muxing government and are trying to puppet the entire thing!”

“With all due respect,” came a strong, confident voice from behind him. “No one is puppet-mastering my kingdom and you really shouldn’t talk to your sister like that.” 

King Niko strode into the room like he owned the place. Which Roska supposed he did, but at that particular moment, Roska couldn’t have given two shyts if the man was the god of all creation. 

“With all due respect, Your Majesty.” Pure, unadulterated sarcasm dripped from Roska’s tone. “You wouldn’t know if you were being manipulated. That’s how the Brothers operate.” Roska wiped a hand over his tired face. “But you’re right, I shouldn’t have snapped like that. I’m sorry, Elena.” Gods, he just wanted to go to bed. 

“You can root out evil and take care of yourself, Roska.” Elena’s voice was gentle and full of concern. 

“Keeping that in mind, I’m going to say something you aren’t going to like.” Niko sat on the arm of Elena’s chair, facing Roska as he absentmindedly toyed with a lock of her hair. A strong wave of jealousy washed over Roska as he watched the unconscious act of affection. Moons ago, he’d thought he would have Brigit by his side, helping him create a balance between fighting the vile nature of the Brotherhood and finding joy in everyday life. Instead, he was alone and drowning. 

“Ros, did you hear that?” Quinn nudged Roska gently with his shoulder. 

When had Quinn gotten up? Roska hadn’t even noticed him cross the room. He was so lost in his thoughts.

Roska blinked, trying to wipe thoughts of Brigit from his mind. “Sorry, what?”

“You’re banished,” Niko said with all the grace and authority provided to him by his position as King of Waverly. 


      [image: ]Roska’s jaw nearly fell to the floor. What the mux? Banished? 

Disbelief and impotent rage flooded his system, icy mist pouring unbidden from his palms and rapidly dropping the temperature of the room.

“Whoa, hang on there, Frosty.” Quinn stepped forward, positioning himself between Roska and Niko, breaking Roska’s fixed glare. “Bro, you’re gonna freeze us all if you don’t reel that shyt in a bit.” Tossing a quick glance over his shoulder, Quinn spoke on a rushed breath. “Niko, you better elaborate quickly. I’m not sure I can counter the shyt that’s flooding out of him.”

Niko rose, hands lifted in surrender. “Roska, I know you’ve got important work to do here. You and Jamieson have already taken down so many sects of traitors just in the last three moons, but you need a break. Banishment seemed like the only way to make you stop and take care of yourself for a change.”

Rage still flowed freely through Roska’s veins, but the truth of Niko’s words slowly began to melt the ice wall around his mind. 

Banished.

Where the hells would he even go? He didn’t have any other home. He supposed he could go back to Harbor Ridge and stay with Mother for a while. Or maybe Belladonna would let him stay in her cottage in the Dark Woods for a time?

“I’ve already planned it all out with Amelia.” Quinn interrupted Roska’s thoughts. “She’s really excited to finally meet you.”

At the mention of this magical woman, both Q and Elena’s faces spread into warm smiles. Amelia was a very special woman to them both, but Roska had never had the nerve to actually travel to Andover and meet her. Even during his cycle of searching fruitlessly for Brigit, he hadn’t wanted to risk meeting her. What if she didn’t like him? What if she saw how damaged and utterly broken he was and decided he wasn’t worth her time? She’d been so kind to Q and Elena. If Amelia didn’t accept him, Roska worried that would mean he was truly a wreck of a person. Undeserving of love, just like the Brothers had always told him. 

Quinn clasped Roska’s shoulder triumphantly. “It’s gonna be great, Ros. You’re gonna love her.”

Elena stepped up and gingerly took hold of Roska’s frosted left hand. “She’s going to love you too, don’t worry. Amelia is the best person I’ve ever met.”

Mother Goddess, please don’t let me disappoint this woman.


      [image: ]Quinn accompanied Roska, insisting on doing a “proper introduction” and visiting with his surrogate mother, as he hadn’t seen her in moons. 

The woman was a saint. Or a goddess. Or both, Roska couldn’t be sure. The second they’d walked into her inn, Amelia had dropped everything—literally, it was a bit of a mess—and rushed over to embrace Quinn. 

“Praise the Mother!” the plump woman cried out with a huge smile that caused her eyes to practically disappear. “I haven’t seen you in ages, boy. Where the hells have you been?” She swatted Quinn good-naturedly on his arm as he blushed from her attention. 

“Sorry, Mom, I’ve been a bit busy. You know, helping save the world and all that.” Quinn’s words were sarcastic, but his tone was filled with a love that Roska had rarely seen his brother express. Roska was a little surprised that Q had referred to Amelia as “mom” since he only ever referred to their biological mom as “Mother.” Quinn, seeming to notice Roska’s reaction, draped an arm around Amelia’s shoulders and turned to face Roska. “Mom, I’d like you to officially meet my brother, Roska, and his frosty little dragon, Demoni. Ros, this is Amelia. The only mom I ever needed.”

“I’m honored to meet you, darlin’.” Amelia held out her hand, offering a formal shake rather than the warm embrace she’d given Q. Roska appreciated the space she was giving him, allowing him to make the first physical contact. While he was jealous of the hug she’d given his brother, Roska wasn’t sure he would have been comfortable hugging this woman just yet. He knew she was a kind, thoughtful person, based on the stories his siblings told, but Roska always preferred to reserve final judgment for himself. 

Roska clasped her warm, rough hand firmly in his slightly chilled one. “The pleasure is all mine. I’ve heard so many good things about you, I thought it was finally time to meet you for myself.” 

“And Niko kicked him out,” Lyra added with a foxy smirk. 

Before Quinn could respond, Amelia tutted Lyra’s remark, giving her a chastising look. No words, and yet Lyra seemed to feel guilt at her nonverbal admonishment. It was very impressive. Roska had never seen anyone correct Lyra’s behavior so effectively.

“Well, then let’s get you settled, darlin’. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like.” Amelia slipped her hand through the crook of Roska’s arm and led him through the inn’s dining hall, into the kitchens, and up a winding staircase to the second floor of the cozy building. 

She set them up in Quinn’s old room and told them to come down for some lunch whenever they were ready. Lyra followed Amelia out the door, obviously intent on stealing scraps of food from the kitchen.

Roska looked around the room. It was bigger than he’d expected, although not as big as the bedroom he had in the capital. A single bed sat against the wall under the only window in the room. A desk with a single wooden chair sat in the far corner. A wardrobe took up a decent amount of wall space, leaving just enough room for a fireplace directly across from the bed. Based on its placement, Roska suspected its chimney met up with the massive stone hearth in the kitchen, driving all the smoke from the cooking fires up and out of the inn.

“What do you think?” Quinn asked, pride beaming from his face, and then flicked a burning ember from his hand onto the dry logs that sat carefully stacked in the hearth. 

Roska surveyed the space, picturing a young Q playing in this room, tossing knives at the side of the wardrobe—based on the massive collection of small nicks and cuts the thick wooden cabinet bore—and sleeping in the bed looking out at the stars. “It’s really nice, Quinn. I never thought I’d see your childhood room, but this seems like a wonderful place to grow up.”

“It was,” Quinn said with a soft smile. “But that’s not what I meant. I meant, what do you think of Amelia?”

Roska didn’t bother suppressing the grin that tugged at his lips. “She is everything you said she was and more.”

Quinn clapped his hands in triumph and flopped back onto the bed. “I told you! She’s the muxing best.”

Roska hung his pack on the nail that had obviously served as Young Quinn’s coat hook and took a seat in the chair by the desk. “So… how is this going to work? There’s only one bed, and I’m not sleeping with you again. You kick like a mule in your sleep.” 

“I do not!” Quinn argued, but the twinkle in his eyes belied the truth. He knew he was a terrible bedmate. “Besides, I’m not sleeping here. I just came to drop you off. Lyra and I are going to spend the growing season hunting and staying in our hut by the river.”

Roska froze at the thought of being left alone in a strange new place. He hadn’t been properly alone since he met his siblings. 

Quinn seemed to notice Roska’s sudden anxiety—or maybe he just noticed the temperature dropping in the room. He jumped up from the bed and crossed the room in three steps, kneeling before Roska and placing his warm hands on Roska’s chilled shoulders.

“Hey, it’s all right. I wouldn’t leave you if I thought something would go wrong. Amelia is the absolute best human on this muxing planet, and I know she’ll take the best care of you. Just give it a shot, ok? If you feel uncomfortable or don’t want to stay after a couple days, join me at the hut. You remember where it is, right?”

Roska nodded dumbly. He’d been to the hut a few times, he could find it again easily enough. It was directly upstream from the bridge that led into Andover from the Dark Woods. 

“It’s gonna be great, Ros. I promise.” 








  
  
Chapter 2




Roska and Quinn joined Amelia for lunch in the tavern, but at sunset, Quinn bid them both farewell, giving Roska one last reassuring hug, and disappeared out the door. 

“I’m not sure what your plan is, darlin’,” Amelia began as she putted around the dining hall, collecting empty plates and heading into the kitchens, indicating that Roska should follow her. “But you’re more than welcome to stay here as long as you’d like. Q mentioned before that you like gardening? I could really use some help out there. It’s gotten a bit overwhelming for these old bones of mine.”

Roska watched the woman unload fifteen soiled plates from a tray and pump water into a large kitchen sink before turning the massive pig that was roasting on a spit in the center of the kitchen. If this was her “old bones” being overwhelmed, he couldn’t imagine how impressive and capable she’d been twenty cycles ago.

I think she’s just being kind, Demoni put in. Trying to make us feel needed so you don’t spiral out about being a burden.

Roska didn’t say a word as he accepted Demoni’s interpretation of the events. She was probably right, after all. Instead, he walked over to the sink beside Amelia and took up a drying towel. If he was going to be banished here indefinitely, he’d be as useful as possible. 

“I do like gardening,” he said as they finished the last of the dishes. “It was the only place I felt peace when I was living in the Brotherhood’s compound.” 

Amelia’s eyes widened ever-so-slightly at the mention of the Brotherhood. Roska had assumed Q had told her about his upbringing, but based on the shock she tried to hide in her eyes, he hadn’t.

“I’m sorry,” Roska added quickly. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought you knew.”

Amelia dried her hands and rested one firmly on Roska’s forearm. “You didn’t upset me, love. Well, I guess you did, but not because of something you did or said. I’m upset that you had to go through that experience. You should have had a loving home, and instead, you were stuck with those muxing bastards.” She squeezed his arm gently, compassion glistening in her eyes. 

Roska got it now. He understood the incomparable love and affection Quinn and Elena felt for this woman. She was the kind of mother he’d always dreamed about when he was lying awake on his dirt floor bedroom, crying from his “reeducation sessions” at the hands of the Brothers. 

“Come on, dear. Let me show you the garden.” 


      [image: ]Amelia took him in and cared for him as if he were her own, and it had shocked him to his very core. Their own mother hadn’t been so welcoming when he’d first been dumped back at her feet by her investigators, and she was still rather standoffish at times, but Mother was a decent woman and took care of them when they really needed it. 

Over the course of the next few weeks, they’d gotten into a very comfortable rhythm, with him handling the dishes and the bulk of the heavy lifting in the garden, and her cooking far too much food for him at every meal. Elena had once mentioned that food was Amelia’s love language. Roska hadn’t known what that had meant at the time, but he fully understood it now. She was the best type of caretaker a person could imagine. Roska hadn’t gone into much detail about his upbringing with the Brotherhood, but Amelia knew enough about the group to know his childhood had not been a happy one. She’d taken it upon herself to rectify that as much as she possibly could. Which meant that she fed him more than he could reasonably eat at every single meal, taught him all the spells she could think of, and helped him in the garden, sharing her tips and listening intently to his. Most importantly, though, was that she didn’t judge him when he’d wake screaming in the night. No matter how much time or distance he put between himself and the Brotherhood, memories of his life there still plagued his dreams. 

Some nights, after he’d woken screaming, she would sit quietly at the foot of his bed until his breathing returned to normal and he drifted off to sleep again, never saying a word. Other nights, when the dreams were especially vivid, she would wrap her arms around him and rock him, gently rubbing her hand up and down the length of his spine, soothing him as best she could. She never asked him about any of it. She simply waited until he was ready to talk. Roska truly appreciated her patience with him. 

Elena and Quinn had always been kind and considerate of his troubled past, but the concern that had been etched on their faces every time they heard him cry out in his sleep had been devastating. It was clear that they wanted to ask, although they never pressed him about it. Amelia was simply there. No emotions or worry marred her face as she comforted him. 

That was probably what made it so easy to open up to her after just over one lunar cycle. 

The dreams had been especially cruel that night. Replaying the night the Brothers had removed Demoni’s wings. Roska woke screaming, the scars on his back seeming to burn as though they were brand new. Amelia appeared before him like magic—and in hindsight, Roska realized that it very well could have been magic that allowed her to appear suddenly. She didn’t say a word as she sat beside him at the top of the bed, offering him a comforting hug, which he’d lunged into with clumsy speed. He was desperate for the kind touch of another. Something to block out the ugly memories of their past. Demoni had coiled herself around his arm, stroking her head back and forth across the crook of his elbow, trying to calm his racing pulse. 

Amelia stayed quiet. She sat with him, holding him for as long as he needed. Roska hadn’t even noticed the tears falling from his eyes until he pulled back and saw the wet stain on her blouse.

“Gods, I’m sorry,” he muttered, embarrassed, casting his eyes to his lap.

“Hush, love. You’ve nothing to be sorry for.” She brushed the sweat-damp hair from his brow. 

They sat in silence for a moment longer before she moved to get up and leave. Roska’s mouth started moving before his mind realized the secrets he was spilling. “They cut off her wings,” he whispered gruffly. “As punishment when we tried to escape.” 

Amelia sat back down, taking his hand in hers, stroking her thumb across the back of his hand. Still, she said nothing.

Her continued silence was the permission he needed to unleash the memories he’d kept so carefully locked away. “It was the only time we ever tried to run away. I was probably nine or ten cycles old. Late one night, after a particularly savage beating. My back was still bleeding from the lashing, but I knew we had to escape or they’d end up killing us. I’d swiped an empty grain sack from the pantry and stuffed a few dry rolls into it. We had just made it through the gate that led to the main road when the Brothers caught us.” Roska choked on his words for a moment, taking several deep breaths before he continued. “They grabbed Demoni from the sky, catching her by her beautiful wings and squeezing until we both cried out in agony. It felt like they were crushing the bones of my spine as they squeezed her wings tighter. One of the Brothers grabbed me by the hair and another punched me in the stomach several times. I must have blacked out because the next thing I remember, we were in Grand Maester Auron’s chambers. I was tied to a chair and Demoni was trapped in the Grand Maester’s grip. They had waited until I was awake, aware of what they were doing, and then they brought out a wickedly sharp scythe. He stretched her wings out—one at a time—and Grand Maester Auron severed them from her back with that damned scythe. It felt as though they’d flayed my own skin off. I didn’t think it could get worse until Grand Maester Auron took a poker from the fire and used it to cauterize the gaping wounds on Demoni’s back.” Demoni’s grip on his arm had reached a painful tightness as he spoke, but Roska hadn’t moved to lessen her hold on him. It was a harrowing memory. The pain in her grasp was the only real tether he had to the present. The only thing keeping him from being truly engulfed by the memories. 

Amelia still didn’t utter a word, but her grip on his hands had tightened ever-so-slightly. She was not unaffected by his words, she was just trying to keep her emotions in check for him. 

They sat in silence for ages. The weight of Roska’s words was a smothering presence sucking all the air from the room. 

The sky outside his window had shifted into a blushing pink when Amelia finally spoke. 

“Darlin’.” She paused until Roska looked up to see the fire in her eyes. “I cannot imagine how strong you must be to have endured such hells with those wretched men. You are an amazing person with an amazing soul.” She nodded to Demoni at that. “I am so blessed to know you, and I hope you see that you are worthy of all the wonderful things this world has to offer.” She tightened her hold on his hands, holding him in her steady gaze. “Those bastards deserve every misery you rain down on them. I will help you bring an end to them in any way that I can.”


      [image: ]Roska’s time with Amelia had taught him a lot. Gardening techniques, new recipes and spells, but more importantly, he’d learned to process much of his trauma. He’d always known that what the Brothers had done to him wasn’t his fault, but that hadn’t stopped the guilt from weighing him down on a daily basis. Amelia helped him to understand why he felt that way and showed him how to let it go. 

Granted, he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—let go of the rage he felt every time he thought of those men and the agony they inflicted on those they viewed as different. He no longer felt the heavy burden of guilt that had been slowly dragging him down since he’d released the turmio. He accepted his role in what happened, but now he also understood that he had been manipulated into those actions. He’d truly believed he was doing what was right, but Roska understood that those feelings and beliefs weren’t his own. They’d been literally beaten into him his entire life. 

He still felt responsible for his actions, and he worked daily to make amends for the trauma he’d inflicted on the world while under the Brotherhood’s mental reins, but he refused to let them ruin the rest of his life. 

When Niko ended Roska’s banishment and he returned to the castle nearly a full cycle later, he was determined to find a balance between his work—removing all influence of the Brotherhood’s blind hatred from Waverly—and his own health and wellness. 

He hadn’t perfected the system, but he wasn’t running himself into the ground as often, and that felt like progress. 


      [image: ]“Here. This is the last portion of visitors we haven’t cleared.” Roska pointed to the list of traveling merchants from Maehelm. “We need to speak with these people. They’re the last ones.” 

They were so close to removing the Brotherhood’s influence from the capital. Roska hadn’t slept nearly as much as he needed this week, but they were so close. 

Commander Calum Jamieson wiped a rough hand over his tired eyes, sighing loudly and leaning back in his chair. “I realize, as the King’s beloved’s brother and honored guest, you might not have obligations in the morning, but I’ve got field tests to run at dawn.” Calum’s smirk took the sting from his words as he kicked Roska out of his office that evening, after pointing out that it was well past midnight. “I need to get some sleep. We can keep working tomorrow.” 

Roska tried to put together a coherent argument for why they should keep pushing, but his brain and his mouth couldn’t seem to put more than two words together. 

“Looks like you could use some rest too, my friend.” Calum waved a soldier into his office and suggested—more like commanded—Roska head to bed before he collapsed on the Commander’s floor. 

He didn’t recall the trek back to his rooms, but as Roska strode into his suite, he could see the sky pitch black outside his balcony. He’d spent too long in the Commander’s office again. Calum had been vital in helping Roska accomplish his mission. 

Roska had refused to acknowledge how tired he was—he felt like they were so close to finally rooting out the last of the Brotherhood’s influence in the capital—but as he shuffled to the armchair beside the hearth, he finally allowed himself to feel the sheer exhaustion threatening to engulf him. He leaned his head back, intending to rest for a moment, then bathe before moving to his bed. 

His body had other plans.








  
  
Chapter 3




The triplets’ twentieth birthday was a huge celebration. Niko had originally intended to make it a national holiday, but Elena had talked him out of it. Instead, the young King, with the help of far too many event planners, orchestrated the most outrageous festival Waverly had ever seen. Diplomats visited from faraway countries, celebrating the King’s beloved—and her brothers—and attempting to politic themselves into the King’s good graces. Niko was either oblivious or truly an excellent actor because he never offended anyone and yet never committed to anything either. It was honestly very impressive. 

Mother and Belladonna—with their familiar and moonbird, respectively—came from Harbor Ridge, along with some of their most talented enchantresses to put on a spectacular show of awe-inspiring magic. Castor, Zied, and Aleerah—once Aiden arrived—spent much of the day seeing just how frightening they could be until Mother finally put a stop to their antics. Roska thought it was amusing to see them all getting along so well. Belladonna’s moonbird, Castor, and Aiden’s direwolf, Aleerah, had always been close. Zied, Mother’s snowy lion familiar, and Castor shared a love rivaling that of Mother and Belladonna themselves, but Zied and Aleerah hadn’t gotten along very well. Not unlike Mother and Aiden. 

It seemed the cycles had finally changed that. It was exciting—if a bit off-putting—to see the three magical creatures as thick as thieves. 

“Roska, dear, can you help me with this?” Amelia’s voice shook Roska out of his reverie, as she struggled under the weight of a large wicker basket. 

Roska rushed to catch the basket before it went end over end, carefully taking the cumbersome item from her. Grunting, he repositioned his grip on the basket. “Gods,” he muttered as he tried to find a better way to carry the awkward item. “What’s in here?” 

Amelia beamed up at him. “Just some things the children made for you and your siblings.”

The children. The four little hellions currently serving as Amelia’s fosters. She’d taken them in last frost season when a pox had torn through Andover, taking their parents from them.

“And where are those lovely little monsters?” Quinn asked, striding across the room and pulling Amelia into a tight embrace.

She returned his embrace, then pulled back and swatted his arm, seeming to have just caught his words. “They aren’t monsters,” she chided. “No more so than you were when you came to me.”

Quinn smiled devilishly. “So they’re pure terror then?” He winked and stepped just out of reach as she attempted to swat him again.

“Hush, you.” Amelia fought a grin but failed to keep the amusement from her face. “The children were playing in the courtyard with Marty and Castor. That moonbird likes to pretend he hates children, but he goes out of his way to tease them.” 

Roska was still a little surprised to hear that Marty, Amelia’s large orange tabby familiar, got along with the witch’s moonbird, but in the grand scheme of crazy things in his life, that one didn’t even make the top ten. 

Quinn tucked Amelia’s hand into the crook of his arm and began leading her—and Roska, who was still struggling under the weight of the wicker basket—to the guest suite they’d set aside for Amelia and her fosters. “How is Marty doing? I know he’s not a fan of travel.”

“Or Mother,” Roska added quietly.

“It’s true, Marty, Beatrice, Zied, and I haven’t always seen eye-to-eye,” Amelia began, reaching her empty hand back to hook around Roska’s arm as well. “But we’ve had very surprisingly civil conversations over the last few cycles. Ever since she learned about my relationship with you, Q. And then with Elena and now Roska.” Amelia smiled up at them both. “Your mother understands that she didn’t handle things well before when I left Harbor Ridge to live out my life in Andover with Herb. But she’s seen the error of her ways.” 

Quinn scoffed, and Roska felt his eyebrows shoot up behind his shaggy white hair. 

“Don’t give me that. Either of you.” Amelia squeezed both their arms gently. “Those were her words. She muxed up. She knows that. Hells, she even thanked me for taking care of you three when she failed to.” 

Roska tilted his head at that, trying to imagine their mother apologizing to anyone, over anything. He couldn’t picture it. Mother wasn’t a bad person, but she was incredibly prideful and rarely admitted fault in anything. 

“Believe it or not, she and I have made amends. Belladonna seems to have had quite the grounding effect on your mother.”

“You should have seen her at their mating.” Elena’s voice caught them all by surprise as she turned the corner and joined them in the hall outside Amelia’s designated suite. “I’ve never seen Mother cry. It was beautiful, if a bit terrifying.”

Amelia released the boys long enough to pull Elena into a warm hug, placing gentle kisses on each of her cheeks before pulling back and studying her for a moment. 

“My, you’ve grown so much. You’re absolutely beautiful.” Amelia beamed at Elena, tears brimming her eyes as she spoke. 

“I couldn’t agree more.” Niko joined them in the hall, wrapping an arm around Elena’s waist while placing a kiss on her temple.

Roska looked away. He was happy for his sister, naturally, but seeing them so close and casually affectionate still hurt. Roska couldn’t fight the feeling that he would never find that. He’d thought for a moment, cycles ago, that he might find that with Brigit, but now he knew she likely never felt the same for him. She’d vanished without so much as a note indicating she was even still interested in him. 

“Your Majesty.” Amelia moved to a low curtsy, but Niko quickly released Elena long enough to place his hands on Amelia’s shoulders and halt her movement. 

“Please, Madam. You never need to bow to me. If not for your kindness, this magical creature”—he coiled his arms around Elena again—“wouldn’t be here. I would likely have never met her, and my life would be utterly shallow and meaningless.” He turned back, locking eyes with Amelia. “I should be bowing to you. If you ever need anything, and I mean anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” 

Elena’s eyes glimmered with unspent emotion as she looked up at the face of the man she loved. 

Gods, Roska had prayed nightly to find Brigit, in the hopes that she might one day look at him like that. He was such a heartsick fool. 

Lyra popped her head out of the door to Amelia’s rooms. “If you lot are done being blubbering messes, we have a surprise in here.” 

Inside the room, Demoni, Agon, and Lyra had decorated Amelia’s suite. Well, decorated as well as a dragon, weasel, and fox were capable. There was a roaring fire in the hearth, staving off the last of the frost season’s lingering chill. Pillows were fluffed and inviting, spread out over the three couches that framed the fireplace. A tea tray was set up, steam still rising from the kettle that sat steeping between six porcelain teacups. A charcuterie board of cheeses, crackers, and meats practically covered the low table that sat between the couches and the fireplace. 

Amelia clasped a hand to her mouth, clearly fighting back overwhelming emotion. Quinn let a low whistle loose at the impressive display. 

“How did you manage this all by yourselves? Without a thumb between you?” Niko asked with an impressed smile on his face. 

“They might have had a little help,” came a soft but familiar voice. 

Miguel stepped out from behind the door, holding it open for them as they all entered the warm, delicious-smelling space. 

An unexpected warmth spread through Roska at the sight of Miguel. His dark eyes locked on Roska’s for just a moment before he quickly offered a bow to the King and moved to exit the room. 

“Where are you going?” Agon demanded. 

“Uh, well, I thought I’d let you all catch up.” Miguel looked a little flushed. He glanced quickly between them all and took another step toward the door. 

“You can’t leave.” Lyra positioned herself between Miguel and his escape. “As our smartass King just pointed out, we don’t have thumbs. Who will pour the tea?” 

“Lyra.” There was a hint of disapproval in Amelia’s tone that seemed to make every living creature in the room stand a little straighter. No one wanted to disappoint her or be on the receiving end of her disapproval. 

“Lyra’s right,” Quinn jumped in. Amelia’s glare turned to him and he seemed to instantly regret his word choice. “Not about Miguel serving us,” he added quickly. “But you should stay.” He addressed Miguel directly, smiling warmly and almost trying to impart some sort of telepathic message to the man. 

Miguel glanced at Roska, seeming to ask his permission or approval. 

“Yes, please stay.” The words left his mouth before Roska had a chance to fully register a thought. 

Miguel took a step closer to him, speaking quietly enough that only Roska could hear. “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.” 

Ever since he’d first laid eyes on the man, when they’d been searching for witnesses to bring charges against the disgraced Queen for treason and murder, Roska had felt a draw toward Miguel. The man had been working in the kitchens at the time, flour in his dark curls and jam on his apron. Something in Roska had clicked into the place at the sight of him, knowing that Miguel would be important to him, although he’d tried not to look too closely at that for several moons. They’d only recently begun to spend time together, typically in the gardens where they worked the land, traded tips, and shared stories from their lives. 

Seeing Miguel now, deferring to Roska’s comfort level, that warmth was back, creating a welcome tingle in Roska’s chest. “I’m sure. I would love for you to get to know this woman. And I would enjoy having you here.”

He hadn’t really expected to be so open and honest, but the second the words left his lips, Roska knew they were the absolute truth. 


      [image: ]They spent hours visiting, telling embarrassing stories, and reminiscing about their respective times at Amelia’s. By the time the tea was gone and all that remained of the snacks were crumbs and hard bits of cheese, Amelia’s fosters came bounding into the room demanding her attention. 

Roska and his siblings left Amelia to attempt to put the younger two down for a nap. Quinn offered to take the older kids to play by the lake while Elena and Niko went off to handle some political issue. 

Miguel and Roska walked silently through the halls, slowly ambling back to Roska’s suite. He was tired and could probably do with a nap himself, but he wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye to Miguel. Having him there, spending time with the people he loved, had felt like the most natural thing in the world to Roska. He wasn’t ready for that to end just yet. 

So invite him into our room. 

You don’t think that would be too forward? I don’t want to make him uncomfortable. 

Look at how he’s fidgeting. He doesn’t want to leave any more than you want him to go. Just ask, or I will. 

Roska chanced a quick look at Miguel’s hands to see him picking at imaginary lint on his tunic. He looked… nervous? 

Oh, Goddess. He looks so uncomfortable already. I can’t ask him to stay. He clearly wants to be anywhere but—

“Miguel, would you like to join us for one last cup of tea before we have to head down for the evening’s festivities?” Demoni’s voice was soft, but Roska felt like she’d screamed the words. Heat immediately flushed up his neck and ears. He was certain his ears were a brilliant shade of red. More than anything, Roska wished he could disappear.

“I would love to,” Miguel said with a wide smile. “I mean, if that’s all right with you?” He directed the question at Roska, curiosity in his eyes as his words came out in a cloud of mist. 

Shyt. 

Roska looked at his hands to see icy water vapors pouring from his clenched fists and flowing across the stone floors. The temperature of the hall had decreased dramatically. 

Get control of yourself. Demoni’s hissed command shocked Roska back into the moment. She rarely raised her voice. He could count on one hand the number of times she’d snapped at him. 

Shyt shyt shyt. I’m sorry. “I’m so sorry.” Roska was wringing his frosted hands, willing his power to go back into the lockbox in his chest. “Yes, please. Join us for tea. Or perhaps coffee, if you’d rather? I just received a new shipment from Father. He’s been traveling around in Maehelm and brought back some of their blends for me to try. Or the wine he brought in from Rolam? If that’s more to your liking?” 

He was rambling, he knew it, but Roska couldn’t seem to shut his mouth. 

Demoni slithered down his arm, launched herself from him, and grabbed hold of the latch on the door, using the weight of her body to fling it wide open. Dismounting from the door, she slunk behind Miguel and climbed up his clothing until she was resting proudly on his shoulder.

“Shall we?”

Roska gaped at his frost dragon, firmly wrapped around another man’s body. She’d never been comfortable touching others and she’d never been so bold as to initiate such contact herself. 

Miguel, seeming not to notice the look of pure shock on Roska’s face, turned and strode purposefully into the suite, leaving Roska to stare unseeingly after them. 

What the hells was that?








  
  
Chapter 4




“So this is where the brother of the future Queen sleeps, huh?” Miguel appraised Roska’s suite with a seemingly critical eye. “I’ve often wondered what this space would be like.” 

He wondered about my bedroom…?

Of course he did. He’s interested in you. Roska could practically hear Demoni’s eyes roll as she chided him from her perch atop Miguel’s shoulders. Now get in here and offer the man a drink.

He hadn’t even realized he was still standing in the open doorway of the suite he shared with his brother.

“Um, yes,” Roska said, stepping into the room and letting the door close quietly behind him. “Well, I share this suite with Q, but since he’s gone most of the time, it’s really more my space than his. The books are mine, and the bedroom to the right. The mess”—he nodded to the pile of miscellaneous clothing and damaged tools that Q claimed to be fixing in the corner of the room—“belongs to my brother.”

Why was he saying that? Why did he want to ensure that Miguel knew this was his private space, but that Miguel was truly a welcome guest? And why did he want Miguel’s approval so badly? 

Miguel turned his critical eye to Roska, a smile pulling at his soft lips. “I figured. You don’t seem like the type of man to leave his dirty laundry lying about.” 

A low heat tinged Roska’s face as he looked away from Miguel’s burning eyes. 

“Would you like a drink? Coffee? Wine?” Distraction. He needed to move and focus on something other than the heat currently pooling in his chest as he looked at the man across the room from him. Gods, Miguel was beautiful. Roska had been trying to ignore that fact for weeks, but now, alone in his suite with the man, it was undeniable. 

“I’d love to try some of that coffee your father brought, if it’s not too much trouble.” Miguel moved to sit on the couch across from the fire, stretching his arms out across the back of the couch and Roska couldn’t seem to tear his eyes from him as he attempted to retrieve the coffee from a small tin on a table near one of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. 

Roska hadn’t spent much alone time with Miguel since settling in the castle a few solar cycles ago. He’d seen the man around the castle, of course, and they often worked in the gardens together—Roska’s preferred form of meditation—but they’d never been alone together. Not like this. It was unnerving how calm and confident Miguel was in Roska’s space. It would have been presumptuous, bordering on disrespectful, if it were anyone else, but something about the way Miguel settled into his space—whether it was the warm smile that seemed to have permanently taken up residence on his beautiful face or the soothing way his voice calmed ever frayed nerve in Roska’s mind—made Roska feel as though this moment had been inevitable. They were always leading in this direction, even if he hadn’t noticed it until now. 

Silence filled the room as Roska finally pulled his gaze from Miguel’s calmly commanding presence. He filled the cast iron kettle and hung it on the hook over the fireplace, stoking the fire and waiting for the water to boil. 

Roska was pleased to realize that the silence that hung in the room was palpable and yet utterly serene. He’d been so anxious upon enclosing himself with Miguel, but now that they were there—Roska in an armchair beside the fireplace and Miguel still confidently sprawled on the long couch—it felt like the most natural thing in the world. 

The water boiled, and Roska moved to pull the whistling kettle from the fire, but Miguel jumped up and beat him to it. In his haste to retrieve the singing iron, Miguel took hold of the kettle with his bare hand. 

“Mux!” He nearly dropped the heated kettle directly into the fire, pulling his hand back quickly and blowing on the singed flesh. 

Roska rushed to his side, kneeling and gingerly taking the man’s injured hand and immediately blowing onto the inflamed skin, easing a hint of his frost into his breath to soothe the burn more efficiently. 

“My gods,” Miguel whispered on an exhale. “You’re astounding.”

Roska froze in place, ice leaking from his fingertips and creating a small buffer between where their skin connected. He hadn’t even realized he’d closed the distance between them until he glanced up and saw the flecks of gold in Miguel’s eyes.

Mother Goddess. He was so close. All Roska had to do was lean forward a breath and his lips would make contact with Miguel’s warm, bronze skin. Roska felt himself lean, nearly closing the distance entirely. Miguel’s eyes glowed at the prospect. His interest shocked Roska even more than the pull that seemed to draw him incrementally closer and closer.

A log in the fire popped, collapsing in on itself and startling Roska. He immediately dropped Miguel’s hand and rose from the floor. 

“We should get you to a healer. You’ll need a salve for that burn.”

Miguel blinked a few times, staring at his hand before he rose and dusted off his knees. “It’s nothing; I’m fine.” 

He didn’t seem fine though. There was a hint of something that looked very much like hurt on the man’s face. 

But that couldn’t be. Roska must have been seeing things. Miguel wasn’t hurt that Roska had pulled away. They barely knew each other. The hurt on his face was clearly a reaction to the angry red mark that lined his palm. 

Gods, you are stubborn and willfully ignorant. 

Where the hells did you go? You left me alone with him and look what happened!

Demoni nosed open the bedroom door and slipped back into the shared living space. I was trying to give you some privacy. You obviously can’t be trusted on your own.

Roska ignored Demoni’s commentary and turned on his heel, crossing the room and opening the suite door. “I insist. I refuse to be the reason your hand is permanently maimed.” 

Miguel looked prepared to argue further when a servant appeared in the open doorway. 

“Apologies for the interruption, sir,” the servant said with a swift bow. “The King requests your presence on the Great Hall balcony. The festivities are about to begin.”

Roska glanced out the window. Shyt, when had the sun gone down? Roska hadn’t even realized they’d been alone for so long. 

Miguel crossed the room, his face a mask devoid of emotion. “Thank you for the coffee.” He offered Roska a subtle bow of his head. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to enjoy it.” And then he slipped past the servant and down the hall on swift, near-silent feet.

Roska stood rooted in the doorway, his mind traveling back to just moments before. Miguel’s deep, delicious chocolate eyes staring up at him. Sparks of gold and heat shone through those enchanting eyes. He desperately wanted to know what Miguel had been thinking. Had he felt the same magnetic pull that Roska had? Would he have welcomed more of Roska’s touch? Or would he have pulled away and shamed him for such behavior?

The servant shuffled their feet, subtly clearing their throat and shocking Roska out of his reverie. 

“Right, yes. Lead the way.”


      [image: ]Roska’s siblings, their parents, and King Niko were waiting just inside the Great Hall. He joined them, pulling their mothers into a warm embrace, clasping hands in greeting with their father. Belladonna fussed over his unruly hair for a moment before Mother took her hand and gave Roska a mildly apologetic smile. 

“So glad you could join us,” Niko teased as he shook Roska’s hand. “Happy birthday, brother. I hope you had a pleasant afternoon.” 

Roska blanched at the hint of innuendo in Niko’s words. Elena swatted Niko’s arm, silently chastising his implications. 

Did they all suspect his attraction to Miguel? Roska hadn’t even acknowledged it himself until they were on the floor together moments ago. 

Not everyone is as willfully blind as you. Demoni wasn’t pulling her punches today, and Roska wasn’t sure he liked that. She was usually more gentle with her criticisms. 

I’ve run out of patience for your stubbornness. I’m not going to “handle with care” when you keep intentionally sabotaging our happiness.

Shyt, you could at least try to find a more diplomatic way of bringing things up.

I could, but that hasn’t been working. Now, I’m following Lyra’s advice and speaking my truth.

Of course Lyra was behind this. That damned firefox was incapable of tact, and now she was rubbing off on his frost dragon. 

Niko threw open the balcony doors, effectively putting an end to Roska and Demoni’s telepathic argument as cheers from the citizens below in the courtyard drowned out all thoughts of their disagreement. 

The sun had fully set, cueing the enchantresses to begin their magical display. Fireworks—explosive displays of power and beauty—lit up the night sky, encouraged by the “oohs” and “ahhs” of the guests who filled the courtyard. It was an extraordinary show, and Roska was impressed that their mother had orchestrated the whole thing. 

Beatrice hadn’t been a good mother for many cycles, but since she and Belladonna had reconnected and mated, Beatrice seemed to be putting in a great deal of effort to make up for her previous cycles of failure. Their mating was something to be admired and emulated. They fought more often than not, but they challenged each other to do better, be more, and gods help anyone who stood in their way. Roska prayed to the Mother Goddess that he would find a love like that one day. He’d once hoped he’d have such a partnership with Brigit, but he’d accepted moons ago that they just weren’t meant to be. 

Niko and Elena stood hand in hand on the balcony overlooking the courtyard, the citizens of Riverayn waiting below. It was time for his annual speech. It was a tradition he’d started the first cycle they’d celebrated the triplets’ birthday in the capital. As the enchantresses amplified his voice, he turned to face Elena, smiling down at her as she beamed at him with all the happiness in the world glowing through her eyes.

“Elena, my beloved Firefly,” he began, his voice echoing throughout the capital. He took both of her hands in his, knelt before her, and asked, “Will you be my Queen?”

Tears flooded her eyes in seconds. Unable to speak, she nodded vigorously, pulling him to stand and throwing her arms around his neck.

Cheers reverberated off the castle walls, growing louder with each passing moment. Roska and Quinn clapped the loudest, calling on their magics to shower them in warm—but utterly harmless—embers and snowflakes. Beatrice and Belladonna held each other tight, tears reflecting in their own eyes. Aiden laughed heartily.

Roska was thrilled for his sister and Niko. They’d been through so much together. They deserved every happiness in the world. 

Still, he couldn’t shake the dark feeling in the back of his mind. Jealousy.

More than anything, as he watched his sister place yet another tearful kiss on her new fiance’s lips, and his mothers’ embrace with love radiating off of them, he desperately wished he could find someone to love him that way. 
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