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I’m warning you...
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I was in a bad place when I wrote this book, only I didn’t know it. I was floundering hard after having lost the man I loved. He walked away, and it tore me to shreds.

I told everyone around me that I was okay (I wasn’t) and I dove feverishly into finishing this story.

I’d written the first half before I lost my love, and I wrote the second half of it afterward, in a secret maelstrom of torment.

I think I subconsciously tried to tear apart everything good in the story, but the characters fight so hard to stay together despite all the terrible things my grief hurls in their path, and the ending (I’ve been told) is so unbearably beautiful (despite it only being a happy-for-now), that I’m sharing their story with you in spite of the dark parts.

I hope this is the darkest thing I ever write and that I’ve written it bearably enough to not scare anyone away for good. Still, I’m warning you: the Nurenans are sick f*cks. Brutally ugly in and out, they warp themselves and the people they capture, and while Alynah (the main character) remains physically unscathed, the characters who surround her in the second half of the book scarcely scraped their sanity out of Nuren intact. They are sexually messed up.

One is like—well, imagine a seriously f*cked-up Rhysand from Sarah J. Maas’s Feyre books and you have him perfectly. He steps out of trauma like a king, but a more ruthless king than any I’ve ever read about before. Once he appears, it’s like watching a wreck in slow-motion.

He, Alynah, and other characters go through a vile ending where Alynah encounters people twisted beyond recognition, the Nurenan king does his best to traumatize them all, and Alynah relives (as non-graphically as possible) the events that messed up the trauma king.

And the f*cked-up Rhysand doesn’t entirely let her go afterward.

Okay. That said, you’ve been duly warned. And here’s a fun fact! I ran off to Prague when I was young and stole a few Czech words for this book. ‘Zrůda’ (pronounced zroo-duh) is the Czech word for abomination, and Netvor is the Czech word for monster.

If this hasn’t scared you off and you’re interested in subscribing to my newsletter to find out about more books, you can sign up at http://eepurl.com/bMh_nn or follow my website: https://sonyalano.com/
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Pretend
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I swear I’ll be free... one day.

I once had dreams—until my country’s spineless overlord leashed my freedom and forged me into a pawn taught to fight, detect poisons, and disconnect my soul.

Then he kicked me like a snarling cur into a charade I don’t want to play, and to quash my rebelliousness, he dangles my family’s life in the balance like meat on a hook for a rabid dog.

Now I’m deceiving the enemy: a far-too-handsome silver-haired assassin who attacked my entourage and took me captive, thinking I’m the princess.

In truth, I’m a decoy forced to perpetuate a sham that will doom both his country and mine.

But I just have to pretend.

Pretend to be the princess.

Lie to my captor.

Keep him from discovering the truth.

And not fall in love with the beautiful but ruthless man who locked his own unseen chains around my throat.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Sunless Place
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Do you still think you can save them, my poison empress?

His voice slides into my mind like an iron hand sheathed in velvet, his potency infiltrating through its softness, just as his presence infiltrates the darkness beside me.

In this sunless place of moisture and stone, he keeps trying to pry into my mind—just as the chill of the cavern jabs into my bones, like javelins of shivers thrust beneath my skin.

But I salvage what resistance I can and hug my knees to my chest. I’m not your empress.

You ruled my poison court.

Not with you.

Doesn’t matter that I wasn’t the one fucking you. He stretches out his legs, quietly scuffing the dark, and crosses his boots as indolently as a yawn. At least... He smiles, tantalizingly wicked and warped and beautiful and scarred in the faint light of crystals that reflect the moonlight from cracks in the cavern overhead. I wasn’t fucking you physically.

Despite my resistance, his spirit moves on mine like a palpable force, and his ferocity invigorates the air.

Enticingly savage and alive.

Ardent.

Intense.

Almost starved.

I almost yearn—lean—

No. I’m not—I start to say.

You were never poison for anyone but me. Poison. Dagger. Sword. His lazy fervency coils beneath the surface, like a serpent playing drugged, waiting for me to attack so he can coil more tightly around me. Come play with me, Alynah, all the filthy, debasing games I’ve missed with you. Call me rat. Maggot. Mongrel. Bastard while I love you.

Love? A laugh cuts out of me.

Wasn’t I close? Doesn’t it feel real?

I clench my fists. I need to focus on this, not him.

I can save them—us—if only I can convince—

No, show the captive souls in the stone around us just how noxious I became, to prove how insidiously and gradually a person can alter from a golden innocent to what we’ve become—what the souls in this cavern don’t yet know that they’ve become.

Monster. Abomination. The slurs I abused him with are the selfsame ones I now hold like knives to my own soul.

As the glacial iciness of the cavern vies with the echoes of war in my skull, the nightmarish images of my past entangle me like netting.

I claw at the cage of fate, and my heart thumps, maddened, in my throat.

I don’t want to return, to relive what unspeakable things the enemy did to him to make him what he is, and what they crafted of his sister, and how they perverted my family, and... what I asked him to do in the end.

But there is no solace for the lost.

And my madness seems endless.

Yet, love blossomed, too... in the life that he stripped clean.

My life.

I must begin by telling the surface images of the past I knew then—the surface images that lied.

I don’t look at the man who manipulated my life, but he’s listening as keenly as the cursed. More keenly even, for the glitter of his eyes turns into a hungry prison—a prison for me.

But not yet.
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Every Beast is Born Innocent
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They say every beast is born innocent.

I was born tucked away in a forgotten hamlet called Levern on the Ilinian-Demin border.

But you were born a long time ago, before the earth split wide open at the Chasm of Blood and Despair. Your continent crumbled into three nations.

Imagine them as women.

First, Nuren: nefarious; hateful.

Because her pain is never released in the ritual Prayer of Rest and Awakening, the acrid waste of ages bloats her within. Vitriol burns from her eyes, and venom festers in her soul. Squat and bitter, she nestles her odium close, saturated with malice. Her people walk the earth like stubs mashed down by brutality. Stunted in height, they hunch behind beady eyes in battered faces, wanting only to disseminate torment and dismantle sanity.

Then: Ilinia.

My country.

Wont to dance in veils and ribbons, she is a lady of harmony and laughter, scattering birdsong and florae from her gown. She releases her pain in the Prayer so that her people wake unburdened to each succeeding life. Her citizens sow and till the earth, their variety vibrant to behold: hair of cornsilk blond or black as jet; skin as pale as birch or dark as ebon. Her people spill love upon her meadows like wildflowers.

Then... Demin.

The defiant one.

A warrior, she is fierce but honorable. Her populace mines the heart of the earth for the metals that glitter at her throat and gleam from her sword. Her people conquer their enemies with integrity but dispense their mercy at leisure. Clemency is given only where deserved, and lives are spared only when they can be used. They are a nation of steel: it is fused in their bones, in the metallic gray of their eyes, in the slash of their swords, in the silver of their hair—for all her people, young or old, have silver hair.

Their flashing blades deal out the lash of justice where they will; in battle, no one can best them.

Nuren.

Ilinia.

Demin.

These three countries existed in uneasy peace, holding their hands in unspoken truce.

But Nuren’s maleficence bled across her borders; her suffering wanted to blight the world, to blot the beauty from the stars and the birdsong from the trees. Her violent populace wished to raze the fields with fire and mangle the people with flails.

Nuren did not want Ilinia to dance.

She did not want Demin to stand.

She wanted Ilinia to weep.

And Demin to bow.

But then he was born.

And I was born.

Two monsters forged to stop her.

*
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I DIDN’T LOOK MONSTROUS (but then, neither does he unless you look him in the eye).

I was just young and vain, a farm girl roving the fields and laughing without end. Impetuous and impossible, I gloried in my copper hair that made everyone stare.

Only our overlord’s family produced such a color (they said), not a sleek auburn or false ruby or even carrot-orange, but brightly rich and coppery.

Exceptionally rare.

So rare it made me the overlord’s ultimate pawn.

His soldiers swarmed our threshold.

The memory rises like vomit, of me and my family abducted, of the reeking carriage that enclosed us for days, of bathing in a swimming hole while he, the leader of the contingent that ‘escorted’ us, watched me.

And then: our arrival in Ilenvix, Ilinia’s capital.

I knelt before my country’s overlord in his firelit chamber, his grip clammy on my chin, my stomach roiling in my anxiety, my family alive only at his whim—and at my obedience.

My uncanny resemblance to his daughter—Ilinia’s princess, his heiress, whose name I even shared (in the strangest coincidence of all)—had prompted his kidnapping of me and his ensuing generous ‘offer’.

I would train to fight, to protect. When his young queen traveled, I would accompany her entourage. Disguised as the princess, I would protect his Queen Finnia from any outside foe.

If we were captured, the Nurenans would think me Princess Alynah and would take me, too. And in secret, I would sneak our queen from their grasp.

No one would know of my existence other than my Deminian-born trainer and the contingent of soldiers who’d uprooted me from my home.

With my family imprisoned under my overlord’s dubious mercy, I could not refuse his request.

*
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IN THAT STARK YEAR of training, I learned to strangle my compassion, to stab human flesh without thought, and I was forbidden to love.

But I defied the overlord’s dictates. My heart found distraction in a warrior of reckless grins, hair like gleaming onyx, and eyes the aquamarine of a perilous sea.

We shared a thousand thoughts and dreams, dared a thousand chaste and not-so-chaste caresses, and merged our breath into a thousand secrets.

Our every kiss was a passionate defiance.

I was forbidden friendship, too, with the queen I was to protect.

But who could not love a woman of Finnia’s exhilarated spirit? She and I stole away from the glittering court in countless moments, to autumnal glades of amber and ruby.

In snatched bits of time, on the leaf-strewn earth, we danced in woods where sunbeams dappled our feet. Our slippers rustled leaves into whirlwinds as we reveled in the freedom between the earth and our bodies.

Lithe and sweet, our toes sank into the loam while the scents of nectar and sap sugared our breaths. Summer-hot zephyrs muffled our laughter and the hush of our gowns.

That was where the Nurenans found us: a queen and a princess (a false princess) squandering precious moments on wasted fripperies.

Their weaponry clanged like warning bells that mauled our serenity.

Queen Finnia and I ran, our hands slicked with sweat, our legs fleet as deer. Our breathing blended as we sprinted harder, faster.

At the edge of a stream bank, she shoved me off.

And she stayed behind.

That moment haunts me still: my flailing arms trying to grasp the rushing air, my hair tangling on the tongue in my screaming mouth.

How she shone and shimmered on the embankment as they flanked her, their mashed visages scarcely human, wrought and contorted by torture in the gutters of Nuren.

In their dull brown clothes, they resembled plain-plumed mundines flocking around a queen of sunlight and silk.

That image embedded itself in my mind, my failure frozen in time, with the droplets from my splash suspended around it, like crystals in the firmament above.

*
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I’D FAILED TO SAVE her.

Such a crime could not go unpunished.

Retribution rode the overlord’s shoulders. It rippled in his fur-trimmed scarlet robe in the torchlit courtyard where his men bristled with weapons.

With his eyes winched to slits lacquered over with fury, he shoved my warrior love at me.

He gave us a choice: only one of us would live.

Not only that, but our families’ lives balanced on our blades. Whoever died, their family followed. Meaning that, in order to save my mother, father, brother, and sister, I must slay my warrior; and he, to save his family, must slay me.

Our families, ashen-faced and fraught and frail with hope, stood to the side while he and I circled each other in heartbreak and woe.

Our thousand secrets and moments of heat and passion tautened between us like cords.

His eyes turned the deep and turbulent color of melancholy.

For an eternal moment, his eyes met mine.

*
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HE ATTACKED FIRST.

But it was my hurled dagger that entrenched in his throat.

*
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THE SHOCK OF THAT MOMENT never left: his mouth that had kissed mine parted on his final breaths—breaths I’d never feel again whispering his dreams on my skin—him, dying; his family being slain around us...

*
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I KNELT IN THE AFTERMATH, unwilling to live, longing only for the death that the overlord raised over me with his lifted sword.

But Ulrian—my bastard trainer—stayed the blade from falling.

I was still useful, he said, because Nuren wasn’t finished.

And Ulrian was right. Nuren had our queen, but they wanted our princess—in order to forge an alliance of marriage with their overlord, the Netvor of Nuren—and in exchange, they would return our dear queen, dear Finnia.

But if our overlord sent his daughter and heiress to Nuren to unite the populations of Nuren and Ilinia, we would outnumber Demin.

And if, afterward, Nuren commanded us to attack, Demin would engage us in war—a vicious war that pitted us all against overwhelming odds.

Too many would be slaughtered, and Demin might be subjugated.

To prevent that from happening, Demin would try to prevent the Nuren-Ilinia alliance from ever happening—by kidnapping our princess first.

Which meant: if the overlord tried to dispatch Princess Alynah overland to Nuren, he risked Demin seizing the Ilinian princess before she ever arrived.

And without his daughter, he had no bargaining tool with which to persuade Nuren to return Finnia.

He needed a way to lure the Deminians off the trail of the true princess so that she arrived in Nuren.

He needed a decoy.

Me.

Mirror image to the Ilinian princess, I would serve as bait. While the true princess was whisked off to Nuren by a secret route, Demin would waste time chasing my entourage.

If I distracted them long enough, the Nurenan-Ilinian alliance would be ensured. We would save our queen, sacrifice our princess—and slit our own throats.

Because allying with Nuren would be akin to murdering our innocents—and our innocence—never to recover again. Nuren, after all, befouled the essence of lives. It was a nation riddled with hate, its people addicts of pain, their eyes glazed as they relished torment and initiated others into agony.

They clung to it in life after life, for rather than relinquishing their bitterness and vituperation at death, they retained the hatred of their previous lives. And that hatred swelled with each succeeding generation, greater and vaster until their animosity distended like bowels of steaming feces and bladders full of scalding piss.

Not even for Finnia could I subject my nation to a people that would destroy our spirit.

But the overlord had my family, and Lia was only five years old, Timian only ten, training to be a warrior—bright-eyed and eager to protect—and Mama and Papa had saved me as a babe before I ever spoke a word.

The overlord dangled their lives like bacon over a ravenous dog, his menace dripping with their deaths. He threatened to murder them one by one, in unspeakable ways, if I did not bow to his cause.

Given that, what could I choose?

On one side of the balance teetered my vast country, its numbers incomprehensible, its residents as distant and unknown as the stars.

And on the other balanced my family, my flesh and blood, my heart, their laughter in my ears, my siblings’ hands between my fingers, my papa’s patient teaching that had made me—once—a good person.

That is how easy it is to begin becoming a monster.

Choosing something small and insignificant, and leaving the rest of the world to burn.

*
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STILL, THE OVERLORD did not trust me.

To ensure I didn’t confess that I was a decoy, he had me subdued, slit my wrist, and let my blood flow into a scroll.

A thing of magic, the scroll soaked up my blood, gulped it down, and stored it deep inside its parched fibers.

Magical artifacts such as this existed few and far between—most of them hurled away long before and buried deep (deemed far too perilous for humans to wield)—but some of them remained, like this one.

After it guzzled my blood from my unwilling veins, from that moment on, it would use that swallowed-up blood like ink to inscribe on its pages every word that I spoke. My overlord would read everything I said and would know the instant I confessed—if I confessed—and then he would lift his sword and spill the blameless blood of my family.

I had only the space between my skull and my heart to cradle the truth—

To speak my name.

Alynah Commonborn.

The one bound with invisible bonds to play decoy.

My story starts in the Great Forest, where autumn’s brushstrokes were painting their tableau in vibrant hues. Boughs rustled in shades of jonquil-yellow and strawberry-red amid breezes tangy and redolent with pine, dense with sugar-ginger blossoms and the sticky pungency of sap.

And the crisp scent of dying leaves...

But then, autumn always expired so beautifully.
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I Laughed under my Breath
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Premonition was crawling across my skin like sweat.

In the stifling heat, on a hostile day, I swayed on the carriage seat as the ponderous conveyance lurched on creaking wheels toward my luckless fate.

The game was about to start—Demin’s hunters closing in. My prickling senses knew it, like my perspiring palms and pounding heart. I was sweltering in my heavily embroidered gown.

As I unwrapped myself from the ravages of the past troubled year, I wanted to spit on fortune with its conniving games. I longed to plot defiance, smash this carriage, and escape forever.

Maybe I could. If I went spider-silent and played mad, all held breath and tricky stealth.

I laughed under my breath. The overlord may have backed me into this corner, but—

The attack came then, without warning, in a jumble of images, clashes, and debilitating terror.

Loosed arrows, alarmed cries, the thump of arrows striking human marks, barked orders, voices edged with unguarded fear.

Spat curses and the hiss of drawn swords. Spooked horses stamping restless hooves.

I drew on months of training to keep my panic at bay and tore off my royal skirts, revealing the leggings and tunic beneath.

Primed for combat.

The carriage door burst open and an enemy clambered in.

I went utterly still while my lady’s maid, Marei, screamed, and he leaped for her.

He pinned her down in a mortal struggle, which turned quickly into a lust for power. He yanked at his breeches and started untying the laces, which roused me to action.

I unsheathed my dagger and pressed the blade to his jugular—felt his jumping pulse, his quivering flesh.

Don’t think; don’t think. I jerked the knife across his throat. Swallow the bile, I thought as he shuddered into nothing but limp corpse beneath me. Don’t think.

Ignoring Marei’s screams, I leaped from the carriage to fight alongside my escort.

Amid iron and steel and spilled blood, I fought for my life where every movement must count, every ounce of energy be conserved.

Sweat dampened my hair and salted my mouth. The hilt of my knife was saturated with blood, the air boiling like a wound infected with stench.

But something was wrong—off.

And we were losing the battle against too many foes. Members of my escort around me were now fighting in pockets of last-chance desperation. Men crumpled to the ground like siege towers incinerated from within and collapsing on themselves.

Riderless mounts were galloping away, a few less fortunate steeds twitching in mounds of horseflesh amid the carnage on the side of the road.

I saw no way out, and more foes kept coming, while something kept niggling at my mind, screaming that this scene was wrong, only I didn’t know why. I kept striking and lunging and dealing out blows—until a rock grazed my temple.

I stumbled to my knees, stunned, blinking, and when the world came into focus again, every enemy warrior around me had frozen, their horrified expressions close to comical.

A few looked over their shoulders.

“Are you fucking mad?” one of them snarled in the most incomprehensible response I’d ever heard, because the question wasn’t directed at me, but at the person who must have thrown the rock.

Marei snapped me from my daze.

Only sixteen years old, she should never have been brought into this mess with the rest of us, but she was here as lady’s maid to lend credence to this terrible charade.

She toppled from the carriage behind me and thumped to her knees on the pebbled road. “Spare me! Spare me!” Her clasped hands entreated mercy. “I’m naught but a simple maid!”

I regrouped and staggered up, gripped her arm, hauled her up, and backed away with her in tow.

With the carriage behind us, I positioned myself between her and the rest, uncaring that the real royal princess would never protect her worthless maid like this.

I just wanted to save at least one life, and Marei was the least guilty of us all.

I strove for composure while around me wheezed a dying mount, the labored breathing of too many injured, and Marei’s imploring whimpers. A trickle of blood rolled from the cut on my temple. Around us, the Great Forest rained down an exquisite rainbow of leaves.

The attackers fanned out around us—a semicircle of hulking figures, wary expressions, and unshaven jaws. One sported a rubbery smile rank with malice.

The recurring thought that something was wrong coalesced at last.

These men with their commonplace hair and familiar language were not Deminian.

They were Ilinian.

My own countrymen.

My daggers lowered in my shock. “Why are you here?”

“Why do you think, you royal bitch?” The giant with the rubbery smile and jagged scar from temple to chin let a sneer split his black beard, which exposed his rat-like yellow teeth.

His fingers hovered over his ax; he visibly quivered with the urge to draw it.

The man beside him clapped a hand on top of those quivering fingers. “Don’t, Ivad.” He stepped in front of the giant and raked me with a scathing glance indicating I was filth he would rather obliterate than converse with. “Deminians aren’t the only ones against this alliance, Princess.”

I peeled back my lips from my teeth in an answering sneer that sat ill on my face. If I’d been free to choose, I would have fought by their side. Even now I yearned to switch alliances and stand for what I believed. We should never ally with Nuren—with monsters—never.

But I wasn’t here for truth and ideals; I had to live a pretense to save my family—or feign it until I could get away.

Either way, I donned the princess’s mantle of contempt.

I ignored Ivad’s hand twitching on his ax, and I lashed out provokingly with an accusation ripe with hypocrisy. “So you’re traitors.”

Ivad shoved aside the man in front of him and freed his ax, his face twisted and diabolic.

Marei squeaked and clutched me from behind, her grip too strong in its paroxysms of alarm, and I couldn’t move from my own paralyzing fear.

The world suddenly centered on the ax blade slicing the air, its edge glossed by the sun through the leaves overhead, swinging straight toward me—no chance—

Someone slammed into Ivad from the side. The intercepted ax embedded in the wood not an arm’s length away from my motionless terror. I stood with my hands clenched, my dagger hilts clammy.

Ivad, pinned against the carriage, snarled his malevolence.

My savior—

Spirits.

Here was the Deminian race I’d expected: a spill of silver hair obscuring his features, his voice a sheer layer of frigid control, clipped hard over a core of power. “This is your only warning, Ivad. Next time...” He yanked the ax from the wooden side of the carriage, hurled it at my countryman’s feet, and then he turned to me.

His stony demeanor glacial, his pale eyes silver, nothing in him held either humanity or mercy. He exuded the tamped-down savagery of a bird of prey, one taught by hard experience to scavenge, track, hunt, and slay without discrimination, without reserve—only to survive at all cost. His thinned lips formed a pitiless line that made a lie of the boldly pretty sweep of bone structure in his face.

No scar marred the perfection of his flawless skin, as if no battle, no foe had ever touched him.

Only a beautifully rendered scarlet fox prowled across his left cheek, its spiky tail curving like a jagged scimitar aimed at the corner of his eye.

That fox was not Deminian, but the mark of our common enemy.

The mark of Nuren.
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Are You Really Going to Fight?
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Marei clamped her fingers harder over my arms, like iron talons, her keening in my ear. Her collapsing weight behind me rammed me to my knees between her and the Deminian.

Kneeling, dazed, stunned, and half-crippled with fear on the dirt road, with small rocks jamming painfully into my knees, I strove to divine why he bore the mark of Nuren.

He’d either survived captivity where he’d been marked by their stamp—which meant he’d emerged from their cells an abomination who would slaughter without remorse—or he’d become their pet, an instrument that willingly perpetrated their destruction on the world.

Either way, terror raged a ragged path through my gut. I’d expected an honorable Deminian, not a Nurenan soul in a Deminian body. Not the true enemy.

Dimly, my senses chaotic, I forced myself to look at him again, to take in details I could process without panic: the rivets on his black boots; the well-worn leather and the laces up the sides of his dark brown trousers; the relaxed, weaponless hands that screamed wrongness here in the aftermath of a battle; his dark leather belt with two sheathed daggers; the leather jerkin ending slightly below his hips, its side ties dangling down his thighs; crossed sword pommels sheathed at his back and jutting up behind his shoulders.

And who knew how many weapons were concealed unseen.

Then I reached his face again, where frosty eyes behind silver lashes so like Ulrian’s arrested me, stabbed a spike through my courage, and as good as staked me to the ground.

My heart thudded against my ribcage, my already labored breathing gone even shallower.

Foolish terror, piteous and weak. Get up, Alynah. Get up! No Ilinian princess kneels before Deminian criminals.

The true princess would never bow. She would sooner spit than so much as incline her head in respect.

And so, under his pitilessly unwavering stare, I pried Marei’s clammy grip from my arms, and I rose to my feet with at least the grace of a warrior if not the elegance of a princess, and I shuttered my expression to blank out the deep trepidation ripping through me.

Closer scrutiny dissolved some of his resemblance to Ulrian. They had the same silver hair, yes, the strands flowing like spun metal over lean shoulders, and the same wolf-pale eyes, but this Deminian was twenty-odd years younger, with fuller and more cruelly tautened lips, a face made gaunter by greater privation, and a nose more sharpened, like the tearing beak of a hawk.

The initial shock at their similarity, though, sufficed to shake me profoundly. His resemblance to Ulrian made me credit him with the same competence, and I had never defeated my trainer.

But I would defeat this Deminian.

It didn’t matter that, beyond where he stood, the rest of my escort had been subdued—no, slain, only Marei left standing—and I was now entirely on my own.

But I’d been on my own this whole time, for no one in my escort had afforded me any pity at all.

And so, with scrupulous care, I picked apart my fear with the delicacy of a master and set it aside as useless. Meticulously, I smoothed down my jagged nerves like a royal gown and assumed the mask of a princess’s scorn, which fit over my features like a second face.

The face I would tear off and burn if I could.

And I sorted through non-existent court protocol for convincing a foe I was heartless when in truth I was only the wrong game piece trying to save her family.

I ticked off the possibilities one by one.

Mindless indignation: How dare you attack my escort?

Too absurd and fluttery. The true princess wasn’t stupid.

Mindless challenge: What do you want?

Redundant, since we both knew.

The mindless polite refusal had promise. I appreciate the offer, treasured foe, but the overlord you have on hand isn’t much more of an incentive to unite my country with yours than with Nuren. Kindly let me on my way, and we’ll be back to wage war on Demin after the marriage.

Alas for me, the real princess would bristle with mindless antagonism because she believed herself too untouchable.

And so, lifting my chin with perfectly angled hauteur—flecks of ice in my eyes, condescension a drip from my voice—I stared straight into the Deminian’s remorseless countenance, edged my tone with steel, and turned his native tongue into a hiss. “May the spirits subject you to a thousand screaming torments for this.”

An unreadable flicker of something not quite emotion flashed in his eyes. He maneuvered close in a whisper of motion, his voice like a wire garrote pulled tauntingly across my skin. “Then join me in those thousand screaming torments, Princess. I’m sure the countrymen you damaged beyond repair will find your suffering the most beautiful song.”

I blinked. What did he know that I didn’t? Who had the true princess harmed?

While I wavered, he jerked the daggers from my nerveless fingers and tossed them to one of his men, then grabbed my elbow and hauled me close.

I almost fell, wilting from the powerless fury—fury aimed at myself for being ignorant now, at myself for being ignorant in the past, for failing so egregiously to save Finnia, for not even trying to go after her.

Coward.

Weakling.

Fool.

The Deminian lifted me into the carriage and shoved me forward.

I tripped over the warrior I’d killed, and my knees hit the soft flesh of his thighs.

I hastily scrambled up and turned to face the Deminian following me in.

He paused with the door half-shut, his eyes scanning the cadaver’s partially open breeches and the limp manhood dangling between the laces. Crinkling his nose, he pushed the carriage door wide again, grabbed the warrior’s shoulders, and dumped him down the steps—but one of the corpse’s feet hooked on the doorframe and kept it from falling all the way.

The Deminian dealt with that nuisance with a firm shove of his boot. Then he shut the door behind him, blocking out the traitors and the world outside.

Belatedly, I debated drawing another dagger, but the Deminian’s slicing, too-wary gaze and thinned lips fairly screamed ‘losing battle’—at least for now.

Not to mention, even if I did kill their Deminian leader, I’d still have to deal with the traitor Ilinians outside, and I doubted they would simply drop everything and let me flee in peace.

I had to choose my battles well, and this wasn’t one of them.

Not yet.

With the door shut, the Deminian’s attention impaled me once more, and it took all I had not to budge from my stance by the window. My muscles and instinct were unifying against my mind in an insurmountable drive to bolt now no matter the consequences.

But if I resisted now, I would ruin my chances.

I sought distraction. “My lady’s maid—” breathless worry steeped my words despite the superior tone “—they won’t hurt her? She’s scarcely sixteen.”

At this, he stilled completely.

A cold sweat broke out on my brow.

He cocked his head, tone perfectly cultured, glacial eyes uncaring. “You’re locked in a carriage with your country’s enemy, and your greatest concern is what happens to your servant?”

“She’s young.” I wiped my dirt- and blood-caked palms on my trousers, smudging streaks as garish as my daring across the material. “And I have greater faith in my ability to endure whatever you subject me to than in her ability to survive what your men do.”

“Do you now?” The faintest of smiles touched his lips, gone almost before it existed. “Deminians leave no survivors, Princess.”

“But Ilinians do, and your men are Ilinian. All you have to do is loosen your rein on their natures.”

“Why should I?”

“Because it’s a mere wrist-flick to you, but it means an entire life to her.”

“And I should care?” The murmured challenge was like a gauntlet thrown inside his words, his smile a sharp-edged sword baiting me to come near enough that he could draw blood.

My gaze clashed with his in an intensely waged war. Spare her, I willed him.

I couldn’t save the men, but spirits willing, I could save Marei...

But the Deminian’s return stare gave me no hope, no quarter, and delved inside my soul while raking an indifferent gaze across everything I held dear. It stripped me of valor and left me inwardly naked and curdling, my knees trembling.

But I stood my ground... although, looking into the Deminian’s eyes—icy windows to a dead soul—I might as well have begged a corpse for salvation as entreated him for anything.

I hurled out a last-ditch, desperate effort to find out something—anything. “Are you allied with Nuren?” How dead are you? I could have asked. Did mere armor guard his heart, or did no heart beat in his chest cavity at all?

His bland expression didn’t alter, but his eyes—some brief blaze betrayed—“You can call me Kirian, Princess.”

“Kirian.” It felt wrongly intimate, speaking his name while he stared straight at me. Please, I begged the spirits, make him spare Marei. Gift me one life to counterbalance those lost today—all lost because of my failure to save the queen. “Kirian, please.”

I bit off the word too late, despising myself for resorting to entreaty. My hand, too, twitched at my side, fighting the urge to stretch itself out beseechingly.

Deminians reviled weakness, and an Ilinian princess reduced to begging embodied the epitome of it.

He tucked his head to the side, a bird teasing its prey—or testing it. “Curious. What are you willing to trade for this maid’s life, should I decide to give you it?”

My breathing hitched up a notch, but I battened down any hope that he was truly willing to bargain. This was a test, and so I tested him back. “What would you consider a fair trade?”

“A truth tincture.” His wolfish smile told me now that the ‘test’ was more ‘dare’. “Drink the tincture I give you, relinquish all your secrets into my gentle keeping”—he grinned like a knife to my gut, enjoying the pain he caused—“and I’ll spare her life.”

My mouth opened, shut. My mind raced.

I swallowed and nodded, my mind racing faster.

The predatory grin that flashed across his sharp features told me I’d stepped into his trap’s iron teeth. “The bargain is struck.” He stepped forward. “Now for your weapons.”

I tensed and he halted, cocking his head again, his hands still deceptively relaxed by his thighs. “Are you really going to fight?” No fear laced his tone, only that infuriatingly mild inquisitiveness.

But the intent way he watched me boded ill for any attempt to go for the dagger in my boot.

Alas, if I let him disarm me, I might never find another chance. But—

My fingers dug dents into the flesh of my palms.

He braced his feet, settling into a battle stance and poised to fight barehanded if he must.

Perspiration dotted my throat, my blood hammering in my veins.

His genial smile did nothing to soften the feral flicker of his willpower. “This can be as easy or as hard as you like, Princess, but I will have all your weapons.”

I grabbed for my knife.

He lunged.

The impact of his body knocked me flat under him on the carriage seat.

We grappled for control, our panting echoing in the silence, the leather creaking beneath my back, his weight smothering my midriff. I tried to wrench free, to roll him off.

With a ruthless wrench of his wrist, the dagger tumbled from my grip. It clattered to the floor. A cry of fury rent my lips. I braced my feet against the wall of the carriage to buck him off.

But he mashed my hands together to the leather seat, leaving one of his free and both of mine captive, and his dagger blade bit into the juncture of palm and fingers—a blatant threat to sever them from my captive hand.

Not even out of breath, he said, “You don’t really need your fingers, do you.”
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The threat locked me in icy stasis, my blood crystallized in my veins.

“They’re pretty to look at,” Kirian continued in that detached, unfeeling tone, “but useless. A princess has scribes to write for her. Guards to protect her. Servants to feed her, clothe her, bathe her, and...” One of his thumbs almost tenderly stroked the skin near where the blade grazed my flesh, that idle caress cradling a lethal promise. “Without fingers, you can’t fight.”

I found it nearly impossible to breathe. Unshed tears burned the backs of my eyelids. “I won’t fight,” I whispered.

“Good,” he whispered back. The blade’s weight vanished from my hand, followed by the quiet rasp of it sliding back into its sheath. His hold on my wrists loosened, but he didn’t let them go. Instead, a strange look passed across him and he stretched his free hand toward my cheek. I recoiled and he stopped.

“Used to abuse, are you?” he inquired.

“Which abuse? Your men’s, or—” I cut myself off.

Although Overlord Alenso was a heavy-handed man who often struck his daughter in public displays of displeasure, it wasn’t something to advertise to the enemy.

Kirian’s hand resumed its course, brushing my temple where the stone had grazed it. “This,” he enunciated quietly, but with a dangerous glint in his eyes, “will not happen again.”

“Why should you care?”

A ghostly remnant of past cruelties lurked at the corners of his smile. “Would you rather I mar your beauty with superfluous brutality? I had not planned you harm, but I can oblige if you so desire.”

“If I so desire?” I let my head fall back. “I desire that you let me go.”

“And I desire something else entirely,” he responded cryptically.

“You and your desires can sink into the skinless spirit-hell.”

“You and I are already there together, remember?” he murmured, then released my wrists and pressed his palms flat against my shoulder blades.

Sliding his hands down my bodice, he traced the contours of my body in search of concealed weapons.

I endured his search with stringent rigidity, stifling a twinge of shame at the apathetic familiarity of it. The heat of his skin penetrated my clothes, marking his trail, and it nearly destroyed me how carefully his hands traced every curve, their scrupulous, impersonal strokes uncovering every single weapon I had. 

I had known this would happen, but still I’d hoped he wouldn’t find them all. Please, spirits, leave me at least something so when the time comes, I’ll have a chance to escape.

But spirits don’t care for traitors, or for monsters who play the decoy to destroy their country—even if it was to save my family—and now I was also a killer several times over.

Kirian climbed off me with a terse order for me to sit up, and I obeyed like a mechanical toy, my eyes vacant, my body aching, my mind numb.

The next instant, his fingers were sifting through my hair as he sought its combs and pins. One by one, he slid them out and discarded them; one after the other, he flung my hopes for escape out the window. My poison darts arced through the air, gone forever. My comb vanished into the pouch at his waist along with my spare blowpipe.

My hair tumbled down around my face, strand by gold-red strand, blocking out everything but him kneeling before me, monopolizing my vision as if he were all that remained for me in the world, with me a captive positioned at his behest like a puppet.

I stared fixedly at the bare skin of his chest showing at his throat through the loose lacing of his jerkin. I wanted to scratch deep, bloody furrows in it, but I still felt the weight of his dagger against my fingers; his words still echoed in my ears.

Helplessness compressed my resistance into a compact shell. With my resolve sucked away, I reflexively clamped my fists around an imaginary dagger.

All I had left now were bare hands, vigilance, and improvisation.

Those would have to suffice.

Though finished with his torture, Kirian didn’t yet shift away.

Maintaining my downcast gaze, I refused to meet his eyes. I sat, obedient, while every instinct clamored to knee him where it hurt, but—

You don’t really need your fingers, do you. Pretty to look at, but useless.

If he was anything like Ulrian, Kirian would possess the same willingness to make good on his threats.

In unconscious self-preservation, my fingers curled in on themselves. Sheer force of will held me motionless.

He moved without warning, startling everything inside me awake, but no violence assaulted my senses. He only rubbed a lock of my red-gold hair between his fingers, twining it between his thumb and forefinger and murmuring in his native language. “Remarkable.”

My head jerked up and I read the faintest hint of fascination in his gaze.

The color. In Demin, surrounded by those as silver-haired and blue-eyed as he, he wouldn’t have found this shade of red-gold, nothing even close.

He knelt in front of me as if he could drink it in forever, with all the time in the world to stroke the glimmering strand. Or he would make the time for it, and the rest of the world be damned.

Spirits. My head swayed with sudden, dizzying realization. I’d been skeptical when Ulrian had given me the intoxication drug and said that splashing it on my skin like perfume would incite a sense of protectiveness in anyone in constant close proximity, improving the chances of my captors sparing me even if they discovered I was a useless, lying traitor of a decoy.

But now? It wouldn’t work in the heat of battle, or on someone whose affections were already engaged, or on someone without even the tiniest bit of attraction to fan at all. But added to Kirian’s absorption, the drug’s small push beyond this enthrallment might truly have stood a chance of saving me if he discovered my truth—that I wasn’t the princess.

Unfortunate that I’d ‘accidentally’ spilled the intoxication drug on Marei this morning.

All of it, just to be sure, because I longed so desperately to save at least someone when my decision to bow to this farce had already led an entire contingent to ruin.

Nearly forty lives lost. For a moment, the weight of those lives felt overwhelming.

Catching me watching him, Kirian dropped the strand and gripped my arm. He yanked me to my feet and propelled me before him out of the carriage. I stumbled down the steps and landed on my feet so hard it jolted my teeth.

Outside, the cloying sweetness of sugar-ginger blossoms filled my lungs, mingled with freshly spilled blood and wet steel. My gaze found Marei huddled next to a tree, tear tracks engraving streaks down her begrimed skin, a solitary prisoner amid a paltry guard at the edge of the forest. Though sniffling, she was seemingly unmolested: fully dressed and untouched aside from the ropes binding her wrists.

Kirian landed next to me and curled his fingers around my elbow, steering me toward her. The brigand corpse he’d booted from the carriage no longer lay here, but had been dragged to the rest of my dead escort lined up alongside the road. A tall, sandy-haired youth and a few others knelt over them, reciting the ritual Prayer of Rest and Awakening.

I flinched, my sure steps faltering and my heart aching.

Kirian’s Ilinians were my enemies, traitors to their nation and slayers of their own countrymen. I’d expected them to be cleaning weapons of well-spilled blood and gloating in smug victory, not releasing the torments of the men they’d slain and thereby gifting them unsullied souls for entry into their next lives. And yet they were doing just that.

Gratitude warred with bitterness. It relieved me that their souls were lightened, but my foes’ tribute of the ritual Prayer superimposed an impression of morality over their unkempt exteriors that I wanted to reject.

Kirian stopped before Marei’s guard and I stopped with him. The Ilinians were shifting their feet, unable to meet his eyes, and between his silence and theirs flowed hot and cold undercurrents I couldn’t fathom—but my skin prickled at the uneasy quiet, the prelude to something terrifying about to happen. The only sound was the recited words of the Prayer that drifted over the hushed aftermath of battle.

Squinting, I surveyed the scene, what was wrong, what was missing, and—

Marei betrayed it. She cast tearful, yearning glances at the forest as if she wanted to run. As if she had a chance to run.

As if something had given her an excuse to believe she could run.

My gaze darted to the line of corpses, taking count, trying to account for faces.

Missing. The body count was off.

The Ilinians had let my surviving escort escape, deliberately to judge by the faint hunching of some of their shoulders and the belligerent defiance in the puffed-out chests of others.

Only Marei remained because her absence would have been too conspicuous. But judging by the warriors’ demeanors, they were hoping Kirian would spare her, too.

Hoping, but not counting on it. The telltale rigidity of their stances—held too forcibly immobile—proclaimed their uneasy acquaintance with the Deminian decree of leaving no survivors. They expected no mercy, but like me, they hoped.

They couldn’t help it. It was our nature, the innate Ilinian belief that somehow, someway, things would turn out well.

Just as my skin began to crawl with the increasing tension, Kirian inclined his head in minute nod, acknowledging their attempt to spare their countrymen.

The stances of the men loosened, just barely, but the grim curve of Kirian’s mouth in a knowing smile chilled me with the certainty that the escaped Ilinians were doomed, anyway.

My gaze flicked to the forest. Something out there wouldn’t let the fleeing men pass, something Kirian knew of that his Ilinians didn’t.

He released me by the tree trunk the men were standing near. “Sit, Princess.”

I slid to the cool greenery gratefully, not in obedience but because of the parasitic falambria sprawling around us. A rampant weed, it infested the entire continent—meaning all three countries—though it thrived especially profuse here, in the southern part of the Great Forest.

Already it had latched onto any plants below knee-height and twined around their stems in caressing, choking spirals. Lovely in a way, with its vibrancy of orange-tinged green leaves like tiny licking flames at the edges.

Kirian, rather than extract a truth tincture, turned to speak to his Ilinians, ordering them to round up those I’d felled with the darts and bind them to their mounts.

Watching them beneath my lashes, I dipped my hand into the patch of orange-green weeds. Their leaves adhered to the back of my hand and palm like wet kisses, tingling in nearly sentient recognition of my blood and my soul. Normally, their parasitic orifices seeped out a dark green liquid, but not on my skin. My skin they suckled and loved because their liquid already infested me months before.

In remembrance of those moments, my blood simmered and churned. I recalled the slash of Ulrian’s knife, the press of my arm into a patch of falambria. While Ulrian had pinned me down, they’d latched on, slithered inside the gap of my skin, and jetted their toxins into my veins.

Scorching heat had coursed through me like boiling oil, every beat of my heart augmented and pumping my blood into a bubbling froth and anguished pain until I’d writhed in a cauldron of agony. Screaming, sweating, strangling on my bilious saliva as unnatural plant juices coursed through my veins, saturated my mouth, and hauled me to the threshold of an excruciating death.

When Ulrian had forced my open wound onto the falambria, he hadn’t even been sure I would survive. I’d been an experiment. Shoved to the brink of death for a theory.

I blotted out the memories. I’d survived those boiling floods of agony and fiery pain, and now I held one crucial secret.

Kirian broke from his men and stalked over to his warhorse, maybe to finally extract the truth tincture.

His Ilinians, taking advantage of his absence, crowded around Marei and murmured earnest assurances of comfort.

Comfort?

I shook my head to clear it of the incongruous vision, but it stayed. The cadre of protectors clustered around her, exuding well-meaning consolation.

Courtesy of the intoxication drug, no doubt.

A bitter spike of unworthy envy speared me, and my fingers clenched harder around the falambria’s thin stems. When had any solicitous protector ever soothed my teary soul by speaking to my quivering fear in heartfelt tones?

But one fundamental difference marked Marei and me. I wasn’t powerless; I was a fighter, and with that came with the responsibility—no, the impossibility of ever leaning on anyone else.

And I had a way to fight back.

Common knowledge claimed that only Deminian spirit priests could disconnect their souls from their meat and bone and rove the world as spirit, then summon their spirits back.

But after I’d survived the falambria, Ulrian had ripped my soul from my body and taught me to do the same, then shown me how the falambria could bring my spirit back, because its fluids steeped my blood.

That was, it could bring me back presuming its suckling leaves could latch onto my flesh. If it couldn’t reach, then the touch of someone who wanted me back could bring me back. But here, with only enemies around me?

Well.

While touching the falambria, though, I could neutralize the effect of the truth tincture. A quick escape to the spirit world, in the blink or two of an eye, and sojourn there would neutralize the drug, so when the falambria summoned me back, I could lie without Kirian realizing his tincture’s effectiveness had been compromised, rendered useless.

Keeping my fingers twined in the falambria, I leaned back against the rough bark of the tree while staying alert. As I’d guessed, Kirian was extracting an unassuming brown flask from one of his saddlebags. He dropped the flap back down to head back, but another Ilinian sidetracked him, gesturing toward the carriage—or maybe at the road behind it—and saying something in a low voice I couldn’t make out.

Maybe I could steal a bit of courage by disconnecting now, just for a few seconds.

No one was looking.

I snapped the connection between my ethereal soul and corporeal flesh.

Filled with vertigo and muddled thoughts, my mind spun fuzzily while as my soul slid up through my body in a muffled slithering sensation, then out through the crown of my head.

It—I—swirled weightless above my human form, my spirit hovering like a gauzy cloud next to the tree, unseen by human eye because the spirit world overlapped the human one like a transparent film.

Below me, the head of my human body was lolling against the tree trunk, listing somewhat sideways, but at least I didn’t thump onto the ground. The few Ilinians who glanced my way didn’t note anything amiss. I looked simply as if I’d sought solace in the darkness behind shut eyes.

Floating, detached, I nearly didn’t care if I didn’t go back—an effect the spirit realm sometimes had if my mood was strained. But I had to return to my body before my soul started its ascension to the world between worlds, where spirits went before waking in their next life.

Succumbing to my irrefutable fate, I concentrated on the vague pull of the falambria weeds that had latched onto my hands, and my spirit drifted downward.

The lower portion of my soul penetrated my skull, compressing and flowing like liquid through a funnel into a vessel and filling all corners of it.

My soul settled with a muted jolt, throwing me back into the darkness behind closed eyes and... blissful serenity.

Warmth radiated outward from the center of my being, my entire body half-melted as though from a thorough soaking in a hot bath. Though the internal pains, sorrows, tragedies, and physical wounds remained—only the Prayer could rid the soul of those—my strength was replenished, my spirit refreshed, and adverse influences inflicted externally washed clean.

A single moment in the spirit world, and one returned feeling rejuvenated.

Of course, ‘rejuvenated’ was a far cry from ‘hopeful’.

My eyes fluttered open. Kirian was now heading back toward us.

Noticing Marei’s knot of admirers, he paused slightly.

Noticing him, they sheepishly dispersed, leaving Marei wide-eyed and quaking alone.

I cringed at her terror, guilt cleaving me with sticky strands, but it would be me he would torment now, not her.

I twisted my fist too hard around the plant and then forced my grip to relax. It would do me no good if I strangled it. A dead plant means a dead Alynah, Ulrian’s battle-sick humor taunted provokingly in my mind.

But Kirian altered direction and halted before Marei. “You first.” He extended the tincture.

Spirits, I thought, unease crawling around my spine.

She doesn’t know anything, I told myself. She can’t. I hoped.

She hunched into herself and whimpered, her mumbled plea adrift in the bloody tableau. Impatient, Kirian grabbed her hand to put the tincture into it, but she burst into ragged wails. Her frail shoulders shook.

With a sound of disgust, he handed the sobbing girl and the vial of tincture to one of the Ilinians. My countryman dipped his head to murmur consoling words in her ear.

It had the desired effect, and Marei tentatively took the flask from the Ilinian... only her hands shook so badly she dropped it.

My heart swelled with hope—

But Kirian swooped the container off the ground before much liquid spilled.

Marei had spun back to her Ilinian protector and was now weeping copiously, balled up against his chest in a disconsolate heap of blubbering girl and indecipherable apologies.

Kirian’s pale eyes followed her hysterics without remorse. He held out the flask again, his voice so frigid it chilled me from where I sat less than two man-lengths away. “Drink.”

Too far gone to realize he only wanted her to take the flask and sip it, she gabbled abject apologies in incomprehensible snivels.

Eyes going cold, Kirian drew his dagger.

Keening, Marei collapsed to her knees.

The Ilinian leapt in front of her, barking, “Let me try!”

Kirian, expressionless, surrendered the vial, and the colossal Ilinian knelt before my uncontrollably shaking maid. Tenderly, he thumbed away the tears streaming in perpetual rivulets down her cheeks. Gently, he gripped her chin and tilted her head back. Patiently, he poured the liquid down her throat.

She swallowed convulsively, and the deed was done. The effects would take hold within the space of four dagger throws.

After ingesting it myself, that was how long I had to get my soul out and back in before the tincture would have me.

Marei’s tears ceased, her shoulders relaxing. The strain of anxiety left, her eyes turning dreamy and faraway. Vaguely, she hummed.

Kirian retrieved the vial from the Ilinian and corked it, his eyes never leaving her face. “Tell me who you are.”

“Marei Orrona, lady’s maid to Princess Alynah of Ilinia for the duration of this journey.”

“Not the princess’s usual lady’s maid.”

“No. I was Queen Finnia’s, before she was taken. I wanted to come with the princess.”

“Why?”

She hummed sweetly. “To see her suffer in the hands of the Netvor.”

Kirian cocked his head. “Why such hatred?”

“She killed the man I loved.” Her humming stopped, and her deadened eyes turned to me.

As Kirian’s eyes turned to me.

Caught like a fish between water and sky, I wavered for a moment between terrible guilt and pretend.

I managed pretend, assuming a honeyed, barbed purr. “I don’t even know which man you loved, my dear treasure.”

Five sets of Ilinian eyes swiveled toward me, accusing, and because patting my hair and yawning would be overdoing it too much, I settled on a contemptuous, longsuffering sigh. “He was a worthless nobody.”

Kirian’s impenetrable gaze slid back to her. “How did she kill him?”

“Threw a dagger straight into his throat.”

“Unusual skill for a princess.” He didn’t look at me, but my insides knotted. This was veering too close to my deception.

Marei shrugged, apathetic. “Her other lover was General Azryn. He must have taught her methods of fighting.” Monotone, she went on. “She let Gavriel’s family be slain. His sister was the only one who survived. She sneaked into my room in the night and told me what the princess had done. She wanted me to flee with her, but why would I want to live without my love?” Again, Marei leveled her deadened gaze and deadened words at me. “One day, she will return to wreak vengeance for his death.”

The sneer went stilted on my face, but Kirian moved on.

“What happened to the princess’s real lady’s maid?”

Marei hesitated, this truth somewhere between what she’d been told and what she believed. She picked over her words carefully, treading barefoot through a thorny verbal wood. “They said she ran away because she didn’t want to go to Nuren.”

Kirian’s silver eyebrows rose. “‘They said’? You don’t know the truth?”

“I think they killed her.”

They’d drugged her—both her and the princess—and bound them on a fast coach straight for Nuren.

They might already be waking to a life of horror.

Kirian jerked his chin toward me. “Is that the princess?”
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I kept my face schooled into serenity, even managing a smug smile for his benefit. Of course Marei would say yes.

Only she didn’t. A slight frown marred her features. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

Kirian crossed his arms. “Because no overlord worth his salt would send her through the Great Forest when he’d know we would capture her. It was too easy.”

I smiled, making it sugared as a poisoned bonbon. Until I get away, I vowed.

He tilted his head toward me as if inviting me to speak it out loud.

When Marei offered nothing more, he faced her once more. “There’s no doubt in your mind?”

Another hesitation. “No.”

I gritted my teeth. He was just tormenting me now. Why ask Marei when only I knew the absolute truth?

“Did she abuse you?”

At this, her cache of Ilinian devotees swiveled their heads toward me again, glaring in unison. I ignored them, dealing with the heavy dread settling within me like an infected toadstool.

Marei’s reluctance came over the hum of forest insects. “No.”

Kirian angled his gaze at me.

I steadied my smirk. See how the princess can be on good behavior? Just because the true princess was known far and wide for pummeling her maids until their lips burst and their eyes swelled shut didn’t mean she couldn’t go a couple of weeks without. It was unlikely, improbable, but not impossible.

“But I’m sure she woulda,” Marei blurted into the stagnant silence, “if she’da had the chance.”

Kirian’s focus swung back to her. “If she’d had the chance?”

“Willem bound her to the carriage wheel every evening.” Her words emerged stronger now, fueled from within by untapped anger.

“He bound his princess?”

“Who was she gonna tell?” Marei sneered. “The Nuren Netvor when she got there? He wouldn’t care. And once she got to Nuren, she’d not last long, anyway. Then she’d see true cruelty. What Willem did to her would’ve seemed like paradise.”

Kirian’s entire frame went unnaturally still, as unnaturally still as his voice was unnaturally calm. “And what exactly did Willem do to her?”

“Less than she deserved.”

I couldn’t fault her for her venom. I cheered it, in fact, since it made me seem truly the hated princess.

“Be specific.” Kirian studied me again, although my condescending cat-smile gave nothing away. “What precisely did Willem do to her?”

“Smacked her around. Made her eat grubs.” Marei cast me an unexpectedly marveling look. “She did it, too. Crunched them in her teeth and grinned around the bug guts. And he...” She went silent.

“Out with it.” Kirian snapped, startling her back a step.

“He...” She lowered her voice. “He stripped her so the rest of us could see there was nothing special about a princess’s body.”

Her words knocked my smirk lopsided and my gaze fell before Kirian could catch it.

I remembered the stocky fingers holding me in place, the shreds of silk rent by a knife that trespassed too close to my ribs. Standing in the remnants of my gown, its silken shavings strewn round my feet while the whole entourage looked their fill in the fire-glow. Then the ragged fingernails on my skin of hands that had taken fleeting liberties with my breasts before I’d disarmed their owner and pinned him to the earth with his own blade through his jerkin, right up against his skin.

The fierce vow in my narrowed eyes had stopped anyone else from trying more. Leaving him pinned and abandoning my ruined gown to the forest’s detritus, I’d walked straight past Willem to the carriage.

“Please.” Marei scuffed her boots in the grass, toeing aside a yellow wildflower. “Will you let me go home?”

Home. The word slashed my heart, for I wanted the same: to go home, to go back to being Alynah Commonborn in that pulsing, living core of my family’s life: boisterous chatter around the dinner table, harvesting grain under the afternoon sun, ruffling Timian’s hair, and listening to little Lia’s peals of laughter that could charm away the darkness of the dungeon where I’d put my mistakes.

I had to play my part until I could get away and save them—somehow. Undo what I’d done wrong.

“Home?” Kirian nodded over Marei’s shoulder at the nearest Ilinian. “Then go home you shall.”

The giant Ilinian stepped forward, and his beefy hand descended on Marei’s arm. He caught Kirian’s eye over her head.

Standing nearly two heads shorter, she looked like a child between them, the sun gleaming on her fair hair. An innocent in a fairy story, trapped between two monsters.

I shuddered. The comparison skirted too close to reality.

Kirian’s sweeping shadow blotted out the late afternoon sun. He hauled me to my feet, snapping my hands away from the falambria and leaving a cold, wet sensation where their leaves had suctioned on.

“Your maid is taking a different route with my wounded men,” he said. “I can’t promise they’ll make it to Ilinia alive, but it’s us the Nurenans want, so they might leave them alone. It’s the best I can do.” He urged me—bullied me to a walk beside him. “I’ll interrogate you while we ride.”

I stopped short, dragged nearly off my feet when Kirian kept walking.

I needed the falambria to bring me back.

I dug my heels into hard-packed dirt, pulling against his hold.

He spun around so swiftly I flinched.

“I don’t have time for games, Princess. What do you want?”

He stood too close, his ice-blue eyes glittering like shards of diamond above his sharp nose, his silver hair gleaming in the sunlight sifting through multi-hued trees. Again I thought of Ulrian, with features as hard and unyielding and Kirian’s, and movements just as lethal.

“I want to get this over with now,” I said.

“We’ll get it over with while riding.” He swung me back into motion with his steely fingers, straight through the slaughter wrought of my escort.

Marched through the repercussions of that unbridled death, I struggled to smooth my expression and keep it bereft of the guilt no princess should feel, much less show.

But the bodies seemed endless, and shut me up with shame that I fought so hard for my own survival when I’d led them to their demise.

Tears pricked at the back of my eyes. These men and women had been paid well to die for their country, and every single one had known the risk when they accepted the post.

But if I’d gone back for Queen Finnia, they never would have had this post to accept at all. 

If only I’d gone back for her! Tracked them down and fought tooth and nail to get her out. If only... I might have changed the fate of the country.

It had seemed so simple at the time—the only route I could have chosen. I’d had an injured ankle. Of course I couldn’t go after her.

Only afterward did Ulrian show me just what one could accomplish with the use of a single good foot.

I forced my attention to sweep over the carnage of my escort, as if their departed spirits could hear my unspoken apology. I’m sorry I didn’t go back for her. So unbelievably, uselessly sorry.

What was a stinking, pathetic sprained ankle in comparison to this?

Kirian halted next to an enormous black warhorse and circled his hands around my waist, hefted me up, and dumped me without ceremony into its saddle. I instinctively twitched to grab the reins and dig my heels into my first dash at escape, but I would only have embarrassed myself. Ulrian’s monstrous beast had taught me that there’s no absconding with a trained Deminian warhorse that wasn’t one’s own.

Kirian mounted behind me and gathered the reins, his arms brushing mine, his chest close to my back. I went rigid in the partial embrace, but he showed no sign of noticing or caring. Whistling low, he prodded his heels into the horse’s sides and urged it forward.

His Ilinian traitors followed suit, mounting and falling into formation to either side of us, then we were on our way along no discernible trail that I could see. The trees, with their vivid red, yellow, violet, and green facets, provided a brilliant autumnal backdrop I could hardly appreciate. They rarely grew far enough apart to enable the entire band to stay clustered together, so occasionally Kirian’s men would break apart, but they were never far.

Kirian didn’t bother binding my wrists, making me wonder again what lurked in the forest that I didn’t know about. Outriders, probably. More of his men skulking on the vibrant fringes of greenery around us, perhaps even silver-haired Deminians.

I stifled a shudder, imagining a contingent of men as capable as Ulrian.

As if my shiver had reminded him, Kirian twisted around and rummaged in his saddlebags. His hands circled round me, uncorking the flask right in front of my face.

I wanted nothing more than to knock it out of his hand and watch it arc into oblivion in the forest, but such a petty act would only delay the inevitable and antagonize my captor.

Plus, I could fake drink. Maybe. Even though even the tiniest drop of truth tincture...

Well.

Not that I had any choice, on horseback without any falambria to bring me back.

I reached for the flask—only Kirian whisked it away. His mirthless chuckle against my hair made an uncomfortable chill race down my spine.

“You think I trust you to drink, Princess? Open your mouth.”

He leaned forward and I stiffened. His chest pressed against me, his hand slid over my forehead, and he tilted my head back against his shoulder. I resisted for the space of a second, then let him imprison me between the warmth of his fingers on my forehead and the crook of his shoulder.

The flask touched my lips. There was something horribly intimate about our position and something horribly wrong in the gentleness with which he silently let the truth tincture cascade between my trembling lips, his pale eyes watching the entire time with his slightly parted lips an exhalation away from my cheek. Liquid trickled into my mouth, cold and oily and oozing with sugars.

I shuddered as the tincture slid over my tongue and down my throat, compelling me to swallow. I closed my eyes against the cloying taste.

Truth serum was by nature tasteless, but I’d been trained to find it, I tasted it under the syrup, and it curdled my stomach in a vile turn.

Kirian lowered the flask, his fingers sliding away from my forehead. I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth, feeling the truth tincture slither through me like a snake, insidious and invasive. It wrapped around my consciousness and made me feel wondrously light and free—against my will.

It was an illusion, a fantasy intended to relax the imbiber’s inhibitions and fears, to make them feel like any truth was acceptable, make them feel that every truth needed to be told.

I needed to tell the truth.

I couldn’t. 

I had to.

I was going to die.

But that was alright, the intrusive dream crooned. Everything was alright. Tell him the truth.

I can’t.

Just let go.

A sweet serpent twined its dreamy murmur around my tongue, coaxing out words.

Desperate, did the only thing I could.

I disconnected.
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My body slumped in Kirian’s arms while my spirit whirled upward like vapor.

Kirian grappled to catch me, dropping the flask with the tincture.

My spirit self couldn’t help a spiteful ripple of pleasure at the loss.

Kirian shook me, but my head lolled lifeless on my chest.

Cursing, he ordered his men to a halt, wrestled my limp form into his arms, and dismounted. He stretched me over the ground—over falambria. My hand tumbled into it, and the plants latched on. I felt a tingle, a tug.

And realized I had a choice. I could still live.

But if I didn’t go back, I couldn’t betray the truth. If I didn’t betray the truth, my family might live and be set free. If my family lived, then my sacrifice was worth it.

“Levald, get me water!” Kirian called.

I held my spirit still, ignoring the falambria’s pull. No one saw my hazy form rising above the greenery like thickened swirls of steam, with the power to bring about its own transcendence.

Kirian knelt beside me, his hands feeling for a pulse. My soul twitched at his touch, as if his want hooked inside part of me just like the falambria.

Stay still, Alynah. Just a little while longer...

But some undercurrent disturbed the train of thought.

A league of whispers rustled through the trees, stringing a thread of unease directly through me.

The ever spirits.

Eternal spirits that dwelled on the human plane, inhabiting the same sphere as us but unseen by human eye, untouched by human hand, and unheard by human ear.

In all my previous forays into the spirit world, I’d never met them.

But they were coming now. There was nothing else it could be.

Their distant whispers curled around me, disembodied and weird and growing louder: a swarm of them, an army.

A foreign trace of terror trickled through my soul.

Their forms fluttered from the trees on ebony wings, enshrouded in ragged black rags. Their presence swept the coldness of a biting north wind before them, gusting across the road so that even a few of Kirian’s men hugged their shoulders and shook off clinging shivers.

The shadowy tatters of beings converged upon me while whispering in an eerie chorus. Go back, Alynah Commonborn. The scraps of their attire brushed my nimbus of soul and infiltrated it like something wetly intrusive. Tendrils of gray wormed through my spirit and germinated seeds of fear.

I shrank in on myself. I won’t go.

The world between worlds is not yet your everlasting, Alynah Commonborn. Go back.

I have nothing to go back to.

Did we not promise you?

What?

We promised you him.

Who?

You try our patience, Alynah Commonborn.

And you try mine. I will not return. I wouldn’t.

You have grown stubborn, but not stronger. Do you defy us?

Yes! Resolutely.

But an icy blast gusted over me and sheared off slices of my soul. Go back.

No.

Go back!

No!

But they crowded closer. The thrash of their rags flayed me like icicles in a winter storm. My soul flinched and shrank, dipped nearer my body—and the pull of falambria swelled.

No! I writhed against it. I didn’t want to go back.

But the ever spirits clustered around me, chilling and faceless, bullying me back.

My feet touched my waist near where Kirian knelt. I began the dizzying slide back into my body, the world tilting.

Halfway inside, I cursed all falambria—I cursed the ever spirits.

My eyelids fluttered open. My lungs expanded with fresh air.

Kirian’s face was inches from mine, listening for breath. His man Levald was trotting up with the requested water in his grip, slowing as he approached, his gaze somber as it took in my waking figure.

As if sensing some minute change, Kirian’s head swung toward me, bringing us so close his soft exhalation warmed my lips.

Rolling over, I nearly buried my head in the grass before realizing it was falambria and stopping myself an instant before the hungry leaves could attach to my face. I shoved myself up and scrambled to my feet.

Kirian rose alongside me, and I studied him for any sign of suspicion, but his expression was inscrutable.

Why had the ever spirits forced me back?

Levald’s gaze swerved from me to Kirian. He thrust out the water flask to no one in particular. “Water?”

I measured the flask in his hand, my mind awash with bitterness. “If it’s poison, I’d consider it.”

He drew the water close to his chest as if I’d mortally insulted the thing, and I wondered what would follow if I lunged at him and provoked him into a fight, provoked them all into a fight.

The trip into the spirit world had stripped me of fear, and after the raw encounter with immortal beings, I wanted to goad Kirian and his men into doing what the ever spirits wouldn’t let me do myself.

Kirian waved Levald away. “Are you always such pleasant company, Princess?”

“It’s your truth tincture—the true me.” Nicely acerbic and grating, I laughed. “Am I to be an agreeable doll when I’ve been abducted? I never read the hostage codex for diplomats and royal brats. Should I dance a jig—” I kicked up my heels in a common dance, my boots in a mocking caper “—or offer you a dainty lock of hair?”

I dipped one knee into the dark loam beneath the greenery, with my other foot under questing falambria. “I am all elegant obeisance at your behest.” Capturing a single tress of hair, I stretched it beneath a spearing shaft of sunlight through the leaves, which lit it up like molten copper dripping through my fingers.

Kirian knelt opposite me the next instant, his dagger palmed from its sheath, his hand cradling mine, and his blade glinting against my extended lock. “Is that a real offer, Princess?” he murmured.

I swallowed, motionless. My hand shook and he cupped it tighter, stilling its tremor but not the tremor of my heart nor the twisting of my stomach. The sun burned on the back of my head.

Sunlight glinted off his shifting blade. A quiet whisper, and the shorn red-gold lock fell to my shoulder like a sigh.

Almost seductively, he slid the severed curl from my limp fingers. “Mine now.” His pale eyes formed a flagrant dare under his fringe of silver lashes as he whispered it and smiled. “Eventually we’ll have all of you, Alynah, even if we have to steal you piece by piece.”

His words hurtled me back to reality.

This was no courtier’s game of wit and charm, where a spritely dance and a purloined wisp of hair battled over a young girl’s heart; it was a lethal game—my life, my family, entire countries at stake. And my opponent: a captor who would kill me the instant he discovered my deception.

He was fingering my stolen tress with an enigmatic smile on his lips.

I pretended I didn’t see him toying with it. “You think my chance of survival with your Zrůda is any higher than with Nuren’s sadistic bastard?”

“Yes,” Kirian snapped, terse. He sheathed his dagger and tucked my hair into his belt in plain sight, a token of triumph—one I’d foolishly given him and whose tip now curved lovingly around the leather, embracing its new owner in blatant disregard for its original one.

I gritted my teeth. “The Zrůda of Demin is as great a monster as Nuren’s Netvor.”

Kirian leaned closer, the entire entourage waiting while we knelt in the greenery. “Who made our overlord the monster you call him? The Nurenans. And what monster would Nuren make of you, Princess, with your compassionate resolve to save your maid, your flippant dances in front of your captor, and the bright burning life that shines from your eyes. How would you feel as they wove their threads of darkness into all that you are? More and more, distorting you as you watch, like a weave warping as their schemes burrow inside you and alter everything you are, against all your attempts to fight it. As they take away any life you have in here...” His fingertips brushed the flesh above my collar, and the heat of his fingers strayed over my skin, his voice softening. “Our Zrůda will not harm you.”

I wrenched away, my lip curled in a contemptuous sneer, and rocked to my feet. “Do you think I’m stupid? The Zrůda of Demin is mad. His own people labeled him ‘Zrůda’!” The ancient Deminian word for aberration.

Kirian, too, rose to his feet and spoke evenly into the soft jangle of harnesses and the muted chatter of forest life. “In Nuren, you would face the undiluted cruelty of an entire nation. There will be no friends, no guardians, no shields between you and their monstrous lord. No one will prevent him from flaying you alive, for they’re raised to relish pain. Anything that weeps is silenced, anything that yields is obliterated. Generosity is nonexistent, gentleness punished, mercy a crime punishable by death. Weak children are weeded out so none can grow into spineless cowards and perpetuate despised traits or pass them on to future progeny. To them, you would be a toy to be broken, mutilated, perverted to their whims. Is that what you would choose over us?”

I hated that none of us would even be here if Ilinia’s cowardling overlord, Alenso, the real Princess Alynah’s father, hadn’t been ruled by the dictates of his own weak heart and sheer stupidity.

Our current predicament—if the destruction of an entire nation could be termed something so mundane—sprang from his selfish, gutless fear, his willingness to sacrifice his country, his people, and his power on an altar of blood in exchange for his wife, the precious bride he’d wed four years before. He loved Finnia with an unhealthy obsession.

I, too, had loved her, but the overlord took it too far.

Yes, I’d failed atrociously to protect her, but the deed was done, and even if Alenso gave his daughter and heiress from his first wife to the Netvor of Nuren in marriage, and the Nurenans returned Finnia’s body in one piece, her mind would be shattered into a million of them.

Sweet and innocent were not things Nurenans left intact. Ilinia’s overlord—our overlord—was sacrificing his country for a wrecked woman.

Only a very few knew this distasteful real reason behind the alliance. I knew because I counted among the rare few who knew the queen’s true fate. The rest of the country believed she’d retreated into the countryside for rest and quiet, although where she really was, rest and quiet were probably the last things she was getting.

“What has stolen your rebellion now, Princess?” Kirian broke into my futile rumination.

I curled my fingers around the emptiness of my hope. “It is that I have no choice,” I said dully. “I am to be this monster’s wife, or that monster’s toy, and no matter which way I turn, there is no way to life. But you wouldn’t understand, because you do have a choice, the freedom to choose your fate, your partner.” My voice faltered, for I’d hardly chosen wisely myself with Gavriel, a man of qualities both worthy and worthless, with a heart that had belonged to no one. “Or you could turn away from it all.”

“Is that what you believe? That I could walk away?” Ire sparked and caught on the rough movement as he closed the distance between us. “I was staked to this mire by my past, my family. Do you know what the Nurenans did to my parents, my sister, my brother? What they did to me?”

The scarlet fox that branded him with the mark of Nuren stood brazenly out against his bloodless skin, and I worked my jaw around my dry mouth. So he’d been a prisoner of the Nurenans, not an ally—but I couldn’t let pity cloud my judgement.

“You’re still alive.”  I gestured at him, my arms jerky with simulated contempt. “You’re not anyone’s captive now. Yet you chose this!”

“Because Ilinia will be clay in the hands of the Nurenans.” Kirian’s voice struck like a whip. “The weak will be annihilated, the strong roped into slavery, and no trite contract of marriage will keep your culture intact. Your overlord is mad, selling a princess and his country’s future while leaving the borders unguarded for Nurenans to invade. And you comply—”

“Do you think I did not fight?” Patches of heat flared in my cheeks.

“You do not fight now. Do you even know how many of your countrymen, women, children will die if your marriage transpired?”

Yes, I knew. I also knew he couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t stop it.

No one could.

At my silence, his ire burned cold while he stepped close until my head spun from the intensity of his presence, his fixed concentration—“Do you know how many would die?”

I tried to spin away but he caught my wrists in a grip from which I failed to wrench free. He couldn’t know how I despised myself, the imprisonment of my weak soul in the fearful cesspit of my own making—because I knew I was choosing my family over an entire country, four lives over countless others, presuming I even survived myself when he discovered my deception.

“Do you know, Princess, how many will—”

“Yes!” I snarled, recovering my mask and my pretense. “I know that many will die, but what do I care? I’ll be dead!” Let him think my concern for myself.

“We can protect you from the Zrůda.”

“That’s laughable!” And I laughed. “Will you stand guard upon our marriage bed?”

“Has it ever occurred to you that perhaps the rumors of our overlord are exaggerated?”

“Can you exaggerate the butchery of a husk filled to the brim with violence? A craving for cruelty?” Another laugh escaped. “He bears too many pointless murders on his conscience to forgive.”

Kirian’s severe lips thinned more. “Perhaps those he killed deserved to die.”

“His own flesh and kin?” Again I laughed. “He slew his younger brother in cold blood, the brother beloved of everyone.”

“Perhaps that one did not deserve the accolades strewn at his feet.”

“The Deminians loved him.”

“I promise you this, Princess. The Deminians will protect you with their lives. I will protect you with my life.”

His fierce vow might have struck my heart had his words not echoed hollowly in the empty cavern of my future. I would never marry the Zrůda of Demin or the Netvor of Nuren. Once Kirian found out the truth, the only kiss I would get would be the one from his dagger, and my only marriage bed would be the mound of my grave, because I was the fake, the flaw in his plan, the reason he would fail to save either my country or, ultimately, his.

But I wanted to divulge the truth. I didn’t want my country subjugated by cruelty or allied with Nuren on the fields of battle against Demin.

I wanted to be on Kirian’s side. In my heart I was on his side, but the instant I spoke the words telling him I was a decoy and that he’d better fly fast to stop the real princess, my family would die. It was that simple, and that hard.

Kirian’s hand tightened around my wrists, pulling me closer. His words emerged oddly gentle above the plants rustling and crushed under his boots. “Are you the real princess?”

I straightened at the words.

I had a game to play.

You are Princess Alynah, my overlord had commanded me. You command respect. You allow no emotion to sway your senses. You never weep before the enemy. You show no compassion to the unworthy. And you remain loyal to your country until you lie cold in your grave.

I stared Kirian straight in the eye. “Yes.”

He slipped his thumbs over the pulse in my wrist. “Convince me.”
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Spirits.

I ceased breathing for the merest instant—then regrouped and steeled my gaze. I loosed a jeering hobgoblin of a laugh. “Do I not look like one?” I lifted my hands, stretching and curving them against the verdant canopy above where birds of vibrant red and purple plumage perched, viewing my performance—the act meant to save my life. I wove my fingers in elegant form and grace. “Are these hands not the creamy dream of—”

Kiran seized them and clamped them together, tumbling me nearly into his chest.

My eyes widened, knocked out of pretense, and the heels of my hands shoved against his vest for balance.

He watched me like a hawk its prey—in the quivering instant before it would tear out the rodent’s jugular and leave it choking in its own blood. He searched for cracks, for missteps, for lies. “And will you marry the overlord of Demin?”

I lifted my chin, snotty and spoiled. “Not without a fight.”

“No?” One of his hands dropped to my scrap of hair at his waist, running a finger along it. His voice emerged as a purr. “And what would it take to coerce you?”

He was back to playing his game. Breathe, Alynah. Stay as close to the truth as you can.

“If you had my lover in your power and threatened his life. Only you don’t have him, and if you did, I would kill you.” With another hitch of chin, I firmed my mouth and pushed against his chest, but he kept my wrists in his hand. I let him; my energies needed to be expended on fights I might win, and now, surrounded on all sides, weaponless and without a plan, I would be an idiot to think it time for a flare of defiance.

Kirian slipped his thumb under the curl on his belt. “And your lover is?”

As if he didn’t know every intimate detail about the princess already.

“General Azryn.” Foolishly, a blush crept over my face, even though the real princess would never blush, not about this—never about the sexual antics she flaunted with her commonborn lover.

In contrast, I had yet to have a single man.

That would be one quick way of determining the truth, I thought darkly. Rape the captive. If she bled, she was the poor virgin decoy who’d been forced to kill the inconstant man she’d wanted.

Spirits. I was floundering out of my depth with Kirian’s questions. Bluffing had never been my forte. Even Ulrian, after a single grueling hour instructing me in the delicate art of dissembling, had resorted to the advice to, ‘Pray you never have to rely on your acting skills. Hold your tongue, draw your knife, and run like mad.’

Not an option now, Ulrian.

Kirian tilted his head, unperturbed by the whinnies and stamps of restless horses pawing the weeds, the creatures little consoled by the muffled shushing of their equally restless riders. “Did, or do you have a plan to escape with the general?”

“Yes. At least, I had one.”

“And? What happened?” His heartbeat pulsed calmly under the heels of my captive hands—that self-assured composure pitted against my terrified incompetence.

I was slipping hard and fast, but I forged on, anyway. “The overlord had me dragged from my bed and spirited away without Azryn’s knowledge, then Willem kept me bound to the wagon and guarded every night so I couldn’t escape.”

“Will Azryn send men to fetch you?”

Spirits, I hope not. “Yes.”

Kirian’s fingers stilled abruptly on my tress, any hint of mercy draining from his eyes. “When will he come?”

“I don’t know.” But I hoped I was wrong about his pursuit. I prayed I was wrong and that he wouldn’t come at all.

Though why the spirits would listen to me when I’d failed so phenomenally in the past months lay beyond me. I’d maneuvered myself into this corner, all my fights failures and all my choices jokes. And now the chipmunks and birdsong in the woodland bower expanding above mocked me with their chittering joy and chirps, their claws scrabbling unfettered across branches or their feathers spread wide on wings of freedom while I danced pirouettes on a blade’s edge.

“You don’t know when your lover will come?” Kirian resumed his unnerving stroking, and the gentleness with which he handled my lock of hair weakened my knees, as if I were the one he was fondling so casually. He went on. “Somehow I find it hard to believe that your martial lover could lose you so easily, and that you’d be so careless as to... let yourself be taken.”

Spirits. Ulrian had warned me Deminians had mastered intimidation tactics, but nothing could have prepared me for Kirian’s combination of ruthless brutality and slivers of velvet tenderness. How the skin of his chest heated beneath my hands, penetrating his leather vest. His every inhalation pressed it against my trembling fingers.

“Not responding to that, are you?” He narrowed his pale eyes. “Tell me this then. How long did they train you?”

“Three months.” Straightforward. Also a lie; it was over a year.

Kirian arched a skeptical silver eyebrow, and his finger ceased its caress of my hair. “You’re quite competent for such a short amount of time.”

I barked laughter, startling a horse nearby into pawing the dirt. “Blame the dawn-till-dusk regimen and the desperation pumping through my veins.” Or blame the previous months I spent training for another purpose entirely—to protect Finnia.

“Why did they train you?”

“To get away from Deminians who might capture me. To find my own way into Nuren if needs be.”

“And would you go?” Kirian shifted his fingers on my wrist, a lover’s caress. From under his silver eyelashes, his irises shone like flakes of shaved ice. His next words grazed my temple while my exhalation brushed across his neck. “If you freed yourself from me, wouldn’t you run where they could never find you?”

I sucked in a breath, the yearning for freedom too powerful to hide, and for a moment, our gazes clashed and truths merged, then I swung my focus away and shook my head, my tongue mute.

Kirian let me go and I staggered back.

Something had just changed. His stance altered. He pulled his hand away from my captive strand, the movement somehow decisive. His next words emerged on a set path, and I thought—I did something wrong. I felt the glaring unevenness of my steps, the blindness of navigating through a thicket he’d snared me in.

“Do you want your subjects to be happy?” he asked flatly.

I am all things cold and heartless. All stony stare and severe lips. “I don’t care one way or the other as long as they don’t get in my way.”

“And if they do get in your way?”

I curled my lip. “A whip is long and my hand is fast.”

“Is it?” Kirian repossessed my hand and traced the mesh of lines on my palm as if outlining my fate, designing his own destiny for me. His tone came light but edged. “I could ruin its quickness.”

“I could ruin yours.”

His voice lowered. “We could ruin each other.”

Every nerve in me thrummed. I wasn’t up to this game.

“But,” he remarked, neutral, his fingertips skimming my palm, “you do realize that a dagger is surer than a whip, don’t you? For killing commoners.”

“I prefer whips,” I dripped acid, “because a dead commoner’s even more useless than a live one, and whips don’t kill fast but get them to move quick. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

“I’ve noticed only that you purport to revile peasants, but you scheme to save the lady’s maid you’ve barely known for three weeks and you’ve been fucking a baseborn general for the past two years.”

“So I’m a hypocrite.”

“You blush like an innocent when you speak of him.”

“So I’m ashamed.”

“Are you?” His thumb rested on my pulse. “Your heart is racing.”

“What does that mean?” I whispered.

He dropped my hand, his face going cold. “It means you’re wasting my time because you’re lying to me.”
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Everything in me clamored to pivot and flee—only I didn’t. I wouldn’t—couldn’t make such an outright admission of guilt.

He caught my arm before the thought fully formed, anyway, and, briefly, my fingers pawed my sleeve for a dagger that wasn’t there, my muscles tensed for a fight I couldn’t start, and my mind raced with plans I couldn’t enact.

He hadn’t drawn his blade yet, though; maybe he didn’t know I was fake—he couldn’t know. At best he could guess, but that wasn’t enough to base a princess’s death on. Or maybe—I cast my mind wildly back over the conversation—maybe he thought I was lying about something else—about knowing Azryn’s plans. He’d seemed skeptical of my ignorance.

I shambled along in his grip as we swished out of the clinging falambria plants and crunched over the pebbles of a threadbare, dirt-worn path. His mount whuffled, lipping Kirian’s shoulder as we passed, but Kirian paid no heed to the animal’s affection. He maneuvered me to the animal’s side and his hard hands caught my waist. He spun me around and I thought my last sight was going to be his horse’s sweat-grimed neck as I waited for the dagger’s slice to end it all, but instead, Kirian hoisted me up.

I scrabbled over the saddle, settling in it with an oomph.

His hand clamped on my leg, but he remained on the ground as he half turned and summoned the thinnest member of his band, a reedy Ilinian with uncombed brown hair, eager, youthful eyes, and adolescent fuzz on his chin, his movements loose-limbed with coltish ranginess.

Kirian exchanged a few quiet words with the boy that I strained to overhear but couldn’t make out.

Not that it mattered. My doomsday mind filled in a myriad of glum predictions of what the message could say.

The best case scenario: Lying princess. Find her lover before he finds us.

The worst: Likely decoy. Find the real princess.

The young man bounded off, climbing onto a restless bay and urging it to a gallop. He bent low over the creature’s neck just before the tree line swallowed him up, his body taut and full of pride in his purpose.

In the worst case scenario, as of this moment, my days were numbered.

With the detached interest hammered into me by Ulrian, I calculated by how much, assuming the youth was headed toward discovery of the real princess.

Ten days for him to get anywhere near enough to Nuren to find anything out. Ten more days to get back to this point—and twelve more if Kirian took me into the heart of Demin.

Thirty-two days for me to escape, assuming I didn’t bumble out the truth before then.

Kirian mounted behind me, gathering the reins in his sure grip and calling to those in front to set into motion. The horse lurched into a rocking gait beneath us, putting us right in the center of two dozen scruffy Ilinians.

Thus we began the next epoch of our march through the multihued forest. Sweet sugar-ginger blossoms perfumed the air, a haunting mockery after this afternoon’s deaths. Dull brown mundines flitted chittering among the trees, their drab feathers sadly plain against the jewel-like tones of the leaves.

The decoy princess in their midst mustered her courage along with some haughty fluff for her tone. “What do you think I was lying about?” I asked, defensive. “I don’t know Azryn’s plans, but I do know what I hope they include when he finally gets here.”

Kirian chuckled—not the sound of a man who believed he’d been duped, I hoped to myself.

“Already planning my demise, are you, Princess?”

“There’s not much else to do,” I breezed out loftily, focusing on enemy position as I spoke: noting how Kirian’s Ilinians adhered to the path between the white-barked sweet-wood trees—and kept gaps between them to a minimum.

Not to mention the looks they angled at me ranged from rank indifference to active mistrust to outright hatred.

Hardly promising.

Still, perhaps if I stepped cautiously, I could sway their loyalty back to its proper course—to their country—to their princess. To getting me out of here.

“Don’t even think about it,” Kirian murmured in my ear, registering my interest in them. “I chose them not only for their bitter hatred of Nuren, but also of their own country... and of your father. They would kill you in an instant if not for me.”

“They could try,” I corrected him absently, still taking stock of my surroundings and trying not to notice Kirian’s arm around my waist, his fingers splayed over my abdomen, shifting slightly as if they were exploring that small area—and thinking of moving on to others.

I suppressed a shiver, feeling ill at how his nearness seemed to cradle me; how he transformed from threat to something almost like seduction. He was like a chimera, first one manifestation, then another—intentionally, I thought, to keep the captive unbalanced.

Or to find out what method of persuasion worked best on her.

Spirits.

What if Kirian had smeared an intoxication drug on himself?

What Ulrian could acquire, the Deminians could, too, and someone keeping me as close as Kirian was could drug me within minutes. Cloud my mind. Soften my defenses, make me pliable because I would find him attractive. It would distract me from the fear that kept me vigilant and primed for peril.

Already I felt something between us, a sharp spike in my heartbeat at his touch accompanied by gentler, more invasive reactions in private places that made me squirm.

His mouth came close to my ear, the timbre of his speech rumbling through me with that disquieting intimacy. “You speak Deminian as if you were born to it, Princess.”

Stay afraid, Alynah. “Ilinian princesses are required to know the languages of the diplomats,” I said simply. “Are Deminians required to know Ilinian as well as you?”  I turned my head and froze. He’d leaned closer, bringing us inches apart.

His soft exhalation warmed my lips. “Knowing my enemy’s language is a necessity for what I am.”

Unease pooled in my stomach even beyond the attraction and distraction of his stark cheekbones, perfect mouth, and the gleaming silver hair dappled in the sunlight, but I held his gaze—and held my breath, and prayed I could hold in breakfast, too. “What are you?”

A sardonic smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “Guess.”

He seemed to be minutely closing the distance between us, his gaze trailing over my face as if unearthing my secrets from the tiniest flicker of expression. I schooled my features into a blank slate and refused to back away or back down. My mind processed the options.

He couldn’t be a spy. He would hardly blend in with Ilinians. Not with that hair. Not with those eyes. Not with his height. Not with that face and its scarlet mark of Nuren.

He wasn’t a general, either, not with this ragtag band stitched together from hired brawn and glued into one unit with dubious loyalty springing only from shared hatred.

Not a landsman, either, or merchant, or noble. He was something deadly and sleek, cold and sneaky.

“You’re an assassin,” I said flatly.

His smile leaked viciousness, not a hint of remorse in it. “Do you fear me now, Princess?”

I turned away, into cooler air not tainted by his unsteadying presence, and I tilted my head into the rays of sun slanting like crystalline shafts through the red and gold leaves. Pollen danced in those rims of light, and butterflies fluttered through them, rendering this place some fairy tale wood, adrift with the scents of wild strawberries and falling ginger blossoms. The whole place sang with birdsong, its loveliness agonizing to a girl in invisible chains.

Kirian, though, refused to relent and leave me a silent captive. In the succeeding hours, he cornered me into conversation and challenged my—or, rather, the princess’s—beliefs at every turn he could. He tricked me into honest reactions and trapped me in debates where my true opinions snapped out. On more than one occasion when I chanced a look, I caught him smirking or smiling as if he were amused with what was coming out of me and pleased with himself, but his pale blue eyes never lost their glinting calculation, their assessment of unrealized plans I was sure he had formed.

In the back of my mind, though, my own plans to escape never ceased churning even as my stomach coiled ever tighter at what Kirian was doing, at how he gradually eased me back into him, at how he deliberately breathed his laughter and his cajoling words into my ear, at how I split into a disorienting polarity. Part of me wanting to turn giddy and breathless, at the gorgeous forest, at Kirian’s handsome smile, at the influx of sweet scents from strawberries and ginger-blossoms—making me ever more certain that the intoxication drug already flowed strong through my senses—and the other part struggling to stay afloat and keep on course, although even that part was torn in two by doubt and second-guessing.

I knew that if—no, when I escaped, because I had to escape before I slipped up and Kirian found out the truth—my only chance would be Levern. The villagers knew me—had known me all their lives. They knew I wasn’t the princess.

But another part of me kept whispering that I was deceiving myself, that I’d heard the rumors of what Alenso did there. That there wasn’t a Levern to go back to.

But I kept quashing the thought, reminding myself they were rumors. That’s all they were.

That’s all I would let them be.

Just like the rumors that the Netvor of Nuren could not be killed, that every wound inflicted on him, even fatal ones, healed instantly. That was the reason why Alenso had adamantly refused to send me to Nuren in place of the real princess with orders that I kill the Netvor, because not only did Alenso believe I would I fail to kill the Netvor, but the Netvor would discover I wasn’t the true princess, and in retaliation he would destroy tender young Finnia.
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