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      For those who keep choosing hope even when the world is falling apart.

      

      The dawn always comes.
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      Before House Strong abolished the seasonal courts, before humans crossed into the fae realm, and before Princess Celyse uttered the prophecy, Lady Sonia received a message.

      Lady Sonia jolted upright, breath ragged, her nightclothes drenched in cold sweat. “Sun, Moon, and Stars,” she whispered. “What was that?” She pressed her hand to her chest, willing her heart to slow, flashes from her dream swirling in her mind.

      The vision clung to her like a shroud. Mist black as ink oozed over valleys and fields, dirt and sand choked rivers and brooks, forests and their inhabitants disappeared into shadow. Even the Green Falls had been reduced to nothing but a glimmer of its once roaring power. The worst were the dragons. Once proud and mighty, she saw them writhing mid-flight and crumbling into ash, their wings dissolving like dust on a breeze. Faevenly would topple into eerie silence. So slowly no one would notice until it was too late.

      As she watched the vision’s terror unfold, a single phrase echoed in her mind. A call. A plea. Impossible to ignore. Protect the North.

      Her hands shook as she smoothed her long dark hair away from her face and sprang from bed, every muscle tight with urgency. No time to hesitate. No time to question. The message needed action. She dressed with speed, then slipped out of her bedchamber, her pace swift down the corridor. Drawing her cloak around her shoulders, she stepped into the crisp night air.

      “Lady Sonia?”

      She spun around to find Draven, the boy she and her coven sisters had rescued from an overturned carriage two years earlier. An uneasiness stirred within her whenever she met his ever-growing distrustful gaze. She would come to regret saving his life; she knew it in her bones, but now was not the time to dwell on it. The Sun, Moon, and Stars must have had a purpose for him. Besides, what was done was done.

      She placed her hand on his slim shoulder. “What are you doing outside at this hour?”

      He moved out from under her touch, as if she were a curse he feared would stick. His gaze stayed on the ground. “I like it out here.”

      She lowered her head, wishing she could help him. Perhaps later. “Please, Draven. Go inside and get some rest. I will return in a few days.”

      With a flick of her cloak, she rushed to her steed and mounted quickly, spurring the beast into action. She rode for days, stopping only for short breaks. Finally, the lush landscape morphed from green and vibrant to icy and cold. How long would it take for the Valians to meet her? Not long, knowing the dragonfolk. Sonia was sure they had sensed her presence the moment she entered their land.

      Her horse slowed as a brood of dragons soared across the skies, their multicolored scales sparkling in the sunlight. And on land, a single rider approached.

      “Here we go,” she muttered, patting the horse’s neck. “Stay sharp, my girl.”

      The Valian closed in like a storm sweeping across the frost. Closer now, Sonia recognized Zalarae, the young leader of the dragonfolk. Why would she approach alone?

      Zalarae’s silver steed circled hers, prancing in a show of superiority before coming to a complete stop. She nodded. “Lady Sonia.”

      “Zalarae.” She nodded back. “I take it my arrival is no surprise?”

      “It is not. We received a vision and knew you would be coming. Please, follow me.”

      Spurring her horse forward, she followed Zalarae over a frosty field, through snow-laden pines, until they reached a clearing where a shimmering dragon with hues of blue, purple, and pink waited. Sonia reined in, her gaze caught by the sight. She had never seen such a magical beast up close.

      “This is Izel.” Zalarae dismounted in one fluid motion. “She knows what must be done to protect the North.”

      Good. Sonia knew something needed to be done, but she had no idea what. With a slight bow, she said to the dragon, “I am Lady Sonia. I am honored to be of service.” She held her position for a few seconds before straightening. “But pray tell, what does the Wild North need protection from?”

      Though Sonia aimed the question at Izel, Zalarae answered. The silver-haired frost fae moved in front of the dragon. With flared nostrils, she jutted her chin, the clean, sharp scent of snowmelt and wild pine carrying with her. “From you, the Faevenly fae.” She narrowed her eyes at Sonia. “And humanfolk. They are coming.”

      Sonia had dreamed of humans crossing into the realm. She saw death and destruction, but also beauty and life. Should she argue for things to unfold as they would? To let the natural order proceed? She knew Zalarae well enough to know she would not listen. Besides, the message Sonia had received rang clear.

      Whatever the reason, whatever was coming, the North needed protecting. “How may I be of assistance?” Sonia asked.

      The dragon stirred. With a low rumbling breath, the creature lifted her head. Her wings unfurled, graceful and wide, sending ripples of cool air through Sonia’s long hair. With the quiet dignity of an ancient queen, Izel moved forward with elegance, talons crunching softly in the frost. Her bright, intelligent eyes met Sonia’s with a keen, assessing gaze.

      “Together, we will fashion a veiled boundary.” She crouched low. “Climb onto my back, and I will show you, lady,” the dragon said inside her mind.

      Sonia’s heart beat with a wild rhythm. Magic whispered through the clearing, old and sacred. But what if she misread the vision? What if this dragon turned on her midair? Cast her down like ash on the wind?

      Her palms tingled. Her muscles tensed. She had always trusted her power, but this felt like stepping into the unknown with nothing but faith to carry her. Should she risk it? Still, the vision’s message echoed. Protect the North.

      With the scents of frost and pine filling her lungs, Sonia set her fear aside. She studied Izel’s eyes, which now shone brighter, radiating with an ancient warmth. The Sun, Moon, and Stars had never led her astray. Surely, they would not do so now.

      Pulling her shoulders back, Sonia stepped forward and climbed Izel’s wing. Maneuvering around the spines, she found a spot along the base of the neck to sit. She held on to the thick ridge there.

      “I am in place,” Sonia thought.

      Izel shifted, muscles rippling under Sonia like waves beneath a mighty ship. Then, with a great thrust of her wings, they launched.

      Wind roared past Sonia’s ears, and her breath caught in her throat as the ground fell away. The pine trees shrank, the frost-laced clearing became a blur, and the sky opened wide all around her like a vast, pale ocean.

      She clutched Izel’s ridge and tightened her legs, heart pounding, not from fear now but from excitement. Below them, the Wild North stretched endlessly with snowy ridges and rivers winding like silver veins. Beyond it all, the jagged mountain peaks clawed at the sky.

      The wind slowed as Izel circled lower, wings dipping as they neared the eastern edge of the North. “It is time, lady.” She hovered midair, like a creature carved from sky and ice.

      Sonia stayed still. “What will you have me do?”

      “Lean forward,” Izel instructed. “Place your hands on the scales near my throat. Lend me your magic so that my fire may become more than flame.”

      With a nod and a swallow, Sonia stretched out her arms. Her palms hovered over the scales at Izel’s neck. She hesitated for only a moment before pressing her hands down. She held steady, the dragon’s pulse beating against her skin like a living drum. The powerful hum filled her chest, resonating with the magic curling in her bones. She focused on her power, drawing it forward with her will, then began chanting out loud as the words rose to her lips. A spell, ancient and instinctive. It poured from her like a prayer.

      Veil of frost, veil of flame,

      Keep the wild, protect the name.

      Mist and fire, sky and stone,

      Let the North stand safe, alone.

      She repeated the spell over and over, the words braiding into her thoughts as Izel surged forward. They flew steady and low while Sonia kept her hands pressed down and her eyes shut. Her magic flowed into the dragon, weaving into the force she could feel bubbling in Izel’s throat.

      And then—Izel released it.

      Sonia’s eyes snapped open as a column of flame erupted from the dragon’s jaws, not orange and red, but silver and blue. The blast danced and rippled, like ice and moonlight made one. With her spell still repeating, Sonia shifted and peered downward. Wherever the fire touched, the land shimmered like a curtain of glassy silk. From its edges, mist began to rise. Not smoke, but a thin, nearly invisible barrier. It bent the air and shimmered with light, forming a line like a seam between worlds.

      They soared along the Wild North’s border, coast to coast, sky to stone, marking the land with fire, spell, and will. When the work was done, they circled back to where they had started and touched down near the barely visible glow.

      Sonia sagged, breathless, her hands still resting against Izel’s warm scales. “Is it done?” she asked, her voice in a whisper, hoarse from magic and wonder.

      “It is,” Izel replied out loud. “Now, lady, before you dismount, take one of my scales. Keep it in memory of what we shared here today.”

      Sonia blinked, stunned, her breath catching in her throat. A dragon’s scale. One of Izel’s own. The offering felt impossibly sacred, heavier than any crown or blade. “I am honored,” she said.

      Her hands trembled as she reached out. She brushed her fingertips over the dragon’s smooth scales, resting on the curved edge of one near her throat. It hummed like a pulse of living magic. With care and reverence, Sonia slipped her fingers beneath the scale’s edge, easing it free from where it nestled between larger plates. It gave way with a soft pop, releasing a tuft of warmth, as if Izel herself had exhaled in approval.

      Sonia lifted it to her chest, pressing the scale over her heart. For a moment, she closed her eyes, breathing in the curious, metallic scent—something like rain on stone mixed with smoke and salt.

      Bowing her head, she spoke in a soft but resolute voice. “I vow to keep it well.”

      Izel’s voice rumbled low and ancient, tinged with wind and wisdom. “When the way is lost, and your heart is heavy with doubt, remember this moment. Remember the fire we shared. The scale will answer when it is time.”

      A shiver ran through Sonia—not from cold, but from the weight of the words. “I will remember.” She slipped the scale into the inner pocket of her cloak. “Thank you, Izel.”

      Zalarae approached, her steps quick and hurried as she joined them. She kept her gaze on the newly created boundary. “Will it hold?”

      “Yes,” Izel answered as a tuft of smoke puffed into the air. “The magic will hold as long as the North’s guardians remain.”

      “The North will never fail,” Zalarae declared.

      Prying her stiff legs from her perch, Sonia dismounted with a shaky step. She stamped her feet against the ground to steady herself, then approached the magical border. Her fingertips grazed the surface, a quiet power vibrating against her skin. “What will happen to those who venture here? The Faevenly fae?”

      “They will know the border magic when they are here; they will forget it when they leave,” Izel answered. Her gaze roamed from Sonia to Zalarae. “Any who cross into the Wild North will lose their memories and be claimed by the land forever.”

      Sonia’s hand dropped. The implications swirled around her like smoke, impossible to ignore. Claimed by the land forever. It sounded like being held prisoner.

      She loved her realm—its beauty, its wild, untamed magic. She would protect it with everything she had. Though she had aligned with the Valians, she would stand against them if need be. Would it come to that?

      A heaviness settled in her heart, deeper than duty, like the echo of a future already written. She saw it in the shadows of her vision—the fall of Faevenly, the price she would pay. Losing many along this now chosen path.

      She offered Zalarae and Izel a silent nod. She did not know when, or even why, but she would be back. With a final glance at the boundary, Sonia turned and mounted her steed. Cloak drawn tight, she rode into the thinning light. The path she had chosen would not spare her.

      Still, it might just save them all.
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      Avalynn plunged toward her death. Eyes squeezed shut. Heart shattering. Mateo did it. He let her go. Cold air sliced across her skin, wild and biting, as she fell faster and faster. How could he?

      Tears streaked across her cheeks as the wind roared past her ears, drowning every thought but one—Mateo was lost. After everything they had endured, everything they had shared, she couldn’t break through the shadow magic that had consumed him. And now she would die for it.

      Or maybe not? Izel could save her.

      Her gaze flicked about. The sky above was awash in purples and grays, swallowing the last streaks of amber and pink like ink poured into water. But where was the dragon?

      A tug pulled at her back. She looked behind her. Her sword! It slipped free from its scabbard, twisting in the air beside her. She lunged for it, fingers brushing the hilt, but it tumbled away, falling faster than she could reach.

      No, no, no! Not the sword!

      Her pulse surged, panic knotting in her chest like a tangled ball of breeding snakes. That blade was more than steel. It was her legacy, her purpose. It was her father’s sword infused with human magic from her mother, Gabriela, and her grandsire, Julio. Without it, she was nothing. Without it, there was no hope.

      She clawed at the air, stretching her fingers toward the shrinking glint of the blade as it spun out of sight. Gone. The purple-and-gray sky swallowed it, along with the last remnants of amber and pink.

      A lump like ice lodged in her throat while the sun set. When she, Mateo, Lirien, Gareth, and Keeth crossed the magic border into the Wild North, they were told they’d have three days to return to Faevenly or be lost here forever. Not that it mattered now. She wouldn’t survive this fall. So much for being the so-called Only One.

      Soaring downward, every care was stripped away—her quest, her prophecy, Mateo’s face, their fragile hope … even Keeth, Lirien, Gareth, and the Sublander family who had counted on her to succeed. She had nothing left to hold on to but loss and regret.

      The frosty landscape rushed toward her. She would soon be in the Passing Place, surrounded by … Who would meet her on the other side? Names. She reached for names, even faces, but her mind slipped. Family? Friends? Who would be there?

      The question twisted inside her, sharper than the cold. Who would come for her? Who was she, anyway? Her name … What was her name?

      A roar split the air around her, and a voice pressed into her mind. “I am coming, Avalynn. Hold on.”

      Avalynn. That’s right. Her name was Avalynn.

      Her white-streaked hair lashed across her face as memory fragments collided. She had come to this land for Mateo … Mateo Stromm. She … she loved him.

      But who was speaking to her? Who was coming?

      A massive shape loomed above her—wings spread wide, scales gleaming with iridescent flashes of purple and pink. Dragon!

      Her breath caught. Sun, Moon, and Stars. She swallowed the frigid lump. Please, let it be a friend.

      “Friend,” the voice answered in her mind. “My name is Izel. You are Avalynn, say it.”

      The dragon swooped lower. Thick talons locked around her waist, yanking her from her free fall. Air punched from her lungs as her limbs dangled, hair whipping wildly.

      “I-I-I’m Avalynn.”

      “Avalynn Strong, from Faevenly. The Only One.”

      Could she trust the dragon? Everything inside her said yes. It was saving her, after all. Or did it simply want her as prey, to carry back to her lair? An evening snack?

      With a low snarl, Izel commanded again. “Repeat. So you remember.”

      Fear jolted through her. The sun was setting. She was about to lose everything.

      “I am Avalynn Strong from Faevenly,” she repeated in her mind as they soared upward. Panic clawed down her spine. “Avalynn Strong.” She craned her neck toward the last flicker of light on the horizon, a single ember fading into the darkness. “Avalynn.” The final glimmer disappeared. Stars blinked awake.

      “Ava.”

      Wings beat steadily around her, lifting her higher into the dark sky. The wind whispered cold against her skin as the dragon carried her over a mountain of frost and stone. Far below, a valley opened, a vast, hidden place, draped in mist. Tiny lights flickered there, soft and welcoming, as the dragon’s voice, gentle yet firm, curled in her mind one last time. “You will be safe now.”

      She had no idea how the dragon could know that, but she trusted the creature and slid out of her grasp. Her boots planted on the dirt as the dragon rose back up into the night sky with a whoosh.

      Ava blinked and studied her surroundings. The air bit sharp and cold but carried a faint warmth, almost magical, like an invisible fire trailing through the haze. Pale golden orbs floated gently over a cluster of huts, their soft glow reflecting off snow-dusted thatched roofs. The huts were arranged in a loose circle around a large central fire, its flickering light dancing against the darkness like fireflies caught in a jar.

      Beyond the village, towering pine trees enclosed the clearing, their branches dusted with snow. A jagged mountain rose in the distance, like the profile of a face forever watching the sky. A silver mist rolled from its slopes and spilled into the Vale, hugging protectively around the village below. The place sang to her like a beautiful, ancient melody. One she knew but had forgotten. She shook her head. No way. She’d remember a place like this.

      She wrapped her arms around herself. Not from cold, but from uncertainty mixed with fear. Would the fae living here accept her? I am Ava, she told herself firmly, as if that name alone could anchor her here. Ava. That much she knew.

      Scanning the surroundings, she began to make out the forms of villagers dressed in green. They made no move to approach, their gazes calm but steady, as if they were statues come to life beneath the glow of the orbs. How long had they been standing there?

      Two figures stepped forward. The first stood tall and muscular, with ruddy skin, sharply pointed ears, and long dark hair flowing down his back. The other was a pale-skinned lady with pointed ears and silver hair and eyes. Her tall and elegant stature suggested royalty.

      Ava touched her own ears. They, too, were pointed, but not as sharply.

      The lady smiled gently. “You are here.”

      What a strange greeting. But somehow, it felt right. Appropriate, even. “Yes, I am here. My name is Ava.”

      Closer now, she saw dragon-scale markings on their faces and hands. She lifted her hands to eye level. Her sun-kissed skin bore no designs. No marking whatsoever. She knew it. She didn’t belong here but desperately longed to. Would they accept her? A girl from the sky brought to them by a dragon? She glanced up at the night sky, the bright stars blinking awake. She had been brought here by a dragon, right? Suddenly, everything about arriving here clouded over.

      “I am Zalarae,” the lady said. “This is Dorn.” Zalarae turned to the villagers who had gathered close. They, too, bore the same dragon markings. “This is Ava. Brought to us by divine purpose. She is now one of us.” Facing Ava again, she added, “You are meant to be here. A Valian of the Frost Vale. A keeper of the mountain and her dragons.”

      Ava gulped. The pronouncement carried a certain weight, as if she had stepped into a great and mighty role. She looked around nervously, then bowed her head. Pride budded within her, like a hearth newly lit after a long winter. She didn’t understand it, only that it felt like home. “I am honored.”

      Two villagers stepped out from the back of the group, and a soft gasp escaped Ava’s lips. They were dressed like her in black and brown travel clothing. One stood tall and lean, with long silver hair and lavender eyes. The other was a short, thick dwarf with full blond hair and a bushy, braided beard.

      Zalarae gestured toward them. “These two are newcomers like yourself. They belong here too. This is Axe,” she said, nodding toward the dwarf. “And this is Rien.” She gestured to the other.

      They were new here, too? She pulled her chin in. Such a strange coincidence. “They have just arrived?” She clasped her hands together in front of her. Questions burned on the tip of her tongue, but the words escaped her.

      “They have, along with another who remains in our healing lodge,” Zalarae answered.

      Healing? Flashes of blood, swords, and birds streaked through her mind. She shook her head, the images vanishing before she could grasp them. She caught her breath. “Will he recover?”

      “Most assuredly.” Dorn nodded. “And in plenty of time for us to prepare.”

      Murmurs rippled through the other Valians. The kind that suggested excitement and eagerness. “Prepare for what?” Ava asked.

      “War,” Dorn said flatly. “From Faevenly, the land to the south across the border.” His eyes hardened into a deadly stare. “A dark prince rises there. Magic bleeds from him like poison. We must be ready for him.”

      “Oh,” she whispered. “A dark prince …”

      Her fingers twitched at her sides as an ache bloomed in her chest, followed by a hollow feeling, as if some half-remembered name lingered just out of reach. A prince. Why did that title feel sharp and heavy all at once? Why did it stir something deep and distant inside her? She pressed her palm to her chest, willing the ache to fade.

      “I will be ready!” Axe, growled, a grin spreading across his face.

      “As will I,” Rien added.

      “We will all be ready,” Dorn answered. “But night calls, and now we rest.”

      “Yes, rest.” Zalarae placed a gentle hand on Ava’s back. “I will show you to your home.”

      The elegant lady steered her away from the gathering and along a narrow path that curved toward a small hut at the far edge of the village. As they passed Axe and Rien, a prickle traced the back of her neck, but it faded quickly as a wave of sleepiness dragged at her limbs, heavy as iron chains. By the time Zalarae opened the hut’s door and motioned her inside, Ava’s mind was unraveling, her thoughts dissolving like fog at sunrise.

      A small fire crackled in the corner of the hut, welcoming her like a warm embrace. She turned to thank Zalarae, but the lady had already gone. She stared at the wooden door. “My home,” she murmured.

      Her gaze roamed the thick clay and stone walls. Rugs of green and brown were layered across the thatched floor. A chair and a table took up one side of the small space. Across from that was a pallet of blankets and pillows. Green attire that matched the Valians hung from a row of hooks nearby.

      She glanced down at her travel clothes, suddenly itching to remove the threads that did not belong here. As she reached to take off her tunic, her hand brushed against something at her back. What? She pulled off the scabbard and stared at the empty opening. She had a sword?

      Her stomach sank. Tears filled her eyes. Where had it gone? But as soon as the emotions surfaced, they faded away. She tucked the scabbard under the thick pallet, then began stripping off her clothes.

      Across the small chamber, a basin of water and a folded washcloth caught her eye. She dipped the cloth and ran it over her face, neck, and arms, washing away the grime of travel. The water turned cloudy, the scent of metal and dust lingering. When she finished, she wrung out the cloth, set it aside, and dried her hands on a nearby towel.

      Feeling lighter, she donned a simple green gown, its fabric soft and cool against her clean skin. She tucked away her travel-worn clothes beside the scabbard, the gesture feeling both ordinary and strangely final.

      She lay down and pulled the blankets up to her chin. She breathed in the scents of ember and pine, satisfied that this place was hers.

      Curled up on her side, her tension melted away, but Dorn’s words lingered. A prince with dark magic was coming. He would threaten her new home and her new family. This time, a face rose in her mind’s eye—hair black as midnight, steely gray eyes shadowed with calculated menace. A face that felt like a deadly secret barely out of reach.

      She was destined to destroy that prince.
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      Mateo thumbed through the stack of new threads Maid Penny had brought him—tunics of black, silver, red, and green, along with coordinating trousers and coats. His hands ran across the smooth, rich fabric, then moved to his chest, where his Stromm pendant hung. His fingers curled around the gold, his fingertips brushing the engraved S on one side and the tree on the other. Satisfaction thrummed deep within him, like a resounding victory bell. His time as prince had only begun, and he was ready.

      “These will do,” he called to Maid Penny, who had stationed herself against the wall of his bedchamber.

      The petite maidservant rushed forward with a bow. “Yes, my lord prince.” She took the stack but kept her eyes cast down. “Which garments would you like for today?”

      He was due to meet with his mother and father to discuss the next steps for House Stromm. He would need a color befitting his new station, something that exuded power. His thoughts went to Teyocel’s black-hued scales. With the dragon by his side, no one would ever touch him or his family. Everyone needed that reminder.

      “Prepare the black. I will wear my new coat as well.” The shadowy gray coat had been gifted to him by his mother. The stitching echoed Teyocel’s scales and shimmered under the light’s touch. It marked him exactly as he now was—no longer a mere prince in waiting, but a weapon made visible. “In fact, keep only the black and send for more. The other colors are not needed.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Penny placed the dark tunic and trousers at the foot of his bed. She smoothed them out with her small hands. After everything was in place, she offered a bow, then exited the bedchamber.

      Mateo removed his robe and slipped the tunic over his head, then pulled on his trousers. Next, his leather belt and gray boots. With everything on, he studied himself in the mirror. His long dark hair framed a hard-edged face. Steely gray eyes stared back at him. But then, he froze. Fear and guilt struck him like an anvil as visions of a girl with white-streaked hair flooded his mind—kissing, hugging, then plummeting through the skies.

      He stumbled back, his mind spinning. Avalynn? He looked at himself again, seeing someone he didn’t recognize. Who am I? His hands shook like a reed in a storm. What have I done?

      “My prince.” Teyocel spoke into his mind, each syllable resonating deep within him like a hammer striking stone. “You are Lord Prince Mateo Stromm of House Stromm. Future ruler of Faevenly. Conqueror of realms. Protector of your name.”

      The words landed like a gut punch. He grasped for his pendant as if it were air and he was suffocating. He closed his eyes, the metal pulsing against his skin as his heart slowed and his breathing steadied. A few more breaths and he released the pendant, tucking it under his tunic and pressing it to his skin.

      Prince Mateo. Destined to rule as the future high king of Faevenly. He had eliminated Avalynn Strong, the Only One, who threatened his house and his realm. That’s who he was. “Thank you, Teyocel.”

      “Of course, my prince. Do you require my assistance today?”

      “I will call for you if I do.”

      “I will be ready.”

      A knock sounded at his door. “Enter,” he called out.

      Maid Penny’s slippers padded against the polished marble floor. She stopped before him with his coat draped over her slender arms. Bowing low, she extended it without meeting his gaze.

      “Your coat, my prince,” she murmured. “I have been asked to remind you that weapons are not allowed in the war room.”

      “Is that so?” he said, his voice cool.

      He hadn’t planned on carrying any. But now? He crossed to the carved wardrobe nestled in the corner of his chamber and pulled open the lower drawer. He retrieved a sleek obsidian dagger and slid it into the sheath tucked inside his boot.

      Let them try to stop him.

      He snatched his coat from Penny, slipped it on, then left his bedchamber with long strides. He marched down the corridor and made his way down the stairs. Several maidservants scrambled away when he approached; others froze in place. He commanded their respect and expected nothing less. Now that he had brought glory to House Stromm, everyone needed to remember that. If they forgot, he’d remind them.

      Down another long corridor, he stopped at the thick double wooden doors to the war room, where guards flanked each side, rigid and silent. They bowed and pulled the doors open. A wave of lamplight spilled out, casting golden shadows along the stone walls. The air carried oiled leather and melted wax, mingling with the damp of ancient stone. In the center was a worn round table, surrounded by high-backed wooden chairs.

      His mother and father sat side by side at its head, regal and powerful, dressed in matching dark purple. To the queen’s right, Raelor lingered like a shadow given shape, his diamond eyes striking like a viper.

      Mateo’s skin crawled. He had expected the witch’s presence, but that didn’t make it easier. Raelor never blinked. He never looked away, always watching. Mateo didn’t trust him. Not with his secrets. Not with his thoughts. Definitely not with his future.

      The queen broke the tension, gesturing to the seat next to hers. “My son, please sit.”

      He took the chair, angling himself toward her and the king. The wooden back pressed cold against his spine. A guard from inside the room closed the doors and stationed himself at the ready.

      The queen’s gaze flicked briefly over her shoulder to where the witch stood behind her, tall and still. “Raelor insists we verify a few details before we proceed,” she said, her tone clipped. She turned her attention back to Mateo. “Tell me again—the girl is gone? And the sword with her?”

      Mateo had told them when he turned from the Wild North. Why did he need to tell them again? He gripped his knees under the table. For a moment, he saw it again—Avalynn’s body plummeting through the sky, the sword slipping from her grasp and vanishing into the clouds. He forced the image away. “Like I said, she is gone, as is her sword.” The edge in his voice cut sharply. He leaned forward, his glare locking on the witch standing behind his mother. “Got it, witch?”

      “Fine,” the queen snapped. “Enough of that. We have much to discuss today.” She adjusted her gown and lifted her chin. “We have made progress these last few days. The post of Master of the Blade, left vacant by Keeth’s unfortunate disappearance, has been filled.”

      Mateo’s jaw tightened at the name Keeth. Images of the stocky dwarf and the Wild North flashed through his mind. He pressed his palms flat against the armrests, forcing the memories back. The past was weakness. He had no use for it now.

      “Who is the replacement?” he asked.

      “He is a seasoned warrior from within our own ranks,” she went on. “A Stromm loyalist who’s trained for years under Master Keeth himself. He is quite skilled.” She looked to the king, then back to Mateo. “He is here for a formal introduction.”

      “He will take on an important role as we reinforce our strongholds in the provinces,” the king added. “He has good relations with many of the families.”

      Mateo straightened in his seat. “He sounds useful.”

      The queen nodded to the guard. “Show him in.”

      The guard opened the door, disappeared for a few moments, then returned with a dwarf with long, thick blond hair, a braided beard, and a scar that cut from his forehead across his eye and down to his chin. Mateo did a double-take. The dwarf was the spitting image of Keeth.

      “There you are!” The dwarf raised his fists at Mateo. “Where is Keeth? Where is my brother?!”

      The king sprang to his feet and pounded his fists on the table. “You will mind yourself, Master Karl! Lest you be removed from this chamber at once.”

      The dwarf’s stare burned into Mateo, his broad chest rising and falling in ragged, shallow breaths. “I want answers,” he said, each word slow and tight with restraint. “What happened to my brother?”

      “We have told you—” the queen began, but Mateo raised a hand, silencing her.

      When the room stilled, Mateo leaned forward, his attention fixed solely on the dwarf. “Master Keeth journeyed with me faithfully to the North.” His voice came out even, but low. “We became separated. As for my part, I do not know what has befallen him.”

      Karl’s eyes narrowed to slits. He matched Mateo’s posture, voice grating with barely bridled rage. “If I find your words to be untrue, I will⁠—”

      “—what?” Mateo cut in, meeting him with a calm, dangerous smile. “Careful, Master Dwarf. Your threats may cost you more than your temper can afford.”

      “Enough,” the queen said smoothly, resting a hand on Mateo’s shoulder before pointing to Karl. “Now sit, Master Karl. Before we think better of offering you Master of the Blade.”

      Grumbling, Karl stalked to the seat opposite them and dropped into it with a thud. Arms crossed, he muttered, “I have served House Stromm since I was a lad, as did my brother. I remain for him, in hopes of finding him.”

      Ahh, so this dwarf was more loyal to his brother than the Stromms. Duly noted. Mateo would keep a sharp eye on him.

      “Thank you, Master Karl. We recognize your loyalty.” The queen threaded her fingers together on top of the table. “Raelor, please begin.”

      The witch moved out from the shadows. He approached the table and laid out a rolled parchment he’d been holding. A map of Faevenly. “With the traitorous stewards executed, the provinces hang in the balance.”

      Mateo rose from his seat, hands behind his back.

      Raelor pointed to the middle of the map, “High Meadow.” His hand went down to the region near the Great Cove, “Sand Bluff,” and then rested on the region west of High Meadow, “Cuesta.” His fingers tapped the map. “New stewards are needed. Ones loyal to House Stromm.”

      “Easy.” Mateo smirked, lowering himself to his chair. “I take Teyocel and show them our strength. Then we handpick whom we see fit. They will never oppose us.”

      The queen’s lips curled in satisfaction. “Exactly what I was thinking. But before we make any move, we need more information.”

      “Precisely,” Raelor agreed. “We have two merchants joining us here today who deal in information.”

      He gestured to the guard, and the door opened again. A young lady entered, clad in a simple brown dress. Her silver hair was woven into a loose braid. Her amber eyes swept the room with quiet precision, though they never quite met Mateo’s. Behind her, a boy dressed in black trousers and a brown tunic, followed. He had the same silver hair worn loose at his shoulders.

      “May I present Kessa and Taren of Quietus Valley,” Raelor introduced.

      The young lady bowed with grace. “My king, my queen, my prince—thank you for the audience.” She placed a hand to her chest. “Like Raelor said, I am Kessa, and this is my brother Taren. We belong to no marked province. Our home is tucked near the edge of Quietus Valley. We are weavers who trade in wool.”

      “You are welcome here,” the queen said. “We thank you both for making the journey. Raelor speaks highly of your skills. He says you are trusted information gatherers.”

      Mateo leaned forward. At last, someone of value. “How do you gather information if you live near the valley?” he asked. “Isn’t the area mostly abandoned?”

      Kessa nodded. “It is. But we gather information on our trade route, which passes through villages in every province. We are friends with everyone. And no one.”

      The young Taren blurted, “We hear all.”

      Mateo’s brows lifted. They hear all? A bold claim—one he wasn’t sure he believed. Yet there was something about the girl’s confidence. Her sharp yes made him pause. He rested his forearms on the edge of the table. “What kinds of things?”

      Taren straightened with a spark of pride, but Kessa answered. “Whispers,” she said calmly. “In taverns. Temples. Merchant stalls and border outposts. Elders from every province have begun to meet quietly, discreetly.”

      Mateo tilted his head, his eyes narrowed, but he kept silent as he waited for her to continue.

      “What do they say?” Karl asked in a gruff voice.

      “They speak of dissolving the High Court,” Kessa went on. “Of overthrowing House Stromm. They believe Faevenly should return to its old ways. With each province ruled by its own court. No high crown.”

      The air thickened. The oil lamps hanging from the walls dimmed as Mateo’s pulse accelerated. The king and queen remained still, yet he could feel an undeniable shift in the room. The threat of something long buried clawing its way back.

      The queen narrowed her stare. “Which provinces?”

      Kessa swallowed. “All, my queen,” she said. “Cuesta, High Meadow, and Sand Bluff.”

      The king shot to his feet, his face red, his hands curled into fists. “All?!” He eyed the queen. “Do they not know what we can do to them?” He pointed in Mateo’s direction. “Do they not care that the prince has a mighty dragon?”

      “Please,” the young girl said in a quavering voice, the courage she held when she had walked into the room quickly dissolving. “I have shared what we know.” Her hand clutched her brother’s arm. “May we take our leave?”

      “You may,” the queen said. “You will be escorted to the guest house. Food and drink and reward for your time will be provided.” She smoothed her voice. “Please, rest. You will stay as honored guests here, until you are dismissed.”

      The siblings paused and glanced at each other, the queen’s last words clearly affecting them. They held hands and exited in silence, the thick doors thudding shut behind them.

      A stillness followed. Heavy and muffled. The king muttered darkly under his breath. Karl’s eyes remained narrowed, teeth clinched. Mateo’s mind churned. Foolish provinces. He could incinerate each one, burn them all to the ground. It would serve them right.

      He folded his arms in front of his chest. He was ready to shut them down. He just needed the word. “This requires action.”

      Queen Lysandra placed her hands atop the table. “It does.” She tapped her long silver-painted nails on the wood. “We cannot allow whispers of rebellion to take root.” Her gaze swept the room. “If they mean to test our strength, we will remind them who holds the crown.”

      The king slammed his fist on the table. “Yes, we will.”

      The queen rose, power radiating from her like a tempest. “We will go on tour. Province by province. A show of unity, of control, of unshakable reign. We will offer favor to the loyal and make examples of the traitorous.” Her lips curled at the edges. “It is time for all of Faevenly to see the power of House Stromm. The power of the prince and his dragon.”

      Mateo tipped his head. “Nothing would please me more.”

      His throat burned with the memory of fire—Teyocel’s fire. The whispers in his mind stirred again, curling like smoke through his thoughts. This was what they wanted of him and what he craved for himself. Destruction in the name of duty. Strength that demanded obedience.

      He kept his voice steady, controlled, but inside, something frayed. Was this who he had become? A weapon dressed in royal threads? He could feel the necklace pulsing beneath his tunic as if it, too, was pleased by the plan, satisfied by the blood that would follow.

      He should have felt dread. Anticipation coiled inside of him instead.
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