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Olga

​

Princess Olga Sova had always wanted her family to notice her. She’d spent her entire life trying to compete with her older sister’s natural leadership and her younger sister’s charm. Now, the fate of the entire kingdom rested on her shoulders, and she wished she could go back to being invisible.

She sat at the large dining table in her family’s palace, eating her breakfast- hot oats and summer fruit imported from her perfect sister’s perfect kingdom. Olga’s visit to the tropical kingdom of Southshore for Marya’s wedding had caused her to realize the direness of her kingdom’s situation. Every time she thought about her useless brother Ivan, the king who didn’t want his crown, ice seeped into her veins, her bitter moods mirroring the chill creeping into the kingdom as winter approached.

Olga had always counted on her older sister to make everything right. But with Marya gone, off to marry a handsome demi-fae prince, the responsibility of keeping Ivan in line fell to her. How would she get Ivan’s nose out of his book and into the business of running a kingdom? She was never the brains of any operation and spent their childhood as the peacekeeper between her siblings. Marya, Ivan, and Anna were three sides of a triangle, each pulling in a different direction, balanced on top of Olga’s steady pillar. But with Marya gone, the whole thing was tipping, and her usual tricks with her siblings were failing.

Olga didn’t blame Marya for leaving them—Ivan and Uncle Tavar had forced her into a political marriage with the Prince of Southshore. Olga never would’ve guessed her sister would fall in love in the process. Olga smiled at the memory of how happy Marya had been at her wedding, but she also felt lost without her. Without Marya around, she’d need to be the decision maker. Ivan certainly wouldn’t do it. And Anna was just too immature and naïve about the world.

All Olga wanted was to go back to being forgotten, spending her days drawing and painting in the garden or her studio in peace, and letting her family continue on as they always had.

Olga was about to head out to her studio—an old greenhouse that she’d converted herself—when her brother and sister entered the room for their breakfast. Ivan’s thick, deep brown hair stood up in its usual state of disarray from raking his fingers through it incessantly, and dark smudges shadowed his eyes. Anna was his opposite; her golden hair curled perfectly around her heart-shaped face with not the hint of a blemish on her flawless pale skin. 

Olga always felt plain next to her siblings. Marya and Anna were each beautiful in different ways, one dark and one light with sparkling green eyes and perfect little noses. Even Ivan looked handsome when he cleaned himself up. At formal affairs, all the ladies swooned over him, even if he was too blind to notice. Olga was used to being told she and Anna looked just like their mother, but Anna definitely got more of their mother’s genes. On Olga, the combination of her father’s beak-like nose and sunken eyes did not blend well with any resemblance she did or did not have to their mother. And while yes, she also had blonde hair and green eyes, her hair didn’t shine with the same luster as her sister’s, and her eyes reminded her more of dull moss than sparkling emeralds. 

“Good morning,” she greeted her siblings. 

Ivan nodded politely, sat down at the head of the table, and opened the book he was carrying. Anna rolled her eyes and gave Olga a look that said, “What are we going to do with him?” Olga shrugged. 

A footman who’d been standing in the back of the room stepped up, offering Ivan and Anna a tray of food. Anna smiled at the servant, warm sunshine spilling from her smile as he filled her plate. Without looking up, Ivan gestured vaguely at the platter, and the servant filled his plate as well.  

Olga was used to her brother’s affinity for books, but this was too much. He had done nothing but read for weeks on end. Didn’t he care that he was the king now? With responsibilities and duties to attend to, his fascination with books would have to end soon.

As if sensing her thoughts, her Uncle Tavar entered the room. He was her brother’s head advisor, as he had been for their father. 

“Your Highnesses,” Tavar greeted, bowing slightly. His gaze shifted around uncomfortably, and his interlocked hands fidgeted. 

“Good morning, Uncle Tavar,” Anna greeted.

“Tavar,” Ivan greeted without looking up from his reading.

Olga pasted a polite smile on her face and dipped her chin in greeting. It was rare for her uncle to seek Ivan outside of scheduled council meetings. She hoped everything was alright.

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty, we have matters to discuss.” His words confirmed Olga’s worries that something was wrong, especially when combined with his nervous demeanor. What could have happened? 

Uncle Tavar and her father had been close, best friends since childhood, and then stepbrothers when their parents married later in life. He had served on her grandfather’s council from the time he was old enough. Father had made him his chief advisor almost immediately after he became king. He was practically unshakable in his usual calm. If something worried him, there was likely a good reason for it.

Ivan set down his tome, pages open to where he had stopped, and looked up at Tavar. “I’m sorry, Uncle, what is it we need to discuss?” Ivan asked. There was tension in his voice as well. 

Olga wasn’t sure if it would be more awkward to stay and listen to this exchange or excuse herself now. She looked to Anna to see what her younger sister would do. Anna continued to eat her breakfast as if nothing were wrong. Marya would’ve stayed and voiced her opinions. Olga had promised her older sister she’d help Ivan. She’d have to find out what was wrong and see if there was something she could do to assist.

Tavar took up the seat to her brother’s left, and the servant stepped forward to serve him. Tavar waved him away. “Your Highness, it has come to my attention that there is political unrest between the kingdoms in Dudaimash. We have just received word that the kingdom of Azria has invaded the kingdom of Korwell. We have little information at this time about the situation.”

Olga and Anna looked at each other. They had known this would happen. Marya and Prince Ferrand had told them about the coming war weeks ago. If the intel that Prince Ferrand had received were to be believed, Azria’s attack on Korwell would only be the first step in a war that involved not only humans but the Dark Fae, who had the potential to destroy the entire world.

Azria was Selmy’s closest neighbor to the west of their island kingdom. The King of Southshore and the King of Wendyl on the continent to their east, Torraellium, were already preparing to step in. Ivan should have been preparing as well. 

Ivan blinked at his uncle stupidly. What was wrong with him? Olga and Anna had spoken to him about the coming war when they returned from the wedding. And she had seen correspondence coming from Southshore for Ivan. Surely Prince Ferrand was filling him in on important information. Why did Tavar sound so surprised? Hadn’t Ivan told his council what was going on? 

“I see,” Ivan finally responded. His face had blanched. His eyes flitted back to his book several times as if he wanted to retreat into the page and forget that it was his responsibility to deal with this news.

“Your Majesty,” Tavar spoke again, “We need to come up with a plan. For years, the Azrians have lamented as their kingdom becomes more and more barren. If they have finally decided it is time to do something about it, our kingdom could be next on their list. We are their next closest neighbors. They are not as well known for their naval fleet as they are for their army. But we cannot count on the ocean crossing to protect us.”

If what Marya and Prince Ferrand had told her was true, Olga knew there was more to it than that. Somehow the Azrians were in league with the Dark Fae. 

“We should ask Marya and Prince Ferrand for help,” Anna interrupted.

“We will call on Southshore for assistance if it comes to it,” Tavar agreed. “But we need some of our own strategies as well.”

“When we visited with our sister, at her wedding,” Anna continued. “Marya mentioned that her husband becomes restless when he has to remain in the kingdom too long. Though, I am not sure we could call on them right away, at least not until Marya gives birth—”

“Marya is having a baby?” Ivan asked, snapping his book shut. Finally, something got his attention. Olga wished her sister would shut up, though. Marya hadn’t been planning to share the news just yet. She wanted to let more time pass, so there was no speculation about when she had conceived. Olga and Anna had promised not to let Ivan know that it had been before the wedding.

The horror on Anna’s face told Olga that she realized her mistake. “Um, yes. We just got a letter the other day, didn’t we, Anna?” Olga asked. 

“Yes,” Anna replied. “We completely forgot to tell you, Ivan. You were probably off reading somewhere or busy in meetings.”

“How wonderful for your sister,” Tavar responded. 

“Anyway,” Anna continued. “Marya implied that Prince Ferrand would hate to be trapped in Southshore for long. Maybe after she gives birth, they would come to Selmy. Prince Ferrand is an expert sailor, he might help our navy prepare, and it would be so nice to have Marya here.” Olga and Anna had already told Ivan most of this, though, leaving out the part about Marya’s pregnancy. But they had assumed they had more time.

“Yes,” Ivan responded, finally joining the conversation. “I think that is an excellent idea, Anna. If Prince Ferrand will assist us, that would be helpful.”

“While I do value the idea of Prince Ferrand’s help, that will be almost a year from now, if we are basing it on the timeline of your sister’s—” Tavar stopped speaking, his face flushing. Was he really too embarrassed to say pregnancy? “We will need to come up with some idea for some defenses of our own until then.”

“We will just have to gather more allies,” Ivan responded.

“I agree alliances with the other kingdoms would help,” Tavar responded. “But it may not be enough. Our kingdom presents itself as an easy target. While we still have a formidable fleet of ships, we have lost many of our sailors over the years. Admiral Jennings, who managed the entire fleet, was a good friend of your father. He retired not long after your parents’ illness first took hold. As it was a time of peace, and we had been holding out hope that your father would recover, we did not replace him. Prince Ferrand will make an ideal replacement when he comes, but until that time, I suppose I could promote one of the captains. I am not sure, however, that there are enough sailors to man the entire fleet. It has been five years since Jennings retired, and as sailors followed him into retirement, we did not replace them, keeping only a limited number of the ships fully staffed.”

“Can’t we hire new sailors?” Ivan asked. “We have the money. Or we should. You’ve mentioned in council meetings that the copper trade is booming.”

“Yes, we can afford to hire men, but I am not sure we will find them. Most of the sailors in the kingdom already have employment on merchant ships.”

“So, find out how much the merchants are paying them and offer them more?” Ivan suggested.

“We may gain some men that way,” Tavar said, “but I am not sure how many of them are loyal enough to Selmy to risk their lives in a war when they can make a profitable career working on a merchant's vessel.”

“How did my father find men willing to be part of his navy? Or his father before him? It can’t be that difficult,” Ivan said.

After an uncomfortable silence, Tavar spoke again, “Your father’s people were fiercely loyal to him. They would have done anything for him. I—well, I don’t believe you have yet gained that sort of devotion.”

“Well, what would you have me do then?” Ivan asked. The tone of his voice had changed. He was no longer just stressed, but Olga could hear that his shortcomings embarrassed him. She hated to see him that way; she hoped it might be a sign that he would finally do something.

When Tavar responded, he was more forceful than usual. “You will need to pull your nose out of your books, sire, and show the people of this kingdom that you are ready to help them. Your people loved your mother and father, and they want to love you too. They are waiting for you to show that you are going to lead them.” 

Olga’s heart wrenched at the expression on Ivan’s face. He looked broken. She had promised Marya she would help him. And she was failing miserably. 

Tavar stared at Ivan another moment, turned on his heels, and exited the room in a hurry. She had to do something. There had to be something she could do to help Ivan. She couldn’t give up on her promise to Marya.

“Uncle!” she called, racing to keep up with the much taller man. 

Tavar stopped where he was, halfway down the long hall, and turned to face her. “Olga?” he questioned, a look of surprise on his face. 

“Is it really as bad as it seems? Is our kingdom truly an easy target for Azria?”

“I’m afraid so,”

“What would you do if it were you in Ivan’s place? Father trusted you, and I’m sure Ivan will too.”

“Princess, your father was my best friend. Yes, he relied on my judgment,” Tavar’s expression was pained, “But he also had opinions of his own. I cannot make every decision myself. His Majesty must begin to rule. 

“There are rumors,” he continued, “that many important courtiers are taking your sister as an example and looking for political marriages on the continent. Some councilors have even hinted that if their family members can find the right alliances, they would abandon their seats and leave for the continent themselves.” 

“But have they no loyalty? It can’t only be because of Ivan. There must be something deeper going on.”

“It is only rumored at this point. And most people do not want to go. They are just waiting for Ivan to show that he will do anything at all to lead them. I am worried that the threat of war will be the push they need, though.”

Olga tried to think of something that might get her brother’s attention. What could motivate him to act? She wished they had never sent Marya away. Ivan needed a strong personality like that to push him into things. What if they found another person who could fill that role? Marya had asked Olga to do it, but she knew it would never work. She just was not cut out for making those kinds of decisions. But she couldn’t think of anyone like that, with the right sway in their kingdom. Someone that would also keep Ivan’s best interests in mind without trying to serve their own self-interests. Unless—

Tavar was about to continue on his way.

“Wait!” Olga blurted out. “What if we found Ivan a wife?”

“A wife?” Tavar chuckled. “Would Ivan even look up from a book long enough to find one?”

“I’m serious. I think it could work. You should have seen Marya when we visited Southshore. She was another person entirely. She never let a soul help her or tell her what to do before, and she and Ferrand were so starry-eyed with each other I think he could have talked her into anything.” It wasn’t entirely the truth. Ferrand had been trying to have her rest and take it easy for the sake of the babies, and Marya had chewed him out for it. But when he talked about politics and what they could do for both their kingdom and Selmy, she listened to every word he said.

“If we found the right bride for Ivan,” she continued, “Someone who could pull him away from the books—Maybe someone a bit like Marya who could boss him around a bit, he would have to listen.”

“Ha. You know, Olga, you could be on to something,” her uncle agreed. “And another political alliance could only help.”

“How do we find him a wife?” Olga asked. 

“I don’t know. Another ball?”

“I guess.”

“I mean, that’s how I met your aunt. It’s how your parents met. It’s just the way it’s usually done. Besides, you and Anna might also find someone worthwhile.”

“It seems a bit silly to think the answer to all our problems is throwing balls, doesn’t it?”

“I am sure we will make strong matches for you girls. Ever since the last inter-kingdom ball, our copper trade has exploded. It seems all the young ladies on the mainland want copper jewelry now. We will put together enviable dowries for both of you.”

Olga rolled her eyes. She wasn’t exactly against marrying, but she didn’t think a ball would be the best way for her to impress someone. She had two left feet on the dance floor. And she was nowhere near as lovely as her sisters. 

“Can’t you just choose a husband for me?” she asked. “Where would the most advantageous alliance be?”

“If we could form an alliance with Wendyl, we would have access to their army. Rumor has it, they are top-notch, trained by their warrior king himself.”

Olga’s heart did a little flip at the mention of King Nasir. She’d had difficulty putting him out of her mind ever since she’d met him at her sister’s wedding. 

“Oh, come Uncle, everyone knows King Nasir isn’t interested in marrying a human.” Especially not one as uninteresting as she was. She rarely minded being the plain sister, but it stung a bit to know that the handsome fae warrior would most certainly not be interested in her.

“Besides, Uncle, he is old enough to be my grandfather,” she said. 

“Yes, and so is Prince Ferrand, but your sister didn’t seem to mind.” Tavar gave her a little wink. 

Gods, she needed to put the idea of a match with King Nasir out of her uncle’s head. It was preposterous. “I am sure, Uncle, that King Nasir would aid us in a fight against Azria if it came to it, without my hand in marriage.” She knew he was already planning it. She would have to talk to Ivan and find out why he wasn’t sharing anything with his council. “Let’s worry about Ivan for now.”

“Yes, of course,” Tavar replied. “But it wouldn’t hurt you to dance with the king just for good measure.” 

“I am sure the fae king has more important things to do than attend our little ball,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. Though she certainly wouldn’t have minded seeing him again.
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Nasir

“I most certainly will not be going to the Selmy Island ball,” King Nasir shouted. “Fire and Wind, do these humans do anything but throw balls?”

“We need you there,” King Sebastien Coeur Faucon of Southshore replied.

“Well, find someone else,” Nasir growled at the infuriating father-son pair in front of him. 

“Nasir, see reason,” the king begged. His son, Prince Ferrand, nodded in agreement. “We need to plan our defenses. We thought we would have more time before the Dark Fae made their move. They are trying to rouse Deathless. We need to prepare.”

“I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” Nasir argued. “I fought Deathless. I fought him and his wretched beasts and followers. But I still don’t see why I need to go to a ball in Selmy Island.” 

“Because you are going to meet with King Ivan Sova at his ball and plan with him about what our next steps should be, and I am going to find out why the King of Ermaine and has not responded to anything we’ve sent him, nor has his son.” 

“What is King Ivan going to do to help us? Lend us his ships? We don’t need a big meeting about that. We need to concentrate on what the Dark Fae are doing. If they are in league with Azria and and trying to take over the Dudaimash continent, it must be because they are hunting for the Elemental Heirs. We should send spies to the western continent to figure out exactly what they are doing and try to find the Elemental Princes and Princesses ourselves,” Nasir countered.

He had received a letter the previous day that had him concerned. 

N,

My belief that the Azrian invasion of Korwell is linked to the Dark Fae’s search for the Heirs seems true. I think they are searching for a means to free Deathless. Are there any unaccounted for demi-fae that you know of on your continent? We need to stop the Azrians and the Dark Fae from getting ahold of the Heirs. If the power binding him is tied to the Elemental Heirs, then new Heirs could free him as well.

-Y

Yaguelina had been a powerful ally during the fae war. She was another wind demi-fae and had served under him in the war. She always seemed the first to know any new intel during the war. And it seemed that hadn’t changed. Her elemental control was strong as well. If he didn’t know for a fact, she was only one-quarter human and had mixed wind and fire fae ancestry, he would have guessed she could be the Princess of Air. She had also been alive when the last Heirs were still alive, anyway. Another reason it couldn’t be her. 

“Why do the Dark Fae want the Elemental Princes and Princesses, anyway?” King Faucon interrupted his thoughts. “The Book of the Elements says that ‘when the Four Elemental Heirs can be reunited, they will be the only ones who can bring death to Deathless.’ If the Dark Fae are intent on bringing him back, why would they want the Heirs who can destroy him?” King Faucon asked. 

“My contact in Merithell is convinced the Elemental Heirs can also be used to release him.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” Faucon said, “but everything I’ve read in the Old Texts is about the Elemental Heirs having the power to bind Deathless and ultimately destroy him in the end. Who is this contact anyway?”

“Do we even know if all four Elemental Heirs exist?” Nasir asked, changing the subject. Yaguelina wanted to remain anonymous, and Nasir didn’t blame her. If anyone on the other side of the war knew how much she always seemed to know, she would have a massive target on her back. “When the last war ended, the Heirs from that time gave up their magic to bind him, and most of them didn’t live exceedingly long after that. What are the odds that four fae—one earth, one water, one fire, and one air—all mated with humans and created new extra powerful demi-fae children of prophecy? I don’t even think there are fae from every element left in this realm. Besides, not all the fae are as in love with humans as you two. There may not be four Heirs.”

As if to emphasize Nasir’s point, Prince Ferrand’s human wife walked in. She was pretty enough as far as humans go, her long dark hair loose around her shoulders. Through the loose-fitting Southshore style dress she wore, he could just make out the swell of her belly in the early stages of pregnancy. Well, that was quick. What was it with this family and their love of humans? The king was on his second human wife. 

Nasir stared at her in shock when she took a seat among them. In Briphaelium, the fae treated their women as equals to their men. Still, here in Southshore, where King Faucon seemed determined to do things the human way, Princess Marya’s inclusion in a strategy session was unexpected.

“Marya, we were just discussing the Azrians attack on Korwell and sending King Nasir to your siblings’ ball,” Prince Ferrand filled her in. Nasir thought he would gag at the adoring looks they were giving each other. Prince Ferrand even reached over to rub her belly. 

Marya nodded. “Yes, that seems wise.”

“You still have not explained to me what purpose sending me to the ball will serve,” Nasir demanded.

“King Ivan and his entire court will be there. I’m assuming some of your own court plan to go, as well, and I’m hoping maybe someone from Ermaine, as it is my assumption King Sova is looking for another political marriage for one of his sisters.”

Nasir thought back to his last meeting with the younger Selmy Princesses. The youngest, Anna, looked exactly like all the other pretty, young human women he’d met, and she was a bundle of charisma, charming all of Prince Ferrand’s courtiers at the wedding. She was so typically human it made him cringe. She would easily find a husband. The middle daughter, Princess Olga, he found more intriguing. Her looks were striking yet unconventional, and she had been such a terrible dancer, keeping to herself for most of the reception. He had a hard time believing she would find a husband at the Selmy ball. At first, he had thought she was without any brains of her own, always deferring to her sisters. Throughout the wedding, however, for reasons he could not fathom, his gaze had been continuously drawn to her, and he couldn’t have helped noticing how she watched her surroundings, taking everything in. He suspected she had plenty of thoughts of her own; she just didn’t find it necessary to share them all the way most humans did. It made him wonder what they were. Winds and Fires! Why did he care?

“Why can’t Prince Ferrand do it? He’s going to captain their ships, is he not?” Nasir asked, hoping to avoid another encounter with the fascinating human princess.

“I will not force my son to leave his pregnant wife. And I will not send my pregnant daughter-in-law sailing across the world.”

Princess Marya looked like she was about to object to this statement, but the look Prince Ferrand shot her quieted her, not without an eye roll first, however.

“Besides,” King Faucon continued, “You have the contacts in Azria. You are the one who knows the numbers on the other continent. You must get Prince Ivan to understand what is coming.” 

“Why can’t you go, then, Faucon? You love humans so much. You go deal with them,” Nasir replied. “I will go to Ermaine and find out why they have not answered our missives. Besides, you, at least, have ties to Selmy already. They will be pleased to receive you.”

“And that is exactly why you need to go. We need to unite all our kingdoms against Azria. Prove to them you will be a valuable ally, not some brutal fae monster who will not consider their needs,” the king replied. “In the meantime, I will continue to find out what is going on in Ermaine.”

“If they are trying to find a husband for Olga,” Marya added, “It would be nice to solidify ties with your kingdom as well.”

“I will not be marrying any human princess,” Nasir scoffed. 

“No one is asking you to, King Nasir,” the princess laughed. “I was simply going to suggest you bring along eligible courtiers to make a marriage alliance with someone influential within your court.”

“My court is not like yours. I do not have courtiers swooning around my palace. The territories run themselves. I see their leaders but a few times a year,” he replied.

“Well, unless you do plan to marry the girl yourself, find someone to bring with you.” King Faucon replied, “Marya’s right, a more solid alliance between Wendyl and Selmy could only benefit us.”

Nasir snorted. Him? Marry a pathetic human? He refused to even bed human women, what with how fragile they were. Since trapped in the human realm, if he felt the need for a good tryst, he’d typically look for a burly human man as not to need to hold back. No, he would not be marrying a human princess; he would find someone else to offer as a sacrifice. Though he supposed one of his komidos, the humans who ran the territories of Wendyl for him, would not see it as a sacrifice. Marrying a princess would elevate their station. Humans loved that.

“Fine. I will find someone suitable.”

With everyone in agreement, the rest of the meeting was quick, and Nasir was flying back to his kingdom as quickly as possible. He thanked the skies that one of his elemental fae powers enabled him to transform into an eagle. It would not take him long to reach his kingdom. 

However, the trip to Selmy Island was going to be unbearable if he had to travel with a pack of humans. He was not looking forward to that. 

Gazing out at the mountains below, he found his thoughts wandering back to his last meeting with the princesses, wondering who in his “court” would be a suitable match.

––––––––
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“I’M SORRY MY STEPMOTHER forced you to be part of all this,” Ferrand said, clapping him on the back. “We sent you an invitation. You should have known what you were walking into, showing up here today.”

“I have more news from Azria that needs to be discussed,” Nasir replied. “I still do not know why the Dark Fae are aligning themselves with Azria. But I know what they are after.”

“I am sure my father will be eager to meet with you and discuss strategy, but it is going to have to wait until tomorrow. Unless the war is going to blow up right this moment, in which case, I would assume you would already be marching your armies into battle rather than coming here to plot more with my father. It can wait until after my wedding is over.”

“Of course,” he said, nodding at the prince and tugging on the sleeve of the too-tight, human-style jacket that Queen Lila had forced him to wear. He had never been in love himself, but he could see that Prince Ferrand was genuinely excited about his marriage to the human princess.

“Thanks again for agreeing to escort Marya’s sister. As soon as it’s over, you can make yourself comfortable in the rooms we have set aside for you. We can get back to plotting first thing tomorrow.”

Nasir nodded again. Ferrand was right. One day wouldn’t make a difference in the grand scheme of things. They would still have months before anything changed. He watched Ferrand head out the front doors towards the lake where the ceremony would take place.

Ferrand’s younger brother, Louis, who looked just like him, joined him in the entryway. Nasir nodded at him in greeting and turned to examine a nearby painting. He had no desire to make small talk with the young boy while waiting for Princess Marya and her sisters to be ready for the ceremony.

The portrait was of Ferrand’s grandfather, a wind fae named Faucon. He had married a human queen and helped her run her kingdom. Nasir had fought alongside him in the last fae war. He had died in battle. His son, the current king, Sebastien Faucon, took over as king at a young age. 

Nasir stood contemplating how many good fae would die in another war between Light and Dark. He didn’t even know if Kye, his own windchild, had survived their final battle together or if his closest friend Kimian was still alive. How old would he be now? Almost four hundred years old, still middle-aged for their people. A wave of emotion washed over him like he hadn’t felt since the first bitter days when he had realized he was trapped in the human realm. How could Prince Ferrand celebrate and make merry when they were on the brink of another fae war? Did he not understand the level of devastation that would come? 

Nasir was balling his hands into fists and contemplating the horrors to come when he heard the sound of the young ladies coming down the stairs. He needed a moment to compose himself before he escorted the human princess into her sister’s wedding.

He sensed her approach, and then she cleared her throat right behind him. Schooling his features into a mask of boredom, he turned to greet her. She was taller than most human women, almost meeting his gaze at eye level, but not entirely. She didn’t speak, looking a bit terrified of him. While her appearance was not in line with what the humans may have considered a typical beauty, Nasir found her appearance striking. She wore her long golden hair in a simpler style than he had expected from human noblewomen. With it pulled back from her temples and left loose around her shoulders, it highlighted her more angular features and deep-set eyes.

Without a word, he took her arm and led her out the front door and towards the lake for her sister’s wedding.

He had planned to go up to his rooms right after the ceremony, but somehow, he found himself following the wedding guests into the great hall for dinner, where he sat next to the middle princess. She hardly said a word through the meal, deferring to her sisters. But she seemed aware of everything around her, soaking it all in. A few times, he noticed an amused grin cross her face as if she had thought of something clever or funny but hadn’t bothered to share it with those around her.

And after dinner, rather than heading to his rooms, again he followed the crowd into the ballroom. He couldn’t figure out why since he hated such affairs, but he stood to the side of the dancefloor, leaning against a wall, drinking some sort of spirits from the cloyingly sweet summer fruit that grew so readily in Southshore. One of Prince Ferrand’s courtiers asked Princess Olga to dance, and it was quickly evident she did not possess the skill of her sisters.

She stepped on her partner’s feet at least a dozen times, and when the dance was over, she positioned herself at another wall, the same as he had, and watched the rest of the courtiers enjoying themselves. Her eyes flashed with intelligence and occasional mirth, and he yearned to know what she was thinking, though not enough to bother approaching the princess.

When she caught him watching her for the third time, Nasir removed himself to his rooms.

​

Shaking himself out of his daydream, Nasir was surprised to see the enormous glittering lake that told him he was almost home. What would it be like to see the princess again?

When Nasir landed outside his palace, he knew he needed to find Marvena. She was the demi-fae captain of his guard and his most trusted advisor. She was also the granddaughter of his oldest friend, who he had not seen since the Gates were closed. 

He would never understand why Kimian had married a human, but when they’d welcomed their demi-fae son, Kye, into the world, he’d seen the joy shining in Kimian’s eyes. Kimian had even made Nasir Kye’s windsire, a special guardian who assists in a young fae’s spiritual and magical journey. 

Kye had grown up and followed in his father’s footsteps, marrying a human of his own, Holly. When the war came, Kye fought under Nasir’s command, and when the Gates to Briphaelium had closed, Kimian, his human wife, and Kye made it back to their realm while Holly and Nasir remained trapped in the human realm. 

After Nasir established himself as King of Wendyl, he took Holly into his palace, feeling obligated to do what he could for the human who meant so much to his Kye. It was shortly after the Gates closed that they realized she was pregnant with Marvena. After Holly had died, her short human life nothing compared to his, he’d looked after Marvena. Many suspected that he and Marvena would wed someday, but while he respected her as a warrior and an advisor, he would never see her in a romantic light. She was more like a daughter to him than anything else and the last shred of his old friend that he had left.

She was just the person he needed to find. He would need her assistance to prepare for his journey to Selmy. She might even have ideas on who to bring along as a potential mate for the Sova Princess. He did not understand why most humans seemed set on underestimating their females. He was thankful to have a female he could rely on that was not his mate because she often had a unique perspective from his own. Her council was invaluable to him. 

Nasir finally located Marvena on the training grounds with a few human warriors who made up his “royal guard.” His guard was more for show than anything else. Between Marvena and himself, they could take out any potential threat quicker without a band of humans to get in the way. He watched them spar, noting Marvena’s obvious superiority to anything the humans were capable of, and wondering where her patience for their weaknesses came from. She’d plaited her long red hair in a tail down her back that whipped around her as she moved. Her movements were more graceful than those of her human sparring partners, her perception was keener, and her accuracy was almost flawless. Yet, she remained calm, and her tolerance for their mistakes was commendable. 

“Captain Bukhal,” Nasir called to her.

She parried one last blow from her opponent, disarming him, and turned to face him, her long red braid whipping around her as she spun towards him.

“Your Majesty,” she addressed him. Nasir cringed. He hated the use of the human titles, but he had found them a necessity to get his people to respect him. It had been especially important to use a ranking military title for Marvena because it had scandalized the humans to have a female commanding them. Between the title and her obvious skill as a fighter, it had not been long before they’d adjusted. 

“I have need of your services in preparation for a journey we must make.”

“Of course.” Marvena took her sword to the weapons master, who would take care of it for her. Nasir knew she preferred to tend her own weapons, but she didn’t argue since he wanted to speak with her urgently.

Marvena followed him back towards the palace and sat with him on a bench near the garden.

“So, a journey?” she asked. “I supposed this has something to do with the brewing fae war?”

“Somewhat. The King and Prince of Southshore think it imperative that someone from our kingdom attends the ball being thrown in Selmy Island in a few weeks’ time.”

“Another ball? Do those Selmy Island humans do nothing but dance? Wasn’t it a ball where Prince Ferrand met his beloved princess?” 

“Yes, it seems that the young king does not know how to protect his kingdom other than marrying off his sisters for alliances. King Faucon also believes that the time has come, earlier than originally planned, that we must begin proper preparation for the war. He is correct in his assumption that the enemy’s numbers are far greater than our own, and we will need our humans to aid us if we are to beat the Dark Fae. He believes this ball is the opportunity we need to form alliances, strategize with the other kingdoms, and make our preparations for the war ahead.”

“That is logical. You can make the trip in only a day or two. Why the hurry to prepare now?”

“Prince Ferrand thinks it is important that we snag an alliance with Selmy by finding a husband for the Sova Princess among our top men. He suggests bringing along a few noblemen from our court,” Nasir replied.

“What court?” she laughed.

“We shall have to look to the families of our komidos. Perhaps, among them, there are eligible young men we can present as our nobility.”

“No wonder you would like to get a quick start. There cannot possibly be time to travel to all your territories looking for eligible bachelors. That is preposterous.”

“I was hoping to send you north to the Elsemere region to gather a party of noble families, and I will stop in the southern cities to do the same. We can meet and make the crossing to the island together.” 

“How many men am I to gather?”

“I have no idea. It would not surprise me to know that many of them are already planning to attend. Keep an eye out for whoever seems the best choice for the princess,” he replied. Nasir thought the whole thing seemed unnecessary, but Ferrand and his father had been insistent that a marriage alliance was the surest way to align his kingdom with Selmy in the fight to come. And what did Nasir know about the workings of human kingdoms? He barely held his kingdom together at all. Southshore, Selmy, and Ermaine all had functioning courts with people in charge of various aspects of the kingdom.  

“This seems like an awful lot of work to secure an alliance. Why not just talk to King Sova about why his people and yours need to work together?” Marvena asked, echoing his thoughts on the ridiculousness of the situation.

“My dear Marvena, I will never understand the way humans do things. But King Faucon insists a marriage alliance is the only way. The quicker solution, I suppose, if we wanted to make a tight alliance, could be to marry you off to their king. Then, we wouldn’t have to find any men for the job.”

Marvena let out a very unladylike guffaw at that idea. “Can you imagine me, married to a king? No, I am most certain that one of our komidos will be more the princess’s type than me as the king’s type. That would be almost as ridiculous as asking you to wed the princess yourself,” she chuckled. 

Nasir glared at her. He’d had the same reaction to the idea of marrying the Princess, but it was one thing for him to admit to himself that he was not fit for a human princess and another for her to call him unweddable. 

“Make the necessary arrangements to bring a small contingency of the guard with you to Elsemere, Captain. And prepare a contingency for me as well,” he commanded, changing the subject. 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she replied, standing up and snapping to attention. Her actions and facial expression were at odds with one another, and he knew his reaction to her joke had confused her. He was not sure why it had stung him, the implication that he would not be the appropriate choice to marry the princess. He had no interest in marriage, and especially not to a human. If they succeeded in the war, the possibility of returning to Briphaelium was on the horizon for the first time in more than a century. If he were ever to take a lifemate, it would be with one of the fae warriors when he finally returned home—not a delicate human princess.
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Olga

Olga had successfully convinced Ivan they should have another ball. The look of shock on his face when she was the one to suggest it had caused her to laugh out loud. That was more Anna’s territory than hers. With the thought of the ball lurking, she’d found herself restless, which was why she had gone to her painting studio.

Olga had first started experimenting with drawing and painting when she was around thirteen years old. When she was a child, one of her tutors kept a sketchbook, and sometimes between lessons, Olga would ask her to look at the book. Her siblings would go off to play, or as they got older, shadow the king and queen in their duties, but Olga usually stayed behind, drawing with Madam Bianca. It was nice to have someone to talk to when she usually was on her own. At first, it had just been about having someone to talk to, but eventually, she had discovered that drawing was fun.

Over time, as it became a favorite pastime, she begged her parents for paints. What she wouldn’t give to have been blessed by the God Pendalyn. He was the god of art, the Peacock Prince. When Olga had discovered her fondness for art, she had prayed at the Pendalyn statue in their family chapel every day. It never did any good.

Instead, her God’s Gift, the Gift of strength, had come from Besmertneyy, the Eagle King, Creator of the known world. She and her sisters often joked about running away and joining a troupe of traveling performers. Marya would race around and do tricks with her Blessing from Otreus, Olga could be the strong woman act, and Anna would make a convincing fortune teller with her ability to sense thoughts and emotions. Of course, it was a ridiculous idea, but she and Marya had often lamented that their Gifts did not seem to have particularly useful applications for princesses. Anna definitely got the best Gift of the three of them.

At that moment, Olga was hiding away in her studio to avoid preparations for the ball. Instead of dealing with them, she would lose herself in her art. Without Pendalyn’s gift, she knew her work would never compare to the great artists of their kingdom. But she was used to being mediocre in all other respects. Why should her art be any different? It used to bother her that she was so much less interesting than her siblings, but as she grew older, she realized that she had just as important a role in the family as they did. She was the background colors in a painting, making the subject and the foreground look better. Without it, something would be off, but no one noticed her importance.

Olga had longed to paint a portrait of her mother, but she worried it would never be good enough. Her mother deserved better than mediocre. She knew, though, that if she waited too long, she might forget. Forget the way her mother’s emerald eyes danced when she laughed and how her soft golden curls bounced around her like spun gold. She supposed she could just paint a portrait of Anna and add a few crinkles around her eyes and mouth. Her younger sister had a remarkable resemblance to their mother.

She placed the thin kohl stick to the page attempting to sketch out the shape of her mother’s face, the high cheekbones, the delicately pointed chin, but she couldn’t do it. Every time she tried, she froze. Thinking about how much she missed her mother would do nothing to ease her irritable mood, either. She had come to her studio to relax. Her mind whirled, contemplating everything that was happening. A war was coming. Her parents were gone. Her older sister was far away. It felt like as the world balanced on a precipice, about to fall to pieces. Her tight-knit family was separating as well—threads in a tapestry unraveling into colored strands—beautiful together, inconsequential on their own. 

She tried to think of the last time she had felt genuinely happy. It was probably at Marya’s wedding. It had been so good to see her sister again, and the love and joy on her sister’s face, whenever she looked at Prince Ferrand, was infectious. Olga didn’t typically paint portraits, but she thought it would be nice to paint a scene from her sister’s wedding. She would give it to her as a belated wedding gift when she came to Southshore after the babies were born.

Olga closed her eyes and tried to think of something from that night that she could paint—Marya walking towards Ferrand, the happy couple dancing, maybe Ferrand’s smile as he looked at her sister. Instead, a pair of eyes appeared in her mind, golden and gleaming like an evening star. She focused her mind’s eye and found that the gold eyes shone from a hard, chiseled face with golden tanned skin

That was certainly not the image she had planned to bring up. But the only image that came to her mind worth painting from that night was the face of the arrogant King of Wendyl. He had hardly deigned to speak to her that night. A few times, she had thought he was watching her, but as soon as she had turned, he was back to broodily staring off at nothing—except for the one time, when she had been staring at him, and he met her gaze, and she had noticed how spectacular his eyes were. She could feel her face warming, just thinking of how embarrassed she had been to be caught starting at him.  

Olga set the kohl to the paper. Lightly she sketched the shape of his head. She let the kohl stick glide over the paper in sweeping motions, capturing first the strong angular shape of his jaw and the tiny dimple in his chin. 

It was not the first time since the wedding that King Nasir’s image had appeared in her mind. She was also prone to daydreaming about the hard muscles of his forearm under her fingertips as he escorted her down the aisle or the forceful gait with which he walked as if he owned the room. It was a wonder he didn’t steal attention from the happy couple with his magnetic presence.

Marya and Queen Lila had assumed that Ivan would be with them for the ceremony. Marya had wanted her sisters to be part of the ceremony, and Ferrand had wanted his brother, Louis. The plan had been for Ivan to escort Olga and for Louis to escort Anna. When Ivan didn’t come, there’d been a commotion about what to do. Olga would have been perfectly willing to be a part of the ceremony without an escort, but there was no convincing Queen Lila. Instead, the Queen had badgered the King of Wendyl into being her escort. He, of course, had objected profusely. He hadn’t even planned to attend the wedding, but having been in the kingdom discussing war strategy with Prince Ferrand and his father, it would have been exceedingly rude of him not to attend. Though Olga had a suspicion that had he known he would be forced into the wedding party, he would never have agreed to attend at all.

He’d been forced to walk arm in arm with Olga. The queen had even tried to convince them to dance together, but that, apparently, was where the king drew his line. Olga would never admit it to anyone, but she’d been disappointed that he had chosen not to dance with her.

She pictured what it would have been like as she dragged her kohl stick down the paper, forming the strong column of his neck and a broad shoulder. What would it feel like to place her small hand on that muscular shoulder? She imagined it would be much different than the slim, angular shoulders of the courtiers she was used to dancing with. It was probably better that King Nasir had not danced with her, considering her terrible skills on the dance floor.

Once she had the outline of the King’s head and shoulders, she got to work on his face. Though they had not danced together, she would never forget his eyes. His eyes were the color of molten gold. They shone with an other-worldly luminescence that she imagined came from the fae realm. How would she capture their light on paper? She thought about the colored pastels she had, knowing they would never do. And the paints she had. The color she had for yellow was not right either. She didn’t have anything to mix with it that would work. Maybe she could go into the city and talk to someone in the artists quarter about what sort of paint would work for molten gold. For now, she would just have to sketch him with kohl. She could paint him another time.

Olga continued working on the king’s portrait, imagining with each stroke of the kohl that her fingers were gliding over his smooth tanned skin and his soft golden hair. Well, she didn’t know if it was soft, but it looked soft. He had it cropped at just the perfect length—long enough to show the beginnings of the perfect curls brushing the tips of his pointed ears, yet short enough to keep it up and out of his face. The young men in her court would kill for such perfect locks atop their heads. 

Olga sighed. Her sketch was coming out alright, but she would never be able to capture the textures in a way that truly did the king the justice he deserved. Gods above, why couldn’t she have been Blessed with the Peacock’s Gift. 

“Olga,” her sister’s voice came from the door to the greenhouse, accompanied by gentle tapping.

Olga quickly stashed her sketch behind some other paintings, thankful it hadn’t been a painting that needed time to dry.

“Come in,” she called to her sister. 

She had the sudden urge to hide all her work. Her family did not often visit her studio, and she was unsure if she wanted to know what they thought of her work.

Anna seemed to pay no attention to the paintings, anyway, heading straight for where Olga stood wringing her hands.

“The dressmaker is here for your final ball gown fitting,” Anna said.

Olga rolled her eyes. She had not felt a new dress was necessary, but Anna had insisted. As usual, no one listened to her protests, so she was fitted for a new gown.

Olga followed her sister back to the palace, where the dressmaker was waiting for them. She had set up shop in the sitting room shared between Anna and Olga’s bedrooms. When they were children, the room had been filled with toys and storybooks. Now it was a proper ladies’ sitting room. Not that she and her sister invited anyone up there. Usually, they visited with guests in one of the main parlors. 

“Alright, ladies, who’s first?” Mrs. Houck asked.

“Let me go first,” Olga replied. She would rather get it over with and get on with her day. She knew Anna would find enough pleasure cooing over her dress to wait patiently for her own. 

Olga went through the door into her adjoining bedroom, where her maid, Missa, waited to help her into the ballgown. The dress was laid out across Olga’s bed. She cringed at the bright blue fabric.  She was unsure why she had let Anna talk her into it. It was such a bold color. Olga hated standing out in the crowd, but Anna wanted them to wear matching colors. It was a lovely color, but Olga usually chose more muted colors—grey, pale green, dark blue—but she was never one to argue with either of her sisters. Anna probably just wanted people to be that much more likely to compare the sisters, so her own beauty could stand out next to Olga’s plainness.

She knew that Anna would say she looked great in whatever dress she wore, but she would never feel as pretty as her sister. She’d made her peace with it.

Missa made quick work, divesting her of her outer garments before setting to work adjusting her underthings for the ballgown. Her maid let her get away with a looser corset in her everyday wear, but for a ball, it was another story. Olga stifled a groan when Missa tugged at the laces on her back. She held her breath, hoping the maid would leave enough room for her to breathe. Marya had taught her that trick. If she filled up her lungs with air while Missa tightened her corset, when she let out her breath, there would be a tiny bit of extra room. 
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