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	Prologue

	LEANDRA HID IN A stand of poplars just beyond the edge of the bridge and stared up at the Observatory with bittersweet reflection. 

	She'd succeeded in her mission, but it was a bitter victory. 

	Once again, Leandra had managed to nudge another member of the cursed royal family into freeing themselves from the dark magic.

	At the same time, she'd managed to avert the darker possibilities shown to her in the unsettling prophetic dreams that tormented her.

	And she'd done it without anyone discovering her existence. 

	The price this time had been higher than Leandra had ever imagined, however. 

	Her choice to remain unseen while maneuvering events around her might have come at the cost of her sister's soul. 

	Leandra crossed her arms over the heavy knot of regret twisting in her belly and took three deep breaths. 

	There was nothing she could do about it now. Not yet, anyway. 

	The sooner she completed her task, though, the sooner she could figure out how to save her sister. 

	For now, Leandra needed to go home. From there she could work out her next step. Figure out how to break the last curse plaguing Darkhar's royal family. 

	Before it destroyed everything. 

	Centering herself, Leandra let her inborn magic reach down, flowing into the ground around her until she could draw on the energy it held. Carefully, she re-wove the power of the earth until a glowing circle of light spread out in front of her. 

	Leandra glanced up at the tallest tower of the Observatory one last time, then stepped into the glowing puddle, willing it to take her home.

	
Chapter One

	LEANDRA STEPPED OUT OF the portal in a completely different landscape. Instead of sparse woods and the towering majesty of the Observatory overlooking a fathomless gorge, she was surrounded by a dense pine forest. A dusting of snow covered the thick branches and the air nipped at her skin with unseasonable cold.

	Leandra pulled her heavy cloak tighter to ward off the chill. Then she made her way along the narrow path to a cottage half hidden within the trees as quickly as possible.

	"I'm home, Aunt Alondra," Leandra called out as soon as she stepped inside and hurriedly shoved the door closed behind her. The closet-sized entryway was curtained off from the rest of the cottage to keep the chill out. But, given her aunt's condition, Leandra didn't want to risk letting even a tiny bit of cold inside.

	"I have good news and bad," she admitted reluctantly, loosening her cloak's ties. "Darian's curse is broken, finally. But another treasure has been taken." 

	Leandra shook out the damp woolen fabric and hung it on a peg near the door, using the mindless, habitual task to take a moment to steel herself against the ache of regret.

	"My suspicions proved true, unfortunately. Deanira is definitely tangled up with whoever is stealing them." 

	Leandra braced for the wave of outrage she knew was coming.

	But there was no demand for answers. No furious call for explanations. Not a single sound at all. 

	With a frown, Leandra stepped into the cottage's main room and turned in a circle, taking note of all the things that should be there but weren't.

	There was no roaring fire in the hearth, only a glowing pile of coals. 

	No kettle sat on the small table, waiting to be shared.

	And no sign of her aunt, impatiently waiting to share it with Leandra.

	"Aunt Alondra?" Dark fear crept uneasily up Leandra's spine, and she held herself still. Waiting and listening. Until a whisper carried its way down the hall that split off the main room. 

	Leandra rushed out, following the sound to her aunt's small bedroom. 

	The room was just big enough for a small wardrobe, a washstand, and the narrow bed that held Leandra's aunt. 

	Propped up on a pile of pillows, Alondra looked pale and more fragile than Leandra had ever seen her. Her heart broke at the sight of her aunt so weak and frail. 

	And much too still.

	"Aunt Alondra!"

	Leandra raced to the side of the bed and dropped to her knees as she reached for her aunt's hand. Alondra turned her head, the small motion clearly difficult, but her smile was strong and real.

	"It's good to have you home." Alondra's whisper was little more than a rasp of breath. One Leandra had to strain to hear.

	Trying to reassure her niece, Alondra squeezed Leandra's fingers gently. But the feebleness of the grip only increased Leandra's concern.

	A few short years ago, Alondra had been a woman in her prime. The clans' most powerful witch and their undisputed leader. Leandra had idolized her for as long as she could remember. And she'd preened with pride when anyone remarked on how alike they were.

	Leandra had always loved that they shared the same dark hair, contrasted by a shockingly white streak. The same violet eyes that marked the depth of their magic. The same stubborn, intractable tilt of the chin.

	Now gray muddied Alondra's raven strands, pain darkened her eyes, and exhaustion made her tremble with unnatural infirmity.

	It hurt everything within Leandra to see her aunt so fragile.

	"I'd hoped the weakness would ease now." Deep inside, Leandra had known it wouldn't work like that. But she'd desperately clung to the sliver of optimism, anyway. "Most of the curses are broken. Islyne. Alaistar. Raneir. Darian. They are all free. Only Kyllean is left." 

	Alondra rolled her eyes and shook her head with a sigh. "You know better than that. I trained you better than that. Magic is never predictable. Especially when it's been altered by unexpected circumstances. The burden of the curse has only become concentrated now that only one curse remains. It is my own fault for letting my fears lead me into darkness."

	Aegron's invasion five years before had driven the witch clans from their center in the Library of the Witches and scattered their people throughout the mountains and valleys of southern Thuaidar and northern Darkhar.

	Still reeling from the loss of their home, rumors had soon followed that Aegron intended to create a special task force. One whose sole purpose was hunting down and destroying every single witch in the region.

	Terrified, furious, and desperate to protect the people she'd led for a decade, Alondra had embraced dark magic to curse Aegron.

	And it had all gone catastrophically wrong when Aegron was assassinated at the exact moment Alondra had cast the curse.

	It had horrified Alondra when she realized what her magic had done to Aegron's children in his stead. But it had been too late.

	Alondra had tried to undo the hex as soon as she'd discovered what had happened. But the magic had warped with Aegron's death. The blood magic had been twisted and transformed in its attempt to fulfill the spell in the wake of changed circumstance. 

	And those changes had altered the curse well beyond Alondra's ability to fix what had been done. 

	Every spell has a price. The darker and more dangerous the magic, the heavier the toll it took on its caster. 

	For five years, Alondra had been carrying the weight of the destruction of five lives on her shoulders.

	Leandra didn't know how much longer her aunt could endure the cost.

	Pushing the horrifying fear away, Leandra focused on the more pressing matter at hand.

	"Where's Kyla?" An elder of their witch clan, Kyla had promised to stay with Alondra while Leandra did what needed to be done. 

	"We were running low on herbs and supplies. Since we knew you'd return soon, today seemed like a good day for her to hike to the next valley to restock our stores."

	Leandra pinched her lips between her teeth, holding back the admonition she knew there was no point in making. Illness or no, her aunt was still the leader of their clan and too stubborn to argue with. 

	Rather than pointing out, yet again, that she shouldn't be left alone in her condition, Leandra sighed and asked, "When did you last eat?" 

	"I haven't been hungry." 

	Leandra glowered at her aunt's casual shrug. "You need food. You need to keep up your strength until I can finish this for good." 

	"Not you, dear," Alondra insisted, her voice stronger and firmer than it had been a moment ago. "Kyllean. It's up to him to find his way through the curse. You've guided the rest and done a masterful job of it. But there's no way for you to get into the Library to help him. All we can do now is hope the prince frees himself before time runs out." 

	Leandra pursed her lips but let the subject drop. For now.

	Because her aunt was right about the Library. The old wards were still in place. The physical manifestation of her portals simply would not open within the boundaries of the Library.

	And if she tried to alter her form or face with magic, an ancient charm on the gate would reveal her true identity the second she stepped across the barrier.

	Leandra's lips twitched when she remembered the hours Alondra had spent searching for and learning that same spell. All because Leandra and her sister kept sneaking into the central reading to eavesdrop on the elders.

	Of course, the magic hadn't kept Leandra or Deanira from finding alternate ways to listen in. Stubbornness was a trait that ran strongly through their family.

	For now, though, Leandra used her own well of tenaciousness to usher her aunt out of bed. Once settled at the small table, she bullied Alondra into eating a bowl of leftover soup. 

	As she ate, Alondra seemed to gain a little strength and vigor. The color returned to her cheeks, and her focus sharpened onto Leandra. 

	"Tell me what happened with your sister." 

	The ache bloomed in Leandra's chest once more as she thought of Deanira. For a moment, she considered lying to her aunt. Keeping the burden of her suspicions to herself to protect Alondra. 

	No matter how frail Alondra had grown, however, she was still the leader of the witch clans. It was Leandra's duty to tell her all she'd learned.

	"I—It appears that Deanira might be working with Darkhar's traitor."

	Alondra paled slightly, her breath catching roughly in her throat. Echoing Leandra's own worry and fear about the situation.

	Almost as soon as the curse settled, Leandra had begun crisscrossing the entirety of Darkhar with a singular purpose. She needed to learn as much as she could about the royal siblings if she wanted any hope of helping them find the key to breaking the curse.

	It hadn't taken her long to realize that someone within Darkhar's ruling class was actively working to sow chaos and division throughout the kingdom. At first, Leandra had assumed it was one of the many attempts among the aristocrats trying to grab power in the vacuum left by Aegron's assassination and the curse. 

	However, the shifting prophetic dreams that plagued Leandra soon made it clear that something more sinister was at play.

	When the stone from the Lighthouse went missing, her dreams began to make sense. Darkhar's traitor was reaching for far more than control of one kingdom. 

	Leandra and Alondra believed the shadowy figure intended to collect the four legendary treasures of the last emperor. And use them in a dangerously insane attempt to rule the entire continent of Morroinn.

	Which made him exceedingly dangerous. 

	"What has Deanira done now?" Alondra asked, voice shaky and quiet.

	"She stole the Breath of Life from the Observatory." 

	Right out from under Leandra's nose. 

	She'd known Deanira was part of Mykeya's team. That she'd been at the Citadel when the Ember Heart was supposedly destroyed. Unfortunately, Leandra had been so busy making sure not to reveal herself to her sister, she hadn't paid any attention to what her sister was up to.

	Not until it was too late, at least.

	Guilty anger twisted like razor wire in Leandra's throat, and she gave vent to the fury she'd kept buried since she'd realized what Deanira had done.

	"I don't understand what's happened to her. Why is she helping this traitor with his mad plan?" Sorrow slipped around the anger, swallowing it up with Leandra's bewildered pain. "I don't understand why Anir left at all."

	"She had her reasons for leaving." Alondra sighed wearily.

	"What reasons?" 

	"You'll have to ask Deanira why she chose to leave the sanctuary of the mountains." Alondra shook her head and smiled tightly. Then she slumped deeper in her chair, anguish and fear deepening the lines around her eyes. "As for your sister's latest escapades, I can't begin to imagine…"

	Throughout the conversation, weariness had slowly crept back into Alondra's posture, and her skin paled a little more with every passing minute. Whether it was the natural course of her affliction or hastened by her worry and resignation, it was hard to tell. 

	Guilt suffused Leandra. The only way to save her aunt was to save Aegron's offspring from the curse Alondra had accidentally cast on them.

	After five years of toil and effort, only one remained. And that one would be the most difficult of all to undo.

	She'd been able to observe each of the other members of the royal family over the intervening years. To learn about their strengths and weaknesses and personalities.

	Combined with her guiding dreams, that knowledge had allowed Leandra to guess the path they needed to take in order to fight their way free of the curse. And allowed her to nudge them in the right direction.

	But Kyllean's curse kept him Trapped within the boundaries of the Library. And the nature of the wards protecting Leandra's former home made it impossible for her to sneak in unseen. There'd been no way for her to unobtrusively gather any information about the future king.

	Leandra couldn't afford to dwell on the obstacles in her way. Pasting on a confident smile, she patted her aunt's hand reassuringly.

	"Well, as soon as I help Kyllean work his way free of the magic binding him, the two of us can find Anir and convince her to come home."

	"The last curse will be the hardest to undo," Alondra murmured, sounding resigned and exhausted. "The weight of the altered magic rests heavily on the Beast King. And he's the most stubborn of his siblings. This final hurdle may be impossible to scale. We must prepare ourselves for what happens if Prince Kyllean fails to break his curse."

	Alondra leaned closer to grip Leandra's hand in her own trembling fingers. 

	"You're the most gifted witch of your generation. It will fall to you to take my place when I fall. You'll need to find a way to rally the clans and work out a new way forward." 

	"There must be something…" Leandra's words caught in her throat, sharp and jagged like broken glass, and she shook her head in furious denial. That was not how this was going to end. 

	She would find another way. 

	Even if it meant facing the more personally frightening vision from her dreams.

	 

	The Beast King towered over her. His features twisted into a monstrous form that made him more bull than man. His emerald eyes blazed with fury, and the roar of his anger shook Leandra to her core. There was no give in the sound. 

	No softness.

	No hope of compromise. 

	 

	From there, the dream became divided.

	In one version, Leandra was condemned to the dungeon. Her whole world filled with nothing but eternal cold and endless darkness.

	Then sometimes she worked side by side with the prince.

	And sometimes she faced off against him, bitter enemies to the last.

	Most often, she was in the fabled Crystal Garden, once more staring into those deep green eyes. But this time, they overflowed with warmth and hope. Shining in the true face of Kyllean, Prince of Darkhar.

	That was the destiny Leandra was desperate to cling to. The one she wanted to believe in with all her heart. Because if she couldn't save Kyllean, then she was going to lose everything, everyone, she cared about.

	All those visions had one thing in common. Leandra was inside the Library of the Witches.

	So there was only one way to ensure the future she wanted. 

	 

	"Don't even think about it!" Alondra's reprimand broke sharply into Leandra's contemplation. 

	"What?" Leandra tried to sound confused, but the innocent act fell flat. 

	"I know you. I know what you're thinking," Alondra reminded her sternly. "You want to try to force fate to your will. And I've told you that acting to bring about or avoid a specific destiny might change the waves in unseen, unexpected ways. You need to make choices based on what is. Not on what may be." 

	Frustration, fear, and impotent anger finally boiled over in Leandra.

	"What is," she snarled fiercely, "is a dying aunt, a sister who may or may not be a traitor, and a kingdom on the verge of collapse. Not to mention a would-be king who's more beast than man and too obstinate and arrogant to set aside his obsession with vengeance to save himself." 

	Silence echoed savagely for a moment, and Alondra's eyes softened with pity. But her stubborn resolve remained strong. 

	"Even if you could find a way to ensure the right version of your dream comes true, there is no safe way to get into the Library unseen." 

	"Maybe not unseen, but there is one way in." 

	If the only chance to help Kyllean meant getting close to him, then it was the only path forward for Leandra. She'd have to become his prisoner. 

	As terrifying as that path was, Leandra would gladly sacrifice herself if it meant saving her sister and her aunt.

	"Once I am inside, glamours and form alterations will work."

	"Not everywhere," Alondra reminded her, sighing in resignation. "You really intend to feed Kyllean's obsession? To walk into the den of the Beast King and offer yourself as a sacrifice?" 

	Resolve stiffened Leandra's spine, and she met her aunt's gaze with unflinching certainty. 

	"If that's what it takes."

	
Chapter Two

	KYLLEAN SAT ON A high platform, behind a heavy, elaborately carved table in the heart of the Library of the Witches.

	Once, the dais had been the seat of power for the northern witch clans. Now, its surface was scattered with dispatches and reports that left the prince scowling in frustration. 

	As if glaring at the pages would force them to produce more information. 

	Unfortunately, since communication between Kyllean and his kingdom had become increasingly difficult, most of the missives in front of him were weeks old and unhelpful.

	He tossed the page he'd been reading back on the pile with a low growl.

	Lord Brathe was a useful adviser. Respected and well-connected, his reports were often the only link Kyllean had to the kingdom he ostensibly ruled. 

	Still, the man's dry, verbose style made for frustrating reading. Especially when the subjects were highly disquieting to begin with. Unrest in the middle counties. Uneasy borders on all sides. Trouble with assassins, demons, and an unknown traitor.

	And Kyllean was forced to depend on Brathe and others to deal with it.

	Leaning back in his chair, Kyllean let out a low growl of frustration. 

	Rubbing at his eyes, Kyllean tried to ignore the fur and claws that made his hands more like paws than anything human. The movement dislodged his hood, and the magic fabric fell backward to pool at the base of his neck. 

	Kyllean grabbed for it reflexively before remembering there was no one in the chamber to see the thick horns and bull-like features. Still, he pulled the fabric back into place, unwilling to risk being seen no matter how unlikely.

	Restless and frustrated, Kyllean shoved himself away from the table and descended the half-dozen steps down to the main floor of the central reading room. 

	A wide aisle stretched between the dais and the majestic, twelve-foot double doors. A score of tables were arranged in neat rows on either side of the walkway. Beyond the study tables, towering book-filled shelves spread out in a winding maze of knowledge.

	A dome of magic glass soared three stories overhead, bathing the huge circular chamber in natural light. On the second and third levels, rings of galleries held even more books, scrolls, and artifacts. 

	With sunset imminent, enchanted lamps flickered to life as Kyllean stalked through the soaring stacks of the arcane library. The path he followed through the labyrinth had become all too familiar to Kyllean over the past five years.

	His father had left him at the Library of the Witches ostensibly to defend their occupation of the northern fortress. In truth, Aegron hadn't wanted to share even a sliver of his cruel victory. He'd wanted the glory of bullying Thuaidar to sign an inequitable treaty all to himself.   

	So Aegron had taken most of the army with him and marched triumphantly to the north. 

	Only to have his triumph cut short when the assassin struck only moments after the treaty was signed.

	Within moments, the curse fell. It twisted Kyllean from man to beast and left him Trapped within the boundaries of the Library. Along with anyone else who'd been in residence when the magic finally settled on the third day.

	Eventually, Kyllean's winding path through the maze-like stacks led him to the wall of windows on the southwest side of the chamber. The reading room occupied the top floors of the oldest, tallest building in the Library complex, and the view from the windows was vast and all-encompassing. 

	From where he stood, Kyllean could see the Water Garden and its bubbling fountains at the western corner of the compound. To the south stood the glass-enclosed Orangery, filled with tropical foliage and exotic blooms. In between stretched a sprawling complex of buildings and paths. 

	Beyond the southwest gate, however, lay a much more depressing view down into the treacherous pass that was the only navigable route between Darkhar and Thuaidar. 

	Except, at the moment, it wasn't navigable at all. Over the past few months, the weather in the pass had become wild and unpredictable. Blizzards and ice storms would descend without warning. Sometimes lasting for days or even weeks. Sometimes vanishing within hours. 

	Kyllean blamed the witches for the trouble, certain they were up to something. 

	Clearly, they were trying to keep news of Darkhar from reaching Kyllean. And keep him from ruling his kingdom in even a remotely effective manner.

	The bite of his claws digging into the thick pads of his palms was the first inkling Kyllean had that his hands had curled into tight, furious fists. 

	The witches would pay. For their interference now. And for the curse that had left Kyllean and his siblings Trapped, twisted by magic, and struggling to stay sane.

	Unfortunately, the witches weren't the only problem facing Kyllean. There appeared to be a traitor in Darkhar, working to destabilize it and undermine relationships with the neighboring kingdom.

	The last dispatch he'd received had been nearly destroyed by the tempest the messenger had bravely struggled through. Ripped, wet, and crumpled, only a few words had remained legible. 

	Enough to know that Darian was the latest of Kyllean's siblings to have broken his curse. And that the traitor had struck again, though the details of what had occurred inside the Observatory were obscured by torn paper and running ink.

	All Kyllean could do now was wait for more news and reread old dispatches sent by Lord Brathe and his siblings. Hoping he might glean a new idea or hint from words he'd already read a hundred times.

	He'd been relieved and overjoyed when he'd received that first letter from Islyne. Fear for her had plagued him since he'd first discovered the curse had left her sleeping, vulnerable and alone, behind an impenetrable wall of thorns.

	Finding out his baby sister had somehow escaped her curse had eased the terrifying possibilities that plagued him every time he thought of her.

	The news had also filled Kyllean with hope. If Islyne's curse could be broken, then so could his.

	Even the news that Conall of Lakentre was somehow involved in Islyne's escape had only slightly dampened his excitement.

	The sneer curled automatically on Kyllean's lips when he thought of the wretched duke.

	 His sister assured him that Conall wanted only the best for Darkhar, but Kyllean was withholding judgment. Especially considering Conall had planned to use his betrothal to Islyne to usurp the throne that rightfully belonged to Kyllean. 

	The throne he should have claimed five years ago.

	 Except that tradition and law required the coronation to take place at the Summer Palace. And the curse's magic made it impossible for Kyllean to leave the Library of the Witches.

	No matter how certain Islyne was of her fiancé, Kyllean had no intention of letting his guard down when it came to the duke.

	After that, more news had filtered in. First, Alaistar, amidst assassination plots and thefts, had freed himself from the magic that had twisted him into the feared Frog Prince.

	Then Raneir had battled a demon and liberated himself from the fiery madness.

	Even Darian, apparently, had finally shed his wings.

	Now Kyllean was the only one left. 

	And all that his siblings would offer him were a handful of vague hints and trite clichés. Reminders that magic is unreliable and changeable. Unfounded theories about the nature of the curse. And ridiculous advice about some random cat.

	Nothing helpful. Nothing useful. Nothing for Kyllean to do. 

	The rest of his family was free. 

	But Kyllean remained a monster. 

	The magic cloak he wore camouflaged the twisted bull-like features of his cursed face by blurring the eye of anyone who gazed upon him. Still, it didn't disguise his hulking shape or the thick horns he now possessed. 

	It didn't hide the truth of what he'd become. 

	Especially when the monster on the outside simply reflected the soul of the man within. 

	On his darkest nights, Kyllean wondered if the whispers were true. 

	If there was too much of his father in him for him to ever be saved. 

	Especially as his siblings broke free, leaving him the sole member of his family still entangled within the dark, cursed magic. Despite assurances from Islyne and his brothers, Kyllean knew better than to trust in the platitudes of others.

	He trusted no one but himself. The only certain cure was for Kyllean to find the witch responsible and force her to remove the curse. 

	Kyllean sighed and considered giving up for the day. 

	He could go out to the Crystal Garden that had become his sanctuary. A visit with the strange pack of monsters who'd adopted him in the weeks after the curse always lifted his mood. At least for a little while.

	It was better than staring blankly out the window.

	Decision made, he was almost to the heavy double door when one side creaked open, revealing the auburn hair, freckles, and easy smile of the captain of Kyllean's Royal Guard. 

	"Logan." Kyllean inclined his head in greeting, a spark of hope brightening the hollow darkness that filled his chest. Seeking clues as to who was behind the unnatural weather of the pass, the guard captain had sent a small team of soldiers sensitive to magic to patrol the nearby valley settlements. "Do you have news?"

	Logan stopped in front of the raised table and offered a quick bow before grimacing. "From what the scouts have found, it seems that weather magic originates on the other side of the pass. Someone in Darkhar is causing the trouble. It could be a witch who slipped through…"

	"Or it's the traitor that's been plaguing us for months," Kyllean growled, hope burning to ash in the blink of an eye. "So more wasted effort."

	"Not entirely. One of my men overheard a conversation about a food delivery sent to a secluded mountain cabin. Some judicious snooping led us to a rumor that a witch clan leader might be hiding in one of the more remote valleys." 

	Triumphant anticipation surged through Kyllean like lightning humming in his veins. He was on his feet and ready to hunt before reality caught up to him. 

	"Who?"

	"We believe it could be Alondra's niece Leandra."

	"And her presumptive heir. One of the upper echelons who'd have knowledge of powerful curses. And how to undo them."

	As much as he wanted to go after his tormentor, he was still Trapped. Unable to travel more than a mile beyond the gates of the Library. With a resigned sigh, Kyllean didn't bother to hide the flood of irritation that consumed him. 

	"Send a patrol," he snarled. "Bring her to me. Immediately." 

	"They are already on their way," Logan assured him. Then he paused, eyes thoughtful and concerned. Kyllean knew the man too well not to see that he had more to say.

	"Speak." 

	"Are you certain you want to further anger the witches?" 

	As virulently furious as he was about the curse, deep down, Kyllean knew he'd had a part to play in bringing it on himself.

	He'd stood unswervingly loyal by his father's side as Aegron the Cruel had invaded Thuaidar on the flimsiest of excuses. As he'd used hired warlocks and brute strength to evict the witches from their ancestral stronghold. And further added insult to injury by continuing to harass and hunt them after he'd stolen their home.

	Guilt curled tight in his gut, but Kyllean did his best to burn it out with anger and righteous fury. Instead, it just fizzled into resignation as he dipped his head back to stare sightlessly up at the ceiling and ask, "What more can they do to me?"

	
Chapter Three

	LEANDRA HAD GROWN UP in the Library of the Witches. 

	The towering archive had been her home from the moment she was born. 

	Until Darkhar's army had forced the witch clans out so Aegron could lay spurious claim to the mountain fortress. 

	In the years since, Leandra had dreamed of the joyous day when she would finally return. 

	She'd never imagined that, when that day came, she'd stand before the Library's imposing gates in chains.

	Leandra kept her head high and her shoulders straight, though her jaw ached from the effort of holding back the sneer of contempt that boiled beneath the surface. 

	She might be arriving home with iron manacles, but she was exactly where she intended to be. And getting there had been child's play. 

	Once Kyla had returned to stay with Alondra, Leandra had portaled to a crumbling cottage far from the enclaves inhabited by those exiled from the Library. Then she'd arranged for quiet rumors to drift down the mountain so that Kyllean's guardsmen could find her. 

	It took nearly a week for the Beast King's patrols to locate her. She'd practically had to leave them a breadcrumb trail straight to her door. 

	Finally, Leandra stood waiting for the northeastern gate to open, surrounded by armed men. The members of the royal guard who'd apprehended her were professional and stoic. They were also, perhaps, a little too confident that they'd pulled Leandra's teeth by encasing her wrists in iron. 

	The old tales were true, of course. The metal stopped any spell attempted by a witch. Further, it prevented them from using their inborn gifts to affect any aspect of the world around them. 

	But it did not stop her from feeling the magic surrounding her. The air around the Library's gates buzzed against her senses with the weight of ancient wards.

	And, despite common misconception, the iron manacles would not prevent her from using those gifts that only affected Leandra's own body and mind.

	That left her with a few tricks up her sleeve. Along with the certainty that she knew the Library's secrets better than any of her captors could ever hope to, it gave Leandra all the edge she needed.

	At first glance, the Library of the Witches looked like a fortress. Constructed from the mountain's rock, it held the weight of millennia. But a closer look belied initial impressions. 

	Because the Library had also been built with the magic of generations of witches to house the entirety of their knowledge, history, and experience.

	The central building rose in a series of graceful, curved wings adorned with towers, turrets, and architectural flourishes. The lofty, inner-most spire reached up toward the sky, allowing the sun's light to pour in through the multitude of windows and crowning glass dome. 

	Smaller buildings spiraled out in layers, like the petals of a rose. 

	Beyond those flowing constructions lay four mystical gardens, each built over a powerful node of magic and filled with unique enchantments of their own.

	The most ancient, and most beautiful, was the Crystal Garden. Overflowing with flowers, foliage, and sculpture made from crystal so pure it sang in the wind and the rain. 

	A thick wall, broken only by the intricately woven wrought-iron gate, surrounded and protected all the beauty and the knowledge.

	The familiar simmer of irritated anger began to rise, and she fought to keep the emotion off her face. 

	Because the stone walls hadn't been enough to repel the intruders who now occupied the ancestral seat of witches. 

	The brute force of Aegron's army, combined with a cadre of mercenary warlocks, had proved too much for the clans to overcome. More than the threat of violence, they'd feared the cruel king would destroy the Library before giving up his claim on it. Unwilling to risk the loss of generations of knowledge, the witches, angry and reluctant, had allowed themselves to be driven from their home. 

	Eventually, the gate swung open in front of them with a grinding whine, revealing a man with auburn hair and captain's livery waiting on the other side.

	Leandra didn't pay attention to the orders he gave her escort, instead, she focused on the courtyard. Little had changed in the years she'd been gone. The walls on either side were meticulously maintained and the vines carefully manicured to grow across them in an aesthetically pleasing manner. 

	A circular rock garden stood at the center, overflowing with bright wildflowers. The wide path from the gate split around it in neat, well-groomed symmetry. The fork to the left led around the outside of the buildings, branching off to the stables and storage areas.

	The right fork slipped between two outbuildings before spiraling inward until it reached the domed central building. It was the largest and oldest edifice in the complex, as well as its core. The bottom floors held the kitchens and living space of those who'd resided permanently at the Library. Above that were offices, meeting chambers, smaller collections, and classrooms.

	But the top floors, known simply as the central reading room, were the heart of the Library.

	It held the oldest and most important books, archives, and artifacts. It was also the domain of the leader of the witch clans. 

	The place Alondra had once presided over with grace, compassion, and wisdom.

	If Leandra had anything to say about it, her aunt would reclaim her rightful place at its central table very, very soon. 

	"If you'll come with me, Miss…" Leandra's attention snapped to the captain, who stood waiting patiently beside her. It startled her to realize he'd dismissed her squadron of guards, intending to escort her alone. 

	Once more, she held back a sneer at the overconfidence. Instead, she inclined her head, keeping her expression as neutral as possible as she moved to follow him along the right-hand path.

	"I'm Captain Logan of Aldiv," he offered politely as they passed between the first two buildings. 

	 Realizing he was waiting for her to name herself, Leandra considered ignoring the implied request out of spite. She was ultimately here to help Kyllean, though. Even if she didn't particularly like the prince. There was no point in starting out on a combative foot.

	"Leandra." Despite the best intentions, however, she couldn't help adding, "Of the Library of the Witches."

	A quiet reminder that she belonged here. And that he and the rest of the invaders did not.

