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        Everyone wants me dead.

        So, my mother, the queen, hired this terrifying outlaw as my bodyguard.

        The Butcher of Badriyah.

      

        

      
        As a princess and a sorceress, I’m forced to marry an enemy prince.

        Only one thing stands between me and certain death—my devilishly handsome prick-of-a-bodyguard.

      

        

      
        He’s a scorching hot blademaster.

        Thinks he owns me.

        Sometimes, I want to end him in his sleep.

        Sometimes, I want him to touch me—and more…

      

        

      
        Can the two of us survive this long carriage ride?

        Without falling in love? And letting the world burn?

      

      

      
        
        An Enemies-to-Lovers Forced Proximity Romantasy Suspense
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      Shadows from Ereth’s perpetual dusk eddied in the corners and pooled along the pocked grey stone castle walls battered and scarred from the Hundred-Year Sundering. A century of war with Rohesia to the east. A clash of magic against blade. A hundred years of fading sunlight and growing twilight.

      Of dying crops and invading darkness.

      Smell of ozone and wood smoke hung thick in the charged air as mages in royal purple silk robes and archers in grey tunics and trousers lined Castle Skystead’s ramparts. Magic glowed amethyst and cyan at fingertips and the points of arrows. It felt like all of Ereth held its breath.

      Waiting. Waiting for the enemy’s arrival from the east under a banner of truce.

      Fingers of pallid sunlight withered and receded as torches guttered in the painful silence, thrum of magic rumbling against the castle walls. Filling my heart with trepidation.

      Standing alongside the elite magical guard in my violet purple Erethian betrothal gown, pulse racing, I watched the Rohesian convoy’s carriages coalesce like an apparition out of the mists and gathering shadows. Toward Skystead. Without swords drawn. Without magic burning the air.

      For the first time in a century, Rohesians stood on Erethian soil in the most tenuous truce ever seen in Ereth. The first I’d ever witnessed in all my eighteen years.

      I’d never felt warm sunlight on my face—only this tepid glow. And with every passing day, the sunlight receded more, unable to penetrate the mists and shadows that cursed my mother’s magic realm of Ereth. And the kingdom of Rohesia, those vile sword-mongering monsters to the east.

      Ereth’s bitter enemy.

      Instead, the blanched, sickly sun rays cast an illusion of warmth in their fading gold hues, more the color of piss than sunlight. Crops died in the fields and leaves fell from the trees in a perpetual autumn.

      Either way, this curse had been my doom. It fated me to wed Prince Arence Siridean of Rohesia—and my sisters to marry his brothers. To fulfill the prophecy that would break this curse and save Ereth. Save the world of Kambria. And Rohesia, too—not that I cared.

      My life was over.

      I held my breath as I watched the royal Rohesian carriage slide out of the mist, carved from dark grey ironwood by the sharpest blades in Kambria, and led by six stocky black Merced roans the color of midnight, coats ticked grey, manes wrapped in red and orange silks that undulated like flames in the wind. The scent of new leather and sweaty horses hung above magic’s burnt lightning smell.

      Whiffs of sulfur and lime from the torches burning above the gate made me move up wind to keep the smell out of my blond hair as I watched my doom unfold at Skystead’s gates. The Rohesian royal red standard bearing crossed swords flew above the carriage. Fluttering like my heart.

      It took all my courage to hold back the tears burning in my eyes, a golden hazel as Lady Laurel described them.

      Lady Laurel, my lady-in-waiting, stood beside me, dressed in Ereth’s long, royal purple mage robes with long raglan sleeves and silky drape. Magical symbols danced with ethereal light across the fabric, brightening and fading as twilight darkened. Already, she was casting. Wards. Protection. Calm.

      She slid her arm around my waist and held me close. My blond hair mixed with long strands of her warm brown locks that had begun to cloud with silver and white. She smelled like magic and rosewater.

      More mother to me than my own, Lady Laurel had helped me dress in the magnificent royal purple betrothal gown with its beaded lace bodice, off-the shoulder straps, and a delicate purple chiffon cape that floated into a royal train three feet behind me.

      Conjured with air magic and finished by the finest Erethian tailors and seamstresses, the dress was a statement to Rohesia. That Ereth was still a rich and flourishing realm (despite this curse that would soon destroy everything). That its firstborn princess was borne of deep and powerful magical lines—and one of the most priceless gifts from Earth.

      But I couldn’t get past the fact that I was expendable.

      I was one of four prices the realm must pay to save the world. My happiness and dreams had been taken from me and gift-wrapped into this visionary and alluring gown meant to enrapture a barbaric prince into marrying me. Where I would exist in a loveless marriage, in a foreign place I would never love, so that the world survived. I had just turned eighteen and my chest ached with the weight and depth of this sacrifice I was forced to make. Even though certain factions of Kambria wanted me—and my three other sisters—dead and this prophecy left unfulfilled.

      This marriage was forever. I would never return to my beloved realm of Ereth.

      “Chin up, princess,” Lady Laurel whispered against my ear. “You are the bravest young woman I have ever met. Both Ereth and Rohesia will make certain you are well-guarded. You will be safe and I will be with you. You won’t be alone in Rohesia.”

      Lady Laurel knew about the threats to my life from across Kambria. It seemed incomprehensible to me that some didn’t want this union of realms to take place. And they had pledged to stop it at all costs. To murder me before I ever reached the border between the countries.

      Right now, I almost considered that a kindness.

      “Your mother chose me as your lady-in-waiting because of my air sorcery’s prowess. You will be safe. The hopes of Kambria go with you this day. And all the love Ereth can muster for our beautiful sacrifice.”

      She was leaving Ereth, too. Making the same sacrifice. Except that she wouldn’t be forced to marry a man she didn’t love and would probably despise. Prince Arence. Oldest son of Rohesian King Daegal Siridean. I had heard he was at least thirty and as barbaric and bloodthirsty as his father. In a kingdom that despised magic, mages, and sorceresses. The thought of their blades terrified me.

      But Lady Laurel’s gracious acceptance of her fate was a model I needed to emulate. Hold my head high no matter what.

      “My sisters weren’t allowed to watch me leave,” I said, trying so hard not to let my voice crack or catch in my throat. “To tell me goodbye.”

      My mother, the queen, wouldn’t allow them to witness my departure from Ereth and the only life I had ever known. Because it was their future. Genevieve would leave next spring. Carysana two years later. And finally, Arianwen two years after Carys.

      “Even I can feel the heat and comfort of your sisters’ magics swirling around you, Annarissa,” said Lady Laurel as the creak of carriage wheels echoed in the quiet.

      She was right.

      I felt their love and magic supporting me. Wrapping around me like a blanket warmed by hearth fires. Gen with her explosive air magic (a fierce warrior princess and assault sorceress). Carys’ fiery magic and fascination with daggers (Carys hated magic, a secret she’d kept from Mother—along with the daggers.) And beautiful white-haired Arianwen, blessed with powerful water magic. My sisters’ combined magics kept me upright and moving right now when I wanted to collapse against the stone floor. I felt their magic.

      And their fear—for me. For their futures.

      Following me into Rohesia’s dark, wild expanse. Forced to marry our enemies’ sons. All princes of Rohesia.

      Our freedom—and our love—was the price of peace. But having even one of my sisters near me in Rohesia was a comfort I clung to right now. And Lady Laurel’s strength.

      It had to be enough.

      Besides, the Prophecy of Magics and Blades demanded it. A price dictated after Queen Maelena Thorn and King Onyx Siridean killed each other on a battlefield at Ereth’s eastern border. In the aftermath, Lady Ambren Thorn (my mother) and Lord Daegal Siridean were crowned new rulers of Ereth and Rohesia. As the Kambrian peace delegation read the prophecy right there on the bloody, body-strewn battlefield, the newly crowned queen and king were given two choices.

      Blood or death.

      By blood or death, a sacrifice was demanded of both realms. Queen and king must sacrifice their children. Either they wed Rohesian blades with Erethian elemental magics or face the total annihilation of both realms.

      To lift the curse and save the world of Kambria.

      That very day, Queen Ambren Thorn put down her wand and staff, pledging the hands of her four young daughters when they came of age. To four princes of Rohesia. King Daegal Siridean put down his sword across wand and stave, pledging the hands of his sons to the sorceresses of Ereth.

      It had been the only way to halt the curse stealing Kambria’s sunlight and killing all its crops and livestock. Only Xanthe across Covendrie Inlet to the north, a neutral kingdom, still had full sunlight—and could grow most crops. Without the Thorn sisters’ and Siridean princes’ sacrifices, all of Kambria’s people would soon perish when the sun’s light went dark across Kambria. And in Xanthe.

      As the firstborn sorceress of Ereth, named for legendary ice sorceress Anna Thorn and her fire mage lady-in-waiting Rissa Thorn (my grandmothers), I became Ereth’s first great hope. As the heir apparent to the throne, with three sisters in line behind me, I had been trained in battle magic since I could read the family grimoire. But I knew that after my magical confirmation, a ceremony where one (or more) of the elemental magics binds itself to a sorceress, my mother had been so disappointed in my magical inheritance.

      And me.

      In a moment that couldn’t be taken back, I, Princess Annarissa Thorn, the first great hope of Ereth, had become…just an earth sorceress.

      Considered the weakest of the four elemental magics, my magical inheritance had been a portent of doom to my mother. But it didn’t matter. As firstborn, I had to make the first great sacrifice.

      Part of me wanted to die. To escape this banishment and isolation to the west. A barbaric place I had never even seen before.

      “Annarissa, it’s time,” said the stolid, icy voice of my mother who had materialized behind me in the finest royal purple gown in Ereth. Fit for a sorceress queen. A form-fitting color-changing silk, covered in iridescent beading, that flowed around her like smoke, shoulders bare, sleeves dripping with beads and the sheerest lace.

      Made for the occasion of giving away her firstborn daughter in marriage. Bet Mother hadn’t expected it to happen in this way. I know I didn’t.

      I wondered how long ago her ice sorcery had frozen her heart. She seemed indifferent to the fact that I was leaving her and everything I loved behind. Forever. That she would never see me—her firstborn—in person again.

      Pulling in a deep breath, I squeezed Lady Laurel’s hand and reached up to adjust the gold and amethyst Erethian crown I wore. Delicate. Ethereal. Magical as the violet gems floated along the band and elemental symbols gleamed up and down the crown’s myriad spikes of raw gems—like sun’s rays. A smaller version of the queen’s grand crown.

      I gritted my teeth. I was a sorceress of Ereth. I would hold my head high and bury my heart this day.

      Along with my hopes and dreams—and my love.

      I reached for my earth magic. My hand sparkled with purple light as I conjured a handful of stark black soil that smelled rich and loamy like peat. In my other hand I conjured a delicate porcelain white pearl, a symbol of my wish for true love and the prince of my dreams that I had carefully nurtured and protected since I was a small child.

      Inhaling sharply, I dropped the pearl into the soil and waved my hand across it. Burying my last hope of marrying for love. Letting it go.

      The soil hardened and crumbled to dust.

      I blew the remnants of the life I would never have over the rampart and it brushed across the massive, ornate Rohesian carriage that halted at the castle drawbridge.

      The three wagons carrying a complement of hired swords behind the polished ironwood carriage creaked to a stop. Using wagons gave the procession a more innocuous appearance than a company of the king’s soldiers on horseback riding the roads. The large, sleek roans nickered and fidgeted, stomping, snorting, tossing their long black manes and flame-like silks.

      “Open the gate!”

      A gruff, stocky man with black and silver hair, dressed in dark trousers and leather armor, climbed down from the carriage, longsword unsheathed, and waved toward the mages stationed above the gate entrance. The heavy wooden and iron gate glowed indigo with magical protection.

      The Rohesian blademaster. My bodyguard on the long journey to Rohesia.

      Like a rope stretched too tight, I felt the tension intensify in the magic that permeated the castle and the realm. At the approach of sword wielders invading my world. Enemies. Monsters that had slaughtered my people for over a century. The truce had been uneasy at best and having these marauders inside the castle—my home—made my anger spark and my heart race.

      Chains rattled. Wood creaked and moaned.

      With a loud thump, the massive wooden gate that led into the inner sanctum of Ereth’s royal castle, Skystead, began to lower. The castle stood high on a hill, its five towers touching the clouds. The village of Skystead nestled behind its protection. The ramparts shook as the gate groaned and lifted, allowing narrow passage across the dark, murky moat that circled the castle. A moat filled with dangerous water spirits and deadly magics that could drown an enemy fast.

      Feeling nauseated, I gripped Lady Laurel’s arm and turned away from the convoy.

      But the flash of fire made me turn back again.

      A hail of arrows burning with fire magic rained down from the surrounding forest that covered the castle’s northeastern edge. Killing the man in leather armor, sword still in his hand, and everyone in the carriage. Including the horses.
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      “Protect the queen! And the princess!”

      Ereth’s mage captain, a tall, toned, dark-haired woman with a gold glow at her fingertips appeared in front of me, projecting a gleaming barrier that spilled onto Mother, Lady Laurel, and me.

      A squad of four mages in robes the color of night materialized around the three of us. Wrapping us in a smoky screen as the guard hustled us into the castle and down dim-lit stone stairs toward the protective might of Mother’s elite sorceresses that protected queen and crown. And her heirs.

      Directing us toward the safe room off the throne room.

      I ran, shrouded in light and mist down the long, high-ceiling knave lined with dark windows near the ceiling and swaying royal purple pennants. Past pairs of braziers trailing smoke and the scent of burning lavender wax, our footsteps muffled by magic and the royal purple carpet runner that stretched toward the golden throne ahead that glimmered with ethereal gold light.

      Orbs of gold and purple and teal orbited the throne where my mother, Queen Ambren halted.

      Royal sorceresses and mages immediately surrounded her, Lady Laurel, and me. Casting a smoke spell around us. I could barely see Mother’s crown of amethyst and gold burning in the massive dim-lit room that swallowed the light like an approaching storm.

      “Annarissa!” Mother shouted through the force of sorceresses and mages surrounding us. “Stay behind the guard!”

      Chandeliers burned with a warm magical glow overhead, dripping with crystals that cast rivulets of light like confetti along the carpet runner and grey stone floor as I turned toward the foot of the throne.

      The crystals began to vibrate like wind chimes as the throne room went completely dark and then burned with white light, braziers and chandeliers guttering back to life throughout the huge cathedral-like expanse.

      “Your Majesty!” shouted Captain Nevayna Otirys in a commanding alto voice from the throne room doorway.

      The captain of the guard surged down the carpet runner toward Mother.

      The tall, leanly muscled brunette had some magical talent, Nevayna had been chosen by Mother as captain of the castle guard because of her battle prowess, not the strength of her magic. She wore the midnight blue robes of the guard, the magical symbols of Ereth a shade lighter than the fabric, gold braid at the shoulders. The purple and gold signet captain’s pin, shaped like a spiral, gleamed on the fold of her robe’s left lapel. The pin was inset with a rare sunburst gem that shifted from gold to amethyst. It had a deep glow within, indicating it held absorbed magic inside the gem.

      Sunburst gems absorbed residual magic from casting, giving each stone a unique burst of colors. The gold and amethyst hue was the most coveted of its myriad shades because it held the strongest and most magic. Its absorbed magic gave battle mages and assault sorceresses a reserve of magic attuned to their elements. A simple reversal spell sent the magic back to the gem’s owner, a practice every sorceress knew to perform regularly—especially after battles. Mother insisted that her crown and the crowns of her daughters be adorned with gold and amethyst sunburst gems.

      As an added protection.

      “The threat has been neutralized, my queen,” Nevayna announced from the doorway. “The castle is secure.”

      The captain of the guard traversed the room in two magical fades, appearing a foot in front of Mother, hands on her hips, the glow of magical symbols on her robes shifting as she spoke. Until she waved her hand and they went dark.

      “Thank you, captain,” said Mother, casting an additional magical ward in the throne room.

      As the sorceress guard took a step back, Mother lifted her arms into the air and closed her eyes until a white glow engulfed her. Pulsing as it oscillated and finally dissipated into smoke.

      “It was a Xanthan force,” Mother said finally, opening her eyes. “That group calling itself the Kambrian Equalizers. I can see them crossing Ereth’s northern border back into Xanthe, cheering at their victory. They’ve killed the Rohesian blademaster and his delegation.”

      “And all the delegation horses,” said Lady Laurel with a moan.

      Mother sighed, her oval face pale, sapphire blue eyes bright against her light brown hair draped and braided into an intricate weave beneath her oversized gold and amethyst crown. Her royal dress shimmered with iridescence, silky train stretched four feet behind her as she leaned against the throne. Her train floated just above the floor with a soft gold sheen of magic. She’d been ready to receive the Rohesian delegation. Until they were assassinated.

      Apparently, not all of Xanthe to the north believed in Kambria’s curse.

      Nevayna’s big brown eyes widened.

      “Breck Laurant? The finest blademaster in all of Rohesia? He was hired to guard Annarissa.” Her face began to flush, hands in motion as she paced. “And all of those roans—intrepids—dead? They were a special, hearty breed of Rohesian horse…bred for such long journeys. This is a disaster. Much too dangerous for the princess. We should reconsider this entire marriage arrangement, my queen.”

      “What?” Mother cried, eyes wide, mouth agape. “Reconsider the marriage? Ignore the prophecy? Forget this tenuous truce after a hundred years of killing each other? Nevayna, we can barely feed ourselves in Ereth. And neither can Rohesia.” Mother frowned. “We would condemn all of Kambria to death.”

      Nevayna motioned toward me.

      “Delay it, my queen,” said the captain of the guard, hands on her hips. “Until our seaports are operating again. Rohesia’s port at Summerreach is nearly rebuilt and ready to berth ships again.”

      “That will take months, Nevayna. We cannot risk this truce crumbling,” said Mother, folding her arms against her chest as she glared at Nevayna. “This war has destroyed so much of our infrastructure and the curse nearly everything else. We cannot delay this marriage, captain. We will not!”

      The captain pulled in a breath and began to pace in front of Mother again.

      “The princess is no longer safe, Your Majesty. And the truce forbids us from sending a magical force to Rohesia to protect her. Magic is illegal there.”

      I hated when they talked about me in the third person. Like I was a child. Or absent from the room.

      “Even long enough to protect their future princess?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes, princess,” said Captain Nevayna with a nod to me, halting in front of Mother. “They made special allowance for only you, princess—and your lady-in-waiting. No other mages or sorceresses may cross Rohesia’s borders.”

      Mother stepped in a circle around the captain and me, heels clicking as she looked up at Nevayna who was about six feet tall. At five foot eight, I was a little taller than Mother, but Nevayna towered over both of us.

      “Yes, it’s true, I’m afraid,” said Mother, glancing back at me, her sapphire blue eyes hardening, pushing away from her role as mother and back into the role of monarch.

      Daughter came second to the realm.

      I saw the shift gleaming in her eyes. This wedding had to take place or the people of Ereth would die along with Rohesia and the world of Kambria. There was no other choice.

      I looked just like my mother. Same delicate facial features. Same oval face and same gently curving regal nose. But I had wider set eyes with the golden hazel of my father. His fuller lips and light blond hair. But unmistakably the firstborn daughter of Ambren Thorn. She could never deny she was my mother.

      And assassins would recognize me instantly.

      Magical intervention of any kind—to ward my carriage or hide my looks—would offend the Rohesian people at best or lead to an attack at worst. Rohesians despised magic. Besides the politics, a ward gleaming in Kambria’s grey light would shine a beacon on the carriage. Without any protective magic, I had to gamble my life on sharp metal sticks that were only as good as the people wielding them.

      “We must hire a new blademaster, Nevayna,” said Mother, her gaze not leaving my face. “Immediately.” She sighed. “And the horses are another matter.”

      Nevayna’s long face scrunched with anger and shock.

      “A new blademaster? Here? In Ereth?” Her tone was dark and acidic. “We gave up inferior weapons centuries ago! Where would we find such a master blade wielder, Your Majesty? And so quickly?”

      “Time is of the essence,” said Mother, continuing to pace around the captain of the guard and me as mages relit the throne room braziers and chandeliers with soft gold magic.

      “It’s impossible, Your Majesty!” Nevayna insisted.

      “We will get this wedding convoy back on schedule,” Mother demanded, fixing the captain of the guard with her unblinking gaze. “Daegal will suspect foul play and we will be back at war by morning. And the curse will intensify.” She glanced up at the windows. “With the sunlight almost gone, we can no longer feed ourselves, captain. Xanthe—in its proclaimed neutrality—will bleed us dry of coin and resources for food until they cut us off to save themselves.”

      “Your Majesty,” said Lady Laurel with a deep courtesy, royal purple mage robes rustling. “Why not hold a contest?”

      “That’s absurd!” Captain Nevayna cried.

      Looking intrigued, Mother turned to Lady Laurel, the hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth.

      “A contest? Explain.”

      Lady Laurel cast a frown at Captain Nevayna. “With the truce in place, we’ve already got Xanthans and even Rohesians crowding into Skystead to see if the convoy will really leave Ereth. Why not take advantage of the crowds and find a new champion to guard Princess Annarissa among them? Grant him or her a royal boon in exchange for getting Annarissa safely to Mirstone Castle in Rohesia.”

      Nevayna glared at Lady Laurel and then turned back to Mother.

      Mother always said that Nevayna was one of the best guard captains she had ever employed. Nevayna looked at every angle and considered every possibility. But the trepidation churning in the captain’s brown eyes and magic sparking at her fingertips worried me.

      “Even if it’s the Butcher of Badriyah, Your Highness?” Nevayna asked, looking almost smug as she shot a glare back at Lady Laurel.

      A chill shot down my back and I couldn’t hold in my gasp.

      An entire border village that touched all three realms slaughtered in the dead of night by a band of hired swords. Led by a Xanthan they called the Butcher. I’d heard all the stories.

      Rumors said that Badriyah was a ghost town now, considered cursed with death and blood magic. It was southeast of the Xanthan seaport they called Snowmelt, a lawless haven on the western coast. At the foot of Kirval’s Shards, a mountain range north of Snowmelt. The area that the Butcher of Badriyah called home.

      A flicker of worry passed across Mother’s eyes as that familiar, unaffected stare of duty returned.

      “As long as the hired blade we select gets my daughter safely to Rohesia, I don’t care if it’s the Butcher of Badriyah or King Daegal himself, Nevayna.”

      Nevayna bowed her head, stepping back and I couldn’t see her expression.

      Mother turned toward Lady Laurel. “I like this idea, Lady Laurel. Work with Captain Nevayna to make it happen. In two hours. In the castle courtyard. That convoy must depart on time.”

      “What of the horses, Your Majesty?” Nevayna asked, her brown eyes intense. “It will take a herd to pull that massive carriage—and those wagons. Even then, the distance would kill them faster than flaming arrows.”

      No team of Erethian horses could pull that carriage. Without the Rohesian intrepids, they had no convoy.

      Lady Laurel’s gaze narrowed as she studied Nevayna a moment. The two of them rarely saw eye to eye.

      “We’ll conjure teams using air magic,” said Lady Laurel. “And the Rohesians have no choice but to put up with it. Combining earth and air will give these elemental horses the stamina and endurance to reach Mirstone Castle.”

      “Magic!” Nevayna scoffed at Lady Laurel. “Are you trying to get the princess burned at the stake, Lady Laurel?”

      Risky? Yes. Dangerous? Yes. Choice? None. Lady Laurel was right.

      “It’s the only option, Mother,” I replied with a nod toward Lady Laurel.

      Her gaze flattened as it turned toward me again. Like I was an afterthought. And I was.

      “Elemental horses then,” Mother ordered. “And Annarissa, you will attend the contest under the guard’s highest level of protection. As extra incentive to the winner. I want the world to see that gown you wear. To see the priceless worth of the princess who wears it. And the magnitude of the gift we are giving Rohesia.”

      Spoken like a monarch not a mother, but I knew she did not have that luxury right now.

      Mother turned to Nevayna, pointing a finger at the captain of the guard and the other mages that had gathered behind her.

      “Captain, I want a quick, expert choice made and then I want that convoy in motion. Make sure the contest is well guarded. Mages, get all of the princess’ things loaded and ready to travel. On schedule. And captain, get that monstrously sized carriage reinforced with Ereth’s best non-magical protection for the long, dangerous journey to Mirstone Castle.” She sighed, eyes turning watery. “I hate sending my daughter into such danger, but it is the only way to save Kambria.”

      She glanced back to me

      “Forgive me, Annarissa. I do this because I have no other choice. Now, all of you, go. Protect my daughter.”

      With the poise of a cat, Mother turned away. And hurried past the throne toward the corner door leading into her inner chambers.

      I was moved by the emotion she had displayed. It was the first time I had seen her show any motherly compassion for a long time.

      But with her departure came the end of any discussion. The matter was closed. We all had our marching orders. And our duties—no matter how soul-breaking.

      “Yes, your majesty,” said Nevayna, sounding almost defeated.

      Nevayna motioned Lady Laurel and me alongside her as the guard broke into two forces, one following Mother through the purple door in the far-right corner of the throne room into her inner chamber. The other half of the guard surrounded Lady Laurel and me.

      “Lady Laurel, send an entourage of court mages out into the village,” said Nevayna. “Get the town criers announcing this contest and its prize. I’ll get the cart and wheel wrights working on the carriage.”

      Lady Laurel looked concerned. “Captain, will the Queen truly grant a royal boon to this sword champion for getting Annarissa safely to Rohesia?”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Nevayna nodded at Lady Laurel.

      “You heard Her Majesty. If she says that is the prize for beating all comers, then that is the prize. When has she ever not said exactly what she means?”

      “Never,” I replied. “My Mother knows her mind and her decisions are final.”

      “Time is short,” said Captain Nevayna, her brown hair shifting around her shoulders as she led Lady Laurel and me into the hallway and turned right. “We all have our marching orders.”

      We entered the drafty main hallway, chilly despite the guttering lanterns lining the walls, scent of warm lavender lamp oil soothing.

      The other half of the guard flooded around us like a wave of sea water, keeping Lady Laurel and me in the center as we passed each guttering lantern, flames dancing as we passed, warm lavender tinging the air.

      “This contest must start in two hours and be over in three.” said Captain Nevayna, gritting her teeth. “And the entire delegation must be on the road before midnight. The safety of the convoy—and your life, princess—will rest with the new blademaster and their hired swords.”

      Midnight. Hired swords. A new blademaster. Getting a skilled one would be impossible on such short notice. At this hour.

      Some dark-natured, unscrupulous sword wielder would become my champion and bodyguard all the way to Rohesia. And hand me off to some barbarian’s son that also wielded a blade. Or maybe a club?

      Or worse. I’d wind up with the Butcher of Badriyah as my bodyguard—a terrifying thought.

      Maybe I would get lucky and take an arrow to the heart before ever reaching Rohesia?
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      Even from the castle courtyard, I heard the town criers’ anxious shouts filling Skystead’s streets, along with the court mages’ royal call to arms regarding the sword contest. Both criers and mages emphasized the prize of a royal boon granted upon proof of the safe delivery of Ereth’s heir apparent to Rohesia. To be wed to Prince Arence Siridean.

      Captain Nevayna and the other mages had helped the stable hands and groundskeepers stack bales of hay and mark the boundaries of the contest in the courtyard. Behind the small, squat stone building that was part armory and part storage. Where the guard held meetings and training. It was just past the main gate beside the moat and faced the shielded courtyard, so it was the perfect place to screen contestants.

      After the courtyard had been prepared, braziers set up all around it, the fragrant lavender oil masking the putrid scent of horse dung from the nearby stables. Royal purple Erethian banners on tall poles encircled the grounds, flapping in the wind like birds taking flight. Hay bales, stacked three high, defined the contest space and its boundaries. And kept the contestants in view of the guard towers—in case there was trouble.

      Nevayna and the guard led Lady Laurel and me into the long, narrow storage building, mostly empty now. It smelled like old leather and dried hay. We walked past shelving filled with small wooden crates on both long walls to the back where stable hands had placed a wooden throne on a riser that lifted it two feet above the stone floor. Mother’s orders. A regular chair stood to the right for Lady Laurel.

      Ten feet in front of the throne stood a wooden table with a lantern at each end. A palace scribe with short sandy hair sat in a wooden chair behind the table. His dark green robes rustled as he laid out a few sheets of tan paper on a brown leather blotter and arranged an ink well and some quill pens around the loose pages. To record contestants’ names.

      Captain Nevayna led me through the cavernous space, past the table, and to the throne where I stepped up and sat down, adjusting my dress and robes. Lady Laurel helped me arrange my dress and train before she sat down in the chair beside me. Four castle guard mages in midnight robes gathered around me, magical symbols shifting from purple to gold.

      In silence, we waited for the castle bell to ring and the gate to open. Bringing contestants into the warded castle courtyard. Where archers and mages kept watch on the ramparts above, on high alert after the blademaster, the horses, and some members of his delegation were killed.

      With the approaching sunset, it would be pitch dark soon.

      Bad things happened in the dark. I hoped the truce would change that.

      “Lady Laurel?” I called from my throne, feeling self-conscious.

      Lady Laurel rose and stood at my right elbow. “Yes, princess?”

      “The guards aren’t letting just anyone with a sword inside, are they?”

      Had we reached that dire point of trying to fulfill the tenets of this prophecy? Letting anyone with a sword that professed interest in the contest inside? They could be the same assassins that killed the blademaster. Butchers and cutthroats. Was this how the people of Badriyah got murdered?

      Would killing one of us (me or my sisters) end any chance of fulfilling the prophecy? Or delay it to a point of no return?

      Lady Laurel shook her head. “No, princess. Court mages are screening them with magic and⁠—”

      A wave of blue magic encircled us, creating a protective enclosure around Lady Laurel and me.

      Laurel smiled. “And the guard is protecting you and your family with the most powerful warding spells in Ereth.”

      The door into the building opened and I tensed as Lady Laurel turned.

      Contestants already. Looking scruffy and unkempt.

      Granted, they’d had little notice, but the sight of them made me uneasy. My life would be in one of their hands. Over a dozen in the first group. Dusty boots and coarsely-woven fabrics like sack cloth in dull tans and browns and blues. Some were dirty from the fields, trying to coax any meager harvest from the dusty soil and dying plants. Without enough sunlight, nothing would grow in this gathering, misty twilight.

      But these men didn’t look like farmers or merchants. They looked like opportunists with questionable morals. They wore leather harnesses that sheathed swords at their backs, at their sides, and some had knives and axes in their belts. The sour scent of sweat and stale beer hung in the air. I was so uncomfortable at their presence. None of them looked like heroes. They looked like thieves and criminals. But I had no choice. And I had to keep an open mind, only judging them by their actions. One of them had to be my champion—my bodyguard—and get me safely to Rohesia or we were all dead.

      Captain Nevayna stood beside the scribe as men and women lined up in front of the table and gave their names and realm to the nervous scribe at the table. The scribe sat stiff, his body taut and ready to spring into a defensive stance. I saw how little he trusted these people. The group made him as uneasy as it made me. Most of them weren’t Erethian.

      They were only here for Mother’s boon. Nothing more.

      I understood that. If I were them, I would have tried to get that boon, too. But without the skills to back it up, they would get everyone in the convoy killed. Including me.

      The door slammed open.

      A tall, lean man dressed in tight black leather armor that looked like thieves gear stepped inside. He paused, squinting, scanning the room.

      Glaring.

      Even from the back of the room, he had a forbidding presence. Commanding. And those ice blue eyes were both alluring and terrifying. His thick black hair hung long and wavy past his shoulders. He was younger than the other men. Early to mid-twenties maybe?

      The gold hilt of a broadsword gleamed between his shoulder blades as he swaggered into the room, eyes narrowing like he was sizing up the competition. His walk was quiet but arrogant. Challenging. Intimidating.

      He took in the room, staring down every part of it. Every person. Until his gaze shot past the scribe and pierced my soul.

      It was emotionless. Cold. Dark.

      It made me want to pull away as quiet descended on the room. The other contestants turned toward the man, freezing in place. Staring at him with apprehension. Some even looked afraid.

      “That’s the Butcher of Badriyah,” someone whispered.

      My blood turned ice cold as he continued to stare at me. Watch me. Record my every move with those ice-blue eyes that bore deep. Right through my heart. Through my soul. And into my head. Like he could hear my every thought. Feel every emotion. Touch every memory and every dream I had ever had.

      And crush them all.

      I was terrified.

      No. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening.

      With swift strides, he moved past the other contestants to the table.

      But in the blink of an eye, he was past the scribe and Captain Nevayna. Inches from my face. Standing on the top rise of my throne. Only the ward’s pale blue light stood between us.

      He was at least six-foot-two, leanly muscled, strong chin, handsome face, and sculpted nose. Cheeks were taut, jaw line sharp, those ice blue eyes fixed on me, looking through my soul. He smelled of musk and leather, thick black hair framing his oval face, tied in a knot at his crown. His full lips pursed.

      He was beautiful. But so very deadly.

      Nevayna and the mages were on him in an instant.

      His features shifted into a scowl, that ice blue gaze never leaving my face.

      “You’re already too late,” he said, a growl in his voice like worn silk, stroking my skin with every syllable he spoke.

      Setting my body alight with fear and intrigue.

      “What are you talking about?” Captain Nevayna demanded as she grabbed his right arm.

      Two other mages took hold of his left arm.

      He stood there unmoving. Unaffected. Not like he was trapped or caged. Like he allowed them to think they had him under control. Restrained. But the slight twitch at the corner of his mouth told me otherwise. He would be out of their grasp—all of them—in a heartbeat. And magic or sword, they couldn’t contain this man. This blademaster.

      I swallowed a breath.

      This Butcher of Badriyah.

      My skin crawled, but I couldn’t look away from him.

      “In the moment it took you and your guard to react…to follow me…I’d have spilled your spoiled little princess’s blood all over the cobbles. You were too late to stop it.”

      Nevayna flashed a gloating smile at the man.

      “The magic would have slowed you down.”

      He cast another scowl at Nevayna. “Wrong again, captain.”

      His left gloved hand was lightning fast. Grasping hold of the ward.

      Shattering it like glass.

      In an instant, that sword was out of its sheath and at my throat. And he was right there. Against my body. Holding me like a sack of grain.

      The force and the heat that radiated from him wrapped around my head. My skin. Like wool. And I couldn’t move. A part of me didn’t want to move. To shift my body and break the spell. The contact. The raw, dark connection flowing between us. I meant nothing to this man, but the power and darkness rolled over me in waves—along with attraction—and I couldn’t let go. Couldn’t react. Couldn’t break it.

      The entire guard froze, but Captain Nevayna’s hand was at his back.

      “With one word, I can pierce your heart with a magical burst that will explode it.”

      With his gaze still fixed on me, the corners of his mouth lifted in the flash of a smug smile.

      “Regardless, captain,” he said in that silky, deep commanding voice that was stout-beer-dark and bard-smooth, a rasp whispering at the rough edges. “You could never stop the twitch of my hand, laying open her throat right here. Not enough magic to stop her from bleeding out either.”

      The blade was burning sharp against my throat. My skin. It was sharp enough to lay open my throat, like cutting through butter. He was right. The finest mages and sorceresses in Kambria were unable to stop one man from killing a princess. Breaking a prophecy. Destroying the world. All to prove a selfish, arrogant point.

      That he was faster, smarter, and better.

      The Butcher of Badriyah.

      In what seemed like a lifetime, the terrifying man stepped away from me, sheathing his sword. Molding my attraction, my fear into loathing.

      Lady Laurel gasped and thrust a handkerchief to my neck.

      “Princess, you’re bleeding!”

      All I could do was stare into his eyes. Searching for some humanity. Some light. Something that made him more than a monster. A butcher.

      But I found nothing.

      I struggled to lift my hand to my neck, still watching him as the guards relit the ward around Lady Laurel and me.

      “I could execute you for harming the princess!” Captain Nevayna said as she and the guard dragged the man backward.

      Back behind the table.

      But the distance didn’t change the strange feel of him. The reality of how vulnerable I was. The presence that filled the room. No, it took over the room.

      “Watch him!” Nevayna ordered two mages from the castle guard as she motioned to the scribe who hurried toward her, papers in hand.

      Nevayna rushed to the door with the scribe and followed him and two other mages outside to the gate.

      The moment the door closed, the man in black leathers had both mages on the ground unconscious.

      Drawing his sword, he rushed the other contestants. And drove the point of his sword home, gutting the nearest man to him.

      I was horrified. He was killing them without a thought! They were just obstacles to him. Nothing more.

      “Stop!” I cried.

      With new wards around me, I couldn’t cast through them.

      I tried to move through the wards, but Lady Laurel held me in place.

      Pivoting, the man’s blade sliced into a stocky sable-haired man on his right. Sending blood spatter across the floors and onto the stone walls as he freed the blade. And took down the man to his left next.

      The remaining contestants rushed him.

      Looking unfazed, the man in black leathers lunged at the remaining nine contestants. He was lightning fast. Precise. Deadly.

      One by one, they fell like weeds to a scythe.

      “Guards! Stop him!” Lady Laurel cried, gathering another ward spell around her and me. “He’s killing the other contestants!”

      The guards surrounding me were conflicted, but they stayed at their post. At my side while the man fought the other contestants.

      Lady Laurel cast another spell, surrounding the blue light with a second ward, the white light glowing.

      I could only gape. I should have tried again to cast through the protection wards, but I couldn’t look away.

      He was the Butcher of Badriyah. Now butchering his competition. And all I could do was stare in horror.

      When Captain Nevayna returned to the building, in what seemed like barely a minute later, all twelve of the contestants lay dead on the stone floor. Scattered like bloody autumn leaves around the boots of the man in black leathers.

      “By Ereth…”

      Nevayna was speechless, staring in disbelief at the bodies. And the blood.

      She rushed toward her blood-spattered mages, finding them unconscious.

      The man leaned against the wall, hilt of his gold broadsword still clutched in his hand, blade dripping blood onto the floor.

      “You…you—butchered them!” Captain Nevayna cried.

      The man didn’t even look at her.

      “Contest rules said to defeat all challengers.” He glanced at the bodies and then over at Nevayna. “Defeated. What’s next?”

      The scribe returned to the building, looking horrified, but he began to shake when he saw all the bodies. Behind him, more of Nevayna’s guard flooded into the room. Rushing the man in black leathers.

      “That’s him!” shouted the castle scribe. “Oz Tarrant. The Butcher of Badriyah.”

      Captain Nevayna sighed. “Hope you got more than hearsay to back that up, Jaren?”

      The scribe’s face darkened. He sighed, the expression on his face falling as he bowed his head.

      “No. Just a lot of coincidences I can’t prove. And stories about people that claim they saw him in Badriyah that day. But none of them will come forward.”

      The man called Oz Tarrant looked unaffected. He knew they couldn’t do anything. Badriyah was a border town that straddled all three realms. One more dispute in the Hundred Year Sundering. Three years had passed since the night that someone murdered an entire town. And disappeared. Anyone that knew the people of that small village were probably dead now. Like anyone that had witnessed the carnage.

      And all the rumors and whispers pointed at this man. Oz Tarrant.

      Who had just murdered every competitor in the room. In this contest.

      Tarrant leaned against the wall and sheathed his sword, a smug expression on his face. Those ice blue eyes piercing.

      “Then unless you have any more competitors, that royal boon—and this job—are mine.”

      He nodded menacingly at Captain Nevayna.

      “According to the contest rules,” he added.

      Captain Nevayna glanced over at me, looking conflicted.

      “No, Mr. Tarrant,” she said, matching his dangerous tone. “No more competitors. After they saw you, they fled. And the rules state that in order to receive Her Majesty’s boon, Princess Annarissa has to arrive safely at Mirstone Castle to marry a Siridean prince.”

      “When do we leave for Rohesia?” he asked as his gaze drifted to me.

      I looked away.

      “As soon as you gear up and get aboard that ironwood carriage with the princess. She is not to leave your sight, Mr. Tarrant for the entire journey. Is that clear? We will go over our very specific rules for the job again in great detail—so there are no questions. I need your verbal commitment to the job. And its rules.”

      Mother had ordered the carriage reinforced with more ironwood. One of the most trusted cart wrights in Ereth was completing that work as ordered by Mother.

      “I am taking the job,” said Tarrant in a gruff voice as he stepped over a body, stopping in front of Nevayna. “And I agree to the rules—whatever they are.”

      “Fine,” said Captain Nevayna, escorting this dangerous man outside. “Her Majesty the queen would like an audience to discuss the rules. In great detail.”

      Lady Laurel and I followed at a distance behind Captain Nevayna as she led Tarrant outside the building. Into the darkness.

      Oz Tarrant turned his gaze toward me one last time. Haunting. Chilling. Attractive.

      He scared me to death.

      I recoiled, stepping behind a wooden barrel at the corner of the building. Lady Laurel stepped protectively in front of me, keeping this dangerous man at a distance. And I was grateful.

      He looked me up and down, like he was buying a horse, and followed Captain Nevayna and the unit of four mages away from the building. Toward the steps to the castle entrance.

      I didn’t look away until he and the guard disappeared inside.  When he was gone, my gaze fell to the old wooden barrel. Inside, faces looked up at me.

      Gasping, I jerked away from the barrel but then turned back to it. Staring into its depths. At ghostly white faces.

      Breath caught in my throat as I reached inside. Touching cold ivory-like surfaces. Porcelain. I exhaled sharply.

      They weren’t bodies. They were masks.

      Stacked in a barrel near the castle gate? Why were there so many?

      Were they decorations? For one of Mother’s galas that I would never attend. It made me sad and afraid at the same time.

      Terror chilled my body and I shuddered at the realization.

      I was really leaving the only home I had ever known. To live in a kingdom I had never seen before. Filled with strangers who hated magic and sorceresses. And Oz Tarrant, the Butcher of Badriyah, was the blademaster—the bodyguard escorting me to my fate.

      Unless he killed me. And the whole convoy along the way. Like his competitors. Like the village of Badriyah.
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      A sliver of moon rose high in the velvet black night, stars filling the sky as I left the castle at Skystead for the very last time.

      It was time to leave.

      I would never see the moon or the stars from these castle windows ever again. Never laugh and sing with all my sisters together again. Or play hide and seek with them among the castle’s many hidden passages and secret rooms.
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