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  For Eric J. Goldman, Esq.—this book may be the final chapter in one of our finest adventures together, but I know there are still many more escapades for us to

  enjoy.
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  friends & enemies




  So, what do you say, white rabbit?” Konstantin Black asked. “Friends?”




  He sat on the stool next to me, his gaze unwavering. His thick eyebrows arched hopefully above the dark silver of his eyes, and the coal-black waves of his hair fell over his face as he tilted

  toward me.




  All I could do was gape at him, too stunned to think or move. I didn’t even know if he was really there or not. It would make more sense that I had unknowingly passed out in a random diner

  in Missouri and I was suffering from a stress-induced nightmare or possibly a lysa.




  There was no way that Konstantin could be here with me. Not after I’d spent five days on the run from Doldastam after being arrested for treason and accused of murdering the Skojare Prince

  Kennet Biâelse and my friend Kasper Abbott.




  I’d done everything in my power to stay under the radar—I only used cash and a burner phone, and I hadn’t even built up the nerve to actually use the phone and call anyone back

  home yet. I moved constantly and stayed off the grid in dive motels in small towns.




  There was no possible way that anyone could’ve found me, not even Konstantin Black.




  “Bryn?” Konstantin asked, since I’d done nothing but stare at him for the past minute.




  Then, because I had to be sure he was real, I reached out and touched him, pressing on the black leather jacket covering his bicep, and he looked down at my hand in bewilderment. I half expected

  the coat to give way and him to disappear in a puff of smoke, but instead I felt the firmness of his muscle underneath.




  “Are you feeling all right?” He looked back at me with what appeared to be genuine concern in his eyes, but I wasn’t sure if I could trust him. “You really look like

  death warmed over.”




  “That’s how you’re going to sell the idea of friendship? By telling me I look awful?” I asked dryly.




  Not that he was wrong. I wasn’t sleeping or eating much, so I was even paler than normal. My attempts at dyeing my hair black to help mask my identity left my normally blond waves an odd

  gray color, since dye never really took hold in troll hair. The swelling around my left eye had finally gone away, but the bruise had shifted to a putrid yellow color that I wasn’t able to

  cover completely with makeup.




  “I’m selling it with brutal honesty,” he said with a wry smile. “I want you to know that you’ll get nothing but the truth from me.”




  I scoffed. “There’s no way in hell I’m gonna believe that.”




  “Come on, Bryn. Try me.” He rested his forearms on the counter, almost pleading with me.




  “What are you even doing here? What do you want with me?” I demanded.




  “I already told you—friendship.”




  I rolled my eyes. “Bullshit. Everything is always bullshit with you.”




  “How can you say that?” Konstantin shot back, incredulous. “I’ve been nothing but honest with you.”




  “Sure, sure. You’ve been nothing but honest when you attempted to murder my dad or when you tried to kidnap Linnea.”




  He pressed his lips into a thin line. “I already apologized about what happened with your dad.” I glared at him. “Not that anything I say will ever make that okay, but you know

  that I regret it.”




  “How can I know that?” I shook my head. “I don’t really know anything about you.”




  “Why are you being so combative?” Konstantin asked, his voice getting louder. “I’m only trying to help.”




  “You’re a traitor who’s been working with someone that nearly killed me!” I yelled back, not caring how loud I was being in the small diner.




  “Yeah, well, right back at you!” Konstantin shouted.




  The waitress came over, interrupting our heated conversation, and set down in front of me the iced tea I’d ordered. She stood with her hand on her hip, eyeing us both with suspicion.

  Before, she’d looked at me with concern despite her weariness, but with my bad dye job and Konstantin’s agitation, it had to be obvious we were on the run.




  “Is everything okay here?” she asked, her eyes flitting back and forth between the two of us.




  “Yeah, it’s fine,” Konstantin replied curtly without looking at her.




  “Well, you better keep your voices down, before you start upsetting the customers,” she said with a slight Southern drawl, and she slowly turned and walked away.




  Konstantin waited until after she had gone to the other end of the diner before speaking. “And I tried to save Linnea.” He sat up straighter, indignant. “I did save her,

  actually. Without my intervention, she’d most likely be dead.”




  From what Linnea had told me, that sounded true enough. Since I couldn’t argue with Konstantin, I turned the stool away from him and focused on my iced tea.




  He sighed, then he leaned toward me, and in a voice just above a whisper he said, “I know what you’re going through. Four years ago, I was almost exactly where you are. I know how

  frightening and lonely it feels when the kingdom turns against you.”




  I took a drink from my tea and didn’t say anything, so he went on. “You and I have been on opposite sides for a while, and I’ve made a lot of wrong choices. But I’m

  trying to make up for them, and . . . now I’m alone, and you’re alone. So I thought we could be alone together.”




  He leaned back away from me. “But I won’t force this. If you wanna go through this all alone, then be my guest. Take on the world by yourself. I won’t fight you.” He

  reached into his pocket and tossed a few dollars on the counter. “The drink’s on me.”




  I heard the stool creak as he got up, but I didn’t look back. Not until I heard the door chime did I turn to watch him walking out the door, into the bright spring day. In a few more

  seconds he’d be gone, and I’d have no way to contact him or find out what he knew.




  So even though I wasn’t sure exactly how this friendship thing would play out, or even if this wasn’t some kind of trick, I knew what I had to do. I cursed under my breath, and then

  I jumped off the stool and ran out after Konstantin.




  







  TWO




  [image: ]




  tracking




  Where are we going?” I asked. It might have been a better question to ask before I’d gotten in the black Mustang with Konstantin, but I

  hadn’t wanted him to leave without me. And did it really matter where we were going? I had no place to be. No place to call home.




  “I don’t know.” He glanced in the rearview mirror, watching the diner disappear behind us as he sped down the highway. “Do you have somewhere in mind?”




  I shook my head. “No.” Then I looked over at him. “But we should find someplace where we can really talk.”




  “How about a motel?” he suggested, and when I scowled at him, he laughed. “If I was going to murder you, I would’ve done it already, and if I was just looking to get

  laid, believe me when I say there are easier ways to do it than this.”




  “Why don’t you come out with it right now? I think a talk is long overdue.”




  He smirked. “You sound so menacing.”




  I looked out the window, watching the lush greenery as we sped by it. Even with me moving all over as a tracker, it was always jarring to go from the harsh cold of Doldastam to the bright warmth

  of anywhere else. Home was so far away, and this felt like a whole other world.




  “How did you find me?” I asked, still watching the full ash trees that lined the side of the road.




  “It was actually quite simple,” he said, and I looked back at him. He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a blond lock of hair held together with a

  thread.




  Hesitantly, I took it from him. It was a pale golden color, with a subtle wave to it—exactly how my hair looked before I destroyed it with the bad dye job. This was my hair.




  And all the pieces suddenly fell together. How Konstantin had been able to find me no matter where I was, like the hotel room in Calgary, or outside of Storvatten when I’d captured him.

  Even when he’d visited me in the lysa before.




  Konstantin had been a Kanin tracker, from a long line of trackers, and thanks to his strong bloodline, he’d had a powerful affinity for it. Like many trackers, he had the ability to

  imprint onto a changeling if he had something from them—a lock of hair usually worked best.




  It turned the changeling into a kind of homing beacon. Konstantin couldn’t read minds, but he could sense extreme emotions in the trackee that meant they were in trouble. The recent events

  in Doldastam, along with my general fear and anxiety the last few days, would’ve turned me into a megawatt searchlight.




  And Konstantin had been tracking me.




  “Where did you get this?” I asked, twisting the hair between my fingers.




  Like all trolls, changelings are born with a very thick head of hair, and a lock of hair is taken from them before they’re placed with a host family. That way a tracker could find them

  later.




  But I’d never been a changeling, and this hair felt much coarser than my hair had as a child. This had been taken recently.




  “Why do you even have it?” I turned to look at him. “Why were you tracking me?”




  He opened his mouth, then closed it and exhaled deeply through his nose. “That is a question that’s best answered when we get to the motel.”




  “What? Why?” I sat up in the seat, putting my knee underneath me so I could face him better and defend myself if I needed to. “What’s happening at this motel you keep

  bringing up?”




  “Calm down.” He held a hand out toward me, palm out. “You’re already getting worked up, and I think when I start telling you things, you’ll get even more worked up,

  and I’ve had enough fights in a car to know that it’s better if we wait until we’re someplace that isn’t flying seventy miles per hour down the road to have a heated

  conversation.”




  His explanation sounded reasonable enough, so I relaxed a bit and settled back in the seat.




  “For being on the run, this seems like a rather conspicuous and expensive choice of car,” I commented, since that seemed like a safe topic.




  “Conspicuous, maybe. Expensive, no,” he said. “I kind of stole it.”




  “You really know how to keep a low profile,” I muttered.




  “Hey, I kept a low profile for four years. I know a thing or two,” he insisted. “And I used persuasion, so it’s not exactly like that owner is gonna report it to the

  police.”




  Persuasion was a psychokinetic ability trolls had where they could make people do what they wanted using a form of mind control. From what I knew about Konstantin, his ability wasn’t

  strong enough to work on other trolls, but humans were much more susceptible to that kind of thing. So Konstantin probably hadn’t had to try that hard to convince the human to part with his

  muscle car.




  “So who exactly are you on the run from?” I asked. “Other than the Kanin, of course.”




  He hesitated, and his grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Viktor Dålig and his men.”




  “But I thought you were like Viktor’s right-hand man or something. How’d you end up on the outs?”




  “I told you back in Storvatten, when I was in the dungeon. I didn’t want to get any more blood on my hands. That’s why I warned Linnea. I wanted to make things right.” He

  shifted in the seat. “And as you can imagine, that didn’t exactly sit well with Viktor. I’d been on his shit list ever since I convinced him not to kill you.”




  “Thank you for that, by the way,” I told him softly.




  “You weren’t supposed to get hurt.” He glanced over at me, his eyes pained for a moment. “You weren’t supposed to be down there.”




  While Linnea had still been missing in Storvatten, I had snuck down to the dungeon where Konstantin was being held to find out what he knew. I was desperate to find Linnea. But instead I’d

  interrupted Viktor helping Konstantin make his escape.




  To prevent me from stopping them or telling anyone, Viktor had bashed my head against a wall repeatedly. Viktor had wanted me dead, but I’d suspected that Konstantin had intervened to save

  my life.




  Still, I had a gash under my hairline to show for it. It had required six stiches, though it was nearly healed. The worst part of the injury was the vision in my right eye would get wonky

  sometimes, especially if I hit my head or somebody punched me.




  “So why did Viktor finally kick you out?” I asked, changing the subject.




  He shook his head. “Viktor didn’t. Besides, he doesn’t kick anyone out. Once you’ve served your purpose, you’re dead.” He shot me a sidelong glance.

  “You remember what happened to Bent Stum.”




  “You left, then?” I asked.




  “Yeah. I’d finally had enough of it.” He breathed deeply. “Viktor doesn’t care about anything but revenge. A lot of innocents are gonna die. And I couldn’t be

  a part of it anymore, and I didn’t know how to stop it.”




  I swallowed hard and sank lower in the seat. Konstantin hadn’t really said anything that I didn’t already know, but hearing it aloud didn’t make it any easier to take.




  Even if I were back in Doldastam, I wasn’t sure how much I could do to help, but at least I would be able to fight alongside my friends—Ridley, Tilda, Ember—to protect the town

  filled with people I cared about.




  Now I was trapped so far away from them. They were up against the worst thing ever to hit Doldastam, and I was powerless to help them.




  







  THREE




  [image: ]




  ember




  

    

      May 13, 2014




      Bryn—




      I’m not totally sure why I’m even writing this. I don’t know how you’ll get it, and if you do get it, I don’t know if you’ll even

      care. Hell, it might even be treason trying to talk to you. But I can’t help it. It just feels strange not being able to talk to you about everything—especially with everything

      that’s going on.




      I just realized that I don’t know if I’ll ever see you again. I want to believe that I will, but the whole world feels like it’s been turned upside down.




      Kasper’s funeral was yesterday. I kept expecting to turn around and see you there, coming in late, but you never did.




      I don’t know where to start with the funeral. Tilda has been trying so hard to hold it all together. I don’t know how she’s done as well as she has. It was almost

      creepy being around her. She was like a statue. She hardly ever cried. She’d just talk about the practical things that needed to be done.




      Yesterday, she finally broke down. It was the first time she’d seen Kasper since he died. All fixed up in his Högdragen uniform, lying motionless in the coffin. The first

      thing she said when she saw him was, “He’d be so upset about his hair. It’s not quite perfect.”




      And then she started sobbing uncontrollably. She basically collapsed, so her sister and I practically had to carry her back to her seat. To see Tilda like that . . .




      The most heartbreaking part was probably Kasper’s little sister Naima. She just cried and cried, and her mom kept trying to comfort her. But it’s all so surreal and insane.

      There’s no comfort in that.




      The King and Queen came to give a eulogy, and it was all so bizarre. The King seemed so out of place. He kept sweating, and his face was all red, like he had a terrible windburn. The

      Queen kept doting on Tilda, almost pushing Tilda’s own mother out of the way so the Queen could be the one to comfort her. When the King went up to give his speech, he mentioned a few

      things about Kasper—how great he was, how he died protecting his kingdom, and other generalities.




      But it all seemed memorized, and he stumbled over the words a lot. Right after that, the King switched into this war propaganda speech. It was so gross and tactless. He started going on

      and on about how we can’t let Viktor Dålig do this to our people, and we can’t trust anyone because Viktor can get to anyone.




      Then he started saying that they would stop at nothing until you were captured, and that’s when Tilda stood up and said that she didn’t think that this was the time or place

      to discuss these things.




      The King finally shut up after that, but I’m almost surprised he let her talk back. He’s cracked down on everything since you’ve been gone. It reminds me of that book I

      had to read for an English class at a human school when I was tracking a changeling. 1984, I think. Everywhere you go, the King is watching, and he won’t let you forget

      it.




      There are even posters hanging up all around town saying just that. It’s this weird black and white image of his face, but somehow his eyes are always following you, and it’s

      super disturbing. Above it says, THE KING IS WATCHING, and below it says, TRAITORS OF THE KINGDOM WILL BE CAPTURED,” with the Kanin symbol stamped over it.




      Members of the Högdragen were going around tacking up all these posters—some of them are WANTED ones for you (you made the Kanin’s Most Wanted list, that has to be kind

      of exciting, right?).




      I wanted to tear them all down, but I didn’t think now was the best time to deal with the wrath of the King. There was this freak rainstorm yesterday anyway, and most of them are

      all destroyed and hanging in tatters. But my mom said she saw Högdragen replacing them already today.




      There are Högdragen everywhere, and they’ll stop you for no reason and demand to know where you’re going and what you plan to do there. The guards have even grabbed

      random people off the street to bring in them in for questioning.




      They brought your parents in, too, but I suppose that’s not random. Your father has been put on suspension from his job as the Chancellor, and your mother was fired from her job as

      a teacher. Your mother’s job wasn’t a direct order from the King, though. People in town started complaining that they couldn’t trust her with their children, given what

      happened with you.




      At least your parents are free, though, and that’s more than I can say for Ridley. They brought him in for an “interrogation” the day after you left, and he

      hasn’t come out since. I’ve tried to ask about him, but nobody knows what’s happening.




      They would tell us if they executed him . . . wouldn’t they? Another tracker was talking about how they used to have public executions of traitors in the town square. I think

      that’s what they’d do, if they decided to hang Ridley. So he must still be alive.




      Östen Sundt has been promoted to working as the “acting” Överste, but they haven’t given him the official title yet, so I’m hoping that’s a good

      sign and it means that Ridley still has a chance to return to his position. To be truthful, though, I don’t think anything is a good sign anymore.




      I’m just keeping my head down, training and doing what they tell me. I visit Tilda most nights, because I’m afraid to leave her sitting alone in her apartment. I’ve

      tried to sneak around to see Delilah. We only just officially became an item, and both of us are getting nervous about what would happen if we got caught. At least I still get to see her

      training.




      The King and Queen have such a stranglehold on Doldastam now. It’s like they want to crush us before Viktor gets a chance to. I guess the King thinks that if he couldn’t

      trust you, he can’t trust anybody, and there is some truth to that. Except I know that he could trust you.




      I know you didn’t do the things they said you did, but I wish I knew what happened. What did you do? And why did you do it?




      Will I ever see you again?




      I know you can’t answer these questions, at least not like this. But I do feel better talking to you, even if you can’t hear me. And hopefully someday, you’ll be able

      to read this.




      

        

          Your friend (no matter what),




          

            

              Ember
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  impetus




  It wasn’t the worst place I’d ever stayed, but that was by a very, very, very small margin. The room smelled like dirty gym clothes and

  cigarettes, but the motel had met the requirements of small and secluded.




  Konstantin had driven about an hour before finally spotting this sketchy-looking little motel off the edge of the highway. Based on the lack of cars in the lot, it appeared that we were the only

  ones here.




  I tossed my duffel bag onto one of the two small beds in the room, and a plume of dust came out from the worn comforter. Konstantin had gone to the window and pulled the heavy drapes shut,

  casting the room in darkness.




  “Sorry about that,” he said and turned on a bedside lamp.




  “The room sucks, but I don’t care, because we’re here.” I had my arms crossed over my chest, and then I held out my hand to him, presenting him with the lock of hair.

  “Now you can tell me about this.”




  “That was the deal, wasn’t it?” Konstantin grimaced before sitting back on the bed. “The long and short of it is that the Queen gave it to me.”




  My heart skipped a beat. “You mean Linnea?”




  “No.” He shook his head. “Mina. The Kanin Queen.”




  The room suddenly felt as if it had pitched to the right. The whole world seemed to go out of focus for a moment as I tried to comprehend the full of implications of what Konstantin had just

  told me.




  “Why?” I asked breathlessly. “Why would the woman I was sworn to serve and protect want to cause me harm?”




  “She didn’t want to cause you harm . . . at first,” he corrected me. “After the whole incident where you made off with Linus Berling before I could stop you, Mina just

  wanted to keep tabs on you and keep you out of the way.”




  “But why?” I pressed on. “Why was she involved with any of this?”




  “The same reason as anyone else—she wants power.” He shrugged helplessly.




  “Power?” I scoffed. “She already has the fucking crown in the most powerful kingdom in the troll world. What more does she want?”




  “Mina’s power is contingent on Evert. He has the final say on everything, and if something happens to him, she’s shit out of luck. She’s under his thumb just as much as

  anyone else, and she hates it. She wanted to rule in her own right.”




  I’d taken to pacing the room, processing everything Konstantin was telling me. “And how does she plan to do that? If Evert’s out of the way, they’ll just find a

  replacement . . .” As soon as I said that, it dawned on me. “That’s why you went after Linus Berling.”




  “Our plan was to remove as many of the next-in-line royals as we could until it would just make the most sense for the Chancellor to leave Mina in charge,” Konstantin explained.

  “It wasn’t a guarantee, but the idea was also that if the community was in turmoil, they might be reluctant to change horses midstream. And in the meantime, Mina is doing her best to

  make herself seem beloved by all.”




  “And she thought the best way to do that was to get hooked up with Viktor Dålig?” I asked.




  Konstantin lowered his eyes. “It’s not that simple. Viktor promised men to help the kingdom feel threatened. Mina wanted there to be the threat of war so she could step up and show

  everyone how well she could rule, and she would get Evert out of the way so she could ‘crush’ the enemy herself and no one would depose her.”




  I narrowed my eyes. “Get Evert out of the way how?”




  “I don’t know exactly. I wasn’t privy to all the details of the operation.”




  “If Mina’s got this great plan for war on her kingdom, why’d you end up sidetracked with the Skojare?” I asked.




  “To get enough men for a war, we needed money, and Mina couldn’t very well take money from the Kanin. I don’t know exactly how it all started, but she was at some event or

  another hobnobbing with other royals, and she got to talking to Kennet Biâelse, and together they cooked up this great scheme where he would get her all the sapphires she needed in exchange

  for getting his brother dethroned.”




  I sighed and sat down on the bed across from Konstantin. “So that’s how Kennet got involved. How did you?”




  “I was the Queen’s guard. I spent night and day by her side for a year.” He stared down at a stain on the carpet, then swallowed hard. “She asked me to help her, and I

  couldn’t say no. I went after your father for Viktor. It was his revenge for your father choosing Evert for the crown, and Mina said I needed to do it to strengthen our alliance with

  Viktor.”




  He sat at the side of the bed, with his hands holding the edge, and he gripped it more tightly every time he mentioned Mina. His brows bunched up, and his jaw tensed under his dark stubble.




  “That’s not good enough,” I said at length, and he looked up sharply at me, his eyes flashing like freshly forged steel.




  “What?”




  “You took an oath,” I reminded him, and then began reciting the key component to him: “In times of war, I swear to defend the kingdom and fight our enemies. In times of

  peace, I vow to protect the King at all costs. It is my duty to kill if necessary, but never murder. A life must only be taken in preservation of the kingdom.”




  As I was speaking, Konstantin looked away and groaned loudly. “Come on, Bryn. You’ve seen enough to know that life is never that black-and-white.”




  “My father was an innocent man,” I growled at him. “You tried to kill him because the Queen didn’t like being married but still wanted to be rich and powerful. Tell me

  what shades of gray I’m missing.”




  “I’m sorry about your father! I made a mistake!” Konstantin shouted and stood up. “But I was trying to protect Mina.” He let out a rough breath. “I was in

  love with her.”




  I waited a beat before deciding to ignore his confession about his feelings for Mina—at least for the moment. “Protect her from what?”




  “Evert.” It was Konstantin’s turn to begin pacing the small motel room. “He was cold and cruel to her. When we were alone together, Mina would cry to me and tell me how

  awful the King was to her. That’s how the affair started between us. I only wanted to comfort her and make her happy . . . and it turned into something more.”




  “Evert can be cold.” I agreed with his summation. “But I’ve never known him to be cruel to Mina. In fact, I’ve never seen him treat her with anything but

  respect.”




  It hadn’t even been a week ago when I’d been in the King’s parlor with Evert and Mina, both of them drunk on wine. He’d been so tender and loving with her, asking her

  what he’d done to deserve her, and she smiled at him.




  Not to mention that Mina was constantly professing her love for Evert. I knew that abuse wasn’t always obvious—people tended to do everything they could to hide it. But just the

  same, Evert didn’t seem to fit the description Konstantin had laid out.




  “I’m not saying I believe her now,” Konstantin corrected me. “I’m saying I believed her then. I’ll be the first to admit that I was far too

  blinded by love.”




  “Why didn’t you just run away with her, then? Why did you resort to murder and treason?” I asked.




  “I suggested it, but where would we run to? She grew up in Iskyla—a frozen, isolated wasteland that doesn’t even have proper electricity. She wasn’t going back to that,

  and she wasn’t about to give up the life she’d created for herself.




  “And killing Evert was out of the question, because he was the King. Somehow she convinced me that the only way for us to live happily ever after was for me to get rid of the Chancellor

  and start working for Viktor.”




  He shook his head at his own ignorance. “I don’t even know how she did it. All I can say is that there is something very powerful about the conversations you have in bed with your

  forbidden lover.”




  I scowled, trying not to let myself think too much about Konstantin in bed with Mina, his arms entwined with hers as they lay in the satin sheets of her bed.




  “If you loved her so much that you were willing to give up everything you worked for, everything you believed in, how can you go against her now?” I asked. “How can I trust

  you?”




  He thought for a minute before finally saying, “I am still in love with the idea of her, the mirage that Mina showed me that was beautiful and warm and loving. But now I’ve come to

  know her well enough to see that that was nothing but a lie. The idea I had of her never existed.”




  “What made you realize that?” I asked.




  “I’d started to realize that she was far more cold and calculating than I’d first suspected, but it was when she asked me to kill the changelings,” he replied.

  “Initially we were only supposed to scare them off so they’d never go back with their tracker. But after Linus Berling, she told me to start murdering these innocent children . . . and

  that’s when I knew her lust for power was the only thing that mattered to her.




  “Well, that and her damn rabbit,” he corrected himself.




  Like many other Kanin royals, Mina had a pet Gotland rabbit. They were a symbol of hope and prestige for our people, and Mina used to carry hers around everywhere she went, until Evert made fun

  of her for it at a party once. Then she started leaving the white rabbit in her room, but she still brought it with her anytime she went on a trip out of Doldastam.




  “If she’s as awful as you say she is—and I do believe you that she is—then how did it take you so long to figure it out?” I asked.




  “For starters, I couldn’t see her that often, because I was a wanted traitor,” Konstantin expounded. “It was very tricky for her to sneak out to nearby villages to see

  me, usually under the guise of visiting royalty or family members. Once I think she said she’d gone for a spa weekend in a human town, but she really spent it with me.




  “So I only saw her for small glimpses, and she was always putting on a good show of being this helpless victim.” He sighed. “And I—being the lovesick idiot I

  was—ate it up.”




  “Why has it been so long?” I asked, realizing that he’d been lying in wait for years. “Between your initial attack on my dad until Linus Berling, there was a four-year

  silence. Why didn’t Mina command you to make a move sooner?”




  “Viktor had been trying to gather more men, and Mina had been trying to gather more money,” Konstantin explained. “But time was running out. Evert was getting more impatient

  about having children, and Mina refused to have kids.”




  I shook my head. “Why?”




  “Because if something happens to Evert, then her kids will inherit all his power—not her.”




  “Holy crap. She really is power-hungry.” Then something else occurred to me. “She’s been plotting her attack for four years?”




  Konstantin lifted his eyes to meet mine. “Honestly? I think she’s been plotting her attack since the day she met Evert, and she is one determined bitch.”




  







  FIVE
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  exile




  Lying on top of the covers, I was still fully clothed in my jeans and tank top. Konstantin promised me that he wouldn’t murder me in my

  sleep, and even though we had struck an uneasy alliance, I still wasn’t sure how much I could trust him.




  In the darkness of the motel room, I lay awake for a long time, trying to process everything that Konstantin had told me. I reanalyzed every interaction I’d had with the Queen, and the

  more I thought about it, the more I saw that everything Konstantin had said added up.




  It explained all kinds of little things about her—her insistence on wearing her crown so often, even when Evert didn’t, her constant mood shifts from warm to icy, her unreasonable

  hatred of me.




  And then everything that had happened with Kennet. She must have instructed Kennet to flirt with me in Storvatten in an attempt to keep me too distracted to figure things out. When Kasper and I

  had put the pieces together, we’d told her, and she’d had us arrested before we could find out her involvement.




  For the first time, some of my guilt about Kasper’s death had eased. There was no way that either of us could’ve known that Mina was involved, and she would’ve had us executed.

  Escape had been the smartest move we could have made.




  I lay awake, letting my thoughts go over the scenarios again and again, because it was so much better than sleeping. When I closed my eyes, I knew that only nightmares awaited me. Horrific

  images of Kasper’s death haunted me every night, replaying in nauseating clarity.




  Other times, my dreams would start out nicer, with Ridley. We would be in the middle of nowhere, with the aurora borealis dancing above us, and he’d look down at me with that heat in his

  eyes that made my heart flutter.




  He’d pull me close to him, and his lips would meet mine. Somehow, in the dream, I knew this would be the last time I’d ever be with him, and I kissed him desperately.




  Then, without warning, he’d be ripped from my arms. An unknown force would pull him away, dragging him off into the darkness, and I would scream his name. I would run after him, but no

  matter how fast I ran, I never caught up to him.




  Over and over, I had these nightmares of Kasper dying and Ridley being taken away. So I fought sleep as much as I could, but eventually it won out, and darkness enveloped me.




  It didn’t last for long tonight, though, before it was interrupted by bright blue water. It shimmered like sapphires, and it seemed to fill every corner of my vision. I could almost feel

  it, cool and delicious running over my skin.




  I heard her shouting before I saw her—“Bryn! Bryn!”




  “What?” I asked, and my voice sounded like a strange echo, bouncing off of everything.




  Suddenly a hand gripped my ankle, yanking me underwater. I started to fight it, but I realized with some surprise that I could breathe easily in the clear water that surrounded me. Even though

  it should all be terrifying, I felt oddly relaxed.




  Linnea floated up in front of me, and the way her platinum-blond curls floated around her head made her look ethereal. Under the water, her eyes somehow managed to look even more blue than

  normal, but a worried expression aged her youthful face.




  “Bryn,” Linnea said again, and it sounded like she was speaking directly inside my head. “What’s happened? Where are you?”




  “I don’t know where I am.” I looked around, as if there would be some kind of sign telling me the exact location of my underwater dream.




  “Not here. This is a lysa.” Linnea took my hand, making me focus on her. “Everything is crazy in Storvatten. They say you killed Kennet.”




  “I didn’t kill Kennet!” I shouted, then corrected myself. “I tried to save him, but I couldn’t. But he was behind everything, Linnea. He’s the reason Mikko

  was arrested.”




  Her eyes widened and she gasped. “Kennet? But he loved Mikko!”




  “It’s too much to explain now, but you have to believe me. Kennet was into some bad things, and you can’t trust the Kanin Queen either. She was working with him.”




  “Who can I trust?” Linnea’s lip began to quiver. “Everything is falling apart here. My grandma is trying to run things, but the board of advisers is pushing her out. They

  won’t release Mikko, and they’re trying to bring Bayle Lundeen back, but they can’t find him anywhere.”




  “Don’t let Bayle run anything!” I warned her. “If they find him, make them question him. He knows what Kennet was up to, so maybe he can help free Mikko.”




  The water seemed to grow colder. It had been the whole time, but I began to feel the chill running deeper in me. And it was getting harder to breathe. Each breath I took seemed to be equal parts

  air and water, and I was starting to choke.




  “Don’t trust the Kanin. Don’t accept any aid from them,” I told her as water filled my lungs. “Stray strong.”




  Her expression hardened with resolve. “I won’t let anyone hurt me or Mikko anymore,” Linnea promised me. “And I will clear your name, Bryn!”




  That was the last thing I heard her say before the dream collapsed on me, and I woke up in bed, gasping for breath.




  







  SIX
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  alliance




  With one hand I tousled my damp hair with a towel, and with the other I pulled back the drapes, allowing the blinding sun to spill into the dark

  room. When my eyes adjusted, I half expected to see Högdragen or maybe Viktor Dålig’s men outside, waiting to capture me.




  But it was only an empty gravel parking lot on a relatively deserted highway. Being on the run made it awfully hard to not feel paranoid, especially when it turned out there was actually a

  conspiracy plotting against me.




  “Anything exciting out there?” Konstantin’s voice rumbled from behind me, making me jump.




  I let the shades close, and I turned back to see him standing in the bathroom doorway. His dark curls were wet, and he was wearing only a pair of jeans. Seeing him shirtless, I realized that he

  was more muscular than I’d originally imagined.




  While the smooth definition of his torso was a pleasant sight, his deep olive skin was marred by scars running all over his chest and arms. Some of them were undoubtedly from the days when he

  partook in the brutal sport of the King’s Games, but some of them had probably been from more sinister actions with Viktor Dålig and his men.




  On his chest, just above his heart, he had a black tattoo of a rabbit—the same tattoo many members of the Högdragen shared. They usually got it after they took their oath, and I was

  sure that Konstantin had been the same. He’d once been as young and determined as I had been, but somewhere along the line he’d taken a much darker turn.




  “No, nothing.” I lowered my eyes and tossed my towel on the dresser next to the small television.




  “You used all the hot water,” Konstantin grumbled absently as he picked his black T-shirt up off his bed. I peered over at him, watching as he pulled the shirt over his head, then

  quickly looked away once he’d gotten it on.




  “Sorry. I guess I’m not used to sharing.”




  “I doubt this place had much hot water anyway.” He looked over at me. “At least your hair’s looking better now.”




  I tugged at a lock of my shoulder-length hair so I could get a better look at it. The faded gray had mostly washed out, and it was returning to its usual color again.




  “So what’s the plan now?” Konstantin asked.




  “I don’t know.” I leaned back against the dresser. “What’s your plan?”




  “My plan was to find you, and I’ve found you.” He motioned in the air, making a checkmark with his hand. “Mission accomplished.”




  “You didn’t have any idea what would happen after that?”




  “Not really.” He sat on the bed across from me, leaning back so he propped himself up on his arms. “I didn’t know what would happen when I found you. But you’ve

  been on the run for some days now. Haven’t you had time to come up with your next move?”




  “No.” I sighed. “I mean, I know what I want to do. I want to get back to Doldastam and avenge Kasper. I want to make sure my family and friends are safe, and I want to get the

  Queen out of there before she hurts anybody else, which probably means that I’d need to take on Viktor Dålig and his army along with the Kanin army.




  “And then once all that is done, I want to go to Storvatten and make sure Mikko is freed and that he and Linnea are safe, and then I need to make sure they get a good, honest guard in

  place.”




  Konstantin let out a long whistle. “That’s an impressive list you got there, white rabbit.”




  “I know. I just have no idea where to get started.” I ran my hand through my hair. “And I don’t know how I can possibly take on all of that by myself.”




  “Hey, you’re not by yourself.” Konstantin stood up and stepped closer to me. “I’m with you now. Remember?”




  I stared up into his eyes, desperate to believe him. Not just because I was faced with an insurmountable task and I needed his help. But because there was something about him, something that

  still made me slightly breathless. It was almost as if nothing had changed since I was a kid.




  I had trusted and believed in him then, and now I wanted nothing more than to feel that way again.




  “I’m glad that you’re with me, I truly am,” I admitted. “But there’s still only two of us, and we’re enemies of the state. No one will believe

  us, and we can’t defeat an army by ourselves.”




  Konstantin took a step back, considering this for a moment. “Maybe we don’t have to.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I mean . . . Bent Stum.”




  “Bent Stum is dead,” I reminded him.




  He snapped his fingers. “Exactly! Bent was killed by Kennet Biâelse, who was working on orders from Mina.”




  I shrugged, since Konstantin hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. “So? How does that help us?”




  “Bent Stum is Omte,” he said, grinning.




  “The Omte?” I shook my head. “They’re unreasonable and grumpy and, quite frankly, they’re kinda stupid.”




  “Trust me, I know. I spent months working with Bent.” Konstantin frowned. “Bent was murdered, and that sucks, but he was awful to deal with. It was like working with the Hulk,

  if the Hulk was dumber and angrier.”




  “And you want to go to them for help?” I laughed darkly.




  “Look, I get that it’s not ideal. But the Omte already kinda hate the other tribes. They’ve always been jealous of them, because everyone else is richer, smarter, and more

  attractive. But the Omte are so much stronger. Their physical strength is unparalleled by any other tribe, even the Vittra.”




  “And you think they would help us over Bent? I thought the Omte Queen didn’t care about him,” I said, remembering what Ridley had said when he’d first been investigating

  Bent Stum after the Linus Berling incident.




  “It doesn’t matter.” Konstantin shook his head. “The Omte are overly emotional and quick to anger. And now one of their people was killed in some kind of conspiracy

  between the Skojare and the Kanin? They’ll be all over that.”




  “But I don’t want the Omte to destroy the Kanin or the Skojare,” I pointed out.




  “I’ve heard the royals are smarter and more reasonable than the average Omte civilian. Maybe if we get a meeting with the Omte Queen, we can gauge how rational she seems, and we can

  go from there,” Konstantin suggested.




  I chewed the inside of my cheek, still not completely sold on Konstantin’s idea. It wasn’t an awful idea, but with a tribe as unpredictable as the Omte, I wasn’t too keen on

  getting involved.




  “Besides, their capital isn’t even that far away,” Konstantin added. “I think it’s only a day’s drive from here.”




  Unlike most of the troll tribes that preferred to make their homes in the colder temperatures of the north, the Omte had just kept moving south before eventually settling in the swamps of

  southern Louisiana. It was as if they’d done everything they could to distance themselves from the other tribes.




  “All right.” I relented finally. “What have we got to lose? Let’s go see the Omte Queen.”




  







  SEVEN
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  commute




  As the Mustang lurched along the gravel road, I leaned over into the backseat. Konstantin hit a bump, and I bounced up, hitting my head on the

  ceiling.




  “Hey, what are you doing?” he asked.




  I’d been reaching back to grab my duffel bag, but his bag was sitting beside mine, unzipped, and a flash of metal caught my eyes. Resting right on top of the clothes were two daggers, and

  I reached in and picked one up.




  “What do you have these for?” I narrowed my eyes at him and held up the dagger for him to see. “These are the Kanin daggers you were given when you became the Queen’s

  guard.”




  It had been a large ceremony in the palace. I’d been standing as near to the front as I could get, on my tiptoes to get a glimpse of it. They were beautiful daggers, with long sharp blades

  and ornately carved handles of silver and ivory.




  “They’re for protection,” he replied gruffly. “And they’re the only things I still have from being a Högdragen, so I’d like it if you stopped playing

  with them and put them back.”




  “Yeah, sure. Sorry.” I leaned back over the seat and put his dagger safely back in his bag, then grabbed my own duffel before sitting back down. “I was just getting my own bag

  anyway.”




  “What for?”




  “I don’t trust that you know where you’re going, and I’m hoping there might be something in here that could help,” I replied as I unzipped the bag.
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