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      “Tess!” Someone shouted. “Tess!”

      Rolling over, I snuggled deeper into my wool blanket and tear-stained pillow, afraid to leave my dreams. They needed me. They needed my sword and my skill and my vengeance.

      “Tess!” the voice persisted. “I will fetch a pail of water if you insist on being difficult.” There was a pause, and then the voice said, “Last time I used water to wake you, you were peevish.”

      I peeled open my eyes and blinked my surroundings into view. The dark, wild images in my head were replaced by a plain but cozy bedroom marked by varying shades of gray. I squinted at the candlelight thrust in my face and the hand reaching out to shake my shoulder.

      “I’m awake,” I panted.

      “You had another dream.”

      I pushed up on one elbow and stared at the white-washed wall. “I had the same dream. I always have the same dream.”

      “Your family?”

      The question grated on my already raw nerves. “Oliver, if Father Garius finds you in here, he’ll cut out your tongue.” I leaned forward, glaring at the young monk in training. “Which might actually serve you well, since you’re terrible at this whole vow of silence thing.”

      Oliver straightened. He tucked the candle to his side, careful of his long gray robe, and lifted his chin. “Unfortunately for you, Tessana, my vow of silence is second fiddle to your need to speak. If I always honored my vows, you would have gone mad by now.” He snickered, “You’d still be speaking to the scarecrow and Father Garius’s bronze miniature.”

      I flopped back on my one allotted pillow and ignored the way the loosely packed straw poked at my skin. “I suppose you’re right. But now if you’ll excuse me, I am very much looking forward to the silence of sleeping.” I closed my eyes and willed the idiot to disappear.

      And when he didn’t, I tried not to wish a plague of pox on his face.

      I tried, but I wasn’t the monk in training. Therefore, I failed.

      “If only sleep were possible, my lady. But alas, morning has arrived. And you’re on chicken duty.”

      “I hate chicken duty,” I grumbled.

      “You hate every duty.”

      “On second thought, I’ll cut out your tongue myself and save Father Garius the trouble.”

      Oliver’s eyes widened as he backed away from my bed. “First you’ll have to catch me.”

      And then he was gone, scurrying down the hallway like the scared little mouse he was.

      I smiled as I sat up and stretched. Oliver was quite possibly the most annoying creature to have ever graced the realm, but he was my annoying creature and he was right.

      Without him I would have gone mad years ago.

      I gathered my courage and flung the scratchy gray blanket from my body. I quickly changed out of my nightgown and into a plain gray dress and stockings.

      I fumbled around for my shoes—also gray—in the still wakening light, ignoring the lamp next to my bed. I wasn’t ready for light. I wasn’t ready to see clearly and face reality.

      Glimpses of my horrific dream still floated in my consciousness and I desperately tried to cling to the fading, distorted images that had been so clear only moments ago. Images of my family. Memories of a family I had loved with everything I had.

      A family I still loved with everything I had left.

      But it was harder now that someone had taken them from me.

      I splashed ice cold water on my face and used it to braid my chestnut hair.

      I slipped from my room and wandered outside to feed the chickens. Hungry beasties.

      The chilled air seeped into my clothes and clung to my bones. I ignored my discomfort as I finished my chores and made my way back inside and to the kitchens. The hallways remained quiet and still, even though most of the monastery would be awake by now. The Temple of Eternal Light required its priests to take a vow of silence from the time they were small children to the moment of their death.

      Possibly beyond death. I wasn’t an expert on The Brotherhood of Silence. Even if I had called this isolated place home for the last eight years.

      It wasn’t like they could answer my questions if I asked them. Instead, they would point me toward tomes and texts and endless pages of literature on the Light. And as interesting as that sounded, I would just have to trust that my afterlife would be loud.

      Father Terosh nodded to me as I swept past him in a rush to the fireplace. He stood at the stone table kneading dough for lunch. Father Salo stood next to him, chopping vegetables for some variation of the stew served at every meal. The monks were a fastidious people. Routine was as much a part of their religion as the light they worshiped.

      I thrust my hands toward the fire and inhaled the scent of embers and boiling oats. I closed my eyes and let the heat wash over me. I would smell like a fire pit for the rest of the day, but I didn’t care. Anything to chase away the cold.

      A tongue clucked from behind me and I took a step back. I glanced over my shoulder to see Father Terosh wiggle his finger at me. Step back. You’ll burn your dress, he silently warned with a pointed look.

      You’ll catch aflame and become a fire-breathing dragon forced to take to the skies to escape the rioting villagers.

      Admittedly, that last thought was mine.

      Father Salo clucked his tongue next. Even without looking at me, I knew he was shooing me away. I stepped back from the fire and grabbed an apple. I’d been on an oats strike for two years now. The monks were impressed with my firm stance. Or disgusted. I wasn’t sure which. But since their vow of silence spanned decades, I had a feeling they appreciated my stubborn conviction.

      I sank my teeth into the juicy flesh of the fruit and hurried from the warm kitchen back to the stark bite of the hallways, whose constant twists and turns I could navigate with my eyes shut.

      When they had first brought me here, I hadn’t been well. I couldn’t manage to sleep for more than an hour at a time. Afraid of the thoughts that swirled around my ever-active mind, I wandered the temple in search of peace and the kind of silence that escaped me even in a silence-vowed monastery.

      I never found it.

      But I did eventually settle in enough to sleep through the night.

      It had taken three years.

      Through the open library door on the top floor, light spilled into the hallway. This was my favorite space on the grounds.

      I stepped to the side of the Tenovian black cedar doors and traced the outline of a three-headed serpent wrapped around textured scrolls and elegant script I didn’t understand. I reached higher to finger the hilt of a powerful sword, the tip fashioned like a quill, and ink like blood dripping from the blade.

      The Brotherhood of Silence took great pride in the library they protected beyond these doors.

      A tongue clicked from inside the room and I stepped inside, knowing I had dallied long enough.

      Father Garius stood waiting for me with a disapproving furrow to his bushy eyebrows. His hands were clasped in front of him, giving him the façade of patience and understanding, even while I knew it took everything inside him to honor his vows and not shout at me for wasting his time. Again.

      When I first came here, Father Garius would communicate with me through scrawled notes. But after eight years, I had learned to read facial expressions and silently spoken thoughts. The monks’ expressions were not nearly as serene and stoic as they thought they were.

      “Good morning, Father Garius,” I chirped. “Did you sleep well?” I never tired of asking the countless questions that tumbled through my head. Even if I did nothing more than infuriate mute monks, I needed to speak them aloud, free my mind of their constant nagging.

      He tapped his foot in response. I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. Oliver already sat at the scholar’s desk, writing furiously with his quill. He didn’t spare me a glance as I took my seat next to him.

      I picked up my quill and read today’s lesson to myself.

      Father Garius moved to stand in front of us. He stood silent sentry throughout our lesson, watching us intently and sending nasty scowls when we turned away from our work.

      By the time my morning lesson was finished, my fingers ached from writing, my vision blurred from staring at so many words, and my backside had numbed to the digging curves of the stool.

      Father Garius stepped back, a sign that we were allowed a break. I moved at once to the large windows that overlooked the tumbling orchards along the western side. The horizon nestled behind them, obscured by the tips of white-capped mountains and a sun shining its light on every part of Heprin.

      Heprin was the eastern most kingdom in the realm. Bordered on two sides by the tamed section of shores of the Crystal Sea and on the other two by the Tellekane Forest, it was the most isolated of the nine kingdoms.

      Heprin was populated with peaceful people, strictly dedicated to their worship and farming. The Temple of Eternal Light was just one of the many monasteries dotting this tranquil country.

      Which was possibly why this land had never felt like home.

      I wasn’t peaceful. And I was hardly religious.

      I was bloodthirsty and feral. I itched to shed this youth of mine that held me back from my true destiny. I longed for spilled blood and shrieks of terror. My skin prickled with the hope of death.

      The promise of revenge.

      “You’re doing it again.”

      I whipped my head to the side and glared at Oliver and his whispered admonition. “Doing what?”

      His wide mouth tilted into a half-grin. “Plotting.”

      I dropped my arms to my sides and forced calm. He was right. Father Garius would never complete my education if I revealed my true intentions. He would never let me free if he glimpsed the darkness inside me.

      A tongue clicked behind us and I turned to meet his cloudy gray eyes. Father Garius couldn’t be younger than the beginning of time. His skin was as leathery as a dragon’s and his patience as temperamental. And he appeared in only shades of gray. Gray hair. Gray eyebrows. Gray skin. Gray robe. He was one big splotch of colorlessness.

      He had saved my life once, but this was not my home.

      And Father Garius knew it.

      He flicked his hand toward the window with a clear command. We had been banished from the temple. It was time for our daily meditation in the gardens.

      I smiled brightly at Father Garius, a gesture he mildly returned, and left the library with a relieved sigh.

      By the time Oliver and I had stepped into the sunlight, I could feel Oliver’s pout infecting the beauty of the outdoors.

      “What is it?” I asked as I led us in the exact opposite direction of the gardens.

      We moved toward the back of the grounds instead, anxious to reach the river that wound around the stone wall. The wall protected the monastery from whatever threat could find us and separated us from the outside world.

      Oliver stooped to pick up a long stick that he used to swat at blades of lush grass and dancing butterflies. “It’s not fair that you’re his favorite when all you do is speak.”

      I nearly choked on laughter. “You think you should be his favorite when all you do is… not speak?”

      “I have been with him since I was a babe,” Oliver pointed out. “I am practically a son to him. And I do speak, thanks to you. In fact, I’ve been ordered to speak.”

      I watched a squirrel run circles around a large red oak. “I recall his poem last Harvest Moon saying that all creatures under the Great Light are his charge. He is brother to those that live and father to those that seek.”

      Oliver grunted. “But I am more of a son than most.”

      “Jealousy does not suit you,” I scolded. “I like you much better when you’re simply melancholy.”

      His foot flipped up behind me, tangling with my own and I stumbled three steps before I caught myself. When I turned, he held up his hands and motioned at his closed mouth.

      “What kind of Brother of Silence chooses when to be silent?” I demanded.

      He shrugged, letting loose a smile so charming I couldn’t help but forgive him.

      We reached the back wall a few moments later. Vines and ivy tangled from base to ledge, allowing us to easily scale the towering boundary.

      Water roared in the distance where the winding river dropped into treacherous falls. The water in front of us was no less quiet, rushing by in sparkling rapids. Birds sang in the trees. The thick canopy of green leaves overhead blotted out the sun while the coolness of the Tellekane Forest enveloped us.

      We slipped off our shoes and moved toward the muddy riverbank. “I thought my hand would fall off if I had to write one more Barstus platitude. If the people of Barstus had any sense, they would throw their self-righteous ramblings away and begin anew.”

      Oliver grinned down at his bare toes while he hopped from rock to rock. “You should take that before their royal court. I’m sure they would appreciate your educated opinion.”

      “I might. What is the difference between offering your neighbor your coat and offering him your cloak? Why not just simply say, if your neighbor is cold, give him something so that he may be warm.”

      Oliver laughed. “Or instead of listing out all of the ways your Barstus neighbor could get hurt, such as falling down a well or falling off a roof or…”

      “Falling off a cliff,” I supplied.

      “Yes, that. How about we simply say, should your neighbor fall from any height, great or small, help him.”

      I tottered on a small, slick stone, catching my balance at the last second. “Barstus must be the most tedious country in the realm. I cannot imagine how dreadful university would be there.”

      “I highly doubt they’re allowed river breaks.”

      I looked up at him. “We’re not technically allowed river breaks either. Father Garius thinks we’re meditating.”

      Laughter danced in his brown eyes. “At least he blames you for my failing.”

      My eyes widened at his nerve. “He blames me because you blamed me! In front of the entire assembly!”

      “They wanted to know why I had no discipline! And it truly is your fault! You do not have to live here for the rest of your life, Princess. I do. Of course I blamed you. I still blame you.”

      “Oh, you!” I lunged forward, balancing on the tip of a pointed rock and ignored the sharp dig into the ball of my foot. Oliver hadn’t grown into his gangly body yet. Despite his towering height, I had something solid to my body, unlike his scrawny arms that could barely carry a bucket of water from the well to the kitchen. I tried to push him into the river, but he skipped out of reach, laughing.

      I hopped to the next rock. We tried to stay near the edge of the riverbank, but somewhere in my pursuit I forgot to be careful. Before I knew it, the current licked my ankles and soaked the hem of my dress. The rocks were covered in slick moss and I could no longer move quickly between them. I needed time to settle on each and catch my balance.

      Oliver, realizing how far out we’d accidentally wandered, started jumping back toward the bank, his laughter floating on the wind. I could not wait to dunk him into the mighty river. He could swim, but not well.

      I grinned at the thought of him flopping about on the muddy bank.

      A caw pierced our moment and I looked up to see a large raven settle on a drooping branch overhead. It tilted its head toward the sky and shrieked once more.

      A memory flickered through me. Elegant, feathered wings, blood dripping from their tips. Blackened feet with the claws of a predator. Equally darkened eyes that shimmered with hatred and fury. I shut my eyes, anxious to be rid of the images I couldn’t exactly recall. They floated through my mind dreamlike and fleeting. And yet, somewhere in the recesses of my memories, I felt as though this had happened once before.

      My blood turned to ice.

      Perched on a stone with water rushing over my naked feet I heard the creature scream once more, a sound so loud that I paused to stare at it. My arms flailed in my attempt to stay upright.

      I had a moment of prickling dread when the raven snapped its head down to meet my gaze. My breath whooshed from my tightened lungs and I thought for a moment that the bird recognized me.

      Or maybe I recognized the bird.

      I shook my head. Then the bird spread its long, onyx wings and swooped down toward my face.

      I screamed and ducked out of the way, but I lost my footing. I was submerged before I could close my mouth again.

      I sucked in a lungful of cold water as I struggled desperately to break through the surface. My heavy dress only became heavier in the water. My feet brushed the sandy bottom, but the water moved too rapidly for me to find purchase so I could launch my body upwards.

      I fought frantically against the rush of water and my tangling clothes, but I was no match for the fierce current.

      Everything grew dark.

      The raven flitted from my mind as the need to survive took precedence. There was nothing left to think except, drat.

      Pure, raw frustration pulsed through me. This was the stupidest possible way for my life to end.

      I should have died with my family eight years ago.
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      I pushed upward in one last great effort and managed to suck in a final breath. A wave smashed into me in the next second and dragged me under the surface once more.

      As though its claws could reach down and grasp my attention, I heard the distant call of a raven as the current continued to push me along. The malicious bird bellowed a song of victory.

      It must be a dream, I reasoned. Images of my family smiling and laughing and living danced through my mind and I had the odd sensation that I was dreaming while awake. Their deaths haunted me even while I succumbed to my own.

      I imagined my family waiting for me on the other side of death. Their familiar arms opened wide in welcome, their smiling faces promising peace and safety, love and warmth. “Tessana,” my father called through the murky haze. “Come home.”

      He is calling me to them, I realized.

      I didn’t particularly want to die, but it didn’t seem so bad, now. It would be better to be with them. Better to leave this world behind and find them in the great afterlife.

      I opened my mouth to tell him I was on my way, only to suck in a great, gasping lungful of water. Fear fought with acceptance. And I decided I wouldn’t be a coward about this. I would face death with courage.

      Just as water filled my mouth something wrapped around my arms with biting force. My breath turned into a scream and I clenched my eyes shut in agony. Then I was flying… soaring out of the water in a great upheaval of river and foam.

      I choked and vomited and shivered along the bank. I couldn’t control the violent shaking of my limbs.

      When I finally stopped heaving, I rolled to my side and collapsed. I blinked up at the sky, surprised to see the bright light of day. It seemed out of place after the darkness of my near death.

      My teeth chattered so violently I worried I might crack a tooth.

      A figure appeared over me, grim and serious. Father Garius.

      “My…” I couldn’t speak through the shivers. I tried again. “My… Father...” He swooped down to hear me better. “Home.”

      As darkness wrapped around my mind once more and I succumbed to sudden, overwhelming exhaustion, images of my family waiting with outstretched arms became something grimmer. I stopped longing to reach them. I stopped wishing to see those beautiful faces and wrap my arms around my mother and father. Instead the instinct to flee surged through my racing blood while silent terror squeezed my lungs.

      A raven, the same one that always appeared in my dreams, sat upon the windowsill watching. Waiting and watching and listening. It always watched. It always stood by while my family drowned in their own blood. While their lungs shook with wet, stuttering breaths. While their limbs twitched helplessly.

      This time, I watched it back.

      I watched it watch me. Its black beady eyes focused with calculating interest. I felt its disappointment. Its silent rage.

      I felt the sinister spirit inside of it bristle and balk because I wasn’t also dying.

      It wanted me bloody.

      It wanted me broken.

      In my dream, I lifted my chin and dared the bird to do something about its discontent. After the river, I had no patience for games. I stared the raven down and dared it to finish me.

      “If you want me dead, come for me yourself,” I whispered. My heart fluttered wildly in my chest. I had never spoken to the bird before. I’d always ignored it. I’d never been able to tear my attention from the lifeless bodies at my feet, from the pool of blood saturating the hem of my sleeping gown. Usually I stared at my father’s blank gaze or my brothers’ limp, useless bodies with a helplessness that clawed at my soul.

      Then, for the first time, I noticed a presence looming in the background.

      The raven lifted its beak toward the gray sky on the other side of the window and flapped its mammoth wings in a ripple of fury. It opened its dark mouth and screamed at the thing I knew hovered just beyond my consciousness.

      The bird’s call shredded the air. I tucked my chin to my chest and pressed my palms over my ears. And still I could hear it. As if it came from my own mind. As if the screaming poured from my mouth and not the bird’s.

      As if I were the one to call upon that great evil.

      And while I fought against the terrible pain in my head, my father’s voice spoke above the screeching. He had never spoken to me before today. He had never done anything but die.

      “It’s time,” he declared. His low, rumbling voice boomed through the room, drowning out the sound of the bird. “Tessana,” he demanded, “Come home.”

      The screams from the raven grew louder and louder until even my father’s voice couldn’t be heard. I bent in half, pressing my hands against my ears as tightly as I could, but still the raven screeched and bellowed. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth through the pain, confident the horrific sound would make my head burst before I ever woke.

      Just when the pressure behind my eyes became excruciating, the screeching stopped. The raven vanished. The images of my family’s bodies disappeared.

      The darkness didn’t relent and I didn’t see my family again. I was finally left alone in the deep abyss of my subconscious. I saw nothing. I heard nothing. I simply slept.

      When I woke, I had a niggling feeling that I should be doing something.

      My eyelids fluttered open and my burning lungs pulled in a breath. I blinked up at Father Garius who hovered over me with the root of a telly weed sticking out of the corner of his mouth. He chewed viciously, a nervous tick that signaled his anxiety.

      It was in that moment I remembered. I felt the seedling grow stronger, louder, more purposeful… invincible.

      “Home,” I croaked in a voice scraped raw.

      Father Garius nodded once. He agreed.

      An hour later, I’d bathed and changed into the warmest clothes I had. My fingers shook around the warm cup in my hand. The tea did nothing to banish the chill that had seeped into my bones and forced my toes to curl inside my wool slippers.

      Father Garius perched upon the edge of his desk, watching me with gray eyes that saw more than they should.

      I watched him back. Father Garius had seen me at my worst. He had dragged me to the Temple of Eternal Light against my will and forced me to stay all these years. He was as stubborn as I was and as determined to keep me alive.

      I wasn’t a prisoner. He had saved my life, after all. But I wasn’t exactly free, either. His reasoning made sense and as I watched the political climate of the realm shift and change over my lifetime, I understood.

      However, I grew tired of watching from my quaint prison. My bones were restless. My mind eager for responsibilities other than feeding chickens.

      And my mouth desperate for conversation.

      Besides Oliver.

      Something else waited for me, beyond these walls. I felt it now more than ever.

      “I need to go home.” I held my mentor’s gray gaze and spoke slowly so that my voice would not waver. The Brotherhood of Silence had done their best to raise me to be the woman they believed I should be. But they were not women. Nor did they possess the manners a noble of my standing should. So when I resolved to make my case today, I did so with the poise of someone I had nearly forgotten. I called upon the earliest memories of my schooling and the image of the woman my mother would have wanted me to be. “I have tarried long enough, Father Garius. And while I am thankful for your shelter, I am needed at home.”

      He blinked at me. What is home to you, orphan? When I held my chin steady, one of his bushy eyebrows quirked with another silent question. How do you know?

      My breath shook as it left my lungs in one long exhale. Wetting dry lips with the tip of my tongue, I told him the truth. “I’ve had dreams. Of my father.” Father Garius’s placid gray gaze turned as sharp as silver.

      The Brotherhood of Silence did not believe in dreams from the dead. The idea was heresy to a man who believed his soul would leave his body and be absorbed into the Great Light in the sky. Most of the realm also believed this. It was my pagan mother who had taught me to whisper prayers to those that had died before me. To look for them in my dreams.

      “He tells me to come home,” I finished. “He says that it is time.”

      Father Garius glared at me. Was he angry that I had ignored eight years of his teaching? Or was it that I had kept my dreams from him for this long?

      He would never explain, so I picked the third option. He was heartbroken that I could leave him after all this time.

      It wasn’t my fault I’d left such a strong impression.

      I took a sip of scalding hot tea to hide my smile.

      Father Garius waved his hand in a circle, indicating that I should tell him more. I continued. “I dream about them nearly every night. But this afternoon was the first time my father spoke to me. And when he spoke, he told me to come home.”

      Father Garius stood up and walked the length of his office. When he reached his bookshelf, he trailed his finger over the spines of leather-bound books along the bottom shelves.

      When he found what he was looking for, he extracted it with an accompanying click of his tongue. He turned around, his robe billowing out. I felt the press of fear on my chest and an ominous prickling at the back of my neck.

      When he set the book on the table in front of me, I recognized the text. An identical book had been hidden away in my mother’s chambers when I was a child. The pagan holy text, now outlawed in the realm and declared heretical by the nine kingdoms in unison.

      I followed Father Garius’s finger, all gnarled knuckles and leathered skin. His blunt nail pointed at carefully scrawled black ink on ancient vellum.

      A raven spread its wings to two corners. The wings had been scrawled with a heavy hand that dripped ink as if each feather were bleeding. The artist had pressed substantial pressure into each detail, bloating its features, blurring its finer details.

      Its dark beak hung open, its head tilted to the side, watching, waiting… seeing. Its sharp feet curled razor sharp talons into the page until the page itself bled. The artist’s wrinkled lines pulled, stretched, and squeezed until there was no doubt that this animal was dangerous.

      This animal meant death.

      Father Garius tapped the picture impatiently. I glanced around at the words scrawled on the borders and the paragraphs on the adjacent pages. But everything was written in a different language. One I couldn’t understand.

      Father Garius tapped again and I lifted my eyes to meet his. He grabbed his throat with his other hand and pretended to choke himself.

      “Yes,” I whispered, finally understanding. “Yes, I’ve seen this before. In my dreams.” I swallowed and breathed through my suddenly fluttering heart. “And at the river.”

      The old monk’s eyes drooped with defeat. His hands slammed the book shut as if he could trap the raven inside those ancient pages. Alarm crept over my skin.

      “What should I do?” I asked a man that couldn’t tell me.

      Father Garius looked at me for a long moment. Finally, he moved to the bookshelf again, climbing a sliding ladder that allowed access to the upper rows of texts.

      At last, he found the place on the shelf he needed. He moved books out of the way, piling them in a precarious heap on the lip of the shelf. He took two strong fingers and knocked at the back wall. Something gave way and his hand disappeared into a gaping black hole.

      It reappeared gripping a leather satchel. He tucked it beneath his arm and reset the wall, the books and scrolls, and carefully made his way down from the ladder. He sat down and stared at me for another long minute.

      He nodded, finally conceding to whatever idea had set him into motion. He untied the flap and removed the contents from within.

      I sucked in a breath, the sheer force of it slicing through me with a knife’s edge.

      The gold caught the late afternoon light sifting into the room like long fingers from the low sun. The ruby in the center of the diadem winked at me, whispering memories and meaning and a kingdom full of dreams and fuller of regret.

      I reached for the crown before I’d put two coherent thoughts together. I closed numb fingers around the thin edges and let the gold cut into my palms, let it show me how real it was, let it prove that it was what I thought it was.

      “How?” I choked on the word, stuttered on the weight of it. “How do you have this?”

      He stared at me with those wise gray eyes and my mind drifted back to a day I dreamt about, but never thought about willingly.

      A boy. A girl. A lost monk.

      “They’re dead,” the little boy whispered earnestly. “All of them. The entire royal family.” The monk stared at the boy. “Take her. You have to. They’ll kill her if they find her.” The monk shook his head, denying the truth of the young boy’s words. “Take her now,” he pleaded. “Take her and take this.” He shoved the bloodied crown into the monk’s hands. His fingers left sticky fingerprints in the filthy gold. The monk gazed down at the crown, at the headpiece of an ancient kingdom and then at the frightened little girl. The monk finally nodded. Once.

      I cried. I couldn’t stop crying. “I can’t leave you,” I told the boy.

      His bright blue eyes stared at me with unshed tears of his own. “This is the only way to keep you safe.” He took a step closer, grasping my hands, red with blood not my own. “You have to go, Tessa. You have to go, or they’ll kill you too.”

      “What about you?” I sniffled, trying to hold back the tears, trying to be strong and brave, just like him. “They’ll kill you too.”

      He shook his head hard, jostling his dark curls, tossing them over his forehead. “They’re not after my kingdom. They don’t want anything to do with me.”

      “I can’t leave you,” I insisted.

      His blue eyes pleaded with me even as he pushed me toward the monk. “This is the only way I can protect you. Please, Tessana, let me protect you.”

      I blinked, surprised by that memory. I’d forgotten about the prince. I’d forgotten about the crown.

      “I’m to marry you one day,” that same little boy declared just weeks before. “I’m to marry you and that means you have to let me protect you.”

      I’d tilted my defiant chin and argued, “I don’t need you to protect me.”

      His smile had warmed my insides. It was as brilliant as the sun. “I know that, Tessa. That’s why you must allow me to.”

      “Fine,” I’d sighed. “You may protect me. When we’re married. But not a single day before.”

      Father Garius cleared his throat and my mind snapped back to the present. The crown pressed against my rapidly beating heart and I had to swipe away a tear I hadn’t realized had escaped.

      “This is my father’s.” I spoke words trapped in the prison of my past. I moved my thumb over the diamonds and engraved vines. I closed my eyes and saw him seated at the edge of his throne, the crown on his head, a smile tilting his lips. I could see my eldest brother trying it on when my father wasn’t in the room. I could see my sister staring at it with open-mouthed awe.

      This crown that didn’t only rule one kingdom, but nine. Nine kingdoms ruled by a legacy of one hundred kings.

      The Crown of Nine.

      My father had been the hundredth monarch in the bloodline of one hundred kings. My eldest brother was to be the one hundred and first.

      But my father’s rule had been cut short and my brother’s ended before it ever began.

      And now I sat in the quiet solitude of the Monks of Silence, kingdoms away from my own, hidden away in secret, protected out of sheer necessity, the only remaining member of the royal family of Elysia.

      And in my fragile grip, I held the key to uniting the scattered kingdoms. To bringing peace to the realm once more.

      To the vengeance that I craved above all else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked for what felt like an hour. My eyelids felt as heavy as the crown in my hand.

      “I had forgotten you had this,” I told Father Garius.

      He nodded. He probably credited it to my trauma.

      I again thought back to that awful day, to a day that had started out joyous and bright. All nine royal families had come to the celebration my father was hosting in honor of the birth of my baby brother. The royals had come in majestic caravans to show their respects to the newest Elysian prince.

      But intruders had invaded the palace, death hot in their blades. They had not harmed any other royal family. Only my family had been slaughtered.

      While my family lay still and lifeless, taken before their time, I had been whisked away with the crown.

      My uncle now ruled over Elysia and the nine kingdoms, but he ruled without a crown. He could never be the true king without it.

      Men would die for this crown.

      Wars would be fought over this crown.

      And I held it in my hands, knowing that it was time to step out of hiding.

      “You must go home.” The rasp startled me and I nearly dropped it. Father Garius opened his mouth again. “You must rule, Tessana. This crown belongs to you. It has always belonged to you.”

      It was obvious he hadn’t used his voice in many, many years. I doubted there had ever been a time in his life that had necessitated breaking his vows to the Temple of Eternal Light. And he thought I was important enough to speak.

      New tears pricked at my eyes and I felt like throwing my arms around his neck and crying against his robes. I refrained. He had just broken binding vows. Any unwanted affection on my part might give the poor man palpitations.

      “How can I rule?” I asked instead. “There has never been a female ruler of Elysia.”

      “But you are a princess, from the house of Extentia.” He swallowed thickly and moved his tongue around his mouth. “Your family has ruled Elysia from the beginning, from the moment the kingdoms united. You are the rightful heir.”

      Resentment burned low in my belly. “My brother was the rightful heir. His future was stolen from him. Just like my future was taken from me.”

      Father Garius slid forward in his chair and took hold of my hand, crushing it in his grasp. “No, Tessana. Your future was saved. You were saved. And now you must go home and save this realm from the evil that wishes to destroy it.”

      “What do you mean?” My heart hammered, my blood buzzed with anxious energy.

      “Your dreams, Child. They mean something. They mean something terrible. Your father has asked you to go home and you must.”

      “But you don’t believe in dreams!” I protested.

      His grasp tightened, forcing the edge of the crown to cut into my palm. “Yet dreams are not nothing. Even I cannot ignore what has happened. Your father has asked you to go home. You must listen to him.”

      Even though Father Garius’s voice was harsh with underuse and I had to strain to hear him clearly, his meaning rang through the room like the meal bell that resonated through the silent halls of the temple. “I want to go home,” I confessed. “I don’t just need to, but I want to.”

      His grip loosened on my hand. “Good.”

      “But what is this evil? What can I do? My uncle won’t recognize me as ruler of the Seat of Power any sooner than the other kingdoms would call me queen. A hundred kings have worn this crown, Father. Not queens. Not even princesses. Especially not seventeen year old orphans.”

      He clucked his tongue at me in that familiar frustrated way. “You are not just a girl, Tessana. You are Tessana Allisand of the House of Extentia, daughter of Fredrix, King of Elysia and Ruler of the Realm. You are a princess. You are a survivor. And now you will take the crown back to your people and show them that you are still alive.”

      “What if they don’t believe me?” My voice shook and my fingers trembled. I hated the fear. I hated that I couldn’t feel a stronger sense of courage and devotion.

      “Make them believe you,” Father Garius demanded. “Make them see you for who you are.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      “Then you have the crown. The kingdoms need to be united once again. Only the Crown of Nine has the power to do that and squash the evil lurking throughout the realm. It will give you the power to rule, Tessana. It will give you the authority to unite the armies and lead the nine royal families. If all else fails, you have the crown.”

      That was true. I did have the crown. I had a crown that could not be replicated and that had been missing for more than eight years.

      They would have to believe me.

      And if they didn’t… Then I would… Then I would probably run away again.

      At least this time when I fled the kingdom, I would know where to go.

      I looked around at the worn books and the tall, rounded windows. It was hard to imagine I would soon be giving up this quiet, simple, safe life.

      Emotions that I had not known existed awakened, opening drowsy eyes, turning into a beast that lived in my chest, in my soul. They spread leathered wings and lifted a long, armored neck, desperate to see the horizon.

      My heart pounded with purpose. I belonged to something greater than myself now.

      When I answered Father Garius, my voice was as raspy as his. “Yes,” I whispered. “Yes, I’ll go.”

      He didn’t smile. He didn’t look relieved. Instead, his gray eyes turned hard and he nodded slowly, as if he had to take his time accepting my answer. “Take Oliver.”

      “No,” I argued. “I couldn’t ask him to leave his life here. He wouldn’t anyway. He loves the Brotherhood too much. He’s—”

      Father Garius held up his hand. “He is not cut out for Temple life as his mother would like to believe. May the Light bless her. And you need him. The road home will be dangerous even if you manage to keep the crown hidden during the journey. Anyone in the realm would be willing to murder for that crown. Do you understand that, Tessana? Nobody knows you’re alive. Which means nobody will know if you die. You cannot, under any circumstances, reveal that you have the crown.”

      “Father, how do you expect us to—”

      “You’ll find a way. You have to.”

      He was right.

      We either made it all the way to Elysia.

      Or we didn’t.

      “Oliver won’t want to go,” I assured Father Garius. “He’s much too smart. When we played dragons as children, he was always the villager that told the brave knight about the dragon. I had to play the part of the dragon and the knight myself!”

      Father Garius turned his head away and I could have sworn it was to hide a smile. But when he looked back at me, his eyes were serious. “We shall miss you around here, Tessana. You have been an exotic flower to our wheat-colored existence.”

      I smiled at my mentor, at the man that had raised me. “But wheat looks like gold under the Light, Father. An exotic flower is pale compared to the glory of gold.”

      His eyes filled with emotion and I mirrored his expression, unable to control the deep regret of leaving him behind. “This is why the realm needs you, Tessana. This is why you must go home.”

      “Will I ever see you again?” A tear slid from the corner of each eye, but I didn’t bother to brush them away.

      He shook his head and offered a small smile. “My dear, this is where our paths split. But in order for me to take mine, you must first take yours.”

      I didn’t understand. I wanted to ask him more questions, invite him to the castle once I had established my reign. But he lifted a finger to his lips and I knew that this unprecedented moment of conversation had come to a close.

      Instead, I told him, “We’ll leave first thing in the morning. We’ll go through Kasha. Through the Golden Plains. It’s summer now, the heat might be a problem, but—”

      Father Garius clucked his tongue and I gave him my full attention. He jerked his chin hard, once.

      “You don’t want me to go through Kasha? But it’s the most direct route, I thought—” He clucked his tongue again. I swallowed back frustration. This had been much easier when he was speaking to me. “You can’t mean for me to go through Tenovia?”

      He nodded.

      I groaned. “But the section of Tenovia bordering Heprin is the Tellekane Forest.” He smiled at me. I wanted to scream. “And not just any section of the Tellekane Forest, but the Blood Woods! You cannot expect us to travel through the Blood Woods alone and survive!”

      He nodded again.

      He did expect us to.

      “We’ll be dead before nightfall. Those woods are as haunted as Denamon.”

      Magic had been banished from the realm thousands of years ago. Yet whispers of insidious black magic swarming the Blood Woods raced through all nine kingdoms. Even in our peaceful, practical land, we lived in fear of the dark presence just over the border.

      The very trees were rumored to be saturated with evil magic, hiding dark secrets and shadowed monsters. The only people that braved those woods were thieves, waiting like spiders in webs for their next victim and pagans practicing outlawed religion.

      Father Garius’s stern eyes dared me to show irreverence. I swallowed my retort.

      “Fine. The Tellekane Forest it is.” At least I wouldn’t have to worry about my uncle’s reaction to my sudden appearance on his doorstep. The bandits and ghosts would murder me first.

      By this time next week, I’d be mounted on a fiery altar as the virgin sacrifice to the pagan god of chipmunks.

      He handed me the satchel he’d kept the crown in and I reluctantly slipped the heavy piece of gold finery back to the secret compartment at the bottom of the bag. I stood up, suddenly eager to pack up my belongings for the long journey ahead.

      Father Garius stilled me with a gentle hand on my forearm. He slowly stood, revealing his age with the creaking of his joints and shaky breath. He stepped forward and pulled me into a warm hug.

      A lump appeared in my throat once more. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged me. The gesture felt unfamiliar and foreign.

      My hands belatedly fluttered to rest on his back. He smelled of hay and the oil used for lighting the temple lanterns. I closed my eyes and committed this moment to memory.

      I would never forget him.

      He stepped back and I slung the satchel over my shoulder. I fled the room without looking back. Behind my closed door I pulled out the crown once more, knowing I wouldn’t be able to do this again until I reached my homeland.

      I fingered the etched vines that decorated the base. They twined around each other, weaving around brilliant diamonds that grew in size the closer they were placed to the middle. The center ruby was half the size of my fist and sparkled when it caught the candlelight. I could see my blurry outline in its surface.

      I closed my eyes once again and placed the crown upon my head. My head swayed to the left beneath the weight. Hot tears filled my eyes.

      When I opened my eyes again, whatever remained of the sun had disappeared beneath a shimmering blanket of stars and milky moonlight. I took the crown from my head, rubbing at the lingering tingle on the back of my neck. I opened the satchel to replace the crown, but something caught my eye, something hidden along the bottom of the bag.

      My fingers latched around the delicate silver chain and I pulled the necklace free from the bag. A silver pendant in the shape of a teardrop hung from the end, set with a diamond and a sapphire.

      I rubbed my thumb over the gemstones and felt a rush of warmth move through my blood.

      Another forgotten memory floated through my mind.

      The autumn trees rustled, their rich red leaves floating to the ground with each gust of wind. The air smelled like winter fires and the last remnants of warm weather. The burnished sun hung low in the sky. It would be time to go inside soon. Our mothers were looking for us.

      “I have something for you,” he said to me.

      He was older than me and he never let me forget it. Not that I would have. I looked up to him with eyes filled with wonder. I could never understand why he wanted to spend time with me. He liked my brothers. They were always trying to coax him into games and mischief. But he stayed with me. Even when I wanted to do silly girl things, as he called them, like collect dried autumn leaves to decorate my festival headpiece.

      I stared at him, marveling at how strong he looked, especially for a boy of only eleven. His blue eyes were bright even in the fading light. “What is it?”

      “You must wear it,” he answered instead. “It will show the realm that you are to be mine.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not yours.”

      He took a step closer, holding out a necklace for me to take. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. When he acted like this, abrupt and demanding, he reminded me that one day he would be king. He might not be king of the realm or hold as much power as my father, but he would have plenty. He would have his own kingdom to rule.

      “You will be,” he insisted. “Our fathers signed the papers this morning. That’s why we’re here. That’s why there’s a festival. When you’re of age, we are to be married.”

      Something hot burned through me. “I think I will choose who I want to marry. That is not something my father gets to decide for me.”

      “It is something your father gets to decide for you, Princess. We are betrothed. There is nothing you can do about it.”

      I lifted my chin. “I can run away.”

      “You think you can run away from me?”

      I took a step back, suddenly wary of this boy I had known all of my life. He didn’t seem like a boy anymore though. He seemed like some other creature entirely. “Yes. I do.”

      He followed my retreating steps. “I’ll chase you.”

      “Then I’ll hide.”

      He leaned forward, capturing my wrist with his bigger, stronger hand. “Then I’ll find you.”

      My heart pounded. I decided to switch tactics. “Boys hate getting married. Alesk won’t stop complaining about his betrothal. He says he’s going to put toads in her shoes and paste on her hairbrush.”

      He let out a rumble of laughter. “Alesk won’t feel that way when it’s time for him to get married. I’m sure he’ll leave the Princess of Kasha’s hairbrush very much alone.”

      “How would you know? He’s an entire year older than you.”

      “Yes, but he has annoying little sisters that make him afraid of all females. I have none. So I have nothing to fear.” I opened my mouth to argue with him but he cut me off with a flippant, “Besides, I’ve seen the Princess of Kasha. He will not complain once he’s seen her.”

      Now I felt hot with anger for an entirely different reason. “You don’t know anything.”

      He took another step toward me. “I know you’re even prettier than the Princess of Kasha. I know I’m to marry you. I know I have a present for you if you would stop arguing with me.”

      “You may give me your present,” I told him with all the air of a woman already queen. “I’ll decide if I want to marry you later.”

      He smiled warmly at me and held up the necklace. The two gems danced together on the gentle breeze, clinking against the silver teardrop background. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      He slipped it over my head. It was too big. It hung down to the belt on my velvet gown. “I want you to always wear it. Even when we’re older.”

      I touched the pretty stones, one that represented my kingdom and one that represented his. “What if I decide not to marry you?”

      His finger brushed the underside of my jaw and I looked up at him once more. “Then you can keep the necklace as a symbol of my broken heart.”

      I smiled, despite the instinct to run away. “You could always marry the Princess of Kasha.”

      His laughter filled the cool air with warmth and the darkness with unexpected light. “Tessa, I cannot wait for you to be queen.”

      I slipped the necklace over my head and let the pendant and gems dangle against my breastplate. But I would not be queen of his kingdom.

      I would be queen of mine.
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      “It’s too early to start a quest!” Oliver whined next to me.

      As reluctant as I was to admit that he was right, the morning chill leached beneath my cloak, through my muslin traveling dress, and straight to my bones. I stumbled over rocks and wayward branches.

      The Brotherhood did not have a horse to spare for our journey, so Oliver and I had been forced to set off across the nine kingdoms on foot. We carried with us only a few loaves of bread, six apples, some salted meat, and just enough coin to see that we didn’t starve should we survive the Tenovian forests.

      To be fair, we didn’t have to cross the entirety of the nine kingdoms. Only three stood between the Temple of Eternal Light and the center of the realm, where Elysia sat as the crown jewel and Seat of Power.

      Oliver’s voice cut through my mental calculations. “Are you listening to me?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “It’s early. You’re cold. You’re tired. You’re all things cranky.”

      He elbowed me in the arm and I almost tripped over my own feet. “I’ve been talking about the merits of caravan travel for at least seven minutes. I brought up several good points! Now I’ll have to begin again. Did you not hear anything I said?”

      We’d been on the road for two hours and already I was exhausted from the trip. “Not a word, Oliver the Silent. It’s quite miraculous when you consider how very often and how loudly you are speaking. I’m surprised the houses we’ve passed along the way haven’t risen from their peaceful sleep to offer their own opinions on horse travel.”

      He glowered at me. “You don’t need to be rude. I can be silent. When I want to be.”

      “And I can be kind when I want to be.” I sighed, sorry for being mean. “I’m nervous for the journey.” The warming sun turned the gray sky to a panorama of soft colors. Fingers of pink, purple, and indigo stretched across the wakening expanse overhead, bringing the day fully to life.

      He elbowed me again, his satchel shifting with the jerking of his body. “Oh, little royal, there is nothing to be worried about! These roads are well-traveled. Which means there will be plenty of travelers to keep us company and keep the rebels at bay. We shall arrive in your precious kingdom unscathed with only a bath to worry for.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “And how often have you traveled these well-traveled roads, little monk?”

      His smile wavered. “You’re worrying for nothing,” he insisted. “We know how to take care of ourselves. There is nothing to fear.”
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      Two weeks later, Oliver realized that wasn’t entirely true.

      We stood at the border between Heprin and Tenovia with not a clue which way to go. The road out of Heprin split, taking two equally twisting paths. Forest loomed over either road, blocking out the sun almost completely.

      The two countries couldn’t have been more different from one another. While the landscape of Heprin had become clustered with towering trees and little sun, it wasn’t until we stood at the border between our idyllic kingdom of Heprin and the Blood Woods of Tenovia that the light seemed to wholly disappear. The road was no longer bordered by wildflowers and tall grasses dancing in the wind. The quaint cottages lining the road were no longer well maintained with flower boxes in open windows and vegetable gardens blanketing the small properties. The spacious hillsides boasting shrines to the Light gave way to gnarled patches of towering trees until finally they weren’t patches, but thick, untamed walls of deadly forest.

      Tenovia was not a land filled with light and sunshine and flowers. Tenovia was nothing but black trees as thick as castle keeps, knotted roots that clawed their way from sticky dirt, and shadows that seemed to shift and crouch in the darkness.

      “Father Garius told us to stay north whenever possible,” Oliver reminded me. “That road heads south, which would eventually take us to the Burning Desert and slavers waiting to sell us to the highest bidder.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “But that road also seems more traveled. Safer.”

      “How is that?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

      “There’s light.” And there was, even if it was minimal.

      “Where?”

      I shifted on my feet. “Well, maybe not light exactly. But I can see flowers. And if there are flowers, there has to be light. At least some of the time.”

      “We are not picking our road based on… on… weeds. We need to take the north road. Less chance of running into Vorestran hordes.”

      “More chance of running into rebel armies.” I pushed down a fresh wave of fear.

      He murmured, “Father Garius said to stick north. We need to stick north. Either way is dangerous.”

      He was not wrong.

      I jerked my chin toward the northern road and moved forward. “You’re right. We can take care of ourselves. You said it, remember?”

      I heard him swallow but didn’t spare him another glance. I would lose my nerve if he gave me any reason to.

      We had a rough map that Father Garius had given us to navigate the journey, but it didn’t include every road we’d encountered so far, and nothing we’d run into lately seemed right. We were either on a totally different path than we’d started out on or this map needed to be rewritten.

      Which was completely possible.

      Father Garius had only ever left the Temple of Eternal Light once and he’d ended up with me as a parting gift.

      It was no wonder he’d never wandered from the Temple’s gates again.

      Goosebumps pebbled my skin as the temperature dropped. The tree trunks stretched over the ground as thickly as the Heprin cottages we’d left behind and rose to where I could have sworn they touched the sun. Their heavy branches wound around each other, tangling to make an impenetrable canopy.

      “This feels ominous,” Oliver mused with a chuckle. “It was a pleasure knowing you, Princess.”

      I ignored him.

      We walked for another twenty minutes in silence before Oliver couldn’t stand it anymore. “What is it about the Vorestran hordes that make them better than rebel armies? I never quite grasped the different degrees of ways-to-die from all of our potential threats.”

      “If the Vorestran hordes were to catch us, they would cut off our heads, mount them on spikes outside of the walls of their city, and eat our hearts raw.”

      “Dragon’s blood!” Oliver cursed. “Simply for trespassing?”

      “For survival,” I told him. “The heads are to keep away the night dragons and slavers. The hearts are delicacies.”

      “Dragons,” Oliver gasped. “And you prefer Vorestra over Tenovia? Are you out of your mind?”

      “We would have stayed along the border, reducing our risk of being caught. But you’re right. It probably wouldn’t have worked. I heard that the hordes watch their borders closely these days.”

      “Every kingdom is watching their borders closely these days.”

      An emptiness filled me. I ached for this realm, this realm that used to be united and prosperous. This realm whose people trusted each other. My need to change it now bloomed into an intense sense of purpose. It started in my toes and bubbled through me, rushing through my veins, filling my blood with intention and my bones with determination.

      Oliver spoke again, unable to let the peaceful silence remain. “At least the rebels won’t eat our hearts."

      “No, they’ll just use our appendages as kindling so they don’t have to cut down their holy trees to make fires.”

      Oliver’s sharp intake of breath was the last sound I heard from him for hours.
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      “We should stop for the night,” I told him when the dim light of day had faded into the haze of early evening. “Now, before it gets any darker.”

      “Do you mean for us to sleep in the open?” As hard as he tried to keep his voice even, I heard the tremor. Sleeping in the open had not bothered us in Heprin. But now that we’d crossed the border into Tenovia it was impossible not to fear the unknown.

      “I see lights up ahead.” I pointed toward a bend in the road. “They’re bright enough to be a tavern. Let’s hope they don’t charge too much.”

      I dropped my hands and let my fingers curl around the strap of my satchel. I couldn’t decide if it was more dangerous to face people or to try to avoid them. But Oliver’s fear had been well placed. We couldn’t sleep out in the open in these woods. Not if we wanted to wake up with all our appendages attached.

      We walked in silence to the door of the inn, slipping inside and finding a small table in the back of the room. I wanted more than anything to grab Oliver’s hand and hold on, but I couldn’t let strangers see these nerves. I had to do whatever it took to protect the crown I carried.

      It was odd to be surrounded by people after spending so much of the last fortnight in isolation. The hearth fire warmed my chilled skin. I kept my satchel in place across my torso, where it had become an extension of my body.

      I glanced wearily from face to face as I looked about the room. It felt as if every eye turned and recognized me. I resisted the urge to smooth my hair. None of the faces were familiar and I wasn’t entirely sure why I would have expected to meet someone I knew. But my senses were buzzing with paranoia.

      I couldn’t help but feel as though there were watchful eyes on me. That they somehow saw me. Saw what I carried. That they were, even now, planning the best way to kill me.

      My family had been betrayed and murdered by people we could not yet name. They had escaped without punishment. They roamed the realm free to live as they pleased.

      I shook my head. It had been eight years. I’d been a child. Now I was a woman, grown and different.

      Nobody would recognize me. It wasn’t possible.

      “What do we do?” Oliver whispered a bit frantically.

      I looked into his wide brown eyes and shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. I’ve never been to a tavern before.”

      He leaned forward, his fingers gripping the edges of the small table. “Me either!”

      “What? How is that possible?”

      Exasperation colored his cheeks. “I’ve lived at the monastery since I was a baby. When would I have had the opportunity to visit such a place as this?”

      I leaned in and dropped my voice to a murmur. “I grew up in a palace! Why would you think I have experience that you don’t?”

      He growled at me, his features transforming from freckled monk to feral ferret. “So what are we going to do?”

      “You’re going to have to ask for a room,” I told him.

      “Me?”

      “Well it can’t be me! I’m a woman.”

      His sigh would have made Father Garius proud. “If I die up there,” he gestured toward a long counter where a burly man with small eyes and no neck stood pouring tankards of ale, “Tell my mother I went valiantly, on a quest to save a princess.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. “I swear on my life, I wouldn’t let her believe anything else.”

      He continued to grumble as he made his way through the room, trying to avoid touching anything human in his path.

      The patrons of this tavern were boisterous and well into their ale. I watched as a man half the size of one of the trees outside swung his tankard wide, sloshing amber liquid all over poor Oliver.

      I was just about to wave him on when another gigantic man stepped in the way, blocking Oliver from view.

      Spittle collected in the corners of his mouth when he grunted, “Girl.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him and waited for more.

      “You don’t belong here,” he snarled. His booming voice drew the attention of several surrounding tables.

      My cheeks flushed. Glancing around the room, I noticed that most of the patrons were male and stood as tall and thick as he.

      Scratch that, all of the patrons were male.

      I straightened my shoulders. Chairs scraped against the food-littered ground as more men rose to their feet.

      “What’s the matter?” I heard one of them ask.

      “There’s a girl in here,” growled someone else.

      A hostile rumble rippled through the room.

      What did they have against girls?

      “I take it you have a no female policy?” I asked the original behemoth.

      “No girls after twilight.” His meaty fist jabbed toward the door. “You need to leave.”

      My shoulders sagged with a sigh. I opened my mouth to argue, but Oliver pushed through the crowd and appeared at my side. “We’re travelers,” he explained. “We weren’t aware of your rules.”

      The expression on the original man’s face shifted from furious to irritated. Apparently, they’d dealt with unwanted females before. He took a step back, but still pointed toward the door.

      “Females are not allowed outside after dusk,” he huffed as I stood.

      “Why not?” The words slipped out before I could temper them.

      He leaned forward and I inhaled the sour smell of ale and animals clinging to him. “The demons prefer the girlies.” A lascivious grin lifted the wet corners of his mouth. “They taste sweeter than the menfolk.”

      “Demons?” Oliver gulped.

      “That haunt these woods,” the man explained and the other men laughed as though he’d made a joke. It wasn’t a happy laugh or even a taunting one. A bite of nerves clung to the sound, causing chills to race down my spine. “The demons would like to find you, lassie,” he said to me. “They’d love to happen upon you while you’re stumbling about in the Blood Woods in the dark. Love to snatch you up and ferry you away to Denamon.”

      I felt light-headed. I wasn’t scared of demons or the Blood Woods or stumbling around in the dark. And yet these men believed in the curse of this forest stronger than anyone I’d ever met. And they lived here. This was their homeland.

      The man’s attention swiveled back to Oliver. “Get her inside somewhere soon or you’ll lose your pretty companion to the Woods.”

      “Th-thank you,” Oliver stuttered.

      My fingers wrapped around the strap to my satchel and squeezed until they felt cold and stiff. It was probably futile to point out that I was currently inside some place safe and that he was the one sending us back into the dark unknown.

      I glanced at the faces of the men gathered around one more time. No, we wouldn’t find help here.

      Oliver took my wrist in shaking fingers and yanked me toward the door. “Do you think if I asked nicely, he would give us directions to the nearest temple?”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. I couldn’t tell if Oliver was jesting or not.

      Looking back at the stern-faced ogre I shook my head. “I doubt it. Ten to one odds, he would prefer it if the demons found us as soon as we stepped outside.”

      Oliver snorted. “Not helpful.”

      “Did you say you were travelers?”

      I jumped, startled by the gruff voice near the tavern door. His voice cut under the guffaws of the men watching us leave and if I had been less jumpy, I might not have heard him at all.

      I looked up to see a man leaning against the door frame. He was almost entirely hidden by a black cloak with a hood draped low over his eyes. I could just make out a scruffy beard covering the lower half of his jaw.

      “Who?” Oliver stared wide-eyed at the man. “Us?”

      “Are you travelers?” the cloaked man repeated slowly.

      “Y-yes,” Oliver answered for us. “We’re on our way to… to… to visit an aunt.”

      I elbowed my friend in the side and found great satisfaction in his low grunt. But honestly, Oliver. Our aunt?

      “Papers,” the stranger demanded.

      I studied him and tried not to panic. The rest of the men of Tenovia were built as thick as their trees. They were made for hard work in their forests, chopping down ancient wood, and hauling lumber to all corners of the realm. The stranger didn’t have that build or height, yet he was no less threatening.

      His cloak didn’t help. I imagined all manner of weapons tucked into the folds. His gloved hands rested on the hilt of something that promised to be especially sharp. And he kept his face tilted away from us so that all I could see was that strong jaw.

      If I could only see his face, then I could relax. I would be able to…

      “Papers?” Oliver squeaked.

      So much for a guardian to protect me. It looked as though I would be the one defending Oliver.

      “You must have travel papers if you’re not from Tenovia. Otherwise we’ll have to assume you’re with the rebels.”

      “We’re not!” Oliver squeaked. “We’re not with the rebels.” He glanced at me fidgeting nervously, shifting from one foot to the other. I poked him in the back to get him to settle down.

      It didn’t work.

      “So you have papers,” the stranger assumed.

      Oliver’s voice could barely be heard, “Not exactly…”

      “Then you’ll have to come with me,” the stranger told him. “You’re trespassing.”

      Trespassing?

      They would find the crown within minutes. We’d only been on the road for two weeks. We’d only been outside of Heprin for one day!

      “They’re with our horses outside,” I lied as quickly as the thought came to me. “They’re out… side. With our horses.”

      “With your horses?” the man asked dryly. “Outside?”

      I nodded.

      He swept his hand to the side, flashing tanned skin. He pushed the door open while I considered how a man in this kingdom could have skin that bronze. The men behind us were all pasty and neglected by the sun.

      “By all means,” he drawled. “Lead the way.”

      Oliver walked out first, giving a furtive glance over his shoulder. I followed right on his heels, pushing his back with my hands. The stranger stepped outside behind us. I could feel his shadowed eyes on me and had to swallow hysteria.

      As soon as we stepped into the cool night, my touch firmed.

      “Run!” I whisper-yelled in Oliver’s ear. “Into the forest! Go!!!”

      Thankfully, after our years of joint mischief and trouble, he knew when to listen without hesitation. Both of us lunged forward at the same time and sprinted off the main road into the nearest cluster of towering trees. The Blood Woods stretched out before us, a never-ending expanse of haunted shadows.

      The stranger’s shouts chased after us, unintentionally encouraging us to run harder, faster.

      Maybe demons were waiting for us inside this tangled purgatory. But anything was better than letting a meddling constable haul us away to jail, only to declare himself the next King of Elysia and master of my realm because we lacked proper paperwork.
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      This was a terrible idea.

      Jail would have been a considerable improvement to running blindly through the deadly Tellekane forest.

      I stumbled over roots while claw-like branches cut at my face and clothes. Twigs snagged my braid and I almost lost my footing altogether when a low-hanging branch suddenly manifested directly in front of me.

      I didn’t know what had happened to the constable. He could have been directly behind us or even beside us, but the moaning of the wind and the roar of leaves waving overhead paired with the frantic beat of my heart and our stumbling footsteps drowned out all other sound.

      This forest was considered haunted for a reason. The growl of something fierce and feral chased us as we pushed forward, holding tightly to each other’s hands. Something brushed at my back and I let out a yelp. My boots grew heavier as mud caked the soles and clung to the hem of my gown.

      Damn being a girl. This was why the Tenovian men shut their women away at night. We made terrible runners with our layers of fabric and impractical shoes.

      If I ever made it to my kingdom, my first order of business would be to have all the dresses, petticoats, and corsets in the realm burned to ash. We would wear trousers like men.

      “Dragon’s blood!” Oliver hissed when he nearly collided with a tree the width of a Heprin cottage. He stumbled to a stop, still clinging to my hand. “I think we lost him.”

      I wheezed, the cool night air stinging my lungs with every inhale. I glanced around wildly but could only see a few feet in front of me. The night was oppressive beneath the forest canopy, as thick and blanketed as anything physical. “How can you tell?”

      “I can’t,” he panted. “But I’d rather take my chances with him than die by running headfirst into a tree. Not very dignified, is it?”

      “No, rotting in jail is infinitely more distinguished.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Exactly?”

      He ignored my sarcasm. “Now what?”

      “What do you mean, now what? We’re in the middle of a spooky forest with no hope of finding the road again in the dark. We just ran away from a Tenovian constable because we don’t have travel papers and are therefore in this country illegally. And what little hope there was of a hot meal has been extinguished. I suppose the only thing left to do is lie down and die.”

      “Well,” he huffed. “You’re awfully grumpy.”

      I decided not to answer him. Instead, I counted to ten.

      The bushes shivered nearby.

      “What was that?” Oliver yipped.

      I found myself squeezing his hand. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “A squirrel?”

      “An owl perhaps. They’re night creatures.”

      The bushes moved again, a violent shaking that started at the bottom and quivered to the very top. I squinted into the darkness but could only see a vague outline of the towering hedge. “Maybe it’s our constable?”

      Oliver nodded and his entire body jerked with the movement. “He’s found us,” he squeaked. “He’ll drag us back to jail and lock us away for the night.”

      “And he’ll have a hot bowl of soup waiting for us. And a bath.”

      “I don’t think they have baths in prison,” Oliver argued.

      I squeezed his hand even tighter as we waited for the rustling to become something more substantial.

      In hindsight, we should never have stopped running. But I blamed fear for freezing us in place. Fear and morbid curiosity.

      Suddenly the hedge split in two. The towering branches cracked straight down the middle as if struck by lightning. A great wildebeest burst forth, snorting at the ground and tossing its twin horns in the air. It stamped its feet and bucked its leathery hide. Beady red eyes glowed in the darkness, trained on us, before it lunged with a gurgling shout of hunger.

      We stayed frozen for one second longer, just long enough for us to picture what death would be like beneath those thick, twisting horns, too surprised and terrified to do anything. I let out an ear-splitting scream—or possibly that was Oliver—and we took off running again.

      The wildebeest had no trouble following us through the treacherous forest. Its hooves were better suited for the knotted roots that rose from the ground like the rocky cliffs against the Crystal Sea. It snarled and grunted as it chased us deeper into the twisted abyss, its thick hide bouncing off the rough bark without feeling. Our saving grace was that the predator was as wide as it was tall and couldn’t always fit through the narrow spaces between the trees like we could.

      My lungs began to ache, and my throat burned. My feet dragged as mud collected on my boots. I was fit from eight years of endless temple chores, but it had been a long day and we’d already been running for quite some time. Making progress took every last ounce of strength.

      “We need to do something.” I squeezed Oliver’s hand. “We need to go up!” If we hesitated even once, the beast would impale us for our indecision.

      Oliver and I let go of one another’s hands at the same moment. We leapt for the lower hanging branches of a massive tree. My fingers slipped against the slick bark, but I dug my nails in and planted my feet against the trunk. The mud that had been slowing me down now worked to adhere my feet to the slippery trunk.

      I used my last bit of energy to pull my legs up and wrap them around the branch. I had just arched my back when the beastie charged beneath me. My hanging gown rustled from the wind produced by the force of his charge. I thanked the Light that the feral creature was too short and fat to jump.

      The wildebeest charged into a neighboring tree, its pointed horns making a great crack as it hit the solid trunk. Undeterred, it pulled them free and stampeded back toward us. Oliver squealed when the deadly horns brushed his back, tearing a hole in his monk’s robe.

      I almost laughed at the quickness with which he scrambled higher, clambering around the branch with strength and skill I didn’t know he possessed. When I heard the snuffing and scraping of thick hooves as the beast prepared to rush us once more, I followed Oliver’s example.

      It wasn’t easy to haul myself around the branch, especially when my feet kept tangling with the long hem of my dress. But eventually, I managed to stand upright, hugging the bark of the thickest tree I’d ever seen.

      The wildebeest snarled at us. He charged again, bursting forward with more speed than I’d thought him capable of. His flat, bulbous head ducked low and his curled horns led the way as he slammed headlong into our refuge.

      My fingers dug into the bark until they ached as the tree trembled from the force of the impact. One of Oliver’s legs slipped off his branch and he flailed dangerously, waving his arms in wide circles in an effort to steady himself.

      “Higher!” I yelled over the snarling beast.

      We scrambled to climb the jumble of branches while the wildebeest retreated for better momentum.

      “What is that thing?” Oliver yelled desperately.

      My traveling boots were meant to walk long distances, but their soles had been smoothed over the last two weeks. I struggled to find footing. My fingers burned and panic seized my chest.

      “A wildebeest,” I panted, clinging to the tree just as the damned creature hit it once more.

      “A bloody wildebeest?” Oliver yipped. “And what will he do if he manages to knock us loose?”

      I swallowed roughly. “Smash our heads with his hooves.” I dug the toe of my boot into the seams of the rough bark. “Drag us back to his lair and gnaw on us for days.”

      “Dragon’s Blood, Tessana!” He briefly threw a hand up. “Did you intend to have me murdered before you set out? Or is this a spur of the moment decision?”

      “Stop being dramatic.” Just as I finished speaking, the wildebeest smashed into the base of the tree once more, managing to make the immense trunk rumble and shiver.

      We settled on a wide, flat branch that allowed us to sit together with our backs pressed against the trunk. The branch curved upward and created a bowl of sorts, nestling us inside. We pulled off our packs and held them tightly in front of us, hugging them to our chests and leaning against each other.

      “Did you ever imagine life outside of Heprin?” I asked him.

      He stared up at the still rustling branches as all sorts of creatures hurried for the safety of other trees. “Never.” His pause held weight. “I never wanted to leave Heprin. What would have been the point of imagining a life beyond it?”

      “Are you angry with me, then? Mad that you were forced to accompany me?”

      He shifted deeper into the cradle of the wide branch, resting his head against the ebony surface. “I’m afraid if I say no, I’ll be shaken from this tree and made the next meal of that thing down there. Ask me again in the morning. When I’m not so concerned with smashed brains.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t quite the answer I was looking for. But it wasn’t the answer I wasn’t looking for either.
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      As terrified as Oliver was, he fell right to sleep. Soon, his head lolled to the side and soft snores rattled in his chest. I leaned into his warmth and tried to ignore the chill sinking through my muddied cloak.

      I decided to let Oliver sleep while I kept watch. There weren’t just dangerous creatures on the ground to look out for; the trees could be treacherous, too.

      While we traveled through Heprin, we’d been able to camp by the roadside or find refuge with a friendly family willing to house travelers for the night.

      We would have none of that now. No warm fires. No hot breakfasts before we went on our way. There would be no more comfort or care until we crossed the border into Elysia.

      I calculated how long that would take. If we were still on the right track… if we could find our way out of the woods in the morning... if we survived until morning…

      Weeks.

      We had weeks, maybe months, of travel ahead of us.

      Even then we would have to figure out how to get through the Marble Wall and survive the Diamond Mountains. And all the while, we would have to keep the crown a secret. We would have to go unnoticed until we reached the only place the crown would ever be safe. Even if I wasn’t.

      The journey ahead of us seemed impossible.

      A chill slipped over my spine as I peered into the darkness. Much like at the tavern we’d just fled, I felt eyes on me again. Some instinct warned to be extra careful, warned that this journey was not quite the secret I hoped it would be.

      But it was useless. For all my paranoia and fear, I couldn’t see beyond my feet. The darkness of the forest was too oppressive. I blinked at the surrounding branches, but nothing made itself known. If something watched us, I hoped it was as blind as I.

      Eventually even the wildebeest gave up. The tree stopped shaking from its relentless charges and it wandered away.

      Quiet descended on the Blood Woods, broken only by Oliver’s gentle snores. I tipped my head back and stared at the obscurity overhead. It took several minutes before I was comfortable but eventually, I managed to relax.

      Whatever dangers awaited us would have to come tomorrow. My eyes grew heavy and I closed them without meaning to. I promised myself that I would rest for just a minute…

      Screeching ripped through the air. I blinked awake, confused and disoriented. A raven sat at the end of the branch we had slept on. Black wings stretched and took flight as soon as my gaze landed on it. It disappeared into the weave of red leaves and clustered branches with a single caw.

      More screaming pulled my attention back to the forest floor. Someone was in trouble. Someone little. A baby. Hazy light trickled through the canopy. I had slept through the night. The baby screamed again.

      Panic curled in my gut and spurred me into action. My elbow found Oliver’s ribs. “Wake up!” I demanded.

      He muttered something in his sleep and when I leaned forward to retie my boots, he slid behind me, banging his head against the trunk.

      Still, he did not wake.

      I shook his leg. “Wake up, Oliver!” I dug my fingernails into his thigh. “Wake up!”

      He opened one eye. “What is it, your royal highness? Do you need your chamber pot emptied?”

      “First of all, you would make a terrible servant. You should never go into the business of changing chamber pots.” His second eyelid lifted, and he gave me a sleepily sardonic smile. “Second of all, our services are needed. So move your skinny arse!”

      “Our services?” He came more fully awake.

      The screaming rent the air once again and I twirled my finger, indicating the sound.

      “Oh.” He scurried to his feet, trying to step in either direction without success. “Oh.” I handed him his pack so he could secure it to his body. “What is that?” he asked again after listening for a minute.

      “I think it’s a baby. Or a small child. Either way, it sounds as if it’s in a great deal of pain.”

      Jumping down, we checked ourselves again to make sure we had everything, then took off toward the cries.

      We moved as fast as we could without knowing exactly where we were going. Unfortunately, the sounds took us deeper into the forest, instead of out of it. We tried to put up quick markers so we could find our way out again, but we didn’t take enough time to make sure the task was done properly. With every second, the cries became louder and more pronounced.

      The broad trees and snarled roots were easier to navigate during the daylight, but not by much. We picked our way over the rough terrain. With every minute, my chest squeezed tighter and tighter.

      What if a beast carried the baby off before we could get to it?

      What if the baby was already being carried off?

      What if the same wildebeest from last night had at last found something to feast upon?

      “Tess, what do you think it is?” Oliver panted.

      I felt him slow behind me and prickled at his sudden reluctance. Glancing back at him, he looked much more alert than at first. His normal cowardice had finally woken. “A baby,” I hissed. “One that is in trouble. We need to move.”

      Oliver’s uneasy glare bounced from tree to tree. “You don’t think…?”

      His hesitation bit into my resolve. “What, Oliver? I don’t think what?”

      “Dragon’s blood, Tess! We’re in the Blood Woods. If there’s a baby screaming, why are we running pell-mell toward it?”

      His question stole some of my courage. What baby would be left alone, or worse, in the Blood Woods indeed? The child in question screeched as loudly as ever, shattering the sudden fear that held me back. I began to move again. “It needs us, Oliver. We are not the kind of people that sit idly by while injustice brews.”

      He didn’t follow me. Even after my rousing speech.

      I allowed one more minute to spin around and pin him with my most serious frown. “Oliver the Silent, don’t be a coward!”

      His eyes narrowed, but he took one step forward. “I hate it when you get your way.”

      “And I hate it when I have to resort to insults to get your cooperation.”

      “I’m not a coward,” he grumbled even while he picked up speed. “I’m intelligently careful. Unlike some princesses I know.”

      “All right, Oliver the Careful, you’ve stated your case. If death awaits us, I shall allow you to be right.”

      “I accept your apology,” he countered.

      I held his gaze, acknowledging that he was, in fact, right. We had no idea what hid behind the next tree, let alone what evil thing could force a baby to make such a horrific sound. Still, I had to do something. And I was grateful for a friend that would do that something with me even when he knew better. I grabbed his hand and we sprinted.

      Finally, we came to a ravine. We peered over the top and found the source of that horrid sound lying at the bottom of a muddy gully. Pushed to the far side, a trickle of a stream was nearly buried beneath wet leaves and exposed roots from towering trees.

      Oliver grabbed my forearm in his crushing grip. “Tessana,” he growled. “That is not a baby.”
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      “It is a baby!” I protested. “Just not a human baby.” My feet carried me forward and I half-slid down the side of the embankment, kicking up dead leaves and dirt.

      “Tessana!” Oliver cried. “I’m not helping you!”

      “Up the hill or with the little one?”

      Oliver thought about it for a moment. “Neither.”

      “Very well,” I sighed. “Then I’ll be forced to send you back to Father Garius. You can explain to him how you failed your assignment.”

      “Don’t be daft.”

      My blood flashed with frustration. I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday’s meager breakfast, and I was far too tired from sleeping in a tree to find anything about this situation funny. “Push me, Oliver. We shall see just how mad I can be.”

      He wisely shut his mouth.

      The little thing fell silent as well when I stood over it, too terrified to make a sound now. Not a human baby, but a white fox kit. Its snowy coat stood out starkly against the dirt and gloom of the forest around it. It cowered in its den, almost hidden in the grooves of a large root. Startling green eyes watched me as it shivered in its nest. I could see its small heart beating rapidly against equally tiny ribs.

      I held out my hand and it sniffed the air before lifting its muzzle again and letting out a howl of fear. I squatted down and shushed it.

      “There now, wee one,” I whispered. “I mean you no harm.”

      It couldn’t understand me. It was a fox after all. But it responded to the gentle tone of my voice. It stopped its wailing and inspected my hand again. Sniffing the air with its tiny pink nose, it pushed against my fingertips before sinking little teeth into one of my knuckles. Its baby teeth tickled, and I laughed at its desperate attempt to protect itself.

      “What a fierce one you are. Are you hungry?” I asked. It scooted forward, revealing more of its little body and beautiful white fur. In answer to my question, it sunk its teeth into the tip of my finger, gnawing as ferociously as it could. “Where’s your mama?” I let it nibble while I looked around the clearing at the base of the ravine for clues.

      The feisty pup kept chewing on my finger until I retracted it. I stood up, feeling uneasy. A mama wouldn’t leave her pup on its own like this. The kit moved to the edge of its den, following me without quite leaving its home. Its squeaking yips punctuated the quiet.

      “Is it by itself?” Oliver asked from overhead.

      “As far as I can tell,” I called back. “It’s just a little thing.”

      “That’s too bad,” he sighed. “It shouldn’t have to suffer in this godforsaken place.”

      I agreed. Beside a tall patch of winding roots, blood dotted the bark, growing thicker the farther from the den I walked. Finally, I found the carnage.

      The mother had been torn to pieces by something bigger and meaner. Next to the mother’s broken body lay another foxling, this one with rich red fur that almost absorbed the dried blood coating its hide. A few feet away was the mangled remains of a larger fox.

      Gutted.

      Drenched in blood.

      “Dragon’s blood,” I whispered. The pup had lost its entire family.

      I looked back at its green eyes watching me from the edge of that root and felt my chest split open with pity.

      “The mother and father are dead,” I called up to Oliver. “And a sibling.”

      “Then he’s lucky to be alive. Although he won’t stay like that for long.”

      A pang pierced my chest.

      “Tessana, we should go while we have the light. We need to find our way out of this hell.”

      He was right about that too.

      I leaned down and scooped the pup up. “He is apparently a she.”

      I dropped the baby girl into my satchel and began the climb to the top of the ravine while she yelped and clawed at the leather. My mud-caked boots slid on the slippery leaves, kicking up dirt and twigs. When at last I surfaced and faced Oliver, he looked pristine compared to me.

      Since it had been an equal amount of time since either of us had bathed, I could rightfully complain that it was unfair.

      He pulled a twig from the savage strands of my hair. “How will you take care of her? She won’t survive with us, either. At least if you left her, you wouldn’t have to watch her suffer.”

      Her.

      I lifted my chin and knew I would find a way. “She lost her family, Oliver. She has no one.” Reaching back into my pouch, I pulled her free. Terror made her little claws seize my hand and she clung to me as if her life depended upon it.

      I held her up for Oliver to inspect. “She’s terrified. We can’t abandon her.”

      He leaned in and his voice dropped low. “Look at those green eyes. She is something special.”

      “Isn’t she?”

      He laughed as she started to nibble on his outstretched finger. “We need to find her something to eat. The poor thing’s starved. But I can’t tell you where in this bloody nightmare we’ll find milk for the little beastie.”

      “Shiksa,” I whispered. He lifted a questioning brow. “That’s her name. Shiksa.”

      “That’s a pagan word.” The admonishment rang clear in his voice.

      “It means ‘little warrior.’ My mother used to call my brothers and me that whenever we fought.”

      “Your mother was pagan?” Oliver stood straight and took a step back as if I would infect him with the memory of my mother’s religion.

      “No,” I answered. “She wasn’t pagan. But she knew the language. She didn’t despise it as most do today. She saw value in the tradition.”

      “It’s dangerous to use a pagan word, Tessana.”

      I waved him off. “And who but you will hear me speak to a foxling?”

      He had no response.

      I tucked Shiksa back into my pouch where she whined and mewled. “We’ll find you something to eat soon, little warrior,” I whispered to her. To Oliver, I said, “Let’s be off, before we lose the light.”

      Oliver glared, but led us back in the direction we’d come from.

      We couldn’t find a single one of our markers. Oliver pulled the inaccurate map from his bag, but it was impossible to tell which direction we needed to go. Had we run toward the north from the south? Or had we started south and run west?

      We wandered around for the better part of the morning. Shiksa whined and howled until we found mushabooms to feed her. The pillowy root was soft enough for her to tear apart with those tiny teeth. We only found three of them, and she wasn’t quite satisfied when she finished, but she quieted down, licking her chops with her pink tongue.

      If only we had been that lucky. By the time the sun reached its highest point over the canopy of leaves, my stomach growled angrily and my legs dragged over the roots.

      “Is there anything left to eat?” I panted as we turned in yet another circle. We thought the road was west, but walking that direction had not proven productive.

      “No,” Oliver groaned. “Well, a little. But we better save it for this evening.”

      “We should have found the road by now.” I ran fingers through my matted hair, braiding the wild strands into submission.

      “This isn’t a forest,” Oliver added. “But an impossible labyrinth into Denamon.”

      I would have rolled my eyes if I’d had enough energy. “Just a little further,” I encouraged. “We’ll find it eventually. Something is this direction. It can’t be all trees until the end of the world.” Shiksa mewled in my pouch, arguing with me. “The road has to be here somewhere. There is more to this realm than this bloody forest. Eventually we’ll find civilization again.”

      Oliver and I stilled at the same time. Something snapped overhead, like a rope breaking from its tether. The rush of wind screamed through the woods as we waited for the something to appear. My hand fell instinctively to my belt, resting on my weapon.

      I screamed as a clever rope-trap swept up from the forest floor. One second we stood firmly on the ground, the next we were flying through the tangled branches praying to the Light that we wouldn’t knock our heads on the deadly things or each other.

      The air rushed from my chest and my stomach flipped until we stopped swinging. We hung there, next to each other, swaying back and forth and dangling upside down.

      We were pinned low enough to be an inconvenient length from the branches above yet too high to touch the ground below.

      Both of our satchels dropped to the earth in the chaos, just out of reach. I tried to keep my traveling gown from giving in to gravity and embarrassing me further while keeping a close eye on my pouch.

      My sword had also managed to come unclasped and lay in a pretty silver slash against the cluttered forest floor.

      “Dragon’s blood!” I screeched at it.

      Oliver reached for our pouches while I struggled with my dress, but even his long arms couldn’t quite reach.

      A voice came from behind me, sending a trill of fear over my skin. “And here I thought we were going home empty-handed.”

      Another voice answered from our side. “Luck was on our side today, Dravon. For we have not caught a simple dinner, but riches enough for many dinners.”

      “You will find nothing but empty pockets and worthless purses from us,” I answered. I tried to make out their forms, but it was difficult from this position. I twisted around but couldn’t hold myself in place. The most I made out was rawhide hunting boots and black leathers.

      Bandits, to be sure.

      Dragon’s blood!

      “Paupers then,” the one called Dravon laughed. “In the Blood Woods? Didn’t they tell you to come ready to pay the toll? Passage through our land is not free, lass. You either pay with gold or you pay with your life. We require one or the other.”

      “Or both,” his companion laughed.

      I twisted again, ignoring the pain in my ankles from where the rope dug into my skin. I could see them more clearly and was surprised to find how young they were.

      I had expected men like the ones we met in the tavern last night, bearded, bulky, and boorish. But these were young men, only a few years older than Oliver and I, well-muscled with cleanly shaven faces.

      “You can have neither,” I told them. “Cut us down so that we may be on our way.”

      They laughed at my brashness. I couldn’t blame them, but I figured it was better to be bold than afraid.

      Something cold and distinctly metal brushed over the bare skin of my calf. A sword. “The lady has asked us to cut her free, Eret.”

      “I did not ask,” I clarified. “I commanded.”

      Oliver muttered a warning under his breath, but my heart tripped as I tried not to stare at my satchel sitting just out of reach.

      “Unfortunately for you, my lady,” the one called Eret snarled. “We have forsaken both king and crown so that we can live freely, meaning free from commands. Even from lost paupers wandering through our woods.”

      I tried to hide my gasp of surprise. “Rebels.”

      They snickered. “Who else did you suppose claimed the Blood Woods?” Dravon asked.

      I had not known the Blood Woods had been claimed. Nor did I know that the rebels had infiltrated this much of Tenovia. The information we’d built our plans around had been dated. Not much news traveled as far east as Father Garius’s monastery.

      This, specifically, would have been noteworthy.

      Despite my surprise I squared my upside-down shoulders. “I didn’t suppose anyone claimed the Blood Woods. I supposed they were as wild and uninhabited as always, left to the ghosts and savage beasts that have always occupied this corner of Denamon.”

      “Desperate times, m’lady,” Eret sneered. “The rebel army has made allies with the ghosts of the Blood Woods. We live in peaceful harmony among the vicious beasts and reclusive pagans. Some might even say we’re fighting the same war.”

      “And what war would that be?” My voice did not waver despite my panic. “As far as I know the realm is at peace.”

      “Then you do not know much, trespasser.” The man leaned toward me. “Where are you from that you don’t know of the whispers of war and conquests of the Rebel Army?”

      I clamped my mouth shut and shot him my most defiant glare.

      “And what have we here?” A new voice boomed.

      “Arrick,” the two men said at once. Eret moved back several steps and bowed his head low out of respect.

      I turned and shared a look with Oliver while the rope creaked from the branches above. The new man walked around us slowly. Until he hovered over me, watching intently.

      I felt Oliver start praying next to me. His low mumbles turned into familiar chants. Oliver only started his incantations when he was in particular trouble.

      “They claim to have no money,” Eret announced for us. “And that they did not know there was to be a toll expected of them.”

      “Is that so?” The new man, Arrick, murmured. He leaned down so that he could take stock of my face even while his remained hidden behind a hood.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, desperately searching for courage. When I opened them, I found myself staring into startling bright blue eyes framed by thick lashes. He pulled back at once and his face was covered in shadow again. “But alas,” his hand swept over my forehead, pulling at something dangling there, “I’ve found something after all.”

      He yanked and the chain around my neck snapped free. He’d taken the necklace I’d been wearing ever since Father Garius had returned it to me.

      White hot fury blinded me. “Give it back,” I demanded.

      He was silent for a minute, staring at the necklace now resting in his palm. Finally, he declared a steely, “No.” His haughty tone ensured his death.

      “Now,” I insisted.

      Ignoring me, he pulled his hood back so he could better inspect the pendants. With a quick turn of his head and flash of teeth, he smiled at me, although it looked all wrong from where I hung. “This is a very rare piece,” he noted. “Wherever did you get it?”

      “From the pits of Denamon. It’s cursed. You’d better give it back to me before your hands turn to ash and your manhood melts.”

      “What threats,” he grinned. He looked to his fellow bandits. “She’s a feisty one, isn’t she? If she hadn’t walked into your traps, I dare say you might have had a fight on your hands.”

      “Give it to me or you’ll regret laughing,” I hissed.

      He stared at me for a long while, taking in my upside-down features. Then, seeming to find me lacking in some way, he swept out his foot and kicked my satchel, then Oliver’s, over to his friends. “Take them both,” he ordered. “Who knows what other cursed objects we’ll find inside.”

      “I shall hunt you down,” I called after him as they started to walk away. “You shall rue the day you stole something from me!”

      Arrick glanced back with a smirk, his hood covering every part of his face but that bloody smile. “That shall be hard to do,” he laughed. “Since more than likely the savage beasts that roam these parts will find you before help does.”

      The three men disappeared into the shadows of the forest while Oliver and I hung helplessly in midair. I let out a scream of frustration that followed after them when I couldn’t.

      As soon as they were gone, Oliver stopped praying. I turned to him. “Now what?”

      But he had already started moving. His rope swung back and forth, creaking in protest, while he lifted his torso up until he could reach into his boot. He managed to grab a small dagger before dropping back down again.

      “Wherever did that come from?” I asked. It would have been nice to know he had a plan.

      “It didn’t seem prudent before.”

      “Prudent?” I couldn’t believe him! “He stole my necklace, Oliver! My satchel! Please explain the definition of prudency to me because clearly I don’t understand it!”

      He paused in his strained efforts to cut his legs free from the thick rope holding him aloft. “I could hardly fight off three men with a dagger of this size, while you hung there like a damsel in distress, now could I? Better to let them think they’ve gotten away with something so we can follow after them.”

      He had a point.

      I hated it when he had a point.

      “Fine,” I conceded. “But hurry up!”

      He gave me another weary glare before he got to work on his legs once more. In no time he’d cut himself down, landing with a thud on the blanket of leaves and mud below. In another few minutes he’d cut me free and I’d collected myself from the ground. Slower than I would have liked, I worked feeling back into my legs and cleared my head of the dizziness as my blood returned to its natural course.

      I leapt to my sword, which the rebels had left behind, and Oliver did the same. The blades appeared weak and poorly made. Which was the intention of the Brothers that fashioned them. And probably the reason the rebels hadn’t bothered to take them.

      “This was not how I envisioned our peaceful quest back to your homeland,” he admitted.

      “Are you ready, Oliver the Silent?”

      He nodded. “Your satchel is necessary. I shall do what I must.”

      “Then prepare to get bloody.”
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      Although we had managed to lose ourselves in the maze of the Tellekane Forest, we were not totally inept at tracking. The Brothers had been relentless in our training and our schooling had gone far beyond bookish learning.

      The Brotherhood of Silence was proficient in three areas of discipline: Scholarship, self-discipline, and weaponry, with an emphasis on espionage. Heprin was a peaceful country without a national army. Yet, the Brotherhood and their unyielding training ensured that the country was not entirely defenseless.

      And even if we hadn’t been proficient in tracking, it wouldn’t have taken long for us to catch up with the three rebels. They were not exactly quiet as they tromped through the woods singing their own praises.

      I moved with all the stealth I was capable of as I trailed Oliver closely. His nickname had been earned for a reason. Oliver had the uncanny ability to move without making a sound.

      The closer we got to the bandits, the faster my heart beat. My breath quickened, catching every once in a while as I attempted to even it out.

      This would be my first real encounter with combat. I had trained since the day Father Garius had taken over my charge. But I had never fought anyone that didn’t have my best interest in mind.

      We followed at a safe distance behind the rebels, carefully picking our way closer so we could strike. We moved deeper into the forest, sliding around trees as thick as houses and over snaking roots,

      When the temperature dropped enough to pull goose flesh from my skin, I let my nerves ring their warning bells in my head. Had we gone too far? Should we have made our move sooner?

      “Psst!”

      Oliver glared back at me, but I held my ground with wide eyes. “Enough!” I mouthed. I gave a pointed look at the men laughing at their good fortune in the distance. “We need to finish this,” I whispered. “Now.”

      He looked up gauging our surroundings, the thickening fog and the three rebels. He nodded once and we crept closer to our prey.

      We slunk between the trees, pressing our backs against the giant trunks before slithering around to swiftly move to the next one. My feet faltered as the distance started to take on a bizarre shape. Dark figures loomed as tall as the trees. Giants?

      The fog rose, blanketing the strange outlines from my view. I shook my head and moved forward. The men were stepping into the denseness as if they knew a secret passage. It seemed to be a doorway of sorts.

      Oliver rubbed his eyes, no doubt wondering at the strange sight.

      The three men were speaking to each other in lower voices now. “I’ll catch up with you,” the one called Arrick told them.

      The two other men said their goodbyes and stepped into the fog. Arrick bent down to refasten a buckle on my satchel.

      “Now,” Oliver ordered.

      And we made our move. Rushing forward with all the skill and stealth we’d been trained to use, we came upon the thief. Oliver stood at his left, while my blade tip touched the side of his neck.

      He started in surprise, jerking upright with my blade following easily. When he tried to step away from me, Oliver’s sword was there to stop him. I held my weapon at his throat and glared at the shadow where his face hid behind his hood with every ounce of hatred and frustration boiling inside of me.

      “I told you I would come for what’s mine.”

      His shoulders squared. “You look different from this angle.”

      I wanted to spit on his shoes, but instead I arched a brow and demanded, “My satchel.”

      His head dipped, focusing on his hip where the pack in question rested. “Did you know there is something alive inside?” I opened my mouth to protest, but before I could utter a sound he’d produced Shiksa. “Wherever did you find a fox this shade? I’ve never seen one so completely white.”

      “Put her back and hand over my purse,” I demanded. He grunted when Oliver’s blade nicked his cloak, tearing a whole at the seam of his hood.

      “There’s no need for brute force,” Arrick argued. “I’m sure we can come to an agreement if you’d just talk this—”

      I stepped forward, closing the safe distance between us. “Give me back what’s mine, Rebel, or I’ll see that you’re incapable of talking ever again.”

      “Such threats,” he murmured. The amusement in his deep voice made me want to scream at him.

      Something pointy pressed through the thick folds of my cloak. I made a sound in the back of my throat, but did not waver. When I lifted my eyes from Arrick’s cloaked face I saw that we were surrounded.

      Oliver too had a blade at his back and beyond that there were more than a dozen men surrounding us.

      I lifted my chin. “You’ll have to kill me then. I will not leave here without my satchel.”

      “Clearly this purse is of some value to you, m’lady,” He said evenly. I growled something foul at his sudden appearance of chivalry. His smile was unmistakable this time as his hood fell back to reveal the lower half of his face. He lifted the satchel over his shoulder with slow, even movements and held it out to me. “It’s yours,” he offered gallantly.

      “It is mine,” I agreed. I made no move to take it though, certain this was a trap.

      He dangled it from his fingers. “Take it then.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      His grin widened. “Only a moment ago, you were willing to die for it. Now you’re concerned about catches? Please, woman, make up your mind.”

      I lowered my sword and grabbed the satchel, holding it tightly against my chest and subtly feeling for the contents. It was impossible to tell if they had searched the bag, but the bottom remained sturdy, solid. I could only hope the crown was fine within the secret compartment. I used one arm to secure it across my body.

      When I looked back to Arrick, he held Shiksa out to me with one long arm. I took her slowly, more carefully than I had the pouch. My fingers brushed his in the exchange, noting the heat from his against the iciness of mine.

      My gaze met Oliver’s and I inclined my head. It was time to go. I had no idea why Arrick had given the satchel back, nor did I intend to stick around and find out. My only concern was to remove myself from this hellish forest and never return.

      But before I could take one step, Arrick’s cool voice called out, “Now for the catch.”

      “Dragon’s blood,” I hissed. My glare bored fire into his quite satisfied one.

      “Now, now, m’lady. I wish you no harm. At least for now.”

      My jaw locked and I spoke through clenched teeth. “Then what do you want?”

      “Dinner?” he suggested. “A conversation?” His smiled disappeared, replaced with a rather terrifying frown. “You will be my guest until I have decided otherwise.”

      “Your prisoner, you mean.”

      “Call it what you wish, but either is better than corpse.”

      He had a point. And now that I had the crown back, I was significantly less inclined to offer my life. I could handle imprisonment for now. It would only be a matter of time before Oliver and I figured out a way to escape.

      “Fine,” I growled.

      He stepped forward. “Are you allowing me to take you prisoner?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Yes.”

      “How gracious of you.” He bowed his head, then swept his arm toward the fog. “Ladies first.”

      I wanted to pick up my sword and run him clean through. Instead, I tucked Shiksa into my satchel and followed after him.

      His men stayed in a close circle, forcing Oliver to follow. They didn’t bother to take our swords and I had to believe that was because they knew they had the upper hand. Oliver and I were good with our weapons, but not good enough to take them all.

      I stepped through the curtain of fog, shivering. We emerged on the other side of the veil and blinked.

      What stood before us was not towering giants or armed sentries, but houses perched in the bosoms of the massive cedars. The windows glowed with candlelight and the smell of fire and food drifted through the air. Sturdy rope bridges connected one habitat to the other, weaving through the tangled woods to create a sprawling village.

      I stared in awe at the layered ecosystem tucked away in this dark, haunted forest.

      “What is this place?” I heard myself ask, although I had not given my mouth permission to speak or my voice to lift with awe.

      Arrick leaned toward me and I felt his smile without needing to witness it. “This is the rebel fortress.”

      The cocky tone to his words replaced some of my ire. “Not much of a fortress is it?”

      “Ah, but the fog, you see. It’s more of a barrier than any castle wall or rampart.”

      I looked to him. I couldn’t help it. I had to know. “It truly keeps people out?” He nodded once. “It’s pagan. Dark magic.”

      He shook his head, seemingly disappointed with my conclusion. “It’s the magic of the forest. I would hardly call trees and bushes, leaves and branches pagan.”

      My mother’s voice drifted through the haze of my memory. “Or maybe,” I countered. “They are the very definition of pagan.”

      “Arrick!” Someone called from across what could only be described as a courtyard. “You’re needed in the gunnery.”

      “There’s a gunnery amid your treehouses? That doesn’t seem wise.”

      “It’s safe,” he insisted.

      “Of course it is.”

      His gaze cut to me twice and I enjoyed the frown my words put on his face. “It is safe.”

      “I believe you.”

      He snorted. “I don’t need you to believe me. I can take care of my own people.”

      “So you are the leader of the rebels? The great Arrick whom no one has heard of?”

      “That’s not saying much from a female who knows nothing of Tenovian customs yet hopes to somehow cross the country by walking backwards through its impossible forest.”

      “How did you…” I narrowed my eyes at him again and reassessed the cloak wrapped around his shoulders and covering his face. My finger lifted. “You! You’re the reason we got lost in the first place! We thought you were a constable!”

      “Me?”

      “If you hadn’t chased us out of that inn, we would have stayed on the main road and never wandered into the Blood Woods to begin with!”

      His hand lifted in helplessness. “I didn’t chase you out of that inn! I asked you a question and you ran away! How was I supposed to know you would head straight for the forest and never come out?”

      “Ack!”

      His voice dropped when he realized most of his men stood around us, listening intently to our bickering. I expected him to push the argument, but when he spoke it wasn’t to me. “Take our guests to the commons. Give them food. Let them get warm. Find them clean clothes.”

      I looked down at my mud-soaked, leaf-strewn dress. What a mess I must look like! Still, I said, “We do not need your charity, Rebel. We are quite capable of taking care of our own needs.”

      He ignored me, turning fully to the man he was speaking to. “And do not let them out of your sight. Not even for a second.”

      His man nodded and lifted his sword in the direction he intended for us to go. I bit back a hundred ugly retorts, deciding that this was not the battle I should pick. Besides, for all my bravado, my stomach ached with hunger and my cold feet longed for a fire.

      I decided I would allow him to treat me kindly for a while. But we would figure out a way to escape, just as soon as we’d eaten our fill and changed clothes.

      Also, possibly taken a bath.
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      “Who knew?”

      I lifted my heavy eyelids to meet Oliver’s sleepy gaze from across the fire. Shiksa slept in my lap, curled into a tiny ball. Her lungs heaved with blissful sleep after a dinner of fresh milk and half a biscuit. “Who knew what?”

      He rested his elbows on his boney knees. “That the life of a rebel wasn’t so bad.”

      I rolled my eyes. “They’re clearly vagrants. They take what they want when they want it. They have no respect for other people. They live in this hellish place surrounded by pagan magic. Oliver, they stand against every single thing that we’re working for. How can you even say those words?”

      He leaned back in his comfortable chair and smiled lazily into the warm fire that finally heated my frigid toes. “They don’t seem that bad.”

      “You’ve been bewitched.”

      He tucked his hands behind his head and lifted his gaze to the ceiling. “By a hearty meal and warm shelter.”

      “You’re supposed to be a man of principle!”

      His smile grew, stretching across his narrow face.

      I threw the pillow tucked behind my back at him. Then, disgusted with myself, I set Shiksa on the comfortable chaise I’d been curled up on and jumped to my feet. If Oliver was going to turn traitor, I was going to need to pace.

      And then stab something.

      Nightfall had come like a candle being snuffed out. It had been daylight and warm sun, then all at once, with one mighty breath from the sky above, it was night.

      Young boys, pages of some kind, rushed in to fuel the fire and light lanterns all around the room. Unlike last night, we didn’t cower, huddling together against the elements. We were bathed in warmth. Rich with it.

      Our clothes were clean. Our shoes were dry. Our fingers free from the dirt and grime of both the forest and the road. Our bellies full. And our minds spinning.

      At least my mind spun.

      If the rebels planned to keep us prisoner and eventually figured out my real identity, Elysia would be in grave danger. The entire realm would be in grave danger.

      Under no circumstance could the Crown of Nine fall into rebel hands.

      Because of the aforementioned grave danger.

      Also, because anyone in possession of the Crown of Nine would have a claim to the throne. If the rebels were able to rally a few already unrestful kingdoms behind them, their claim could be made legitimate. They would only need a little charm and an army. A rebel army.

      Arrick appeared in the doorway as if my mind had conjured him. He hesitated only a moment before strolling into the small hut held aloft in the cradle of this massive tree. His focus flicked around the room, taking in our comfortable prison in seconds.

      “You have everything you need?” he asked with that gruff way of his.

      I nodded. Oliver mumbled something that sounded positive.

      “There are guards posted outside, should you attempt to leave.”

      Everything inside me hardened at his words. I felt my skin go taut, my muscles turn to stone. My hand itched for my sword, but I’d been divested of that once inside the veil of fog.

      “We’re prisoners? Truly?”

      He turned to face me. I had begun to loathe that hood. I couldn’t see his eyes and that made him more sinister than he was. He was merely a man. A man I could fight. A man I could kill. Curiosity burned through me. Was he disfigured? Was he a wanted criminal?

      “What else would you be?” His low chuckle chased me around the room. “My guests?”

      “We have nothing of value. There is no reason to hold us.”

      He didn’t seem at all bothered by my claims. He crossed his arms and assessed me from toes to forehead. “Ransom? Surely someone misses you. Misses you enough to pay at least something to see you returned. Unharmed if that something is worth our while.”

      While I didn’t believe this man was as bad as his threats, I didn’t trust him either. Or at least that was what I told myself. Meanwhile some misguided instinct whispered that he wouldn’t hurt me.

      Clearly, I had been locked up in the monastery for too long.

      “You’ll get no ransom for us,” Oliver sighed. “There is neither anyone missing us nor are we worth anything of value.”

      Arrick’s faceless visage held my gaze, “Surely that isn’t true.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for me,” I challenged him. “Merely feel sorry that your treasury will see no boon from your immorality.”

      “You think because I’ve stopped you from trespassing that I am the immoral one? You put a blade to my throat and threatened my manhood. I could learn a few things from your depravity.”

      “You forced my hand when you stole my possessions.” I cringed as soon as the words left my mouth. I hadn’t meant to bring up the satchel again, hoping he and all his men would forget about it.

      Of course, his attention instantly dropped to my pack, tucked behind my legs. “And what are those exactly? What made you risk your life so brazenly? Could that fulfill your ransom?”

      “It’s all I have left in this world,” I told him truthfully. “You’d have to kill me before I would let it go.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “So what brings you to Tenovia then? With a purse that you’re willing to die for?”

      Oliver sat up, holding my gaze. “We didn’t lie. We’re simply passing through.”

      “To where?” Arrick pressed.

      “Elysia.” I didn’t know what prompted me to keep giving information away. Likely more pagan magic. How clever to lock his prisoners within a truth fog.

      How stupid of me to forget all my training and blame this open-mouthed carelessness on a forest.

      His jaw flexed. “What could you possibly want in Elysia?”

      “It’s the seat of the realm.”

      “And?”

      “And we have business there.” I didn’t like that he kept pushing me. This man was maybe the most infuriating creature I had ever encountered.

      “What could you possibly need in Elysia? There is nothing there but corrupt kings and greed.”

      My heart pinched. “That cannot be true,” I insisted. “Elysia is the capital. And while things may not have been the same since… since the royal family was killed—”

      Arrick bit out a harsh laugh. “More like massacred. And you’re right. Nothing has been the same since. The queen’s brother rules with as much sense as a cooly-cooly bird and every other kingdom suffers at his careless hands. Tyrn is determined to bankrupt every single sovereign. And if someone doesn’t step in soon there will be war. Barstus and Vorestra have already threatened to align with Blackthorne. Meanwhile, Kasha fights an ugly civil war and no one has stepped in to offer aid. The Ring of Shadows moves through the realm like locusts, consuming and destroying everything in its path. But you should know all of this.” His gaze stayed focused on my face, but his words had upended my perception of the realm enough that I didn’t remember to hide my reaction.

      My mind spun as I tried to process all of his flippant stream of information. Had my uncle truly let things become so bleak? Kasha at civil war? Blackthorne making a move for power? The Ring of Shadows? This couldn’t be.

      “Where exactly are you from, lass?” Arrick asked.

      I reached for Shiksa. Her silken coat soothed some of the frayed edges of my nerves. How could I have stayed away for so long? How could I have abandoned my people to my uncle’s incapable hand?

      Now, more than ever, I needed to get home—to Elysia. I needed to use the crown to unite the kingdoms again, to bring peace and stability to the realm once more. The only problem was that I had no idea how to do that.

      Even if I did manage to escape the rebels and return to Elysia, I had no formal training as a sovereign, no idea how to make peace between warring kingdoms, no insight into political affairs, no experience… no education in matters of state. I didn’t even know how to dance.

      A raven cawed in the distance. Or maybe it was in my head.

      “What is your name?” Arrick demanded, breaking me from my spinning thoughts.

      “Wh-what?”

      “Your name, if you please.” When I didn’t tell him, he moved toward me impatiently. “You know mine. It’s only fair, isn’t it?”

      I lifted my chin, coming fully back to the conversation. “You’re free to leave. I’m not. Explain to me the definition of fair.”

      “Fine,” he sighed, as if it pained him. “Then I demand to know your name.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      His lips twitched. “You’ve already refused.”

      “If I continue to refuse?”

      “I’ll take your fox.”

      “You wouldn’t!” I cradled Shiksa against my chest. She nuzzled into me and my protective instincts flared.

      “I wouldn’t. You’re right about that,” he conceded. Holding up a finger, he exclaimed, “She bit me.”

      She squirmed in my hold, settling closer against me. “You must have been doing something she didn’t like. She’s usually very gentle.”

      Arrick managed to look somewhat contrite. At least the corners of his frown seemed contrite. “She might have been opposed to me digging through your precious purse.”

      I kissed the top of Shiksa’s soft head. “Good girl.”

      “Your name, prisoner.”

      When I lifted my gaze, I could see that he all but vibrated with impatience and frustration. His mouth, the only part of his face I could see, was set in a frown and his jaw ticked dangerously. I had already pushed my luck enough for one day.

      “Tess,” I answered. “My name is Tess.”

      “Tess.”

      “Yes.”

      Before Oliver and I had even left the monastery we had decided that Tess was a common enough name to go unnoticed. Tessana Allisand might have belonged to a lost princess. But Tess could be a name from any province, in any part of the realm.

      “Oliver,” Oliver offered when Arrick turned to him.

      “Tess and Oliver,” he repeated, as if testing the sounds on his tongue. He rested his hand over his chest, his tanned skin stood out against his sleek cloak. “I am Arrick, as you know.”

      He reached up to pull his hood back. I found myself holding my breath as he revealed his features to us. I expected deformities or scars or something to warrant the hooded mystery, but when the shadow was gone, there was nothing but a man underneath. A shockingly handsome man with thick, dark hair and startling blue eyes.

      I took a fast, surprised intake of air that wasn’t enough to fill my lungs. Arrick was not the man I expected him to be.

      The short beard covering his jaw had falsely given the impression that he was older, a man well into his prime. But, in fact, he was as young as me. His face pulled at something inside me. A memory… or a feeling…an emotion that I wasn’t at all comfortable with.

      He watched me stare at him without speaking, as if he were waiting for me to offer judgment. His eyes flashed with anxiety, brightening and softening simultaneously. This was why he wore the hood. He couldn’t command fear when women would be mesmerized by him; people in general would have a hard time whispering gruesome rumors about a man that looked like that.

      Nor could I imagine many villagers fleeing in terror should he ride in on a thundering steed. I cleared my throat and decided Shiksa’s paws needed my immediate inspection.

      Arrick let out a deep breath and continued, “You are more than prisoners in my camp, although I have not done a good job of proving this to you. You are my guests.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. And I certainly couldn’t believe his words. Something had changed his mind when he removed his hood. But I couldn’t begin to guess what.

      “Your guests? Then we’re free to go?” I shared a skeptical glance with Oliver. He didn’t believe this rebel bandit either.

      “I should hope you would choose to stay,” Arrick continued. “Or at least wait until we’re ready to go with you.”

      That wasn’t exactly the answer I was looking for.

      I stared at him, taking in his high cheekbones and the tousled hair that fell too long over his collar. He didn’t fit the image of a rebel I’d always imagined. Where were his jagged scars and gray nose whiskers? Where was the foul breath and repugnant body odor?

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “You’re clearly not prepared to survive the Tellekane Forest,” he pointed out. “And if you’re on your way to the Diamond Mountains, you’ve more danger to contend with. If you’re lucky enough to survive to the Elysian borders, you’ll still have to make it over the Marble Wall and sneak past battalions of Tyrn’s armies.” When I only stared at him, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, he continued, “Since you came to Tenovia unprepared with papers, I assume you have none for Elysia either.” I shook my head. We didn’t. “How about for Soravale?”

      “No. I didn’t realize… I hadn’t realized…”

      “Where exactly are you from?” He stepped closer, examining my features all over again. “How is it that you’re dressed for this realm and yet you know nothing of current politics or—”

      “Heprin,” I offered promptly. “We’re from a remote part of Heprin where the news comes very infrequently.”

      “Heprin?”

      I decided to redirect him to our original conversation. “Thank you for your offer Arrick, but we can’t accept your generosity.”

      “Why not?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why. Not?”

      “Because!” I looked to Oliver for help, but he merely shrugged. “Because, as you’ve said our journey is dangerous. You would only draw attention our way. We would like to remain unnoticed for our own, personal, very private reasons.”

      “You can’t make it out of this forest without my help. How do you think you’ll make it all the way to Elysia?”

      “You’ll slow us down,” I countered without answering his question. “You and any of your men, no matter how small a number you bring, mean more people to feed, to protect, to… bathe.”

      “We have horses.” His mouth broke into a full grin. “And food to eat on the road.”

      I refused to give into Arrick’s bold, pushy assertions. Even if I was running out of arguments. “You’ll make the road more dangerous for us obviously. No doubt there is a price over your head in every one of the Nine Kingdoms. We’ll be hunted. You’ll be hunted and I doubt I’ll be able to convince my next jailer to consider me a guest, welcomed or otherwise. Nobody is that lucky.”

      “You’re right about that, Tess,” he agreed solemnly. “I doubt anyone could be as lucky as you. Twice.”

      The gravity in his voice made me uncomfortable. Even more so because I didn’t know where it came from. I glanced nervously at Oliver, but he only shrugged again.

      “You do need my help,” Arrick continued. “And my protection. Any trouble we run into will be swiftly taken care of. King’s guards or not.”

      “So confident,” I murmured. “But my answer is still no. We don’t need nor do we want your help. Thank you for your forced and unwanted hospitality. But tomorrow we shall be on our way. Without you.”

      He lifted that one arrogant brow again and I knew it was to call me out for my brazen argument with the small, unspoken caveat that we would be staying here tonight.

      “Fine,” he grunted. “Then I suppose we’ll have to barter for it.”

      “Barter?” I laughed. “But you have nothing I want.”

      That was not quite true. He had weapons and food and horses, after all. But I didn’t trust him.

      I had just decided that I won the argument when Arrick stuck his hand into his pocket, retrieving my necklace. I had almost forgotten about it with the excitement of the day.

      He dangled it in front of me until I made the mistake of reaching for it. He pulled it back before I could get close.

      I should have known better. But the temptation had been too great.

      “This is a rather interesting pendant, isn’t it?” He held it close to his face, examining the glittering gemstones. “What do the colors stand for?”

      I looked longingly at the sapphire blue and sparkling diamond in his palm. The Soravale and Elysian crest colors. “Death,” I lied. “They are a talisman to Denamon.”

      “Oh, yes, the cursed item readying to strike my manhood?” he asked with an even voice.

      “I wouldn’t sit down for a while if I were you.”

      His answering smile was brighter than any lantern in the tree house. “Manhood or no, you’ll not get your necklace until you agree to let us accompany you to Elysia.”

      I ground my teeth.

      “No.”

      “I’ll give you the night to think about it.” He stepped back, into the shadows that lurked near the door.

      I opened my mouth to argue more, but he had already disappeared into the night. I listened to his footsteps tromp across the nearby rope bridge, leading him to a different part of his elevated camp. The rope creaked and groaned beneath his weight and the night breeze rustled the leaves overhead, igniting the air with a cacophony of curiously comforting sounds.

      I blinked as sleep seemed to hold my eyelids prisoner. “What do you think?” I whispered to Oliver.

      He curled onto his side and poked at the fire with a kindling rod. “I think we’ve either been saved or damned. I just haven’t figured out which yet.”

      “Damned,” I told him. “Obviously.”

      He sighed, tucking his hands beneath his cheek and closing his eyes. “I don’t know, Tessana. I don’t feel damned. But ask me again in the morning.”

      I quieted, letting my mind absorb this strange turn of events while Oliver’s snores filled the quiet room. I meant to stay awake and keep an eye out.

      Arrick had seemed peaceful enough. Even if he was lying about why he wanted to accompany us, I still didn’t believe he meant us physical harm.

      So that must have been why my eyes closed so easily and my mind stopped spinning.

      That must have been why sleep chased me so successfully and why I had absolutely no trouble drifting away.

      All the while wondering if this was damnation.

      Or if Arrick could be salvation.
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      “Tessana!”

      I jolted awake, curling my fists into claws.

      “It’s me!” Oliver rushed to assure me. “Just me.”

      I struggled to catch my breath, panting as memories of the previous day infiltrated my sleepy fog.

      My heart pounded, running a race it would never win.

      Oliver’s face came into focus and I reached out to smooth the worried lines across his forehead. “I’m okay,” I told him.

      His voice was raspy with sleep, “Can you remember anything?”

      I shook my head and rubbed at bleary eyes. “Nothing. Nothing but birds and blood and…” There was something there, just at the cusp of my mind. I closed my eyes and tried to reach for it, hold onto it. It disappeared, like smoke sucked up a chimney. “Nothing. Birds and blood. That’s all.”

      “Birds.” Oliver sat back on his heels. “That is one of your stranger fears, princess.”

      I smiled before shushing him. “I never said I was afraid of birds! At least not while I’m awake.”

      We were silent for a long moment, thinking on the odd nightmares that had followed me since the night I escaped Elysia. My mind drifted with memories of the past and present and the last lucid dream I had before I left the monastery for good.

      Oliver and I realized that we had awoken before anyone else and that we were alone. No guards. No meddling Arrick. No one to stop us from leaving.

      I jumped up and shoved my feet into my boots. I laced them with slow fingers, frustrated that my body hadn’t spurred awake like my mind.

      Oliver crawled over to his bed kit and started shoving what little possessions he had back into his pack. My hair had come out of its braid, falling wildly around my shoulders, but I would fix that later. I deposited Shiksa into the pack I slung across my body against her whimper of protest. Choosing to ignore the irate kitling for now, I flung my cloak around my shoulders, clasping it with careless haste.

      I shared one last glance with Oliver and we moved silently for the door. I pulled my hood over my tangled hair and hoped to blend in with the still thick darkness. I would have to leave my necklace behind. And I hated that. I determined to hunt it down once I had an army at my disposal. Maybe with the strength of the Elysian royal forces behind me, Arrick would be more reasonable.

      At least I still had the Crown of Nine.

      We left the warmth of our quiet loft behind us and stepped onto the balcony that looked out over the intricate community Arrick had built for his rebel army. Trees as broad as belfries held houses aloft, each wrapped with a balcony and rope bridges that connected on all four sides.

      The darkness had lightened just a touch, turning the treetops orange with approaching sunlight. The forest remained as black as always, but there was no fog to hold us within the camp.

      I took another step forward, intent on using the rope foothold that would swing me to the ground.

      “I wouldn’t do that, m’lady.” I turned sharply to face a young rebel with his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “The commander has demanded you stay within your accommodations.”

      “Where did you come from?” He shrugged, trying to hide his victorious smile. I let out a sigh. “And if I decide not to listen?”

      His expression tightened with determination. “Then I’ll be forced to make you listen.”

      “Brave words,” I acknowledged. “But I just don’t feel them.” He was a kitten compared to the men we’d met yesterday.

      The young soldier pulled his blade free. “I feel them. I will stop you, m’lady, if you try to leave. With force if I have to.”

      I resisted the urge to growl with frustration. “What if I promised you that we aren’t leaving? We’re just going for a morning stroll.”

      “I will call for reinforcements,” he threatened.

      I could take this child soldier easily enough, but I’d hardly make it across the courtyard if he yelled out for help.

      “You are making my life very difficult right now,” I snarled at him.

      “As you are making mine,” a deep voice roughened with sleep called out behind me.

      Arrick. Dragon’s blood.

      I stiffened, wondering at the skittering of shivers down my spine. I was loath to be caught after he’d offered kindness the night before. But I couldn’t allow myself to be held in his trap a moment longer. Oliver and I needed to be on our way. Without him.

      I schooled my expression into placid control and turned to face him. “I was just giving you my answer regarding your offer, Commander.”

      “By sneaking out?”

      I looked him over and had to press my lips together to keep from smiling. In his rush to get dressed, he had put his shirt on backward and remained barefoot. But the very worst part of his disheveled state was that his leggings weren’t tied. They hung open inappropriately. I had to lock my eyes with his to keep from staring.

      Although one quick glance confirmed there was nothing indecent peeping through.

      Unfortunately.

      “I was just…” I tried to keep a straight face. “You can’t blame me for trying. I’m an opportunist.”

      That irritating eyebrow lifted. “Is that what you are?” He ran a hand through his mussed hair. “Tess, you are welcome to leave, if you must. But I can offer a hot breakfast if you’re willing to speak with me once more.”

      Oliver’s stomach growled behind me. My stomach was just as unhappy, even if it didn’t do me the disservice of speaking up.

      “We can wait through breakfast,” I allowed. “If you’re serious about our freedom.”

      “As I said last night,” he huffed as he gripped his leggings with one hand. “You are my guests.”

      Oliver and I backed up together. “Then I apologize for the, er, early commotion.” We slipped back into our lodging as quietly as we left it and collapsed with silent laughs—not because we were trying to remain quiet, but because we were laughing that hard.

      An hour later, we’d washed, and I’d managed something civil with my hair. Oliver and I feasted on Quirick eggs and salted potato hash. Oliver had thirds while I stopped myself after two generous helpings.

      Arrick joined us not long after we’d finished, flanked by Eret and Dravon. They moved around the small space, shrinking our cozy sanctuary with their size.

      “My generals, Eret and Dravon,” Arrick introduced needlessly.

      “We met them the other day,” I sneered. “They’re very good with ropes.”

      “That they are. And with combat. You’d be wise to accept my help and have these men ride at your side.”

      “If I were wise, I wouldn’t have ended up in their trap to begin with,” I countered.

      Arrick’s eyes flashed with frustration, “Tess, see reason.”

      “Why are you so determined to accompany us? Yesterday, you were happy to leave me to hang in the Blood Woods. Today I cannot be rid of you. What changed?” I felt the presence of the crown in the room. He’d said he hadn’t looked through the pack, but he could have been lying.

      Arrick stepped forward, his hands held out in front of him. “This realm is dangerous. A girl like you, without protection, will be eaten up within days. It’s my civic responsibility to make sure you arrive at your destination unharmed.”

      “I have protection,” I nodded toward Oliver.

      “Real protection,” Arrick clarified.

      “Hey!” Oliver protested.

      Oliver might not have looked like much, but I knew without a shadow of a doubt that he would protect me with his life. And he was proficient with a number of weapons. He was not the scrawny, skinny boy he appeared to be. And yet we’d still managed to be caught.

      My thoughts moved to the crown. If Arrick had found the crown, even if he’d merely glimpsed it, he would have already killed me. The crown was all that was needed to take control of this failing realm. With it, he could elevate his army from rebel to royal. If my uncle was truly that incompetent at running the realm, then the crown and a new king would be enticing to a kingdom in ruin.

      But I also didn’t believe he felt any obligation to me, civil or otherwise. He was a rebel, a hunted bandit. He didn’t hold respect for this land or the sovereigns that ruled it. He certainly wouldn’t care what happened to a stranger.

      I stood, matching him as closely in height as I was able. “I need more than your civic duty, Commander. I need reasons I can actually trust.”

      “Despite what you believe, Stranger, my army does in fact want peace. We fight to protect the helpless of the realm, the victims that Tyrn wishes to crush beneath his boot. We save what we can from the marauding Ring of Shadows. We fight oppression and repression. We fight so that young girls like you may walk from one kingdom to the other and keep their heads atop their bodies.”

      I swallowed, working to breathe beyond the large lump suddenly lodged in my throat. I fought to hold out hope for my uncle, despite Arrick’s mounting evidence against him.

      “And we have horses,” Arrick continued. “We would reach Elysia in a third of the time it would take you on foot.”

      My desperate need to get home and dig my realm out of this mess made me wonder if the pros to Arrick’s offer outweighed the cons. I looked into his eyes and saw his determination. I didn’t believe any of his reasons for accompanying us. I wasn’t sure about his dedication to the realm and his mission to fight my uncle. Those reasons weren’t enough for him to accompany Oliver and me.

      But he was willing to escort us to Elysia. With his horses. He would bring his muscled men with their weapons and forest experience. He could solve our pesky problems with papers.

      “Fine,” I heard myself say. “You may accompany us to Elysia. I, er, we shall allow it. But be warned, Commander, we have nothing of value to pay you for your time and services.”

      That wasn’t quite true. Once we made it to Elysia, I would have stores of gold and coin to heap upon him and his army. But I would hold back that offer until we’d crossed the Marble Wall and the crown was situated firmly on my head.

      “We do not expect payment, m’lady,” Arrick said with a bow of his head.

      I noticed that his men stared at him agog. Apparently, they expected payment. Was I being manipulated into a sense of safety? A quick glance at Oliver told me he didn’t know what to think either.

      I put away my feelings of unease for now but vowed to keep my guard up. “When will you be ready to leave?” I asked, ignoring the tremble in my voice. “We are eager to be on our way.”

      Arrick’s lips twitched before he swept his hand toward the doorway. “That much has been made clear. But have no fear, your escort awaits.”

      With stiff legs I moved to the door and saw that he had not lied. A guard of about twenty men sat in perfect formation on horseback waiting for the command to ride.

      The rebel army was more than a bunch of ragtag bandits. Arrick had apparently developed capable soldiers with a sense of propriety and loyalty any kingdom would be happy to have on their side. But they had no loyalty and they fought for no particular kingdom.

      I wondered if Arrick would fight against me, too, when I was queen. Would I be forced to hunt him down and end his rebellion?

      The thought left me hollow.

      I decided to think about those things later.

      Much later.

      “We’re ready to leave when you are, m’lady,” he murmured behind me.

      I jumped at his closeness. I had been too lost in my thoughts to hear him approach. “Tess,” I insisted. “You can call me Tess.”

      “Only if you call me Arrick.” I could hear the smile in his voice, but I resisted one of my own.

      I turned to face him. “Arrick.”

      “Tess.” He held out a hand to me. I slipped mine into his, allowing him to shake it. “I look forward to our business together,” he said.

      “Is this business?”

      He answered with just a wink. He was up to something.

      But what?

      Arrick disengaged my hand and stepped back. With a commanding voice that carried across his fortress, he called out, “We ride as soon as our guests are ready! Be on your guard.” To me he said, “We await you below.” Then he walked from the room, his men at his side.

      I turned back to Oliver and let his silence speak for him. “Did I make a mistake?”

      He picked up my sword from a low table against the wall and tossed it to me. I caught it at the hilt and rolled my wrist, testing the weight and familiarity. Arrick’s men must have returned them to us while we spoke.

      “It remains to be seen,” Oliver admitted. “But keep your blade close.” He nodded at my satchel on the floor behind me. “And your possessions closer.”

      A few minutes later we mounted borrowed steeds. Arrick rode at the front, while Oliver and I rode in the middle, either still imprisoned or protected. I couldn’t be sure.

      With a click of his throat and a call of command, Arrick led us into the forest. Our horses were born and bred in Tenovia. Slimmer than Heprin’s steeds, they were reared to pick their way through the tangled forest. Their fat hooves remained steady through the rough terrain and their long legs easily stepped over the white roots that blocked the paths.

      By early evening we’d cleared the Blood Woods and found the road again. Arrick’s caravan stayed to the right of the road and moved through Tenovia with a grace and authority that continued to surprise me.

      By the end of the first day, we had recovered our lost time and set a steady course toward my homeland.

      I was back on the right path.

      And yet, looking at the dark head of the rebel commander, I felt more upended than ever.
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      After a week of traveling, our caravan had fallen into a routine. Or rather, Oliver and I had adapted to the stringent schedule of the rebel army.

      We woke before dawn and set out on the main roads, unafraid of law enforcement. At first, I had been surprised at the support the Tenovian people showed for the rebel army. People would often wave as we passed and when we stopped near an inn, the inn keeper would send out hot food and cold drinks.

      When I was at the monastery, I’d heard a few rumors of the rebel army from workers passing through. But their whispers were usually terrifying tales of beheaded soldiers and robbed carriages.

      I had been justifiably wary of them until I accidentally became one of them.

      In fact, most of the men in Arrick’s army had military experience. They’d either retired from their own country’s service or defected, making quite a few of them men with prices on their heads.

      I had expected a cruel, barbaric group of men that wanted to kill anything that looked at them strangely and stayed warm by using the severed limbs of fallen enemies to kindle their fires.

      Instead, I found men that respected life and respected each other. They helped stranded wagons by repairing wheels or rescuing them from the mud. They assisted with needed repairs as we passed through villages. They spent time every morning and evening practicing their fighting skills and sharpening blades.  And they’d abandoned their countries because they believed this was a better solution… a better campaign for peace than anything else.

      I shifted on my saddle, wincing at the pain shooting through my thighs and back. Shiksa resettled herself in the folds of my cloak, digging her tiny claws into the fabric so she didn’t bounce off. A week on horseback had made me appreciate the simplicity of walking.

      A quick glance at Oliver proved that he was in the same shape, if not a bit worse off. He looked visibly pained as he bounced around atop his mare. She was as gentle as any horse I had ever seen, but Oliver’s body seemed to be at war with the movements beneath him.

      He gave me a sour look. “One shall not complain about one’s circumstances. They can always get worse.” He wiggled in his saddle. “One of the first wisdoms of the Temple.”

      I watched him for a minute as he steered his mare crookedly on the road. He couldn’t seem to walk in a straight line to save his life. With my sweetest voice, I told him, “By listening to you, one would never know you struggled not to complain.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It could be worse. I do believe that.”

      I laughed. “How?”

      “We could still be trapped in that tree with a gigantic wildebeest relentlessly ramming our haven.” His gaze lifted to meet mine. “Or worse yet, it could have already dragged us back to its cave to mash our brains and feast on our insides.”

      “You are wise, Oliver the Silent. It could be worse.”

      A horse, whose name I learned was Thief, rode up alongside me, pulling my attention to the other side. The steed was magnificent. The bronze coat shone in the late morning sun and the dark mane shimmered as it trotted along with perfect obedience. “Good morning, Commander,” I murmured to the rider.

      Arrick smiled at me. “Good morn, Stranger. And how is your ride today?”

      I swallowed down a fair amount of misery to reply, “Fine. Just like yesterday. And the day before.”

      This was part of our daily routine. While Arrick spent the majority of his time with his men, commanding and dictating and doing whatever else it was that he did, he consistently stopped by to inquire after my wellbeing. His questions remained the same. As did my answers.

      He chuckled. “Are you used to riding, then?”

      I thought back to Oliver’s recitation of the Temple’s wisdom. “I am used to not complaining, Commander.” His eyebrow quirked curiously. “I was raised at the Temple of Eternal Light,” I explained. “The brothers that brought me up did not have much need for horses outside of working their fields. I am afraid I haven’t been on the back of a horse in a very long time.”

      “You were raised among monks?” His expression was comical. “For all this time?”

      “All this time?”

      “For how long?” he clarified. “How much of your life did you spend with them?”

      “Since I was a child,” I answered honestly. “Since I was nine-years-old.”

      “And how old are you now?”

      I tilted my chin. There was a tone to his voice that I did not like. There was an implication there that I was still a child. “Old enough to know that a man should never ask a woman that question.”

      “Younger than twenty, I would imagine,” he went on as if I hadn’t spoken.

      I turned to him and raised one eyebrow, mimicking his almost constant expression. “And you already know I’m older than nine. What is your best guess?”

      “Seventeen.”

      I swallowed back frustration at his perfect answer. “Your guess is close enough, I suppose,” I told him.

      His answering smile told me he believed he’d won. Which I suppose he had. “And how old are you?”

      “No, you must guess. That’s our game.”

      My gaze moved over him, taking in the way he squinted and the manner in which his smile stretched across his face. I accounted for his time in the sun, the tan to his smooth skin. He had a full head of hair and all his teeth, the rough scrape of beard over his jaw. There was an air about him that showed world weariness, but also youth and vibrancy and a playfulness I had been trying to ignore.

      He reminded me of someone, and the similarity made my throat ache for things that could never be. They weren’t the same person. They couldn’t be. The boy I pictured would be ruling a kingdom by now. And Arrick was an outlaw. But those blue eyes were a perfect replica of the ghost of my past, the ghost that should have been the foundation of my future.

      At last I looked at his hands. They were wrapped around leather reigns and stretched long and true. Young hands. They had neither the wrinkles of time nor the scars from many battles, though they were weathered and calloused and proof of a hard life.

      “Twenty-three,” I guessed.

      He nodded. “Close. Twenty.”

      “Twenty!”

      He laughed. “Do I look older?”

      “Much,” I assured him. His age… Three years had separated the boy prince and me. The same distance between Arrick and me now. It was impossible though. Mere coincidence. Magic from the Blood Wood. I swallowed down my suspicion, hiding my reaction behind teasing. “I would have guessed fifty winters if I had not been worried about offending your ego.”

      “Now you’re just being cruel.”

      I smiled because he was right.

      We rode in comfortable silence for several minutes before he said, “For eight years you lived without horses and yet you are obviously proficient with this one. Did you ride often before?”

      “Before the monastery. Yes, we had horses. It used to be a favorite pastime of mine.”

      “Well, you have impressed me with your proficiency, Stranger. I commend you on your ability to stay with us even though I know you’re hurting.”

      “You are escorting me, Commander. There is no other option.”

      I heard the smile in his voice, even while I kept my gaze focused ahead. “I’ve never heard of monks taking in orphans. Is this a custom in Heprin?”

      I nibbled my lip, realizing I’d said too much. Monks did not take in children, especially female children, unless they were pledged to the order. Which I clearly was not. “No, it is not custom. I was a special case. The high priest knew my family. He agreed to raise me out of obligation to them.” And to the realm. But I knew better than to say that particular piece of truth out loud.

      “And you were the only female among them?”

      “The only.” I turned my gaze on him. “And the only person allowed to speak out loud. The Temple of Eternal Light is a silent order.”

      His mouth opened and closed as he floundered for something to say. “Completely silent?”

      “Completely,” I laughed. “Your rebel army is the most voices I have heard speaking at once in a long time. More concerning than the pain in my backside is the pain in my head from their constant chatter.”

      He shook his head. “Eight years of silence. I cannot even imagine.”

      “In truth, I think the brothers started to see me as useful. While they remained loyal to their vows, they had me to barter with vendors from the market and the women that made their clothes. I could communicate in ways that were otherwise impossible for them. I’m not sure what they’ll do now that they don’t have a stray orphan around to voice their very frugal opinions.”

      I enjoyed his low chuckle. But when he spoke again, he was as serious as before. “You were obviously very valuable to them if they let you stay with them for so long. Did they protest when you decided to leave?” His gaze narrowed on me. “Or maybe they did not know? Has another fugitive joined my ranks? Is there a price on your head meant to be paid in cucumbers and tomatoes?”

      “Hardly. I left with as much fanfare and pomp as a silent monastery is capable of giving. The Brotherhood of Silence were without a doubt generous hosts and gracious teachers, but they knew I would not stay with them forever. I could not. I would never agree to their vows and it’s forbidden for a woman to join the order.”

      “So off to Elysia you went.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, thankful he seemed to accept every part of my story without question. “Home at last.”

      “Home? Is it?” His movements drew my attention back to him. From his pocket he withdrew my necklace. The two glittering gemstones shimmered in the bright sunlight, dancing as the horse moved onward. “But these are Soravale colors, are they not? The blue and the silver belong to the Soravale coat of arms. Elysia’s are white and gold.”

      My fingers itched to snatch the necklace from his taunting fingers. He asked too many questions. “And how do you know so much of royal colors?”

      Arrick inclined his head toward the army that surrounded us. “My men come from all corners of the realm. They still wear their colors out of loyalty to our mission, to the kingdoms we’re trying to save from an incompetent king and the Ring of Shadows.”

      “Oh.” His answer made sense. And royal colors weren’t uncommon knowledge. But that flicker of instinct flared again. There was more to Arrick than he wanted me to know. His questions were carefully crafted, meant to put me at ease. And yet I felt him digging deep, searching for answers I intended to stay hidden.

      Two could play at that game.

      He persisted, “So, Stranger, if you’re from Elysia, why do you wear Soravale’s colors?”

      I bit down on my lip, sharpening my fictitious history. Would a common Elysian family ever have dealt closely with one from Soravale? Maybe merchants. But how about their nine-year-old daughter?

      “You stole it,” he assumed. “You’re a fugitive after all.”

      “I am not a fugitive,” I huffed. “And I didn’t steal it. I had a friend when I was younger. He gave it to me.”

      “He?”

      “Yes, he.”

      I cleared my throat and turned my palm over, holding out my hand. “May I have that back now, please? Or are you planning to hold it hostage all the way to the Marble Wall?”

      The cool metal dropped into my hand.

      “I wasn’t holding it hostage.”

      “Oh really?”

      “I merely wanted to ensure your cooperation.”

      I almost smiled. Almost. “And you have it. There is no need to kidnap my possessions again.”

      His blue eyes flashed with fire. “I hope you understand what we’re sacrificing for you. We’ve placed your journey above all our other priorities. And we’re in the middle of a war.”

      “A war?”

      “A rebellion,” he clarified. “Battles aren’t being fought on a field, but our work is important. Even you, the recluse that you are, can believe that.”

      “Do not presume to know what I believe, Commander. Nor should you assume the work you’re doing is important. So far, I have seen nothing but happy villages and peaceful life. I’m afraid this war you are stirring is nothing but whispered rumors in a realm that has no need for battle or rebellion.”

      He leaned toward me, the leather of his saddle creaking beneath his muscled thighs. “You are sheltered. Sheltered, stubborn, and spoiled. You might not appreciate my help, Stranger. But you need it.” His heels clicked against his steed’s belly and he moved forward with a jolt of power.

      I watched him work his way through the battalion, his head held high the entire time. He didn’t stop until he was seated at the front of his rebel army. And never once did he look back.

      “That was brilliant, Tessana,” Oliver muttered at me in a harsh whisper so those riding around us couldn’t hear.

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      “Fine. That was brilliant, Tess.”

      “What?” I took a deep breath and tried to ignore the seedlings of guilt that sprung up in my chest. “He started it.”

      “He started it?” He let out an elongated sigh, “He is young,” Oliver noted. “But when compared to you his maturity is staggering.”

      “Dragon’s blood, Oliver, what would you have me do? He is not our friend. And he is most certainly not our ally. He has an agenda and until I know what it is, I cannot—”

      Oliver whispered. “Cannot be polite? Or at least silent until we arrive at our destination?”

      “He intentionally picks fights with me! And he pries too much.”

      “You’re right,” Oliver conceded. “But you cannot afford to lose him. We were naïve to believe we could take this journey alone, Tess. I’ve heard the rebels speak of the royal armies and how they patrol these roads. And the whispers of the Ring of Shadows are worse. We are fortunate to have a guard. The Light is shining on us. But you are determined to ruin this, and I don’t know why. You’re a fool if you still believe we can do it on our own.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from hissing something foul. And to keep from admitting he was right. But I couldn’t quell the need to push Arrick, to press and press and press until he finally gave way and revealed that hidden thing I knew was there. “Fine, Oliver. If you are so concerned with our safety, I shall hold my tongue in the future. Even if Arrick is determined to infuriate me. I shall be more silent than you have ever been.”

      I thought he would react to the subtle dig at his abandoned vows, instead he lifted his brows and smiled. “Arrick?”

      “That is his name.”

      “Of course, it is.”

      “Oliver, it is.”

      “I know that’s his name,” he murmured slyly.

      Now Oliver was the one picking at my fragile restraint. “Are you arguing with me?”

      He sobered unsuccessfully. “No.”

      “You are.”

      “I’m not,” he insisted.

      I narrowed my gaze, unsure exactly what we were fighting about. “His name is actually Arrick.”

      His smile broke through and he fanned his face with a distinctly feminine flair. “Arrick,” he sighed, in a poor imitation of me.

      “I did not say it like that.”

      “Arrick,” he giggled.

      “I hate you.”

      He grinned at me. “You don’t.”

      I didn’t actually hate him, so instead of responding, I leaned forward in my saddle and stared at the road again. The road, not the back of Arrick’s head.

      This journey was nothing like I had expected it to be. Somehow, I’d become wrapped up in the very rebellion I would have to squash once I was queen. And while Arrick was an unbearable man, I did not distrust him like I should.

      He had grown on me over the last week. I had grudgingly come to respect his proficiency with his men and the way he held himself. He was wise and insightful and hard when he needed to be. But then soft too, or not soft exactly, but warm, even charming.

      I clasped the necklace around my throat and enjoyed the weight as the gemstones settled against my chest. For a moment I allowed myself to wonder about the boy that had given me this pendant.

      What would he be like? Would he be as fierce when it came to commanding an army? Would he be as stern and direct with his men? Would he have been as playful? Or smile like that?

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. No. These thoughts were foolish. Neither man had a place in my head anymore. Arrick was a means to an end.

      And the boy from my memories would remain that—a memory.

      Arrick and the memories I treasured would disappear eventually. Until then, I would cling to the journey, to the steps taking me closer and closer to my home.
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      A day later we approached a village that could only be described as the exact opposite of happy and peaceful.

      Smoke billowed, darkening the sky. The rebel army kicked their mounts into a gallop, sensing danger long before we could see what caused the blaze. Oliver and I hurried after them. We weren’t as skilled on horseback and were forced to trail behind.

      Ash fell like snow. My nostrils clogged with the stench of burning wood and oil. And something stronger, something that wasn’t tangible. Something like fear.

      Oliver and I arrived in the burning village just in time to watch the rebels dismount with haste, a wall of fire surrounding them from three sides. They moved into action with practiced speed, making it clear that this wasn’t the first inferno they’d extinguished.

      Or the first village they’d seen destroyed.

      Oliver and I hovered near the edges, coughing through the blackish smoke as cozy homes and centuries-old trees burned. The fire consumed everything it touched, greedy with death and destruction.

      From where I watched it, the blaze was a living, breathing dragon that swept high up into the thick-leafed canopy overhead before dropping back toward the ground to eat at grass and horse and men alike.

      The great, fiery beast flapped hellish wings and licked with its forked tongue as branches snapped and plunged to the ground, making more kindling for the roaring firestorm. The fire beast jumped from tree to tree, splitting into more creatures, more death, spreading like a plague through this once-picturesque village.

      I blinked and the beast turned back into mere fire. Fire that ravaged everything it touched.

      Throughout this journey, I’d seen that all the villages in Tenovia were built among the trees of the Tellekane Forest. Houses mingled with shops and temples, all connected by a spider web of rope bridges.

      The main highway snaked through the village, undisturbed by the community living over it. Some houses towered stories high, built around massive black cedars, extending outward on sturdy branches as thick and durable as any castle rampart. Likewise, merchants conducted business from their lofts in the trees. A blacksmith or goldsmith would have everything he needed built on solid platforms reaching from trunk center to middle of the branch. An alchemist mixed potions from the carved out laboratory of a gigantic cedar. Wells and a series of pulleys and water wheels brought water to each dwelling.

      Rope bridges connected one tree house to the next. The walkways went side-to-side as well as up and down so the different levels of the village could be easily accessed. A lift system made it possible to ride from the ground to the first level of the village easily.

      Tenovian citizens were used to containing and controlling fires. This was how they existed. How they cooked, conducted business, raised their children, and worshiped. Fire was as common in a Tenovian village as daily meals and kilns and alchemy.

      The fire that raged through this village with unrestrained frenzy proved that it had not been accidently set. Nor had it been designed to only damage a little.

      Whoever had set this inferno had meant to kill. To completely obliterate.

      “There are people up there!” I heard someone shout.

      Arrick’s men moved into action. While half the army remained with the well and pulley system, sending buckets of water down the line to drown the fire as best they could, the other half raced for houses where dozens of villagers were trapped.

      I slid off my horse, ignoring my stiff bones and sore muscles. I slung my satchel over my abandoned saddle, tucked Shiksa inside, and rushed into the blaze.

      The smoke billowed around me, creating curtains of black, choking agony. The fire blazed hotter than anything I’d ever experienced. My skin immediately felt as if I’d lazed in the sun all day and let it redden my complexion to the point of pain.

      “Whoever set this fire, locked them inside,” Oliver gasped next to me.

      Fire, as hot as the flame that blazed around me, set my blood to boil. “Who would do such a thing?”

      Oliver shook his head. This was beyond any horror he had ever seen.

      Arrick’s strong voice called for more water overhead. My mind swirled with our latest conversations. Had this been the work of the Tenovian royal house? Or the Ring of Shadows?

      I shook my head, determined to focus on the fight ahead of me.

      I raced to help the army, leaving Oliver screaming after me and the Crown of Nine abandoned on my horse. Leaping to the small platform that would raise me from the ground to the corded walkways, I clung to the rope tethered to the four corners.

      My weight set the platform moving and I looked up at the image of Denamon overhead. I struggled to swallow through a singed throat. Letting my courage take flight, spreading sturdy wings that eclipsed my fear, I pulled hard on the rope dangling above my head and began my ascent. The rope seared with the heat above, burning my fingers.

      The fire made the rope unstable and I swung widely in the air, the platform trembling beneath my weight. I pulled harder, faster, trying to end the journey swiftly.

      It was not a short distance to the first dock. The black cedars were so tall in this part of the forest, that to reach the first level of branches and bridges was like climbing from the ground to the roof of the Temple. The rope frayed as the fire bit into it, singeing away the thick strands little by little.

      A single strand of rope snapped overhead and I lunged to the side, releasing a surprised screech. My fingers bit into the hot rope while my toes dragged across the shifting base beneath me.

      The platform dangled in the air, tilting precariously. One of the corner ropes had snapped. I held onto the pulley, but another rope broke above and the platform rocked and quivered aggressively.

      I leveraged my body against the nearest corner rope. With one hand gripping the pulley so I didn’t plunge to my death, I reached for the docking platform. My fingers brushed the smooth wood, but I couldn’t grab on.

      Oliver yelled something at me from the ground, but I couldn’t hear him clearly over the roar of the fire. In fact, the blaze had grown so hot around me that my skin prickled with sweat and seemed to be as hot as the flames that raced toward me.

      I used my forearm to wipe the moisture out of my eyes so I could see properly again, but smoke clouded my vision.

      I reached for the dock one last time just as the fire finished eating through the rope.

      My mouth opened to scream, but before I could fall to my death, strong hands clasped my forearm. My weight pulled heavily against my savior, making me wince, but he did not let go.

      The platform crashed to the ground with a resounding splintering of wood I could hear even over the roar of the flames. As I clung to the strong arm suspending me above my near-death, breathing in shaky gasps of relief, I watched Oliver leap out of the way of the debris.

      My body continued to hang uselessly while the man holding me worked to pull me to safety. I wasn’t that heavy, but I weighed enough to fell a weaker man. When I looked up, Arrick was staring back, straining against my weight and the forces of gravity working against us.

      Growling something unintelligible, he began to lift. His feet slid against the slick wood until he planted them against the carved ridge and gradually brought me to safety.

      At last, his actions garnered attention from his men and soon three and then four other soldiers rushed to help, grabbing all kinds of limbs and parts of me to drag my helpless body over the side of the walkway.

      I collapsed on the heated dock, struggling to catch my breath.

      I could have been crushed.

      Impaled.

      Snapped into a hundred pieces.

      By the time I’d gathered my wits and managed to stand up again, Arrick had already jumped back into the fray. I owed him my gratitude, but now wasn’t the time.

      I staggered over to the nearest cluster of men, desperately working to open a door. The window had been boarded shut with thick planks. The men had given up on the window, choosing to pick the lock on the door instead.

      This I could help them with. I might not have the brute strength needed to pry stakes out of thick wood. But I did have hair pins.

      “Move!” I shouted at them over the roar of the furnace around us. Surprisingly, they did.

      I crouched in front of the lock, recognizing the royal detail and craftsmanship. It would have been impossible to open without a key. Unless you had older brothers who had been making you break into royal wine stores since you were old enough to carry something back.

      I pulled a hair pin from my braid and tried not to touch the scorching metal as I worked the heavy lock. But my fingers, knuckles and palms burned as I brushed against the metal more than I would have liked.

      I struggled to breathe through the smoke and tried to ignore the hysterical screams from inside the building.

      I closed my eyes and forced it all to fade into the background. I focused on my brothers’ instructions. I pictured their bright eyes teaching their little sister something forbidden so that they had someone to blame their mischief on. I remembered their laughter, their cheers when I finally picked my first lock. I remembered dragging wineskins from the cellars to my giddy brothers waiting in the hall. I remembered my father’s fury when he found out what they had done. And my mother’s laughter as Father relayed what had happened later that night.

      I let ghosts lead the way and memory guide my fingers until at last, the lock snicked free. I leaned back with a garbled breath of relief. The men grunted their approval, pushing me out of the way as they kicked in the door.

      I followed them, gasping at the bodies on the floor. Some lay unconscious on the ground, their faces frozen in agonized masks. Others screamed or clung to each other as they waited for death.

      A dozen people had been locked inside this dress shop and if we hadn’t come upon them, they would have died here, crumpled in clumps on the floor.

      Clinging to each other, hopeless, miserable, and trapped.

      They would have burned alive.

      The soldiers immediately started pulling bodies from the room. They scooped up villagers with impressive strength and tossed them over their shoulders.

      I couldn’t lift adults, but a small child caught my eye. He lay tangled in a heap next to a woman that had to be his mother from the way her limp fists gripped his curly hair and her body lay over his protectively. His pale little face fell with a listlessness that made my heart gallop in my chest.

      I rushed to them, stepping over grown villagers and the rebel soldiers working to save them. I grabbed the tunic of the man closest to me. “I need help!” It was Eret.

      I pointed to the little boy and his mother. “I’ll get the child.” I paused to cough and gasp, desperately needing clean oxygen to clear this lightheadedness. My fingers curled into his shirt. “You get the woman!” I ordered him.

      He nodded wearily. The smoke took its toll on all of us. For a second I worried that this giant of a man didn’t have the strength left in him to carry a woman half his size. But he had no choice. If he didn’t rescue her, she would die. And I refused to let this little boy be orphaned.

      I refused.

      Scooping him up into my arms, I swayed from his weight. As slight and fragile as he looked, he weighed heavily in my arms.

      “All right?” Eret huffed with the woman slung over his shoulder.

      “Fine,” I lied. I nodded for him to lead the way.

      We rushed from the room and raced through the village. As we moved, the air cleared and the heat receded.

      The fire was being contained, even if it had not yet been extinguished.

      At last we reached a lift that would take us to solid ground. Eret held my arm as we stepped onto it, joining soot smeared villagers and victim-laden soldiers.

      The platform swayed beneath our weight, but the ropes held strong. I leaned against Eret, thankful for his steadiness.

      As soon as the platform landed on the forest floor, we jumped off, following soldiers even further from the village. The air continued to clear and I could at last take a deep breath.

      Even if it hurt.

      Down the road, a medic station had been set up. Oliver stood next to four of Arrick’s soldiers tending to the worst of the wounded while other villagers waited their turn.

      Eret laid the woman on the ground, examining her. When he was satisfied she would live, he took the little boy from my arms and did the same.

      “They’ll be fine,” he informed me gruffly. “They had too much of the smoke, but when they awake, they’ll be all right.”

      I nodded. It was all the strength I had left.

      He led me to the nearest well. Dipping a cup into cool water, he handed it over. I drank greedily. Water splashed over my dirty dress, smearing ash and soot on my skin.

      When I finished, Eret handed me another cupful. I paused long enough to nod gratefully before using the drink to quench the fire inside me.

      “You ready to do that again?” he asked when I had drunk my fill.

      I set the cup down, wiping the back of my mouth on my sleeve. Holding his gaze, I saw the challenge there. “Yes,” I told him.

      “Let’s go.”

      He turned and raced for the platform that would send us to the top again. I followed him, catching Arrick’s eye as he stepped off, his arms full of a bloodied woman I wasn’t sure was alive or dead.

      He held my gaze. I passed him, never dropping his stare. Our shoulders brushed against each other, sending a spiral of tingles through me.

      As I stepped onto the platform, I was forced to look away from Arrick. When I turned back his attention was fixed on the medic station and the woman he held.

      I shook off the buzzing sensations still rushing through me, convincing myself that I had imagined our interaction. And that if I hadn’t, it was pointless to dwell on my feelings anyway.

      Eret barked out instructions for when we reached the top. I focused on the mission ahead. I let the task overwhelm me until I became something more than I was, until I became the thing that this village needed the most.

      I stayed that way well into the night, until the last fire had been extinguished and the last villager had been accounted for, dead or alive.

      When a raven cawed overhead, I wasn’t even surprised.

      There was something amiss in my realm—something dark and poisonous and destructive.
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      Dawn broke, lighting the smoky, sleepy world with a different kind of fire than the one we had fought yesterday.

      I lifted my tired eyes from the woman I was tending to admire the pinks and oranges that shone through the ravaged limbs overhead.

      I rubbed a hand over my sore right arm and took a shaking breath. My lungs hadn’t recovered from the smoke yet, nor had my throat felt anything but parched and aching.

      Still, I was proud of the work we’d done, of the villagers we’d saved. Even if the village itself had gone up in flames.

      Looking down at the woman once more, I lifted a cup of water to her bloodied lips. “Here,” I coaxed. “Drink. Slowly, now.”

      Her trembling hands took the cup from me and lifted it to her mouth. She sipped carefully. Meanwhile I smoothed singed hair out of her face and checked her over for worse wounds than fatigue, smoke inhalation, and minor burns. She had none.

      I left the water with her and moved to my next patient. The villagers had been rescued and deposited out of harm’s way without a second glance while I worked with the army to douse the fire. We had struggled into the night to stomp out the last bits of flame and then moved directly to the abandoned villagers waiting to be helped.

      I was exhausted. But we had saved lives.

      Arrick interrupted my path, stopping me from reaching my next patient.

      “You need to rest,” he said tersely.

      I looked him over. His clothes were badly singed. His usually tanned skin had been blackened with soot, dirt, and blood.

      “As do you,” I returned.

      “There is much work to be done.”

      “Yes,” I agreed easily as I tried to walk around him. He stepped in my path again, placing two hands on my shoulders.

      “Tess.” He reached up to tug at his hair with a filthy hand. I had started to look for this gesture whenever he was frustrated with me. Arrick was used to men blindly and obediently following his orders. “Sit down. Rest. The work will wait for you.”

      “And what will you do?” His eyes moved impatiently to a group of soldiers interrogating villagers coherent enough to give an account of how the fire had started. They’d been moving from person to person, hoping to gather as much information as possible.

      “I…” His eyes moved back to mine. “I have matters that need my attention.”

      I nodded, “See to them then.” I started to move around him again, but he held me in place with his strong hand curled around my shoulder. “Arrick, go, help those that need you. And I will do the same. We can rest later.”

      “You’re not steady on your feet,” he argued. “Your eyes are as red as rubies. Sit. For just a few minutes. Have a drink of water. Get off your feet. Then you may return to your work. There will be plenty waiting.”

      I nibbled my bottom lip, tasting the sweat and danger from the previous day that coated my skin. My knees buckled from the weight of his one hand on me and my vision was not as clear as it should be. He was right. I was sinking rapidly. “Sit with me, then,” I countered. “We will have a drink of water and give our feet a small reprieve and then we can both get back to work.”

      He didn’t hide his surprise quickly enough. Did he think I was searching for a way to spend time with him?

      In truth, I was afraid if I sat down, I wouldn’t be strong enough to stand back up again. I wanted his accountability. I knew he wouldn’t rest for long. When he stood up again, so would I.

      “If I rest, you’ll rest?”

      “And if you work, I will too.”

      He released me. I waited for him to be on his way so I could be on mine. Instead, he surprised me by walking over to a jug of water sitting on a salvaged table. He poured two cups and moved to a wagon.

      He looked around for a moment, then handed both of the cups to me. Before I could ask what he was doing, he reached for a discarded stack of bedding that had not yet been ripped to pieces and used for bandages. He grabbed the top blanket and shook it out, setting it on the edge of the wagon. With a satisfied grunt, he gestured for me to sit down.

      I looked down at my ruined traveling gown. “I’m more likely to ruin the blanket than the wagon is to ruin me.”

      “It was covered in blood,” he explained.

      I stared down at my hands. “So am I.” I sat down anyway. I had been handing out water for hours, but I hadn’t had a drink myself in much too long. Bringing the cup to my lips I moaned in relief.

      The cool water soothed my parched throat and extinguished some of the flames still burning through me. It even revived me a bit.

      “See?” Arrick noted. “You needed to rest.”

      I looked out at the clusters of injured and rescued villagers. “It does not matter what I need,” I told him. “It might never matter what I need again.”

      Arrick watched me for a long moment. I could feel his gaze absorbing every inch of me, but I couldn’t explain the dangers that lay ahead, the quest I was on to save this realm.

      This village was just the start. And even though I hadn’t set out to save anyone other than myself, there was no denying the responsibility that came with my crown.

      My uncle had gone astray. He had forgotten what the Seat of Power meant and how the people of this realm counted on him. The royal houses had been swayed into darkness. The Ring of Shadows rode viciously through the realm, taking and destroying and killing whatever it wanted. And the sovereigns did nothing to save their people. Without me, the realm would only continue to slip toward destruction.

      “Have you never seen what the Ring of Shadows is capable of?” Arrick asked after a long time.

      I shook my head. “The temple I grew up in was far removed from society. Heprin is peaceful. They have no formal army, only a royal guard to protect the king. Most citizens are stringently religious and spend their days in devotion to the Light. I did not know to expect… this.”

      Arrick was quiet for a moment before he whispered, “Now you know.”

      “Now I know.” When I grew tired of inspecting my water cup, I lifted my gaze. His was already on me, intense and steady. “I wanted to thank you for earlier,” I said.

      “For earlier?”

      Surely he knew. Or maybe he’d saved so many lives that I mingled in his memory with nameless faces and countless acts of service.

      “For saving my life,” I told him. “On the platform. I would have died if you hadn’t been there to catch me.”

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t believe you. I left you behind on purpose. I left you where I knew you would be safe and out of harm’s way. Yet you still managed not only to jump in the mess headfirst but find immediate peril. I thought I was going to lose you again.”

      His words at once warmed and cautioned. “Again?”

      He looked away and cleared his throat. “I meant completely. I thought I was going to lose you completely.” He cleared his throat again. “Not that I would have minded. I regret to inform you that you’re much more trouble than you’re worth. Unfortunately, I feel this nagging sense of responsibility for your safety.”

      I didn’t know what to make of his words. Had he meant again? And if so what did that mean? Were my suspicions correct? Or was he exhausted enough that his words jumbled on his tongue and in his brain?

      The second explanation was easy to believe. Especially since my own muddled thoughts struggled to make sense of anything.

      “Oh really?” I teased even while I couldn’t let my suspicion go. “This nagging sense of responsibility is why you demanded to accompany me to Elysia? This is why you went out of your way, left your camp, and risked life and limb to escort me home?”

      He gave me an exasperated look. “If I had known how much trouble you would be, I would have sent you on your way with a happy felicitation.”

      I snorted. It wasn’t an attractive sound, but I was too tired to care. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      He opened his mouth to suggest a reason, no doubt an untruthful reason, when a violent shiver racked my body. His brows drew down with concern. “Are you cold?”

      I shivered again, unable to deny it. “I suppose I am. After the fire, my skin hasn’t quite recovered.”

      He wrapped an arm around me, drawing me into the heat of him. I nearly moaned, such was the delicious feeling of his warm body pressed against my chilled one. His shoulder was equally as soothing when I lay my head upon it.

      I took another sip of water feeling an overwhelming sense of comfort and relief. Something festered in the back of my mind, warning me that these feelings were dangerous, reminding me that I had work to do and tasks to finish. But the temptation to press deeper against him won out over all other concerns. It was too consuming.

      I felt his lips against my head and I had to close my eyes against the eruption of butterflies in my chest.

      “Rest now, Tess,” he murmured gently.

      My eyelids fluttered closed without my permission. “For just a moment.”

      His deep voice rumbled against me, lulling me deeper into the cocoon of his embrace. “For just a moment,” he promised. “But rest now. I’ll keep you safe.” His words became a distant whisper until at last I fell into the abyss of sleep. His hypnotic voice chased after me, changing from Arrick’s to someone else’s. “I’m supposed to keep you safe, Tessana. I was made to protect you.”

      Sleep soothed my sore muscles and tired mind. When I woke hours later, the sun was headed toward twilight once again.

      I opened my eyes and blinked at the frenzy of movement in the makeshift camp Arrick’s men had crafted for the villagers. Stretching stiff muscles, I couldn’t believe I had slept so long and been oblivious to the movement around me.

      I carefully sat up and surveyed the work that had been done while I slept. Anger and frustration seared through me. I had wanted to help! I had been helping!

      And that… that… wizard Arrick had forced me to sleep against my will.

      “Well, if her majesty hasn’t finally deigned us with her consciousness.”

      I snapped my attention to Oliver’s smug face. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      He took a quick step back. “He said we weren’t allowed to wake you.”

      “Who?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Who do you think?”

      “And why did you listen to him? You’re not one of his soldiers!”

      Oliver’s face heated. “No, I’m not a soldier. But I can see when my friend needs to rest. You did enough, Tess. Even I slept. There is a limit to our skill. Especially when you’re dead on your feet. He did the right thing. You shouldn’t be angry with him.”

      “Anger is the only safe emotion I know how to feel around him.” The words came out before I could temper them.

      Oliver tried to hide his smile, but he failed. Miserably. “Someone should warn him then.”

      I glared at Oliver, and bit back a frustrated growl. “At least tell me progress has been made,” I snapped.

      He sat down next to me and stretched out his long legs. “Progress has indeed been made. Whatever could be salvaged of the village was. The rebel army and village men, the ones that are still able, have been tearing down the pieces of the wreckage that are beyond repair and assessing how much damage has been done to the forest. And I have blessed and prayed for every injured tree that needed the Light’s healing touch.”

      I stared at him. “You?”

      He shifted nervously, staring at his feet. “The villagers didn’t seem to care that I haven’t taken my final vows yet. They really do believe their trees are holy.” He looked up at me again, holding my gaze with pride I had never seen in him before. “I couldn’t deny them.”

      “You did all of that while I slept?” Shame crept over me, reddening my cheeks and turning my skin hot.

      “Yes.”

      “I could have helped.”

      He nodded and this time his expression remained serious. “You did. It’s okay to rest, Tess. Nobody will fault you after you plunged directly into a blazing inferno and dragged man, woman, and child to safety by the sheer strength of your will.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Oliver, honestly. I didn’t do as much as that. I helped, but nothing that grand.”

      His lips pressed into a frown. “Don’t tell that to the rebel army. They’ve decided you’re some kind of saint. Or goddess. They’ve been talking about your heroics all day.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I worked with them. They saw my puny attempt at rescue. I could barely carry the children to safety, let alone full-grown men and women.”

      “And yet you’ve managed to impress them. The exploits of your daring heroism grow exponentially every time they’re told. You have a big reputation to live up to. You might want to start exercising more regularly. I’m afraid of what they’ll expect of you next. Slaying dragons, perhaps? Wrestling sea creatures back to the abyss?”

      “Didn’t you correct them?”

      “I will admit, at first I tried. But nobody wants to listen to me when the tales of you are so much more amusing.”

      “Where did they come from? Surely Arrick put them to rest.”

      “And yet, he seems to be the most obviously entertained.” He paused, a strange, thoughtful look furrowing his brow. “Anyway,” Oliver continued, “once you’d been made into something quite significantly more than human, the army collectively decided to let you sleep. No one could come within ten yards of you without one of them intervening.”

      “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Oliver grinned at me again. “Your reputation will soon spread far and wide. Everyone will be telling tales of Tess the Mighty.”

      “Let’s hope not,” I groaned. “That could be a very dangerous rumor.”

      “Nevertheless, princess, the damage is done. Next time we stumble upon a burning village, maybe it would be better for you not to rush into the middle of the inferno.”

      “Lesson learned, monk.”

      We were silent for a while, watching the activity of the makeshift camp. A controlled fire burned nearby. Someone had started to cook over it and the scent drifted through the air, bringing my hunger alive.

      I hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. After working through the night my stomach had turned into a growling beast.

      “The villagers say that it was the Ring of Shadows that set the fire. The royal army did nothing to intervene. And now they are saying that every village across the realm has been ordered to pay ten percent more in taxes to the Seat of Power in order to pay for future protection. People or places that do not comply will be left to the devices of the Shadows.”

      “Ten percent more?” Hunger disappeared, replaced with white hot fury. “The villagers don’t have more to give, Oliver!”

      Oliver jumped to his feet again. “Then we need to be on our way as soon as possible. The sooner we arrive in Elysia, the better.”

      My voice shook when I asked, “Do you think I can do anything? Change anything?”

      Oliver turned away from me, walking to the pen where the horses had been temporarily confined.

      He returned with my satchel. He set it in my lap and my hands instantly gripped the smooth leather, clutching the precious cargo hidden inside. Shiksa poked her head out of the flap and lifted her pink nose to sniff the still smoky air.

      “You have to,” he told me. “There is no other choice.”

      Thunder cracked through the air. It rumbled through the camp, causing gasps from the women and growls of concern from the men. When the thunder continued to pound, I realized it wasn’t thunder at all, but horses’ hooves racing toward us.

      The rebel army pulled their weapons and turned to face the quickening roar of hooves beating against the dirt road. I jumped to my feet next to Oliver, slinging on my satchel and searching in vain for my weapon.

      I’d set it down sometime yesterday. It had been in my way, clanking at my side and swinging wildly whenever I needed to hurry. I didn’t know if it was still where I had left it or if someone had moved it to a safer location. Either way, I didn’t have it with me now.

      “I’m weaponless,” I hissed at Oliver.

      Eret’s low chuckle announced his arrival. He stood near us with weapon drawn. “That is too bad, m’lady,” he murmured. “Because it seems that you are in need of a blade.”

      A team of riders and their mounts careened around the bend in the road, coming upon us with obvious determination. The newcomers surrounded the camp in the next minute. Horses whinnied while their riders ordered them to be still. Women screamed and the tension in the air grew as thick as the smoke from the day before.

      I reached for Oliver’s hand, grasping it tightly in mine. “Who are these men?” I whispered to Eret. I searched for Tenovia’s coat of arms on their breastplates or tunics but did not find it.

      Eret stepped back to cover me more fully with his body. “A sworn enemy,” he whispered back.

      My heart dropped to my toes and I thought I would be sick. I wasn’t ready for another life or death situation.

      At the very least I needed a weapon to protect myself.

      The lead mount dropped from his seat and hollered out a gruff greeting to Arrick. The two men met in the middle of the camp. Arrick looked as though he could kill. And the expression on the stranger was no less severe.

      “I didn’t think it was possible for you to get stupider, Arrick the Imposter.” the stranger bellowed.

      Arrick pulled his sword and returned, “And I didn’t think it was possible for you to get uglier, Gunter the Abominable.”

      My skin prickled with anticipation. I scanned the camp. Leaning nearby was the closest thing to a weapon I could find, a fire poker, still red at the tip.

      Just when I decided to make a move to grab the iron poker, Arrick and Gunter reached out with strong arms and clasped them together while slapping each other on the back in greeting. Their heads tipped back and they began to laugh.

      I looked to Eret. “Sworn enemy?”

      He gave me a sly look and shrugged. “They’re also loyal allies.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how that worked when Arrick turned to the camp and shouted, “Prepare a good meal, my friends. Tonight, we celebrate that help has at last arrived!”

      “I thought we were the help,” Oliver mumbled.

      I shared a look with him. “At least we’re not the meal.”
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      As it turned out, not all of Gunter’s riders were men. Women and children mingled among the strangers, equally as hardened and weathered as Gunter himself.

      This was the Traveling Horde, better known as the Cavolia. Rumored to roam the nine kingdoms with little respect for the law of the land. Notorious for their ability to rob an entire village before help could arrive.

      I paid close attention to them throughout the evening, never setting my satchel down for a moment, keeping it nearby even while I bathed and changed into fresh clothes.

      Their coppery skin was neither as dark as the Kashans nor as red-tinged as the Vorestrans. Their big eyes pulled up in the corners. They all boasted full lips and thick, dark hair and yet they were clearly not from Barstus.

      Their origins remained a mystery. While I knew land existed outside of the civilized realm, I had never met someone from across the Crystal Sea or the Serpent’s Sea.

      I looked over to where a cluster of Horde women chatted around the fire as they added spices to a savory stew. Their dark eyes, lined heavily with kohl, sparkled in the setting sun and their pink-painted lips opened wide as they laughed. I couldn’t help but admire their beauty. Even dressed in muted tones meant for riding long stretches, I could see that their clothes were well tailored and made from fine leathers.

      “You are not Tenovian.”

      I jumped, nearly screeching at the sudden voice behind me. I whirled around and came face to face with Gunter the Abominable. “You… I… No. No, I’m not.”

      “I can see that your friend is Heprinian,” Gunter continued, eyeing Oliver with a shrewd gaze. “His fair skin and monk’s cut give him away.”

      Oliver ruffled his burnished hair, touching the tips of his ears. Everything under that was shaved closely to his scalp. Although after more than a month on the road, his hair was beginning to grow in. He grumbled under his breath but did not deny Gunter’s declaration.

      “I am indeed from Heprin,” I countered. “My companion and I have journeyed from the Temple of Eternal Light.”

      If possible, Gunter’s eyes narrowed further and something akin to recognition lit his expression. “You might have hailed from there recently,” he argued, “but you are not from there originally.”

      “I am not.”

      “And you’re not Arrick’s wench.”

      I nearly choked on air. “I am not that either.”

      Gunter’s wide mouth split into a smile. “So what brings a fair maiden well into treacherous territory with only a novice monk by her side?”

      I squared my shoulders and suggested, “Maybe it was the novice monk that dragged me along instead?”

      “No,” Gunter decided. “The monk has the look of terror about his face. You, my dear, are something more than afraid.”

      “And why does there have to be a reason?” My fingers felt cold and shaky. If Gunter was the mercenary his reputation declared him to be, the crown pressed against my hip was in more danger than ever. “My only goal was to see more of the realm. To see, after all this time, what my homeland looks like.” Lie. “I can hardly remember it.” Another lie.

      “I have sworn to kill Arrick Westnovian,” Gunter replied.

      My gut curled with fear for a man I had known scarcely a month. “Does he know this?”

      “He does.” The stranger leaned in, smelling of leather and spice and something sweeter, something like peppermint. “He has sworn to kill me in turn.” I nodded. That seemed reasonable. “So until either I kill him or he kills me, no one shall get in the way of our intentions.”

      “You’re warning me not to kill Arrick because you want to?”

      “Aye.”

      “That makes no sense.” When he opened his mouth to reply, I held up a hand to stop him. “It’s no matter anyway, as I do not wish any harm on Arrick or his men. They have been good to us. And in turn, we shall reward them for their service.”

      Gunter’s eyes glinted. “Reward? And how will a penniless maiden and impoverished monk reward anyone? With smiles and feelings of gratitude?”

      Anger burned through me, eating away at my resolve and intelligence. “Aye.”

      “I am to understand that you will travel through Soravale before you head to the Diamond Mountains?”

      “Yes. That is what Arrick has suggested.”

      “Then I suggest, fair maiden, that you learn to lie better.”

      The breath left my lungs in a gush. By the time I’d worked up the ability to speak again, he’d already gone. He walked slowly over to where his horses were penned, holding a hand out to them in a gentle gesture that contrasted starkly with his gruff aura.

      Arrick approached from the other direction, so I reluctantly tore my gaze from the newcomer I did not trust to meet the eyes of someone I could reluctantly admit I was growing to trust a great deal.

      He paused near us and nodded toward his friend and enemy, “I see you’ve met Gunter Creshnika.”

      “Friendly fellow,” Oliver grunted.

      Arrick’s lips twitched but his gaze stayed steady on me. “Did he bother you?”

      “No.” Arrick raised an eyebrow, forcing me to explain. “At least no more than you do.”

      This time I was rewarded with a chuckle. “He doesn’t trust people by nature.”

      “I’m not faulting him for that,” I answered. “Some might say you trust people too easily.”

      “Are you speaking of yourself?”

      “Not me,” I smiled at him. “I wouldn’t dare insult your kindness.”

      He stepped closer to me, forcing Oliver to move back. “And yet, it feels as though you are.”

      I felt myself lean into him. “I’m merely suggesting that you could learn a few things from your friend.”

      His lips twitched. “When the Cavolia set up camp, they allow their horses to sleep in their beds with them. And when they kill an enemy, they bleach their bones and wear them around their waists as belts.”

      My gaze flicked to Gunter as he leaned in to nuzzle his horse’s snout. “That cannot be true.” Gunter’s long leather coat hung to his calves, blocking any view of bone belts that might be there.

      “Even stranger still, they share their wives.”

      My mouth snapped shut and I tore my gaze from Gunter to Arrick. “You don’t mean…”

      He nodded confidently, “I do mean.”

      Oliver’s face flamed red and he abruptly excused himself.

      “What is your point?” I asked Arrick, keeping my eyes fixed on his face, instead of gaping at the Cavolian women and men like I wanted to.

      Arrick stepped forward again, letting his fingers trail along the inside of my wrist. “My point is, Tessa of Elysia and Heprin and the Temple of Eternal Light, while he might know better than to trust you, he isn’t really an expert on all of the wise things of this world.”

      Some magic danced through the air, warming my skin and belly. I leaned closer to him, hypnotized by the mystery in his eyes and the compelling twist of his lips. “But you are, Arrick Westnovian of the Blood Woods and Commander of the Rebel Army?”

      He flinched. Just barely. I wouldn’t have caught it if I hadn’t been staring at him. But there, in his eyes was a moment of doubt… or regret… or…

      He bent down brushing his mouth against mine. I lost my breath at the sensation.

      My mind blanked and a too-hot haze covered every inch of my skin. I had expectations and hopes and something like desire blooming inside me, but as hastily as he had kissed me, he retreated.

      This time when I struggled for breath it was out of frustration.

      “Sir?”

      I swallowed down a new wave of embarrassment and followed Arrick’s gaze to one of his men. Arrick looked as discomfited as I felt and I reveled in the red flush covering his neck. “Yes, Dravon?”

      “The meal is ready,” Dravon answered stonily. His eyes darted to mine briefly before returning to Arrick’s. “If you are.”

      “I am.” Arrick cleared his throat and straightened his tunic, even though it wasn’t askew. “I’m ready. Feed the people. Don’t wait for me.”

      Dravon nodded, “As you wish.”

      Arrick didn’t hesitate. He held out his arm, indicating that I should take it. “Shall we eat?”

      My mind flashed back to my past life, the one before chaos and grief and pain. I hadn’t taken a boy’s arm in years. Since I was a child.

      I hadn’t been the recipient of manners this courtly since… I reached up to touch the gemstones dangling around my neck, the sense that I was missing something stirring inside me once more.

      “What are you doing?” I asked him, wondering why he stood there like a chicken with his arm cocked at the elbow, frozen in mid flap.

      “I’m supposed to do this,” he sighed. He played with the finery draped over his shoulders. “My father told me.”

      “Well your father doesn’t know everything,” I argued. “You look like a lost chicken.”

      He growled at me, but then his blue eyes lit with victory. “There,” he pointed at my father as he mirrored the gesture to my mother. She linked her arm in his and he led her off toward the dining room. “See?”

      I glanced down at the shimmering gold of my gown. It would stand out against the stately blue of his tunic. But I liked that.

      Trying my best to mimic my mother, I slipped my arm through his and nibbled on my bottom lip in an effort to keep from smiling.

      He stared at me with wonder, his bright eyes dancing with confusion. “That feels…”

      “Strange?” I whispered, hating that my stomach seemed to plunge to my toes.

      He shook his head. “No, Tessa. That feels nice.”

      “Tess?” Arrick asked, still holding his arm out to me much like the little boy in my memory.

      “Thank you.” I linked my arm with his and ignored the bubble of warmth fizzing through me and that buzz of something sharper, something I was not yet ready to discover.

      Dinner was an extravagant affair compared to even the hearty meals of the rebel army. The Cavolian women cooked with spices I had never tasted before. The bold flavors burned my tongue and boiled in my blood, but everything was delicious.

      The stew contained root vegetables and hunks of wild elken. They served flat bread with a dusting of spices followed by a sweet mead that washed everything down.

      By the time supper was finished, I felt dazed, warm, and full.

      I tried to help the women clear the dishes and wash out the soup caldron, but they shooed me away in a language I didn’t understand. Finding Oliver propped against sacks of potatoes near the fire, I slid down next to him and smiled at the flames so different from the ones we encountered yesterday.

      “I have never tasted mead this sweet before,” Oliver declared loudly.

      I grinned at his wild eyes and ruddy cheeks. “Did you have your fill of it?”

      He held up a wineskin, sloshing some of the honey colored liquid onto his lap. “Never!”

      Reaching for the skin, I laughed when he held it out of reach with his long arms. “Woman,” he slurred. “You may be royalty, but that does not give you the right to my mead.”

      “Oliver!” I abandoned my quest for his drink in order to make sure we were out of hearing distance from anyone else.

      We weren’t. Clusters of people, both Tenovian and Cavolian hovered around us, but nobody seemed to notice his blatant slip up.

      He didn’t either. He tipped his head back and guzzled more mead, only pausing to hiccup.

      “You’re drunk,” I accused him.

      His head lolled to the side. “I’m not,” he argued. “I’m… I’m taking a break.”

      I understood him even though his words came out sounding like Imatakeabrrreaka.

      “From what?”

      The wineskin slipped from his fingers and landed at his side, tipped up just right so not to spill. If his head hadn’t plopped on his arm and his body drooped nearly sideways, I would have thought he’d done it on purpose. “From worrying about you.”

      Had he been worrying about me?

      Music began behind me and the strange sound drew my attention away from my drunken friend.

      Cavolian men stood near each other, bathed in the glow of the fire. Each held a different kind of wooden instrument; the plucking sent melancholy spiraling through the balmy night.

      The air still smelled of burning embers and the spices from dinner. Laughter drifted around me, telling the story of survival and life and of Tenovians who weren’t crushed beneath the weight of tragedy.

      I wondered at the strangeness of the night. I had lived in silence for the last eight years. And now, in the span of a few weeks, I was bombarded with voices and laughter and now music.

      My heart swelled; my mind spun with every new sensation; my memory bloomed with old ones.

      Those that didn’t play began to take women in their arms and dance around the fire. Soon the Tenovians joined in as well, laughing and swaying to music like none I’d heard before.

      Gradually the music picked up tempo. Soon clapping and shouts of joy joined the song.

      Leaving my satchel and Shiksa next to Oliver, but well within sight, I stood and moved to the edges of the crowd. I felt more like an outsider than I had the entire time we’d been riding with the rebel army. Even the rebels found single women to swing around and hold close.

      The Cavolian women danced with a sly grace. Their shapely figures seemed designed for the music. Tenovian women were built sturdier and taller than the Cavolia, but they seemed to pick up the style of dance easily.

      I watched in awe as the two cultures mingled together in a wild way. The music grew heavier, the mead flowed faster, and I waited for someone to bay at the moon.

      “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

      My hand flew to my heart. I turned to Arrick. “Yes,” I agreed.

      He held out a hand to me. “We should probably join.”

      There was a lift to his lips, subtle and captivating. It reminded me of the music. I wanted to lean in and trace it with my finger.

      His warm hand closed around mine and tugged me forward. I resisted too late. We were already swept up in the dancing before I could remember to decline.

      “I-I don’t know how,” I confessed.

      His hand tightened over mine and his other arm wrapped around my waist, nearly lifting me off the ground. “I don’t believe you.”

      My fingers curled into his tunic, “It’s true!” He spun me around, my toes brushing the soft earth. “I’ve been locked away in a monastery! I don’t know the first thing about dancing!”

      Arrick smiled down at me, hypnotizing me once more with his blue eyes. He set me back down on my feet and moved more carefully, allowing me to follow his confident lead. “I disagree.” His arm tightened around my waist and I held on more firmly to his tunic, afraid that he would twirl me again. “You do happen to know the first thing about dancing.”

      I found myself smiling back at him. “And that is?”

      “To trust your partner.”

      “Ah.” I shook my head, amused by the way his ego seemed to spread wings and take flight.

      He stepped from side to side, showing me the basics with patience I hadn’t expected. I wasn’t a terrible student, but I was embarrassingly out of practice. Even as a child, I hadn’t been my parents’ pride and joy in a ballroom. That had been my sister, Katrinka.

      Eventually, I learned the necessities of the dance and let Arrick handle the complicated steps. We laughed our way around the fire, enjoying the way the music danced with us and the stars sparkled overhead.

      After a while, the music slowed and with it our steps. Arrick pulled me against his chest so that we were almost indecent. He held me there, daring me to pull away.

      Another flash of memory or maybe recognition buzzed through me. There was something about Arrick, something that had been niggling through me since the moment I saw his face fully for the first time. The way he held me. That challenging look in his eyes. The way in which he touched me. It was all familiar. He was familiar.

      His words from earlier danced through my head, floating on the music.

      I thought I was going to lose you again…

      But before I could fully grasp my thoughts, he asked, “Did the monks keep you by force?”

      His question came so suddenly that I couldn’t formulate an immediate answer. His brows drew down at my silence.

      “Tess?” he asked softly. “Did they truly lock you away?”

      I shouldn’t have been so candid with him. “I was exaggerating,” I finally told him.

      “So you could have left any time you pleased?”

      No, I couldn’t have. Father Garius wouldn’t have allowed it. But it wasn’t to be cruel. He kept me there for my own protection, something I had always been keenly aware of. I couldn’t explain all that to Arrick however. So I lied, “I could have. The monks housed me out of charity. Not captivity.” He looked at me in such a concerned way that the next words out of my mouth escaped without my permission. “Although at times it felt like I was a prisoner. I was an orphaned child. And a girl at that. Where could I have gone? I was too young to have any marketable skills. I was, clearly, naïve to the outside world. I had no money or other family. I would have starved within weeks. And if someone else had found me… Well, the possibilities are unthinkable. The monks were the only thing keeping me from ruin. I needed them.” Truth.

      Arrick’s fingers brushed over my jaw. I forced my gaze to his and found tenderness waiting for me. My heart responded immediately, stopping and then speeding up until I could barely breathe through the pounding of it.

      It had been years since I had felt this cherished. And I didn’t know what to do with it.

      There it was again. For a moment he reminded me of someone else. Those bright blue eyes sparkled with an intensity that I had seen before. His mouth pressed into that familiar serious smile and I could have sworn he was someone I knew. Someone I had trusted once upon a time.

      But then he started speaking again and all traces of that little boy from my childhood disappeared. In his place stood a man. A man that was caring, but also terrifying. A man that rebelled against king and country and fought for a different kind of world.

      “Then I’m glad you had the monks,” he murmured. He leaned in, brushing his lips over the corner of my mouth. Stars burst to life in my blood. I wondered if the entire world could tell that I was as bright as the sun inside. “But now you have me.”

      He stepped away, leaving me to stand by myself in the middle of the universe. The heat of the fire warmed my back and the warm night air caressed my face.

      “I’m glad of that too,” I whispered to Arrick’s back as he left me dancing with the feel of his lips against mine.
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      The next morning, we prepared to set out once again. Help had arrived for the Tenovians from a neighboring village. Arrick decided that we had done what we could, and he knew I was eager to be on my way.

      Oliver sidled up next to me looking as though he had just risen from his death bed. “Are you alright?” I shouted as loudly as I could.

      His whole face scrunched up in misery. “Mead,” he mumbled.

      At just that moment his horse was brought to him. The rebel soldier who had cared for it held out the reins while Oliver stared at them with a mutinous tilt to his green-tinted chin. “No.”

      The soldier rocked back on his heels. “What do you mean no?”

      “I can’t do it,” Oliver confessed. “I can’t possibly ride that thing all day.”

      “Are you ill?” The soldier looked truly perplexed.

      Oliver nodded once. “Of a sort.”

      The soldier turned to me. “Is he ill?”

      I slanted my head and held his steady gaze. “Does drinking an excess of mead usually make one ill? Because if so, then yes, Oliver is very ill indeed.”

      The soldier’s head tipped back and he let out a great guffaw. He grabbed Oliver’s hand, dropped the reins in it, then walked away.

      Oliver doubled over and promptly threw up.

      “Ack! Oliver! Warn me the next time you decide to lose your lunch!”

      He waved a hand at me, “Don’t say lunch!” And then he threw up again.

      I turned away. I had to or I would soon join him. Choosing any place but near Oliver, I decided to find the soldier in charge of my horse. It was probably time to get ready.

      “I don’t think it’s wise, Gunter.” Arrick’s strong, stern voice caught my attention. I paused at the sound of his voice, just before I stepped around one of the trees that shaded the horse pen.

      “Wise?” Gunter laughed. “And caravanning across kingdoms is wise?”

      “What choice do I have? I have a duty.”

      Gunter’s voice dropped with threat, “Yes, but to whom is this duty owed? Your rebel army or your father?”

      Arrick hushed him with a low threat. I couldn’t see them from where I pressed against the tree trunk, but I could imagine the dangerous look playing across Arrick’s face as he spoke words almost too low for me to hear. “I have a duty to this realm, Gunter. You of all people should know that.”

      “Aye,” Gunter agreed. “I did just ride from Heprin, did I not? I did earn another favor from you, did I not?”

      “And one that you’ll demand I repay, no doubt.”

      “Dragon’s blood, Arrick. This mission is suicide.”

      “No,” Arrick disagreed quickly. “Leaving her behind would be suicide. And destruction of the realm as we know it.”

      Her who? Me? Did they know?

      Arrick couldn’t possibly know. And I had only just met Gunter. But why had the Cavolian Horde been in Heprin? What did he mean by Arrick owing him a favor?

      “Maybe that’s not such a bad thing.” Gunter’s voice softened. “Maybe we want a different realm than the one we have now.”

      “No doubt, we want change. We fight for it. We die for it. But not the way you’re suggesting. Not at the price of our souls.”

      Gunter barked out a harsh laugh that was becoming somewhat of a signature sound of his. “You ride toward Soravale, Rebel King. Then what?”

      I could picture Arrick straightening as he replied, “Then we do what we always do. We survive.”

      Footsteps crunched over the ground. I slid around the tree to stay out of view.

      “We’re riding with you,” Gunter called. “You can argue with me, but you cannot stop us.”

      The footsteps stilled. “That’s not a good idea,” Arrick warned.

      Gunter’s laugh was more genuine this time. “I would wager that not one of my ideas has ever been considered good, my friend.”

      Arrick started walking again, “And yet I find myself grateful for at least half of them.”

      “M’lady”

      I squeaked, ashamed of being caught eavesdropping. “Eret, you scared me.”

      His eyes narrowed with suspicion, “What are you doing?”

      Ice cold dread washed through me and I worked my mouth a few times before sound ever came out. “Sh-Shiksa.”

      “What?”

      “I’m looking for Shiksa.”

      “She’s there.” He pointed at my hip.

      “What?”

      Eret stepped forward and gestured to my satchel. “I see her white tail, Lady Tess. She’s there, in your pack.”

      I looked down.

      Then it got worse.

      “Eret?” Arrick rounded the tree. “What are you—Tess?”

      Thinking of no other logical thing to say, I exclaimed, “Shiksa! You bad little beastie. There you are!” It was only made worse by her happily twitching tail sticking from the pouch. I pulled her from the satchel, ignoring the deep dig of her small claws. She mewled, annoyed that I’d pulled her from sleep. “I thought I lost you.” I nuzzled her nose to hide the shameful blush blooming across my cheeks.

      “What is going on?” Arrick demanded.

      Eret cleared his throat. “The fox was lost, Sir. Lady Tess had misplaced her.” I felt his accusing gaze. “In her satchel.”

      “The same satchel she is never without?” Arrick added.

      Eret nodded once, “The very one.”

      I turned to face both men. “She’s small,” I reminded them. “And I am tired.”

      They stared at me.

      “Anyway, now that I have found her, I need to ready my horse. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.”

      I promptly sidestepped both men and set off for the pen. By the time I rounded the tree, there was no sign of Gunter. I breathed out, happy that I didn’t also have to face him.

      “The Cavolia will be joining us on our ride,” Arrick announced as he matched his pace to mine.

      My blush deepened as I tried to feign surprise. “Oh? They have business in Elysia?”

      “Of sorts.”

      Curiosity surged through me. “What other reason could they have for traveling with us? Surely such a large party will draw unnecessary attention.”

      “The Cavolia are known for their large clan. If anything, their presence will camouflage ours.”

      I mulled that over as he opened the gate to the horse pen and let me through first. The earth was softer here, trampled by heavy hoofs. I walked around the edge of the fence in search of the pretty lady that was to carry me home. Arrick stayed by my side.

      “Perhaps,” I allowed. “But I barely trust you and your rebel army. What am I to do with a horde of thieves and mercenaries?”

      Arrick stepped in front of me, halting me in my steps. His large body leaned against the fence and his hand fell to my shoulder to hold me in place. The expression on his face darkened and a storm flashed in his blue eyes. I swallowed against the fluttering of panic in my chest.

      “They will not harm you, Tess.”

      “I know.” Although I didn’t.

      His expression intensified. “You are holding secrets, Tess. Elysia means more to you than you’re letting on. Share them with me so that I can help you.”

      My tongue lay like stone in my mouth, heavy and gritty. My heart pounded. The last thing I could reveal was my secrets.

      His voice dropped low and coaxing when he said, “Tell me, Tess. I want to help you, but I have to know the truth first.”

      Grasping at the fine threads of resolve unraveling inside me, I whispered, “I have told you everything that I can, Arrick. There is no great secret, only a wish to go home. Your help is appreciated but not necessary. If I am a burden on you, then I can be on my way and you may be on yours and we shall never meet hereafter.”

      He stepped forward, closing the small distance between us. “I did not suggest we should part ways, Stranger. Merely that the more information I have, the better I can protect you.”

      “And yet I do not need you to protect me.”

      His blue gaze narrowed. “Experience disagrees with you.”

      I bit my bottom lip to keep from snapping at him. “I need to ready my horse, Commander. If you would move.”

      Frustration ticked in his jaw. His eyes moved to the strap of my satchel and down to the pouch that rested at my hip. I cradled Shiksa against my chest with one hand and moved my other to rest on my waist, an innocent gesture if one did not consider the hilt of my blade just an inch away from my ready fingertips.

      Arrick’s gaze lifted to meet mine. “You have always been difficult, Tessa. I have known that since the very first day I met you.”

      “And you have always been overbearing, Rebel King.”

      His body stiffened at the title and I realized I’d just given myself away. That was the name Gunter had called him.

      Movement to my left caught my attention. Arrick stepped back, sweeping his arm to the side. “Your mount, m’lady.”

      Eret held out the reins of a horse different than the one I had been riding. Her white mane fell against her long neck brushed and shining. Her saddle had been polished and her hooves gleamed. She held herself like an empress.

      I tucked my sleeping Shiksa away and stepped toward the horse. My hand drifted down the side of her neck, enjoying the coarse hair and power hidden behind her magnificent gray coat.

      “What is her name?”

      Arrick was right behind me. I could feel the heat from his chest and the brush of his breath over my neck. “Her name is Finare.”

      “She’s Soravalian?”

      “I bought her from Gunter,” Arrick explained. “He had already chosen the name.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Arrick’s voice was little more than a whisper when he said, “Gunter rescued her from the Valleys of Minilin when she was nothing more than a pretty foal. She was alone and starving. Her name means Lost Princess.”

      My blood rushed with boiling fire at the same time my hand stilled. Tears pricked behind my eyelids, but I refused to let them fall.

      When I opened my eyes again, Eret and Arrick had disappeared and I stood alone with Finare. She stared at me from the eye that faced me, her head still lifted high as if daring me to judge her, daring me to tell her she wasn’t a lost princess.

      “So we both know what it’s like to be lost,” I whispered to her. She didn’t move. She simply watched me, as if sizing my own history up against what she knew of the world and man. At last, her muzzle dipped to touch the back of my hand that held her reigns.

      I felt the cool wetness of her nose and knew she had accepted me. No matter how silly it seemed, Finare was meant for me. The gentle buzzing in my palm as it rested against her mane assured me that I could trust this lovely mare.

      Tessa. The name burst through me with fire. I hadn’t been called Tessa since… I looked over to where Arrick stood addressing his men. Had he truly called me that?

      Or had I imagined it?

      Unease trickled down my spine, a slow slide of suspicion and fear. Arrick Westnovian was more than he seemed. I couldn’t ignore the instinct feeding my suspicions. But the prince from my past would never abandon his kingdom for a rebel army. He would never leave his family or his people to pursue outlaw justice and anarchy. It wasn’t possible that they were the same person.

      And yet, Arrick was something. Something more than what he was letting me see. I needed answers before my lack of information got me and the crown in my possession into trouble.

      Finare’s nose bobbed beneath my hand. I turned back to her and decided that whatever time I had left with the Rebel Army would be spent with extreme caution. There was more to the Rebel King than revolution and war. Now I needed to discover if that “more” was for or against me.

      The highway snaked through the Tellekane Forest. The massive black cedars were so broad in places that Tenovians had cut through them rather than around them. Giant red leaves glittered in the warm sun overhead. Sometimes they fell to earth, swooping from side to side, mesmerizing me with their burnished warmth and contrast to the black tree trunks and vibrant green grass lining the highway.

      The forest remained a marvel. Whatever happened after this journey, I would enjoy this ride, enjoy the beauty and mystery of my realm.

      However, the farther north we rode, the more paranoid the people became. As we passed village after village, the townsfolk would hide inside their homes. Windows would shutter, doors would slam, and pulley platforms would lift hastily out of our path.

      Maybe it was our large traveling party, or maybe experience had taught these people to be wary of men on horseback. I noticed new construction in several places, set against the backdrop of scorched bark and withered branches. More than one village had been burned.

      And where an entire village had been left intact, long ropes could be spotted, hanging from the same branches in which they built their homes. Gallows.

      The Tenovian people lived in dread and grief. The trees that sheltered them had been made to punish them. The armies supposed to protect them abandoned them instead.

      I had done nothing. I had hidden away in my little untouched corner of the realm. I had let this darkness grow until these people knew nothing else.

      The nine kingdoms needed leadership and direction. The Elysian army needed a queen.

      We would reach the border between Tenovia and Soravale this evening and Elysia in three more weeks. I was close, but not close enough.

      I looked around at the men traveling with us and wondered what would happen if I confessed my mission. Would they accept my undertaking and charge with haste toward Elysia? Or would they take away the one thing that gave me claim to my throne?

      I knew there were men in Arrick’s army that I could trust. They had proven themselves to be decent, loyal soldiers with the realm’s best interest at heart. I had even begun to tentatively trust Arrick. But I dismissed the idea once my gaze landed on the Cavolian men surrounding me.

      Gunter had not brought his entire traveling horde with him. He had chosen a select group of warriors to accompany us. The rest of the horde had ridden in the opposite direction.

      Gunter and Arrick rode side by side at the front of our caravan. Their heads were bowed closely in discussion.

      Oliver had been silent all day as he recovered from the mead. His face had shed its greenish tones and returned to its usual pale. Shiksa slept inside my satchel, content after a dinner of Tenovian soft potatoes and a thimble of water.

      I slouched in my saddle and gave my back a rest from the grueling position I’d been trying to get used to. We would stop soon for the evening meal. Or at least I hoped we would. As gentle and intuitive as I’d learned Finare could be, I needed rest, and for the ground to be still for just a little while.

      “What was that?” Oliver demanded.

      I sat up straight once again. My eyes had begun to drift shut. “What was what?”

      “I heard a scream,” he whispered.

      I leaned forward, straining to hear. “I hear nothing.”

      We fell silent, waiting. It didn’t seem as though the rest of our party had heard anything, either. But when my gaze moved to Arrick, he sat straight as a rod in his saddle. He’d pulled his hood over his head, hiding his face. His head moved with short jerks as he surveyed every inch of the forest around us.

      We kept our pace, steady and clipped. I listened until I imagined screams and everything terrifying. My vision jumped from tree to tree. I had just started to convince myself the danger was only in my head when we emerged from a tunnel through one of the black cedars. I saw the raven first, perched on a low hanging branch, its beady eyes fixed on our caravan. Then a true scream, loud and wrenching, ripped through the air.

      The horses surged forward. More prepared this time, Oliver and I dug our heels into the bellies of our mounts and chased after the rebel army and Cavolia. We stayed closer this time, trailing by only a little.

      The highway speared through another black cedar and then we found them.

      The Ring of Shadows.

      Six of them, dressed in black and wielding death as though it was a tangible weapon they held in their hands.

      They turned to face us one at a time and I realized that no matter what had happened in my past, this was the moment I truly and finally faced real evil.
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      The Ring of Shadows was as dark as its name suggested. The troops were dressed in black from the hoods that hung low over their foreheads to the leather boots propped in equally black stirrups. They sat atop black leather saddles on black horses. Their hands were covered with black gloves and they wielded swords with blades made of dark steel.

      The only thing that wasn’t the color of inky death was the stone embedded in the hilt of their swords. One large, sparkling diamond settled in the base, so white it appeared almost blue. It caught the sun no matter how they positioned their weapons, glinting aggressively. In fact, the jewels seemed to pull in the light as if they were made from something more than just gemstone.

      The Shadows stood in front of a wagon filled with perfume and oil, whose scents we could smell in the wind. A family cowered in front of the wares, clutching each other in panic.

      “The rebel army,” a Shadow sneered.

      Arrick urged Thief forward. “This is not your ground,” he said to them.

      The six of them shared a look. Their mouths were hidden behind black scarves, but their eyes flashed with hostile amusement. “Is it not?” one of them taunted. “How foolish of us.”

      “You know that we punish trespassers,” Arrick allowed, barely masking the tone of hope. Not hope of a positive outcome, but hope of battle. He wanted to fight these mercenaries. He wanted to punish them for the villages we had seen living in fear, the village we had rescued from flame, and all the other torture these Shadows had inflicted on the realm.

      “Aye,” the Shadow said. “And you know that our threats go far beyond mere punishing. Engage us, Arrick Westnovian, and we’ll end you.”

      It was Arrick’s turn to sneer, “I welcome the challenge.”

      Blades lifted on either side. My hand fell to my hip where I found my own short sword hidden beneath my cloak.

      “We have no fight with you, Rebel King,” the same Shadow declared. “Our fight is the same as yours—against the powers that be.”

      Arrick did not seem to enjoy the comparison. His words came out with barely restrained fury. “It’s interesting then, how you attack the innocent and powerless.”

      Oliver coaxed his horse in front of mine.

      “Be on your way, Shadows,” Arrick ordered. “Out of the forest. Out of Tenovia. Out of this realm.”

      “We heard the rebels were on the move,” a Shadow’s glare fell to me. “But we had no idea you were carrying such beautiful cargo.”

      A different Shadow spoke up next, “Has the Rebel King finally found a wench to occupy his nights? Or is she of greater importance than keeping the king of thieves’ bed warm?”

      “I told you to be on your way,” Arrick snarled. He revealed his blade, pulling it halfway from its sheath.

      A part of me wondered why we hadn’t started doing just that already. I was beyond ready to make these men pay for their sins.

      A raven cawed nearby and every Shadow lifted his head to follow the sound. The great black bird, a bird I was realizing was very common in the Tellekane Forest, took flight. Its silky, feathered wings flapped with long thrusts as it soared upwards.

      The Ring of Shadows shifted as their horses moved restlessly beneath them.

      Behind the six Shadows that surrounded the merchant family, horses and riders flooded from the forest, funneling onto the highway. I counted ten, then twenty, then lost track.

      The six in front of us appeared restless to move as well. They tilted their heads at Arrick, imparting a respectful goodbye, and raced off to join their comrades.

      Confusion over their familiarity with Arrick pulsed with fear as I watched the black clad Shadow riders disappear around a bend in the road. Had they truly meant to fight Arrick? Or was there an allegiance that I had missed?

      Gunter was Arrick’s friend and enemy. Could the same be true about the Ring of Shadows?

      More reasons not to trust the Rebel King.

      More reasons to fear the Ring of Shadows.

      I had heard of their stealth before, but I hadn’t even noticed the army cloaked by the trees. I had been too focused on the six men I could see.

      The rebels and Cavolian riders talked in low voices and Arrick and Gunter leaned in again, snarling a conversation that I could not overhear. It was clear that none of these men had expected to run into the Ring of Shadows.

      “We ride on,” Arrick declared at last. “We shall make camp near Crestif.”

      The low, conversational hum died down as men kicked their horses in motion. Oliver and I usually stayed in the middle of the pack, but that had upset both of us enough to dampen our motivation to move.

      “That was the Ring of Shadows?” Oliver exclaimed. “We ran into the Ring of Shadows? We very nearly ran into them! Can you believe we’re still alive after all that?”

      “I am as baffled as you.”

      His voice dropped to a whisper and his wide chocolate eyes stared at me with wild panic. “Tessana, what if they had attacked? Or captured you?” His voice dropped even lower. “Worse, what if they had searched you?”

      “Shush, Oliver the Silent,” I hissed. “We can’t ask those questions. The important thing is that they didn’t. I’m fine. You’re fine. We’re fine.”

      His chin jutted mutinously, “But, what if?”

      “I would never have let them touch her,” Arrick declared with that rumbling voice.

      Both Oliver and I nearly fell off our saddles. We hadn’t realized he was that close. Or close at all.

      Arrick directed his horse next to mine. He’d pulled his hood back so I could see his face, but only barely. “They wouldn’t have gotten within ten yards of you before I slaughtered them, Tess. Every last one of them. You must believe me.”

      He didn’t sound desperate or afraid. He was utterly sure of himself. I found that I believed him too. He had kept me safe thus far, why shouldn’t he protect me from the Ring of Shadows as well?

      But I couldn’t tell him that. He already had way too much self-confidence. I couldn’t feed his ego and still be expected to tolerate him.

      So instead, I said, “They seemed to know you, Commander. Are you in league with the Ring of Shadows?”

      “The Ring of Shadows is a collective of mercenaries. What started as a small contingent of warlords has grown into an army of men dissatisfied with the realm and those who rule it.” He cleared his throat as his gaze darted away from mine for a moment. When it returned, something bleak appeared in his bright blue eyes, something shameful. “They believe the rebel army is as dissatisfied as they. They have asked us to join.”

      “And you refuse?”

      “We’ve lost men to them. Men who have felt that my methods are too restrained,” Arrick admitted and I felt the pain and grief in his words. “But our agendas do not align.”

      Genuine curiosity lit up inside me. To an outsider, it would seem as though they did. The rebel army was known for their ruthlessness, as was the Ring of Shadows. The rebel army was known for their disregard for crown and country, the same as the Ring of Shadows.

      But as I looked to the merchant family offering the rebel soldiers expensive perfumes and oils out of gratitude, I knew without a doubt the two forces were vastly different.

      No matter what the rebel army professed, it remained the champion of the people, not an enemy. And it was clear by what I witnessed today the same could not be said for the Ring of Shadows.

      “And yet they recruit you?” I asked.

      “With determination,” Arrick answered. His shoulders sagged. “It can be exhausting. War is in our future, but I do not relish the idea of risking my men at the hands of those demons.”

      Oliver broke in, “Do they have a leader?”

      Arrick nodded. “He remains a mystery. Some say they make their base in Blackthorne, but no one knows for sure. No one knows their full numbers. They are skilled in pagan magics and deadly arts. I cannot engage in battle with them until I know more. Until I know exactly what we will be up against.”

      “They are a long way from Blackthorne,” I said simply to say something.

      “They are all over the realm,” Arrick explained. “You can find them in any kingdom, in any village. Their numbers grow daily. Their threat deepens by the hour.”

      Before I could respond, I heard the rumble of horses on the highway. I tensed. My hand fell to the hilt of my sword and I readied myself for the war Arrick just admitted we couldn’t win.

      “Of course, they show up now,” Arrick grumbled.

      “Who?” I asked.

      Before Arrick could answer, riders wearing tunics boasting the Tenovian colors of black and red and the Tenovian crest upon their chests appeared on the road, racing toward us with swords drawn and silver helmets gleaming.

      The Tenovian army.

      Arrick did not pull his weapon, nor did his men reveal theirs. Instead, they waited in the middle of the highway, looking irritated.

      The commander of the Tenovian army drew to a stop directly in front of us, anger on his paunchy face.

      “You’ve made the wrong section of highway your resting place, Arrick Westnovian.” he bellowed as spit sprayed from his thick lips. “By order of King Sasha Sennoa of Tenovia and the power of the realm presided over by Tyrn Fennick, King of Elysia, you have been exiled from this kingdom, along with your band of marauders.”

      “Exiled?” Arrick laughed. “By the King of Tenovia? This is a joke, Donivan. It has to be.”

      Donivan’s beady eyes narrowed until they were almost invisible in the folds of his face. His impressive weight tipped on the too-tiny saddle beneath him and he wobbled precariously.

      The buttons on his uniform strained against his width, but he held himself with the air of someone in charge. “You heard the edict, Westnovian. If you have complaints, they must be taken to the king by proxy. You are to be escorted to the border or forcefully removed from this kingdom. It is your choice.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Arrick’s patience was thinning. “We ran into the Ring of Shadows not minutes ago and you are removing my men? The only army willing to protect the people of Tenovia?”

      Donivan leaned forward, testing the strength of his buttons and the abused mount beneath him. “This is not about reason, Westnovian. This is about obeying the order of the king whose land you have invaded and unlawfully claimed as your own. The Tenovian guard has been ordered to see your presence removed from our land. Resistance will end in battle. I leave it up to you to decide.”

      “We were already on our way to the border,” Arrick explained.

      Donivan and the army behind him held stony expressions, waiting for his decision. Arrick’s gaze briefly fell to mine before it returned to Donivan.

      “Fine, yes, we will allow you to escort us to the border,” Arrick sighed as though it pained him.

      “As I thought you would,” Donivan sneered. Arrick turned his horse around, but Donivan wasn’t finished. “And Westnovian?” Arrick turned back, giving him a sideways glance over his shoulder. “You shall not return.”

      I thought I heard Arrick mumble something like, “Not as a Westnovian, anyway,” but I couldn’t be sure.

      Once Arrick had his steed pointed in the correct direction again, he jerked his head for me to join him. I obeyed, not wanting to get caught up in the Tenovian unit behind me.

      Arrick pushed forward until we were situated at the front of the rebel army where Gunter waited for us. Oliver rode on my left and Arrick on my right, Gunter on the other side of Arrick. I could feel the Tenovian soldiers pressing against us, anxious to get rid of us.

      I wanted to explain to them what a mistake they were making. Arrick and his rebels had done so much good since I’d been with them.

      But Arrick was right, we were headed toward the border anyway. It was useless to fight with them and delay our progress or lose lives.

      “This ruins your cover of darkness plan,” Gunter grunted.

      “Bloody hell,” Arrick groaned.

      A second army waited in the distance, looming in Soravalian colors. Arrick’s entire army rumbled with outrage.

      Three armies now occupied the highway. The Tenovian army behind us, escorting us to the border. The rebel army. And now the Soravalian army. Horses pranced and tossed their manes as their riders watched us approach.

      “This was a trick!” Arrick called back at Donivan. His voice carried over the angry rebel army.

      “You’re their problem now, marauder scum!” Donivan bellowed. “Do not try to seek refuge in Tenovia again. We want nothing of you or your filthy rebels!”

      Arrick cursed and held out his hand to Gunter, who grasped it heartily. “I believe this is where we part ways.”

      “We shall meet soon, friend,” Gunter laughed, low and dark. “But for now, enjoy your homeland.” He turned in his seat and shouted to his men. “Cavolia rides!”

      Men broke off in every direction. The Soravalian army pushed against the border, swords readied, but useless from where they were forced to wait.

      “Stop them!” Donivan shouted. Soldiers kicked their horses into motion and chaos broke loose.

      Arrick brought two fingers to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle that could be heard over the chaos of the chase.

      More men fled, rebels this time, bellowing whoops at the dim sky. Arrick’s men scattered as swiftly and randomly as Gunter’s Cavolian horde had. Arrick snatched the reins from my hand and kicked Finare into a gallop.

      “Oliver!” I screamed as I held onto Finare’s mane for dear life.

      “Behind you!” he shouted.

      “Make sure it stays that way!” Arrick hollered. “Or they’ll make you pay for it!”

      “Arrick!” I gasped as Finare jumped a wide root and landed with a rocking jolt.

      “Hold on, Tessa,” he ordered. “And trust me.”
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      I held tightly onto Finare’s mane. My thighs squeezed firmly to the saddle as we jumped over roots and darted between towering cedars.

      As we approached the Soravalian border, the black cedars weren’t quite so tall, nor quite as wide as they had once been. Still, the forest was a maze.

      Arrick seemed to know it well, however. He held my reins tight in his hand, leading Finare through the tangle of branches and sharp turns.

      I could hear dogs barking and men shouting. Arrick’s sharp curse echoed my fear. Soravale was known for its hunting dogs.

      Arrick dug his heels into Thief’s belly and the steed pushed forward, faster, more determined.

      I turned to see Oliver’s near collision with a low hanging branch. “Keep up, Monk!” I shouted at him.

      He hollered something back that was decidedly not monk-like.

      The hounds barked and bayed, their low growls biting at the distance between us. As far as I could tell we were straddling the Tenovian/Soravalian border. We weaved in and out of forestry but didn’t commit to either country.

      The Tenovian army would know this land well. They would be ready for us if we moved too far south. And yet, Soravale waited to the north. Both royal houses wanted Arrick, and they would want me, if they discovered who I was.

      But I was more concerned about Arrick at the moment than my own survival or the crown in my satchel. He needed to be able to continue helping the realm.

      I wouldn’t let him be captured. After he had saved my life so many times, I would do the same for him.

      The path made a series of sharp turns. The hounds sounded like they were right on our heels. Oliver shouted something behind us, but I couldn’t make it out over the pounding of hooves and the racing of my own heart.

      Arrick glanced back at me, his expression filled with determination. He nodded once and I understood him. He would protect me, no matter the cost.

      The forest opened up into a clearing. Even the canopy of leaves and branches thinned, allowing a shaft of sunlight to provide a brightness and warmth I’d been missing inside Tenovia. We burst into the clearing.

      “Just through here,” Arrick barked. “Then we’ll be—”

      Our horses drew up, nearly unseating me. Soravalian guards pushed through the edges of the clearing on all sides. We were surrounded.

      Arrick whipped our horses around to go back the way we came, but hounds rushed through, barking and snapping at the air, closely followed by more riders. One of them held Oliver’s reins tightly in his hands, another one kept a sword pointed at Oliver’s back.

      “Dragon’s blood,” I cursed. Two armies working together to stop one person seemed a bit excessive, although we seemed to have lost the Tenovians. Or maybe we’d managed to end up on the Soravale side of the border. Regardless, it shouldn’t take an entire legion to capture one outlaw without his army.

      Arrick pulled his blade from his hip and pointed it with unerring precision at the Soravalian captain. “You will let us go.”

      The captain, a man at least ten years Arrick’s senior, slid off his horse and landed with the grace of a feline. “I cannot. I have orders.”

      “Damn your orders,” Arrick growled. “I have essential business to attend to.”

      “Be that as it may,” the captain smirked. “Your presence has been requested at the palace. By force if necessary.”

      “Haeman, you make a grave mistake,” Arrick returned. He released Finare’s reins and slid off Thief as well. His feet hit the forest floor with a thud. He turned a slow circle, arcing his deadly blade in front of him. Bloody hell was right. He planned to fight the entire lot of them.

      “You are outnumbered,” Haeman reminded Arrick.

      Arrick smiled. “I cannot recall a time when that has ever mattered.”

      “By the power of the Light,” I muttered, jumping down and pulling out my blade.

      Arrick glanced over his shoulder, “I thank you for your concern, Stranger, but I can handle these—”

      I lunged forward before he could insult me, meeting the sword of a Soravalian guard. The man was unprepared for the force of my hit and wobbled precariously to the side. In another two moves, I had his sword thrown from his limp hands and my blade at his throat.

      I turned a raised eyebrow at Arrick. His mouth hung open and his sword stilled in his frozen fingers. “What was that?”

      I bobbed a curtsy. “My education.”

      He shook his head as if clearing it of fog. “Alright then.”

      I turned around to face the guard closing in on me. “Alright, then.”

      The clanging of swords clashed through the air as the guards attacked. Arrick and I fought valiantly, relentlessly. Our horses danced uneasily in the middle of it all.

      I jumped and parried and leapt out of the way of more than a half dozen blades. Disabling what I could, I fought to stay just a step or two ahead of them. They attacked as one, but they remained cautious, not aiming to take our lives. At least not yet.

      Oliver cheered for me when I disarmed two guards at once.

      Just when I began to think we could win, a burly guard rushed me. My legs buckled beneath me and I flew backwards, over the back of a kneeling man. I landed with a thud on the unforgiving ground. My satchel dug into my hip and poor Shiksa fled for the safety of the trees. Kicking my legs up and out, I flipped over my back and jumped to my feet once again.

      “Give up, girl,” a guard snarled at me. “We have you surrounded.”

      “And yet, you are outmatched.” I flicked the blade of my new opponent into the air, high over his head. Guards dove out of the way as the sword came soaring back down.

      I spun around to meet my latest challenger. He was a tall young man with a grave expression. “Woman, see reason,” he began as I swung out at him before he could make the first move. Our swords met midair, singing through the clearing with that sharp clank of metal on metal.

      As we moved around the clearing, battling until sweat dripped down my temple, I glanced at Arrick who fought just as vigilantly. If he did not give up, how could I?

      I remembered my training with Father Garius. Endless hours of practice and discipline. I remembered my favorite line from one of the thousands of texts on war I had to read. “Your muscles will grow tired. Your mind will whisper to give up. Your enemy will try to convince you to quit. But in your heart you will know the truth. You will know you are just one move from victory.”

      I let my mind become a tunnel of focused energy. I moved faster than I ever had before, my body darting to the left and then to the right with precise motions. The guard struggled to keep up with me, his hands faltering at just the right moment for the tip of my blade to reach his throat. “My good sir,” I hissed, “see reason.”

      I enjoyed the widening of his eyes for only a moment before Arrick’s shout of frustration shook the mighty trees.

      He knelt in the middle of the clearing surrounded by guards, their swords pointed at his head. His sword rested on the ground at his feet, but his arms were held out to the side.

      I stared in horror, waiting for the kill command. And that was my downfall. Had I not been more concerned with Arrick’s life than my own, I would have noticed the guard sneaking up on me.

      A massive hand wrapped around my waist and wrist, wrestling the sword from me in seconds. I fought back, bucking my body against the anchor of his and nailing his nose with the back of my head.

      He dropped me with a shout of pain. I rolled out of the way as blood spurted from his nose. My sword had been taken, but I could still fight. I scrambled to my feet and lifted my arms, readying for hand-to-hand combat.

      I would get out of this. And I would see that Arrick made it out as well.

      “Enough!” Haeman yelled and I felt his words directed at Arrick. “Enough of this foolishness. The king has demanded your presence. You will cease this pointless bickering and go to court!” To his men, he commanded, “Take them to the wagon and lock them in manacles. I have no more patience.”

      Men closed in around me. Someone started to drag Oliver from his mount. Arrick watched me with anxiety bright in his gaze.

      I glanced around the clearing, sure there was some way to escape. There was nothing but trees and branches and two royal armies. They would soon search us. And in doing so, they would find that one thing I was so frantic to keep hidden.

      Wait. The crown.

      My fingers played along the edges of my satchel. If they took the Crown of Nine from me, I would have no claim to it. But if I…

      I lifted my chin and held myself with whatever regal air I was capable of. “Stand back!” I commanded. The men were so surprised by my command that they obeyed. I resisted the urge to smile. “Unhand my friends, now,” I told them. This time they ignored me. “Unhand my friends and let us go.”

      My hand disappeared into the depths of my pack, diving straight to the hidden compartment at the bottom.

      “Give up, m’lady,” Haeman groaned. “You have lost. Do not be a sore sport. I’m sure that once the prince is—”

      But I was not listening. Once I had decided on my actions, my limbs had begun to tremble and I quaked with fear, but also with purpose.

      Arrick’s voice rang out above the others, but I paid no attention when he shouted, “Tessana, don’t!”

      I shut out the doubts that screamed through my head and pulled the Crown of One Hundred Kings from my satchel, holding it high for all to see.

      There was an audible gasp as the men around me shrank back from the sight of the lost diadem. Whispers rippled through the clearing.

      With unsteady hands, I set the crown on top of my head and blinked away tears that had an origin I could not define. “I am Tessana Allisand of the house of Exentia, the rightful heir to the Elysian throne and the Seat of Power over these Nine Kingdoms. You will do as I say, or I will strike each and every one of you down.” My voice only wavered once, but my hands continued to quake as I dropped them back to my sides.

      I hadn’t realized my eyes had shut until the crown settled low on my forehead and the weight of it rocked through me like a powerful storm.

      There was power in this gold, in these gems. It buzzed through me, bringing my blood to life. I opened my eyes and found the guards around me agape. Even Oliver’s mouth hung open.

      “But you are dead,” Haemon whispered.

      I met his wide eyes. “I assure you, I am not.”

      Another guard demanded, falling to his knee in front of me. “H-h-how is this possible?”

      This was not the time to explain all the intricate details of my past. “It does not matter how it is possible, only that it is. Now let my companions go so that we can be on our way.”

      Even on his knee in reverence, Haemon remained difficult. “I cannot, Your Highness. His father has demanded his return to court. It is by royal edict I have been charged to bring the crown prince home.”

      His words bounced around my head as if they were a different language. Father? Court? Crown prince?

      My frantic gaze sought Arrick’s, even while another guard nudged him with his foot. “No wonder you were so desperate to flee, huh, Your Majesty? I’d want time with my own lost bride as well.”

      Whatever sense of purpose and power I’d felt from the crown drained out of me as quickly as it had filled me. My mind spun as realization dawned, as all those floating puzzle pieces I’d been wrestling with for weeks pieced together. “No,” I whispered. “It cannot be.”

      I glared at Arrick as his features transformed before me. The dark hair. That jaw. That nose. Those eyes. Those stupid, bright blue eyes.

      I was a fool for not figuring it out before now.

      I had relied too heavily on my knowledge of the past, of the boy I thought I knew. I hadn’t considered the years that had refined him into a man, this man. I had leaned on experience, but I had none. I had clung to logic when this defied all rationale. I had seen it all along, but I hadn’t understood.

      “Taelon,” Haemon urged. “We must be on our way. This crown, this princess, we must take her directly to your father.”

      “Taelon.” I had to pry the name I hadn’t said aloud in eight year’s time from my lips.

      His eyes fixed on mine. “Tessana, please understand. I did what I thought was best—”

      My voice rose with my fury, “Tessana! You knew! You knew the entire time!”

      He jumped to his feet. The guards surrounding him backed away. Of course they did. He was their crown prince after all. They wouldn’t actually hurt him.

      The crown pressed against my temples and I realized all of this, all of my theatrics and secrecy and hidden identity, all of it was for nothing.

      He had known me since the very beginning. My necklace. My bloody necklace! The one that he had given to me as a child.

      I took a step forward. If the guards weren’t going to kill him, I was.

      “You are holding secrets, Tess.” he had said. “Share them with me so that I can help you.”

      My hands balled into fists at my side.

      He answered, “Not the entire time.” When my face heated with mottled rage, his voice became pacifying. “Tessana, please understand. I couldn’t tell you who I was because—” I punched his chest. “Oof.”

      “Tessa, listen,” he panted. A guard reached for my arm to restrain me. I twirled out of the way and kicked out at Arrick’s, er, Taelon’s side. He crumpled back to one knee. “Tessa,” He growled with as much frustration and fury as I had pulsing through me.

      I could not listen to him. I did not want to hear one word from this liar’s mouth. His hand shot out and wrapped around my ankle before I could react. With a jerk of his arm, he yanked me to the ground, flattening me on my back. The crown slid off my head and landed next to me.

      I scrambled for it, but he was faster. Looming over me, he grabbed it with lightning speed. He pinned me in place in the next instant by resting both thighs against my sides and sitting over me. He dangled the crown just out of my reach.

      “Now, listen,” he growled. “I couldn’t tell you who I was when my own men didn’t know.” I fought against him, rearing off the ground in an attempt to unseat him. He leaned forward, settling more weight on top of me. “And I didn’t think you would react well if I told you I knew who you were. So I left my camp instead in an effort to keep you safe.”

      I fought harder and bit out a harsh laugh. “Is that what you were doing? Keeping me safe?”

      He leaned in. “You wouldn’t have survived one day without me.”

      “Let me go!” I screamed. “I order you to let me go!”

      His smile was as menacing as it was promising. “You’re in my kingdom now, Princess. I suggest you show me some respect.” He sat up and looked to his men—his royal men, not the rebels that he’d ordered to flee. “She can ride in the wagon. Restrain her if you need to. Her monk is welcome to join her.”

      He stood up and held out a hand. I lay on the ground deciding my next move. I wanted nothing more than to scream at the top of my lungs until I was red in the face.

      But then Arrick, ack, Taelon, held out my crown to me and I lost some of my fight. I picked myself off the ground and brushed at the leaves and dirt now tangled in my dress and hair before grudgingly accepting my crown.

      As soon as my fingers wrapped around it, I felt the tickle of energy run up my arm. I promptly tucked it away in my satchel again, closing the bag tightly and making sure it was secured to my body.

      Ar—Taelon waited patiently for me to finish. And when I was ready, he waved a gallant arm and said, “Right this way, Your Highness.”
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      The ride to Soravale’s castle proved silent and unpleasant. After I’d retrieved my trembling Shiksa from her hiding place, Taelon’s royal guards led us back to the road, where Oliver and I were loaded into a wagon meant for prisoners.

      I slumped against the narrow bench that made my bum go numb and tried to breathe through my frustration. We had been on the road for more than a day. Taelon had made plenty of stops to make sure Oliver and I were able to relieve ourselves and eat, but I grew tired of his forced kindness. Especially when all he did was lock us up again inside the wagon that had been meant for him.

      I would have reminded him of that, had I been speaking to him.

      I could tell that my behavior was trying his patience. He stood by his actions and his decisions. But he did not understand. I had trusted him. I had believed him when he told me who he was. And he had let me.

      Besides that, he wasn’t just anyone from my past. He had been my betrothed. He was once my future. And when my life had been stolen from me, he had been the reason I still had a future—even if it was wholly different than the one intended for me. And up until now I had been beyond grateful to him. I had owed him the debt of my life.

      Except he wasn’t the boy I remembered. He wasn’t honest and admirable and loyal to his future. He had abandoned his country and his people when he ran off to lead a destructive band of rebels. He made allies with thieves and horse bandits. He lied to me.

      The boy I knew once upon a time had disappeared, and in his place was a criminal who happened to have royal blood.

      “How much longer?” Oliver groaned. “I hate this carriage.”

      “That’s because this carriage is meant for convicts,” I reminded him. Shiksa crawled from the satchel that still rested against my hip and used her tiny claws to climb over my chest. Sensing my distress, she nuzzled her little face against mine. I closed my eyes against the feel of her fur and cold nose. I let my fingers play with her long tail while I decided how to tell Oliver the truth. “Oliver, they might deal with us like criminals when we get to the castle. They might lock us up in a cell while they investigate my claims. But Hugo, Taelon’s father, has always been just. I cannot imagine he would treat us unfairly.”

      “And what will happen once he decides your story is true?”

      Shiksa settled in the crook of my neck. Her tiny teeth attacked the top button of my cloak. She had grown since I first found her. “I don’t know.”

      Oliver wiggled until he sat up straight. “But Arrick believes you to be who you say you are. He clearly means you no harm as he’s had abundant opportunities to slit your throat. And if this king is as fair and just as you remember him, then he might also believe you.”

      I nibbled on my bottom lip. “That is a possibility.”

      “Then, dragon’s blood, Tessana,” he snorted. “Arrick is our only ally. Why are you mad at him? We need him!”

      I sat up and poor Shiksa tumbled off me. Her fast feet caught her before she dirtied her pure white coat on the filthy floor. Giving me a look, she jumped up to the bench again and settled herself on my lap.

      “He lied to me!” I exclaimed. “He knew who I was the entire time and said nothing! What kind of man parades a woman through highway, country, and forest without at least hinting that they knew each other in a different life?” I swallowed back the rage building inside me. “Oliver, he saved my life when I was a child. He is the reason I’m alive today.”

      Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “Which is a perfectly acceptable reason to hate a man.”

      I made a sound in the back of my throat. I didn’t want to play this game. If I wanted to hate Arrick— dragon’s blood! If I wanted to hate Taelon, I could.

      The wagon rumbled to a stop. The sounds of horses galloping over rough road ceased, replaced with shouted orders and the great creaking of wood and the clanking of chains.

      When the wagon began moving again, Oliver jumped to his feet in an attempt to peer through the tiny window. “I can’t see anything!” he complained. “Oh, wait. Is that… It’s so dark out. Is that a moat? Ooh torches! We’ve reached the castle.”

      The wagon lurched and threw Oliver against the door. He picked himself off the floor with a curse.

      When he sat down again, he tried to hide his excitement. “I’ve never been in a palace before.”

      I yawned.

      “It’s like you announced you’re royalty and now I have to suffer your spoiled temperament. Your foul mood is ruining this adventure for me.”

      I decided now was not the time to bring up the wildebeest, the fire, or being chased through the woods. “I apologize,” I’d meant to sound snide, but the words came out honest. “I’m just… I’m just… I cannot believe we were together for weeks and he said not one word! The man is abominable.”

      “But he—”

      “And now we are all but prisoners to the king of Soravale. Hugo could take this crown if he wanted. He could move the Seat of Power to Soravale and hand it to his son. And what could I do about it? Nothing. Nothing but rot in the dungeons next to murderers and thieves.”

      “Tessana, enough!” Oliver snapped. “I’ve had enough. You do not have to like Arrick. You do not even have to speak to him again. But enough of this. The Crown of One Hundred Kings is not a toy that can be passed around to any monarchy lucky enough to snatch it up. You know that. Stop acting like a bratty child.”

      I tried to glare at him, but his twitching smile ruined it. “I’m happy you’re here,” I told him. “I would probably stab someone very important if it weren’t for you.”

      He winked at me. “I’m happy I’m here too. Nobody wants to go to war just because a pampered princess feels a bit stabby.”

      When the wagon jerked to a stop the second time, we were both in a fit of laughter. The door opened, flooding our dim space with the deep blue of night. Haemon and Taelon stood together with matching looks of curiosity on their faces. They had not expected us to be in such good moods.

      Haemon swept a low bow, “We have arrived, Your Highness.”

      Oliver shot a warning look at me before jumping to his feet. “Fantastic news.”

      Both men looked aggravated when Oliver tried to move from the wagon. Taelon had to clear his throat and gesture toward me before Oliver took the hint.

      Already annoyed with propriety, I cradled Shiksa and stood up slowly, brushing cold fingers over my travel-worn clothes. I wanted nothing more than a bath and an actual bed to sleep in tonight, but first I would have to play nice with the king and queen.

      I moved carefully toward the back of the wagon. Taelon held out his hand for me to take, but I ignored him. Placing a hand on Haemon’s shoulder, I stepped down from the wagon and faced Taelon’s childhood home.

      The Soravalian palace was located on the great cliffs of the Crystal Sea. I could hear the crashing of waves in the distance, and the wind carried its briny scent. The air glittered with salt.

      The palace itself was luminescent in the night, made from the shimmering silver stones found in the depths of the Crystal Sea. It pulled in the milky moonlight, creating a soft glow that stood out against the tall limestone walls surrounding it.

      A carpet had been laid out to lead us to the arced entrance. Soravalian guards lined either side, standing at perfect attention. Still, their gaze drifted to me as Taelon led the way inside.

      The crown stayed tucked in my satchel with Shiksa. I pressed my hands to my side to hide trembling nerves. Oliver trailed behind me, and Haemon behind him. We made a bedraggled, curious parade.

      Inside, the palace opened up to reveal elegant hallways and ornate decor. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling lit with golden candlelight and dripping sapphires. Tapestries on the wall boasted the Soravale coat of arms in rich blues and royal silvers. Guards were stationed everywhere, holding spears and wearing helmets that sat low over their eyes. They stood so still, they looked like toys. I had the impulse to see if I could tip one over with a touch of my finger.

      “This way, Your Highness,” Taelon’s voice pulled me from my dangerous imagination. “The king and queen await you.”

      I momentarily forgot my vow of silence. “They know I’m here?”

      He held my gaze. “We sent a rider ahead.”

      I cleared my throat while fresh nerves assaulted my stomach. “Of course.”

      “Tess, I tried to spare you from this. I—”

      “Let’s not keep your parents waiting, Your Majesty. It is already the middle of the night.”

      His mouth pulled into a harsh slash, but he acquiesced and turned around.

      We walked past statues made in the image of King Hugo and Queen Anatal. Tapestries of the royal family, including Taelon and his younger brothers and sister adorned the walls.

      Taelon’s siblings resembled their Vorestran mother, with light hair and tanned skin. Unlike Taelon, who only inherited his eyes from his mother’s side. In every other way he was like his father. Dark hair, muscled frame, strong chin.

      The throne room loomed ahead. The carpet extended down the hallway and through the doors of the Great Hall.

      We paused just outside, waiting to be announced.

      Taelon leaned in, his heat covering my side. “Do you remember what to do, Princess?”

      I closed my eyes as memories filled my head of the only other time I’d been in this palace. Taelon’s eleven-year-old fingers intertwining with mine. “Do you know what to do, Princess?”

      I had been eight and my father had decided I should spend time with my future in-laws. I had been petrified and painfully shy. Hugo Treskinat was one of the most terrifying royals in the realm. And Queen Anatal was no less imposing.

      Taelon had held my hand the entire time. Our parents had been pleased we seemed to get along. And I had avoided grownups as often as possible so I wouldn’t be forced to speak to them.

      Taelon’s warm whisper cascaded over my ear. “Last time you were here, they had to pry you from the pantry before your welcoming ball. You were too terrified to dance.”

      “I can’t dance,” I told my muddied boots. “That has always been true.”

      Taelon’s low chuckle did funny things to my belly, but those butterflies transformed into razor-winged wasps when the squire announced, “The Crown Prince, Taelon Arrick Treskinat, Duke of Westnovia, Duke of Charshire, First Prince of Soravale and Tessana Hadlyn Allisand of the House of Extentia, lost Princess of Elysia.”

      “Arrick Westnovian,” I hissed.

      He turned around to offer an arced eyebrow. “Lost princess of Elysia? It’s a little anticlimactic, don’t you think?”

      “I didn’t come up with that! My kingdom was stolen from me before I was old enough to receive my titles.”

      I heard him mumble, “And aren’t we all excited for you to collect those.”

      It was customary for visitors to bow before king and queen, but both jumped to their feet before I had made it halfway through the room.

      “It isn’t possible,” Hugo gasped.

      “How?” Anatal demanded. “How, dear girl, are you alive?”

      I didn’t know what to say or where to go. I didn’t know how to answer them without revealing everything. I wasn’t prepared for this moment. I stumbled forward and Taelon grabbed my hand steadying me. He directed me to the base of the steps leading to the royal thrones. I would never admit that I was grateful for his touch. But I wouldn’t have been able to speak without it.

      I swept into a rusty curtsy, only rising again when Anatal exclaimed, “Oh, we’re past that, child! Please speak before I collapse with heart palpitations. Where have you been all these years?”

      Suppressing a tremor, I said, “Heprin, Your Highnesses. On the day… on the day that my family was murdered, I escaped the castle with a brother of the Eternal Light. He took me to his temple, where he allowed me refuge for the past eight years.”

      “Refuge?” Hugo bellowed. “He had a princess hidden away in his monastery and he called it refuge? He should be tried for war crimes and conspiracy!”

      I stepped forward, raising my hand with desperation. “No! Please, no. You misunderstand. Father Garius was helping me. Truly, he saved my life. He fed me all these years, educated me. He gave me a home because he believed if I were to leave, I would suffer the same fate as my family.” Hugo and Anatal’s expressions fell.

      My father and Hugo had been fast friends. I had once heard my father tell my mother that if he had to lose his daughter to marriage, he would at least send her to the only palace in the realm he trusted.

      My hand tingled where Taelon held it in his.

      “Aren’t the monks of Eternal Light mute?”

      I nodded, this was more comfortable territory. “They’ve taken a vow of silence, Your Highness.”

      “And… and did you also?”

      I wanted to smile again at his concern. “No, Your Majesty. They allowed me to speak as often as I liked.”

      Hugo seemed satisfied with that answer. “And what of the rest? Tell us how you came to find my son. Tell us everything.”

      I cleared my throat against a wave of exhaustion. I hadn’t realized how the journey had affected me until now, until I was safe. My muscles seemed to unravel one by one and the determination I’d built as a wall slowly began to crumble.

      Hugo was a wise king, but would he believe my dreams? Or would he think me insane? “It was time,” I told him. “I couldn’t ignore the call to come home any longer. The monks felt it too. Together we decided that my place was in Elysia.”

      Hugo nodded, respect flickering over his face. Whether it was for me or the monks, I did not know.

      “And my son?” he prompted.

      I fidgeted and tried to pull away from Taelon, but his hand closed tightly, holding me fast. Fresh anger buzzed through me. “I found him quite by accident, My Lord. My companion and I had just reached Tenovia, when Taelon assaulted us in the Tellekane Forest. He trapped us, tied us up, and stole our possessions. It wasn’t until later that I was able to retrieve everything that belonged to me.”

      “Taelon!” his mother gasped.

      Hugo took a step forward, his skin turning a speckled red. “Is this your great mission? You assault helpless females in dark forests and call that revolution?”

      Taelon’s mouth moved open and shut a few times before he was able to say, “She trespassed on our ground! I assumed she was a spy. And I did not tie her up. She did that herself when she walked into one of our traps.”

      “I would not have walked into your traps, had you not riddled the forest with them! How was I to know that was your land? How is anyone supposed to know what a menace you are to—”

      Hugo broke into my rant with an amused, “I see your easy friendship was not preserved over the years.”

      A blush crept up my neck and blossomed across my cheeks. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I am exhausted from the journey.”

      “And my son’s company, I should expect,” he grunted.

      This time I could not hide my satisfaction. He waved a hand for me to continue my tale. “After he stole my satchel, I had no choice but to get it back. Oliver, er, my companion and I followed the crown prince and his men to their encampment. By the time we caught up with them, we realized our mistake. We were extremely outnumbered and without defense.”

      “What did he do this time?” Hugo sighed.

      “He helped, Your Highness. By the time we caught up with him, he was willing to escort us to Elysia.”

      Hugo’s gaze swept to his son. “Is that so? What changed?”

      Taelon waved at the pendant hanging around my neck. “I gave this to her when we were children.”

      Hugo leaned in to inspect it. “How did you know it wasn’t simply similar to the one you gifted?”

      Taelon’s spine stiffened. “I had my doubts at first. In truth, I have been looking for this necklace on every dark-haired female since the moment I lost sight of her. I didn’t know whether to believe that this was truly Tessana Allisand or if it was simply wishful thinking on my part. But over time, the more I got to know her, I knew. After spending time with her, I couldn’t deny that this was the lost princess.”

      A smile lifted the corner of Hugo’s mouth while I tried to remember to breathe. “Fair enough,” the king admitted. “Once you found each other again, you headed off to Elysia?”

      “Not exactly, Your Highness,” I added. “The crown prince hid his identity from me. I thought I was in league with a bandit and a rebel leader.”

      “You were.” Hugo waved a meaty hand at Taelon. “He just also happens to be the crown prince of Soravale.” His eyes drifted to his wife, then his son, then back to me. “It’s realm law, you see. I would have happily picked one of the other children to be the next in line. But it wasn’t up to me.”

      I nearly smiled again, but this time I knew it wouldn’t have been a wise move. Taelon became stone next to me.

      “I have a hundred more questions to ask you,” Hugo admitted with a sigh. “But it is late, and I know you are anxious for bed. I just ask… If I could…” He ran a hand over his face, and I was shocked to see this imposing force struggle for words. When his gaze lifted to meet mine, I caught a weariness there that surprised me. “Would you show me the crown? It is not that I don’t believe you. You are the spitting image of your mother. But I would like to erase all doubt.”

      “Yes, of course.” I reached into my bag. Shiksa jumped out of the way as I dug for it.

      Hugo and Anatal walked down the seastone stairs to join us. Their presence hovered over me, casting a shadow and making me fumble. I clasped the crown with ice cold fingers and pulled it from my satchel.

      It needed to be polished, but its identity could not be mistaken. Even Hugo’s seastone and silver diadem paled in comparison to the Elysian Crown of Nine.

      Hugo’s hand shook as he reached out to trace one finger along the center jewel. “Your father always wore this with such pride,” he whispered.

      Fresh grief poured through me at the pain in this gigantic man’s voice. But just as quickly as the tortured expression had appeared, Hugo shook it off and stood straight once more. “To bed with you,” he ordered. “We have much to discuss, but in the morning.”

      I curtsied low again and allowed Taelon to lead me from the room.

      Hugo’s booming voice chased after us, “Not you, Son. You will answer to me tonight.”

      Taelon turned and gave a dismissive bow before continuing to lead me down the carpet. At the doorway, he paused with my hand in his. His voice dropped low and he asked, “Will you be all right?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m safe now.”

      “Tessa, I never meant to bring you here. I had wanted to spare you from this.”

      “Why?”

      He shook his head and glanced back at his impatient father. “I’ll find you tomorrow. For now, sleep. Enjoy your reinstatement to royalty.”

      A moment of vulnerability seized me, and I clutched his hand. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”

      He hunched over to catch my gaze once more. “Tessana Hadlyn Allisand, lost princess of Elysia, if anyone is prepared for what’s ahead, it’s you.” He bent over and pressed a quick kiss to my forehead. “Go,” he ordered. “Sleep. Tomorrow there is much to do.”

      Releasing my hand, he left me to face his father. Haemon waited in the doorway for me. We stepped into the hall where we found Oliver slumped over on the floor, snoring softly.

      “I’ll take you to your rooms, Your Highness,” Haemon offered.

      I looked at Oliver and then at the long hallway. The crown felt heavy in my hands. “What happens if I try to run?”

      Haemon’s lips twitched. “Then I show you to your rooms and lock you inside.”

      I sighed. “Very well. Lead the way.”
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      The entire kingdom of Soravale ran along the Great Cliffs of the Crystal Sea. The country extended from the palace in Desmondin in either direction. Ancient dragons were rumored to sleep in the deep crevices of the cliffs, guarding their vast treasures. Soravale was rich with fish and shipping but mining the gems closer to the surface of the cliffs was what made it wealthy.

      Soravale had always been Elysia’s strongest ally. When the sovereigns of the Nine Kingdoms got together, the kings of Elysia and Soravale ruled the conversation.

      That said, Soravale and Elysia had never been united through marriage. It had been my father’s and Hugo’s hope that, after all these ages, my marriage would permanently unite the kingdoms once and for all.

      But tragedy had interrupted our fathers’ best laid plans.

      I was now on a different path, fated to go back home to Elysia, a country that, under original circumstances, I would have left in the pursuit of allegiance and marriage.

      I didn’t know how I felt about that. I had grown to feel something for a man I thought was called Arrick, but knowing Arrick’s position as a rebel commander, I hadn’t let myself consider a future with him. Now that I knew that same man was Taelon…

      There was relief that I hadn’t fallen for a true rebel. But there was also something else. Something like grief. I couldn’t explain it. And honestly, I didn’t even want to try. I simply wanted to take a bath, go to sleep, and pretend that my problems didn’t exist.

      The servants, a tall man and a short, squat woman, led us up silver-carpeted staircases and down corridors with more sapphire chandeliers and seastone candelabra. At last, we came to a set of doors that led to apartments.

      Of course, Oliver and I would be separated. That only made sense. Especially since he was a common male and I was a royal female.

      But it had been two months that we’d slept side by side. We’d kept watch over each other at night and pressed against each other in the cold. He had protected me. And I had protected him. And before we ever set out on this journey we had only been a wall away from each other.

      When the woman opened the door to my chambers, my heart thumped in protest. I couldn’t be separated from Oliver. He was the only thing I knew for certain. He was my only friend. My only real ally.

      I turned to him as he crossed the hallway. “This is strange, Oliver the Silent.”

      He rubbed his eyes and fought through a yawn. “But, my dear Tessana, in this too, we shall prevail.” Then he stuck his tongue out at me.

      Apparently, I was the only one that felt any sentimentality toward our quest.

      Crossing the threshold into my own rooms, I felt a little of what Oliver must have felt. The guest chambers were as stylish as the rest of the palace. In the center of one room sat an enormous four-poster bed. The bedding was of the finest silk, embroidered in Soravale’s colors. The furniture was crafted from the gleaming black cedars just across the border.

      A massive seastone fireplace took up one wall. A fire had already been started and made the room warm and inviting.

      The main room opened up to a balcony that overlooked the Crystal Sea. The Soravalian palace was built directly into the cliffs so that the balcony reached out over the water itself. And the sparkling salted mist danced across the horizon, making it shimmer, making it seem like I was looking into the reflection of the sea and not the sea itself.

      “A hot bath is waiting for you, Your Majesty,” the servant said with a stiff bob of a curtsy while she started forward to help me undress.

      “No, thank you. I am quite capable of bathing myself.” She did not look convinced, but I didn’t need to convince her. Maybe if I’d had the luxurious life of a royal I would need help, but there had been no one to bathe me at the Temple. Or dress me. Or coddle me in any way. “Are there clothes?”

      She bobbed again and opened the door to a wardrobe where nightclothes and undergarments hung. “The seamstress was called in as soon as the messenger arrived. These are what she had in her stores, but there will be more tomorrow. His Highness has spared no expense.”

      I turned away. “That is very kind of him.” I hated charity. And I hated even more that Hugo’s charity had to stretch to my undergarments. I would have to pacify myself with paying him back. With interest.

      I looked at the wardrobe. What exactly was the interest on brassieres?

      “Will you be needing anything else, my lady?”

      I turned to the plump woman, wondering how to respond like a royal. “I don’t think so.” I told her. She stared at me without moving. I nibbled on my bottom lip before I came up with, “That will be all. Thank you.”

      She disappeared into the hall, shutting the door behind her. I followed, anxious to lock it and be done with the night, the day, all of the days before now.

      The lock clicked into place and for the first time since before Father Garius had shown me the lost crown, I felt safe.

      I didn’t know whether Haemon would be standing guard outside all night or if he’d only been jesting with me. But I hoped he’d been telling the truth.

      Now that I was with allies again, I realized the danger of enemies. I wouldn’t have minded at all if the Soravalian royal guard decided to make a permanent camp outside the door.

      A tray of food had been left near the fire. After setting my satchel down where I could keep an eye on it, I picked up Shiksa and gave her a dinner of rich toasts slathered in spiced butter and a small helping of potatoes and green roots. Once she had her fill, I made a bed for her near the fire and left her to sleep off her meal.

      It was time to take care of me.

      My bath was as perfect as I’d hoped it would be. For the first time in months every last bit of me was scrubbed red and spotless. I even smelled good.

      I stayed submerged in the blue water until it grew cold, then I stepped onto a rug made of white fur and wrapped myself in a lavish robe. I had not felt luxury like this in as long as I could remember. I stood there drinking in each second until the fur at my feet started to move.

      “Shiksa!” I squeaked. “You scared me half to death.” I scooped her up and cradled her against the down of my robe. She yawned her reply and stretched in my arms. Her tiny claws snagged at my robe and her clear green eyes blinked up at me.

      “Are you afraid to be alone?”

      She stretched her neck and mewled. I walked from the bath into the main living room, deciding that just for tonight she could sleep with me in that huge bed.

      “I suppose Oliver isn’t the only sleeping companion I’ve had for the last few weeks.”

      “Are you talking to me?”

      I screamed at the top of my lungs and nearly squeezed Shiksa to death. “Dragon’s blood, Arrick!” Arrick, grr! Taelon, was perched on a writing desk near the fire. The bath was tucked away in a separate room, but even if he had peeked in on me I wouldn’t have noticed. I’d been too absorbed in my own thoughts. And the shampoo. The shampoo had been very enthralling.

      “Tsk, tsk, Your Highness. That is not how a future queen speaks.”

      My heartbeat danced wildly. I clutched at the opening of my robe and decided now would be a magnificent time to die. If I could combust or crumble or fly away, that would be just perfect.

      “How did you get in here?”

      His slow smile was wicked. “I’m the Rebel King, remember? Surely all rebels know the ins and outs of poor locks.”

      I scowled at him, remembering the village that nearly burned in Tenovia. All rebels, in fact, did not know how to pick a lock. “How difficult it must be to manage two kingdoms. I’m not sure how you keep up with all your responsibilities.”

      “Are you very mad at me, then?”

      I ignored the repentant look on his face. Especially when it brought a sharp slice of nostalgia. “Yes,” I told him. “Very.”

      He stood and walked over to me. I clutched the seam of my robe even tighter. “You lied to me as well, Tessana Allisand. You cannot be upset with me for refusing to disclose the same information you kept secret from me.”

      “I can be mad at you,” I told him tartly. “And I will be.”

      “But it’s the same thing!”

      “No, it’s not. Firstly, you knew who I was. I was not keeping anything a secret from you, even if I had planned to. And secondly, you should have told me. The second you recognized me, you should have confessed.”

      “Ah,” he sighed. “So, I’m the villain because I did what you failed to do? Since I recognized you, but you could not see the truth in my features, I am the one to be punished?”

      “Aye.”

      “That is not fair. Future queens must be fair. Try again.”

      “Try again? You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m quite serious.”

      “You’re an impossible man, Taelon. And you’ve recently betrayed your closest ally. You made enemies with the wrong Queen, Rebel King.”

      I moved to brush past him, intent on opening the door and forcing him from my room, but he caught me around the waist and forced another squeak from me. Shiksa, tired of my theatrics, jumped from my arms and scurried beneath the bed.

      “You are not queen yet,” he reminded me in a rumble. “And until you are my sovereign ally, I think I’ll enjoy every second of frustrating a spoiled princess.”

      His hands landed on my hips, searing the skin beneath my robe with the heat of his palms. Our chests brushed against each other and I had never been more aware of the differences between his muscled chest and my softer one.

      I pushed at those distracting muscles. The open collar of his tunic revealed a strong throat that I wished I could ignore. “You’re playing with fire, Taelon. What if one of the servants discovers us? Like this?”

      His eyes darkened and his head dipped closer to mine. “Say it again.”

      “It will be the scandal of the century! Could you imagine—”

      His chuckle interrupted me. “Not that rubbish, Tessana. Say my name again. Say it in that way. As though you know me. As though my name were something familiar to you.”

      Tingles rushed through my blood. I licked suddenly dry lips and watched my fingers curl into the fabric of his shirt.

      I could understand why the name meant so much to him. In this one thing we were united. For him to call me Tess was fine. But when he used my full name… when he called me Tessana… that was something else altogether.

      “Taelon,” I whispered.

      His forehead dropped to meet mine. “Again.”

      “Taelon.”

      “I have thought about you so often in the last eight years, wondering what happened to you. I thought I had lost you forever.”

      I found myself melting into him. “You saved my life.” I had to shut my eyes to keep the tears at bay but still they leaked from the corners of my lashes. “And because you gave me the crown, you saved my kingdom.”

      A shuddering breath racked his lungs and he crushed me in a tight hug. My arms wrapped around him just as securely.

      I had pictured this moment a thousand times since the day we parted. I had imagined how I would run and leap into his arms. Or how I would sit upon my throne and offer him a curt nod and a conspiratorial wink. I had imagined him crying or laughing or not remembering me at all. But I had never imagined it quite like this.

      I had never imagined that he would be as deeply moved or worried as I had been. I had never imagined this fire in his touch that brought my skin to life and set my heart galloping.

      “I did what I had to,” he rasped against my skin. “I did what I had to do to protect you.”

      “You did protect me,” I promised. “Thank you.”

      After another endless moment, he pulled back and stared at my face. “And now you’re back. But what shall we do with you?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “You could start by letting me sleep.”

      His head tipped back and he laughed. When he looked at me again his eyes twinkled like the sapphires in the chandeliers. “I suppose I can do that. As long as you forgive me for my deception.”

      I moved out of his arms and brushed my hands down my robe. “Oh, no. I cannot do that.”

      He stepped forward and I instinctively stepped back. “Why not?”

      “Well,” I sighed, sidestepping a plush ottoman, “there are so many reasons.”

      He stalked after me, a quirk to his lips that I ignored. “Name one.”

      I reached back and my hand closed around the door handle. I yanked it downward and tugged. Hard.

      I tripped over my own feet when the door did not budge. Ignoring Taelon further, I clicked the lock open, hating that I still couldn’t figure out how he’d invaded my private rooms, and wrenched the door open.

      I leaned into the hall and found Haemon keeping watch. “Oh, good. You’re here,” I said to the guard. He turned to me, surprised by my sudden appearance and state of undress. “I have an intruder.”

      “You what?” He all but shouted. He stepped into the doorway, his sword already halfway drawn, and then stepped back when he saw Taelon waiting for him on the other side. “Y-y-your Highness?”

      “Don’t trouble yourself, my man,” Taelon grinned. “I was just leaving.” He straightened his tunic and walked slowly by me. He was just about out the door, my fingers were itching to slam it directly behind him, when he spun around to say, “This is going to be fun, Stranger. Hope you’re up for the challenge.”

      “The challenge?”

      He left my room and didn’t turn back.

      “What challenge, Taelon?”

      He waved without looking at me again.

      I let out a growl and finally slammed the bedroom door shut.
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      The next morning, I was up before the sun. The bed was too soft. The room was too quiet.

      When maids descended on my room with breakfast and fingers nimble and strong enough to suck all of the oxygen out of my lungs in an attempt to tie my corset, I was trying to figure out how Taelon had broken into my room the night before.

      “The king has requested your presence in the war room this morning, Your Highness,” one of the maids said quietly while she pinned my hair into a more elaborate style of braid than I usually wore, pulled over my shoulder with elegant twists to it.

      I stared at myself in the mirror above the vanity. I was forced to sit up straight because my corset had been banded around me so tightly I wouldn’t be surprised if my head popped off.

      They had dressed me in a pale pink day dress more expensive than all of my clothes from the temple combined.

      And they had performed some kind of magic on my face because I was no longer the pale, plain girl I remembered from the temple. My cheeks were rosy, my lips a matching color. Flecks of gold in my eyes caught the light and brightened the usual hazel to unnatural shades of emerald and jade.

      Mirrors were appropriately absent at the temple. I had grown up looking at my image after I’d shined the cookware. It hadn’t bothered me. Until now. Until I was to meet King Hugo in the war room and face his questions about my past and my future. The maid finished pinning dainty pink flowers in the tail of my braid and stepped back so she could survey me head to toe.

      “Am I presentable, then?” I asked her. I tried to fight the nerves clawing at my belly, but I couldn’t manage to talk any sense into myself. I had just seen Hugo last night. There was nothing to be afraid of.

      Yet the light of day put everything into an entirely new perspective. The crown lay on my bed. I’d taken it out earlier this morning to polish the travel-worn places. I’d found myself unable to do anything but stare at it for a while after I’d finished.

      Could this really be happening?

      After everything… Was I truly so close to home?

      The maid hummed her approval. “I dare say you are the most beautiful princess I have ever seen, M’lady.”

      I averted my eyes, embarrassed that she would call me beautiful and a princess. I hardly felt either. “No,” I said. “It’s your handiwork that’s responsible. Not me.” I found myself staring at myself in the mirror again. I placed a palm against my cheek just to make sure it was really me. “But I must ask what you’ve done with my face.” Realizing she might have thought I meant her insult, I added, “Only that I might replicate it every day forward.”

      “Your face?” A little bubble of laughter spilled out of her. “Your Highness, I did nothing to your face except add a small amount of rouge. That is simply what you look like.”

      “No,” I disagreed. I leaned forward and took in my appearance once more. “But I do look like my mother. I did not think that I did.”

      The light in the maid’s eyes dimmed as she placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I hope you don’t mind me sayin’, but what happened to Her Highness was a tragedy. Your whole family… I just can’t even imagine. It seems only right that you would grow to be as lovely as she. It is the least the Light could do for you after enduring such hardship.”

      I felt my eyes grow hot with emotion, but I forced the tears back. I couldn’t cry in front of a maid. What would she think of me? “You are very kind for saying that…?”

      “Matilda,” she bounced into a short curtsy. “My name is Matilda.”

      “Thank you, Matilda.” I let out a sigh and stood. My hands fell to my waist where the corset pinched and pressed. “You may tell his highness that I am ready now if he will receive me. Just as soon as I learn how to breathe in this thing.”

      Matilda tried to hide her smile. “Shallow breaths, mum. That should be better.”

      She left me to practice barely breathing and stepped into the hall. She returned a few seconds later to declare, “He’s already waiting for you. There is a footman and the Grandmaster of the guards to escort you.”

      I took careful steps in the direction of the door. “Do you know about my traveling companion? He was sent across the hall. I’m wondering if he has awoken.”

      She shook her head. “He hasn’t, M’lady. We tried earlier, but he threw his shoes at a squire and so we made the decision to let him sleep.”

      It was my turn to hide my smile.

      “Would you mind watching my fox while I’m gone? I think she’s hungry.”

      Matilda looked scandalized. “Pardon me?”

      “My fox,” I explained slowly, just in case she hadn’t heard. “She’s just a pup.” I pulled Shiksa from the plush blankets where she’d been sleeping as hard as Oliver. Her pure white coat was hot from the blankets and I couldn’t resist holding her against me for a minute while she whimpered her protests. “Her name is Shiksa.”

      “I-I-I…”

      I dropped Shiksa into Matilda’s hands. “Thank you.”

      Just like Matilda had warned, there was a tall footman and Haemon waiting for me in the hall. Both of them swept into a bow as soon as they saw me.

      “Er, thank you…?” I bit my lip. I didn’t know how to navigate my suddenly royal status. I had been treated as a commoner yesterday. Now people bowed and curtsied and dressed me in sausage casing.

      I stood there, waiting for them to lead me to the war room, but neither moved. After a long moment of awkward stillness, in which I realized something was required of me, Haemon covered his mouth with a fist and coughed.

      I looked at him helplessly.

      “After you, Your Majesty,” he said pointedly.

      Oh.

      “Of course.” I looked at the footman’s outstretched hand. How was I to lead them to a room in which I knew nothing about? “This way then?”

      The footman nodded as patiently as he was capable of. I resisted an eye roll and began a slow march down the hall. Once I began moving however, it didn’t take long for the other two men to fall into step beside me. I needed to remember: Royals move first. Even if they have no idea where they’re going.

      “Did you sleep well, Princess Tessana?” Haemon asked politely.

      “No.” It didn’t occur to me to lie or sidestep the truth. But after another covered cough by Haemon and the footman’s gasp, I realized my response sounded rude. “That is to say, I’m used to sleeping on the ground. And before that, my mattress was made of hay. So, you see, I’m not used to comfort.”

      Neither man said anything to that. I’d probably explained too much or said something I wasn’t supposed to, but it was too late now.

      I decided to press on. “What about you, Haemon? Did you sleep? I hope you didn’t stand outside my door all night.”

      His cheeks heated, even though I didn’t understand what I’d said wrong. “It is my honor to guard you, Princess Tessana. I would never think of sleeping when my service is required.”

      Ah, I had insulted his duty and his position. Well, this wasn’t the smoothest introduction to palace life.

      Maybe the Brotherhood of Silence was onto something.

      After a series of staircases and twists and turns down sunlit corridors, Haemon nodded toward a set of gilded double doors. “Here we are, Your Highness. His Majesty awaits.”

      A different footman opened the door and a herald announced my presence. I stepped into an enormous room with bookshelves lining every wall. There was a balcony halfway up and more bookcases along the second floor.

      For a moment I thought I’d wandered into the wrong room. If it weren’t for the swords and shields adorning the four columns and the massive war table in the center, I would have assumed I’d found the library.

      The war table displayed a detailed map of the realm in raised miniatures and painted replicas. A cluster of tiny black cedars indicated the Tellekane Forest and a section of rolling golden sand dunes the Burning Desert of Vorestra. Elysia sat in the middle where white topped mountain miniatures were raised and painted to sparkle like diamonds.

      Hugo stood behind the war table, his crown in place and a floor length fur robe buckled around his neck. His gold belt held three blades and he was wearing the Soravale crest of colors—a tunic meant for declaring war. And parties. Most royals wore their crest of colors during celebrations or royal visits from other sovereigns. Elysia had one as well.

      My father had worn it only when something important was happening or someone important had visited.

      “Good morning, Tessana,” Hugo smiled. “Or should I say, Your Highness.”

      I held up a hand, feeling overwhelmed and out of place in my pale pink dress. Like a rose lost in a briar patch. “No,” I laughed nervously. “Please don’t. I am still trying to remember that I am a royal. Calling me names is only going to make me anxious.”

      His tight smile warned that I’d said too much again. But Hugo was gracious enough to move on. “My general,” he waved his hand toward a very tall, very old white-haired scarecrow. The man turned to me with glassy eyes and bowed low. “This is General Stoginan. Please, General, meet our trusted ally, Princess Tessana Allisand of Elysia.”

      General Stoginan’s voice sounded like rocks being scraped over gravel. “Pleasure, Your Highness.”

      I curtsied. “Likewise, General.”

      Hugo went on. “You’ve already met the Grandmaster of our Royal Guard, Haemon Montrez. And of course you know my son.” I nodded to Haemon and had already turned to greet the fourth man in the room when I realized too late that it was Taelon.

      I had no choice but to curtsy to him as well. After all, Hugo had introduced me as their trusted ally. How awful would I be to ruin all relations between Soravale and Elysia on the first day of my return? It would have to be some kind of record.

      Maybe it was worth it.

      Taelon smiled at me and I nearly forgot all the reasons he vexed me. My skin tingled. This boy was the most frustrating of all males and yet my body reacted to him as though he were lost treasure and I was a dragon.

      “Princess,” He murmured as a way of hello.

      I nodded, adding a regal tilt to my chin. “Rebel King.”

      Hugo’s boisterous cough split the room in half. I heard Stoginan lean into Haemon and mumble, “I wonder what she means by that.”

      Haemon’s response was a quick, “A joke from their childhood I’m sure.”

      Taelon’s eyes sparkled, but he managed a discreet head shake. Apparently, his other activities were not public knowledge.

      I decided the best course of action was to push forward and generally avoid talks of rebels and kings and such. “Your Majesty, thank you for seeing me again.”

      Hugo’s smile was filled with affection, “My dear, I am merely amazed to behold you. After all this time, it’s hard to believe you’re real. And yet here you stand. Were the last years horrid? Have you wished for nothing but palace life since you were forced to leave?”

      “No,” I cried. “No, please don’t think I was away suffering. I was quite comfortable. The Brotherhood of Silence took excellent care of me.”

      “Good.”

      “And you marched all this way?” General Stoginan asked. “From Heprin?”

      “Nearly,” I answered. “For the last couple weeks my traveling companion and I were fortunate to acquire the escort of the Rebel Army.”

      Stoginan nearly choked on his thick tongue. “Truly? The rebels helped you?”

      “Yes, truly.”

      His eyes bulged from his narrow face. “Didn’t they try to take the Crown of Nine from you? Ransom you? I cannot believe those uncivilized boors acted peacefully toward a royal.”

      “I traveled in disguise. In fact, only yesterday did I reveal the precious cargo I had with me. The Rebel Army never knew of my true identity or the invaluable crown hidden in my satchel. They escorted me safely through Tenovia. On several occasions I watched them give liberally to the poor along the way, and once I witnessed them save a Tenovian village from a fire set by the Ring of Shadows.”

      He made a snorting sound. “And here I thought their skills were limited to raping and pillaging.”

      I cleared my throat and avoided looking at Taelon lest I start laughing. “I can assure you, General, I was neither a victim of raping nor pillaging.”

      I had the great privilege of watching the General’s entire face turn the color of a ripe strawberry.

      Taelon stepped in to rescue the conversation, “The princess is headed home, General. She wishes to return to Elysia and take her rightful place on the Seat of Power.”

      “Of course she does,” the General agreed. “That seat belongs in the Allisand bloodline. Your uncle, pardon me for saying so, is a dangerous monarch.”

      “How so?”

      The General’s eyes shifted around the room. They didn’t seem capable of landing on one thing. I watched him look to the books, then to the map of the realm. Then to his shoes. Then to my shoes. “Forgive me for saying anything, Your Majesty. It is not my place to have an opinion.”

      “Please speak,” I implored him. “I have been secluded for so long. I don’t know what to expect and the only information I’ve been able to acquire is gossip. Hearsay. Nothing more. I would love the opinion of someone with your authority and experience.”

      I was the only female in a room full of males, and yet I seemed to be the only one willing to meet anyone’s gaze. All eight eyes jumped from object to object in a dull game of avoidance.

      “Please,” I beseeched. I looked to the crown prince. “Taelon?”

      Taelon finally looked at me, as if unable to resist the pull of his real name. His blue gaze had dimmed and his mouth pressed into a frown. “He’s untrustworthy. In the truest sense. Some say that he is responsible for the expansion of the Ring of Shadows. They say…”

      I seemed to have forgotten how to breathe as I forced a question from my lips. “They say what?”

      Taelon’s expression turned helpless. “They say he starves entire villages so the young men will be driven from them into the service of the Shadows. There are rumors that he is the reason the Ring of Shadows moved beyond Blackthorne to begin with, that he has given the Shadows permission to wreak havoc.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I laughed, the brittle sound bouncing around the room. “Blackthorne has always been difficult. My uncle would not allow mercenaries freedom in his governable properties. The royal army—”

      “The royal army could crush the Ring beneath their boots in one day. But the royal army does nothing.”

      “So who fights them?” I demanded. “You cannot expect me to believe the Ring of Shadows is allowed to do as they please and the individual kingdoms do not intervene.”

      “Some have fought back,” Taelon answered. “Soravale for instance. My father has never tolerated lawlessness. But Tyrn has forbidden the army to get involved with the Shadows. He claims that the rumors are exaggerated and falsified and that if we send armies after common men, we will incite civil war. While Tyrn is in the Seat of Power, we remain helpless. If something is not done soon, the entire realm will burn.”

      “Are these rumors or are they facts?” I asked breathlessly. “If there is no substantial proof that my uncle is behind the Ring of Shadows, I don’t know how you can—”

      Hugo cleared his throat. “Your uncle is one of the vilest men I have ever met. He is too concerned with lining his pockets to notice the suffering of the people he’s sworn to protect. He might very well be the reason the Ring has infiltrated our lands. He does nothing to protect the border between your homeland and Blackthorne. Whether or not he has perpetuated the Shadows’ devastation of the realm or not, I cannot say. But he is responsible for refusing aid. He’s nothing like your father, I can tell you that much. Your father was a good man. Just. Fair. Firm. He would never have let this happen. He would never have let the realm become this version of Denamon.”

      Hot tears pressed against my eyes but I didn’t let them stop me from saying, “Thank you, Your Majesty. He was. He was a very good man.”

      Hugo nodded. “What we need now is a plan to deal with your uncle.”

      “Deal with him how?”

      Hugo stared at me. I felt all three other pairs of eyes turn to me as well. Hugo’s voice was that of a king when he said, “I’m wondering how you will unseat him, Tessana. For he will not go willingly.”

      I shook my head. “Of course he will. I have the crown.”

      “And he has eight years of claim to it.” Hugo argued. “He will not happily give the position over to you. He will not walk away without a struggle.”

      “He will,” I insisted. “Everyone recognizes how powerful that crown is. I have it. He will have no choice but to concede.”

      “Tessana,” Taelon insisted. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I’m quite serious.”

      He shook his head and took a step toward me. “You have no army. You have no power. You have nothing but a crown that can easily be stripped from you. Your only bargaining piece is a relic that could have been forged. Perhaps not easily. But there are those in the realm, people of power, people loyal to your uncle, that would testify to its falsehood.”

      “It’s not a replica,” I snapped. “It is the Crown of Nine.”

      “Yes, we know that,” Haemon agreed. “But it is anyone’s guess as to how your uncle will react when he finds out that you’re alive.”

      Taelon’s gaze burned into my face. “Alive and ready to be queen.”

      A chill slithered down my spine. I knew the journey would be difficult, possibly treacherous. I knew the royal guard would look on me with suspicion. I knew it would be a challenge attempting to see my uncle and making my case. I also knew that it would be nearly impossible to prove my identity outside of the crown in my possession. But I had never once accounted for my uncle’s desire to keep the throne.

      Hugo let out a grumbling sigh. “That’s the other problem.”

      “What other problem?”

      His steely gray eyes held mine. “You, my dear, are a woman.”

      White hot frustration steamed through me. “I am quite aware, Your Majesty. But what does my gender have to do with anything?”

      He pressed his hands down on the map, resting his weight on thick fingertips. His gaze swept over the miniature replica of the realm, taking in every tiny tree, every pile of painted sand. He lifted one hand to trail a finger over the raised cliffs of Soravale and the white-crested waves of the Crystal Sea.

      “The Crown of Nine is called the Crown of One Hundred Kings, is it not? Not One Hundred Kings and Queens. Not One Hundred Royal Houses or Bloodlines or Persons. Only a man, a king if you will, has ruled the Nine.”

      The breath sucked from my lungs as if a great vortex had opened up above me and pulled all of the air straight from the room. “Is there a law that says…” I shook my head, desperate to find my balance once more. The room spun. My vision danced with black dots. “That says a woman cannot hold the Seat of Power?”

      Hugo slowly lifted his gaze to mine. “A law? Written down and made permanent? No, there’s not. At least not to my knowledge.” He looked to his son and then back to me again. “But your legitimacy could and probably will be contested. Your uncle has the right to a hearing. Any king of the realm does when confronted or challenged. It is called Conandra. Tyrn will most likely call a council of the nine sovereigns to hear your case. They will weigh evidence of your birth, bloodline, and whether or not you will be fit to rule. At the end of the trial, you will either be called to the crown or condemnation.”

      “And Tyrn?”

      “The same for him. Although if he is found lacking as king, he will not be imprisoned.”

      My voice was barely a whisper when I spoke again. “You’re saying that if I should go on to Elysia and claim the throne as my own, my uncle will hold Conandra. And if the nine monarchs do not legitimize my rightful place as Queen of the Realm, I will be imprisoned?”

      Hugo held my gaze. “For the rest of your life.”

      I struggled to swallow.

      “But it is more difficult than that,” he continued. “You undervalue what it means to be queen instead of king. The Council of Sovereigns would be handing over the entire realm to a seventeen-year-old girl. Do you see how they might struggle to agree to your bloodline? Or your right to the crown? A woman under any circumstances would have a disadvantage. But you are a child. A child who has been hiding in a temple for the last eight years. Forgive me, Tessana, but you barely appear civilized after your years stashed away on the edge of humanity, let alone capable of reigning over an entire realm. Your chance at success is slim.”

      “What are my other options?”

      “You stay here. You are welcome to stay in Desmondin for as long as you’d like. You will always have refuge here.” He shook his head and leaned forward, “You will always have a home here.”

      My heart thudded once. Twice. “Are you suggesting I keep the crown hidden? That I don’t let my uncle know I am alive or that the kingdom he rules does not belong to him?”

      Hugo did not hesitate, “Yes.”

      “You can’t be—”

      “I’m quite serious, Tessana. Your father was my closest ally, my most beloved friend. How can I claim to revere his legacy when I send his only remaining child to the wolves?” When I did not appear convinced, he added. “Or you could stay for a few years. Take refuge with us while you add years to your life so that when you present yourself to your uncle and the sovereign council, you will be considered old enough, royal enough.”

      Fear beat in my blood, yet the rhythm of my heart steadied.

      I could not ignore the purpose that had been given to me the second I saw the crown again. I could not ignore the call to fate that had led me this far. I could not ignore that I had been born into a bloodline that belonged to the Seat of Power as much as the Crown of Nine belonged to it.

      I lifted my chin and met Hugo’s pleading gaze. “Can I count on your vote?”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “What do you mean?”

      “I am asking for your vote, My King. When the time comes in Conandra, will I be able to count on you?”

      “You’re serious?”

      “I am.”

      His shoulders sagged and his expression was marked with concern. But I could also make out the twinkle of surprise in his eyes. “You have my vote, Tessana Allisand of Elysia. And you have my support. No matter what you decide.”

      I nearly collapsed. His words were powerful relief that I had not realized I needed until they were in the air.

      “Thank you,” I rasped.

      His expression hardened once again and he said, “Think about my offer, child. Think about a life here. It would not be a bad one. You could have everything you ever dreamed of. I’d even be so kind as to revisit the marriage contract I signed all those years ago.”

      “Father!” Taelon boomed.

      Hugo kept his gaze steady on me. “You could still be queen, Tessana. Maybe not of the realm, but of Soravale. And that is not a small offer. Think it over.”

      I dared not look to Taelon. “I will. Thank you, Your Highness.” I curtsied, too flustered to be embarrassed about my lack of grace. “Please, excuse me. I have much to think over.”

      The men bowed and I fled the room. I felt Haemon close on my heels, but I did not turn to speak to him, even when he had to point out the way.

      I didn’t stop moving until the door was safely locked behind me and the bed soft and stable beneath me.

      Then the true debate began. Me against myself.
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      Oliver and I had been invited to dine with the King and Queen and their family. It was a high honor, but I was a little suspicious that this was a subtle ploy to convince me to stay in Desmondin.

      Oliver had been giddy when he’d pounded on my door looking as polished as I’d ever seen him. I had already banished all help and servants and anyone that needed or wanted anything from me, except for Shiksa.

      “We’re invited to dinner!” he grinned. “With the King.” He leaned in and gave me a suave look. “And the Queen.”

      “Well, I assumed she’d be there as well. It’s rumored that she eats supper almost as often as her husband.”

      My sarcasm didn’t dampen his good mood. “And I bet,” he went on. “That it will be a good supper as well. Baked puddings. And meat pies. And soft Quirick eggs over plump potatoes.” He flopped into one of the sitting chairs and let his long arms droop lazily over the sides. “And think of the desserts, Tess. I wager not one of them will be burned.”

      His happiness was infectious and I smiled. “I should hope not. Lest someone lose their hand.”

      He bounced into sitting. “Is that true?” I thought he would be appalled, but a slow grin spread across his face. “If they risk losing a hand, then I would stake my own hand that nothing will indeed be burned.”

      “You concern me,” I told him. “I’m quite positive you’re mad.”

      His gaze narrowed with a new thought. “What of your quest for infamy and glory? How long will we reside as Soravalian royalty before we head off into the sunset?”

      “I’m not sure infamy and glory belong in the same sentence.” I frowned. I had not shared anything with Oliver about this morning’s meeting and I wasn’t quite sure where to begin. “We shall leave as soon as we are able to,” I answered. Although even I did not know what that meant yet.

      Oliver’s brows drew down low over his brown eyes. “Taelon and his father are supportive of your plans to be Queen of the Realm? Just like that?”

      “I do have the crown.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, sure, you have a crown. But what else, Tessana? No army to fight this battle should any of the kingdoms revolt against a sudden change in monarchy. You have no widespread support. Or even small-spread support. You have nothing but a crown and the claim that you are part of a bloodline that is all but extinct.”

      Doubts swirled in my gut. “I thought I at least had your support, Oliver the Silent.”

      He rolled his eyes again. “Of course, you do. Of course, you will always have my support. But who am I? I’m nothing but an anonymous commoner that cannot even testify to the validity of your claims. I expected more from your meeting with the king is all. I expected a plan and an answer to all of these unanswered what ifs.”

      “Hugo doesn’t want me to go back. It pains me to say this, but several of his opinions reflect yours. Apparently, there is a trial called Conandra. My uncle does not have to hand over the throne as soon as I arrive on his doorstep. He is allowed to call for Conandra and contest my claims. All of the remaining sovereigns would be summoned to hear my case.”

      He stared at me while he processed what I said. “And if you lose this trial? If they decide that you are not fit to be queen?”

      “Imprisonment,” I whispered. “They would imprison me as an imposter to the throne, as an anarchist and insurgent, for the rest of my life.”

      He slid to the edge of his seat and clasped his hands in front of him. “Tessana, you are seventeen-years-old. That would be a very long time to suffer.”

      So far my mind had been stuck on the disappointment of losing. I had yet to imagine what all of those remaining decades of my life would look like rotting in the pits of the palace dungeons.

      “Dragon’s blood,” I hissed.

      “We can return to Heprin,” he offered. “To the Temple. The Brotherhood would welcome you back with open arms and not one of them would give away your secrets.” When I chewed on my bottom lip without responding, he added, “Because of the vow. They cannot speak you see.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Yes, Oliver, I remember the vow. Since it has not yet been three months since we left.” I sighed again. “Hugo also offered me asylum. He said I was welcome to stay here for as long as I liked. He even offered to reinstate my arranged marriage.”

      “Your arranged marriage?”

      Drat. I had forgotten Oliver knew nothing of that. “To Taelon,” I confessed. “We were betrothed when we were children.”

      “Betrothed. To each other?” He laughed heartily at that. “But he is the crown prince of Soravale.”

      “Correct.”

      “So, if you were to be queen it would be of his kingdom and not your own.”

      “Correct.”

      “And you would be safe. You would never go to Elysia, but you would be allowed to live as a royal.”

      “Yes, correct. If I ever stepped foot in Elysia it would be as a guest, not as a ruler.”

      He nodded. “This is the better option.”

      “Correct,” I whispered.

      “But you’re not going to take it.” He didn’t ask. I was happy he knew me as well as he did.

      “I’ve never wanted to be a royal simply to be royal,” I explained. “This has never been about living comfortably.”

      “Fair enough,” he sighed. “But I hope you realize what you’re getting yourself into, Tessana.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the realm is a mess. You don’t know how the rulers of the kingdoms will feel about you wearing the Crown of Nine. You could start a war. Or several wars. You could be thrown in prison yes, or beheaded or hung or burned at the stake. Exposing your bloodline and your crown is dangerous.”

      “I knew that from the second we started out and so did you.”

      “But have you truly thought this through? Have you weighed all of the consequences?”

      I couldn’t hold his probing gaze, so I stared at the carpet instead. “I’m trying.”

      “Well that’s a start.” He jumped to his feet and moved toward the fire. “And what is it that you’re trying to accomplish anyway? I know you want peace for the realm, but what if you bring about the opposite? What if fighting for this crown means death and destruction and more burning villages?”

      “No,” I argued. “I will not believe that. It is my bloodline that has been called to the throne. To the crown. To this realm. I cannot explain to you the pull I feel to go home, to fulfill this call of fate. If I cower away for the sake of my own safety that’s when there will be continued death and destruction and burning villages. I know that. I can feel it in my bones.”

      Neither of us spoke for a long time. Not until Oliver’s stomach growled louder than the fire behind him.

      “Oh, Oliver the Silent,” I laughed. “Let’s go see if you’re going to lose a hand tonight.”

      He frowned at me.

      “Your bet,” I reminded him. “I take oaths very seriously. If even the meringue is browned unreasonably, I’m going to need you to pay in full.”

      “It won’t be,” he said confidently. “Father Diedrick is not in charge.”
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      Haemon was waiting outside my bedroom door when we stepped into the corridor. He escorted us to the dining room where a table the length of the Temple barn had been set to accommodate us. Everyone rose when the herald announced our presence.

      I had never met the princess as she was only six and I had not seen the princes since they were young boys. I couldn’t have identified them by name had I been asked to. They were nearly as tall as Taelon, though still with the gangly limbs of youth. They had all the makings to be as handsome as Taelon and as regal as their father.

      Rosabella hopped down from her seat and skipped over to us. Her curtsy was both perfect and adorable and I wanted to steal her away until she could teach me to carry that much grace and poise.

      When she lifted herself once more I couldn’t help but smile at her round face and the blonde ringlets framing it. “We are honored to host you this evening, Your Highness.”

      I struggled through a curtsy and Oliver had the insight to bend forward in a stilted bow.

      “We are honored to be hosted, Your Majesty.” I winked at her as I stood.

      She leaned forward and cupped her hand over her mouth. In a poor attempt at a whisper she said, “I’m not a Majesty yet.”

      I dropped my voice as well. “Well, I’m not much of a Highness. But I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      Her blinding smile made my heart swell. And when she swept her hand toward the table, I decided I needed to keep her. She was just too precious.

      “I’m Rosabella,” she declared proudly. “Mama said I could be the one to show you to your places. It’s not proper, you know. But Mama said that you’re not actually a guest.”

      “Oh,” I laughed. “Thank you.”

      “So you’re not a guest?” Rosabella pressed. “Does that mean you’ve come to live here?”

      “Rosabella!” Anatal scolded. “I said you could show them to their seats, not interrogate them.”

      The six-year-old’s cheeks turned red and she looked down at her shoes. “Sorry.”

      I laughed. It could not be helped. “Don’t be. I’m not offended. But to answer your question, I think your Mama merely meant that I’m more like a friend than a distinguished visitor.”

      “Don’t let her fool you, Rosie,” Taelon announced as he swept in behind me. His hand landed on the small of my back and the light touch burned all the way to my toes. “This is the most famous guest you’ll ever meet. She’s not just any princess.” He leaned in and with a conspiratorial wink whispered, “She’s the Lost Princess.”

      I would have laughed at Rosabella’s gasp of surprise, but I was too embarrassed to do anything but want to die. Taelon must have noticed, but it didn’t seem he cared.

      Instead, he picked up my arm and looped it through his elbow. Then with his deep baritone he said, “Lost Princess, your chair awaits.” After I’d taken my seat, Taelon introduced Oliver.

      “Father, Mother, this is Oliver, Tessana’s bodyguard.”

      Oliver nearly choked on his tongue. “Hardly,” he laughed. “More like her traveling entertainment.”

      I smiled at him. “Oliver is an apprentice to the Order of Silence. He has yet to take his vows and it is my theory that until he does, he plans to use as many words as possible.”

      Oliver wrinkled his nose at me and Hugo howled. “I see you have not wanted for friendship, Tessana. That is good.”

      I nodded. “Oliver was my savior many times. As it turns out I do not fare well when forbidden to speak.”

      Taelon, who was seated across from me, laughed. “I remember that well.”

      “You’re truly her, then?” one of the boys asked. “The Lost Princess?”

      “Leo,” Anatal scolded. She turned to me. “I apologize, Tessana. It appears that my children have no manners. I must speak with their governess.”

      “We have no governess, Mother,” the other son, Dorian, reminded her. “You are to fault for our lack of propriety.”

      Anatal smiled. “Oh, that’s right.”

      Hugo chuckled and looked adoringly at his wife. “Ah,” he murmured. “Now I know who to blame them on.”

      “Blame them on?” She gasped. “Why, my king, whatever do you mean?”

      Hugo continued to smile, “There’s the one that can’t stop talking.” He gave a pointed look at Rosabella. “And the two in the middle, forever causing mischief with their fencing instructor. And that one,” his gaze swung to his oldest son.

      “What is wrong with that one?” Anatal asked, trying to hide her smile.

      “He’s leading a rebellion against his own kingdom. The very one he’s going to rule.”

      Taelon leaned back and grinned. “I have yet to wage war against your troops, Father. However, should you fail to meet my list of demands…”

      “Bah!” Hugo guffawed. “You’ve access to the treasury. Take whatever you need.”

      I spoke before I thought better of it, “You’re serious? You know he’s leading a rebellion and you’re fine with it?”

      Hugo’s warm gaze landed on me. “He’d like you to believe it’s a rebellion. And I suppose it is of sorts. But he’s not rebelling against the Nine. More like the darkness infecting our realm.” His voice was filled with the despair I’d often felt traveling through Tenovia. “He fights to keep peace. To save lives. He fights to keep those blasted Shadows out of our land and away from our people. It’s not the most conventional way to fight, I’ll give you that. But, he is able to keep peace with Elysia by hiding behind the guise of a rebel commander. And for now, there is nothing more important.”

      I had nothing to say to that. I had assumed Taelon had been leading the rebellion as nothing more than an act of… well, rebellion. But Hugo spoke of him with such pride and confidence.

      He turned, all that roguish arrogance evident in his smile.

      “Well, enough politics for today,” Hugo declared. “Let’s enjoy our dinner and this unexpected reunion.”

      To Oliver’s good fortune, not one piece of food was blackened improperly. Oliver and I tried to remain civil and responsive to questions directed at us, but Oliver, especially, found it difficult to tear his eyes, and his mouth, from the food. Honey-glazed root vegetables and spiced turnip soup. Stuffed sea turtle and crispy fish that I’d never heard of before. Our plates were never empty before the next course was served. And at the very end, a tray of desserts with cakes and meringues and tarts all baked to perfection.

      As for the royal family, they were filled with patience and persistence. I wasn’t quite sure they’d ever seen two people so willing to eat every bite placed in front of them.

      When coffee appeared after dinner, I felt uncomfortably wide. The new corset did not exactly allow for a second portion of glazed pipsaberry cake.

      I was resisting the urge to rub my sore belly when Taelon leaned across the table. “Come with me?”

      I looked around the table, embarrassed that he’d singled me out. “Pardon?”

      “Take a ride with me,” he repeated. “I’ll show you the cliffs.”

      I shook my head and whispered, “I can’t.”

      He leaned closer. “You can.” I started to crumble. But it wasn’t until he added, “Please?” that I lost my resolve altogether.

      “Alright,” I relented. “But only because if I don’t move now, I won’t be able to get up ever again.”

      “Well, as long as you have a good reason.”

      He pushed back in his chair and stood up. To his mother he said, “I’m going to show the Lost Princess the cliffs. Help her realize she’s at last been found.”

      “For the record,” I added. “I never felt lost.”

      Taelon turned to me. “But have you felt found?”

      I had no reply, so instead I thanked my host and hostess for a lovely dinner and their hospitality.

      Taelon walked around the table and helped me from my chair. When he’d taken my hand, he leaned in and murmured, “Tessana Allisand, welcome home.”
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      “Horseback or carriage?” Taelon asked.

      I thought about going somewhere with him in the closed space of a carriage. Heat pooled in my belly. “Horseback.”

      His smile turned into a victorious grin. “I remember you as an adventurer,” he said. “It is a relief to know that has not changed.”

      “I’m not an adventurer,” I told him primly.

      “You’re right,” he agreed. “You’re not an adventurer at all. Merely a girl who likes to see everything and do everything and experience everything. Brave enough to cross three kingdoms with nothing more than a fox cubling and a not-so-silent monk.”

      I thought about protesting, but it was silly now. Instead, I gave into the smile that had been making my lips twitch and met his focused blue eyes. “Perhaps I see your point.”

      He stopped and I nearly ran into him. He turned to face me with his back to the stable’s entrance and his gaze intently on mine. “You’re so much like I remember you, Tessa. It’s hard to believe that the world did not change you more.”

      “I was hidden away from it,” I explained. “There was not much of the world inside the Temple.”

      He shook his head and stepped forward. His hand found mine and lifted until my fingers pressed against his heart. “Maybe,” he whispered. “But you saw plenty of the world before you left it. You’ve experienced enough grief to turn the purest heart to stone. And yet you’re lovelier than any wildflower. Brighter than any sun. You are untainted by the pain in your past, and Tessa, that makes you radiant.”

      “Taelon…”

      “Sir?”

      Both of us jumped at the groom’s voice. I bit back an indelicate curse and moved my hand from Taelon’s chest to my own.

      Taelon could not hide his disgruntled surprise when he turned to the servant. “Yes?”

      “Your horse is ready.” He bowed low and I could tell from the blush staining his sallow cheeks that he realized his mistake.

      Taelon must have noticed as well because he sounded kinder when he said, “Thank you, Boothe. That will be all for now.”

      Boothe nodded and bowed again before scurrying back to where he came from. As Taelon led me through the barn, I felt something swell inside me.

      I found Finare a few stalls down and went over to pet her gray coat. She pranced when she saw me, throwing her head back and tossing her white mane.

      “Hey, pretty girl,” I murmured to her. “Miss me?”

      Taelon stepped up beside me. “She’s truly taken with you.”

      “Animals love me,” I bragged.

      “You mean your fox?”

      I pressed a kiss to Finare’s cold nose. “And your horse.”

      He chuckled and reached for my elbow, guiding me toward the center of the stables.

      “I hadn’t realized it was still light outside.”

      Taelon led me over to where Thief waited for us next to a step stool. His black coat gleamed in the soft light and his big eyes glittered like onyx.

      “We’re farther north than most,” he explained. “Our days are longer. They say that the sun would rather gaze at its reflection in the Crystal Sea than go to sleep.”

      “Aren’t you going to have Finare saddled?”

      He touched my elbow until I’d stepped onto the stool. “I thought we could both ride Thief.”

      “Did you?”

      “Well, I am a gentleman, so of course I considered two horses.”

      “Of course,” I agreed.

      “But I am also a diplomat. And I concluded that it would be easier to share state secrets if we remained in closer proximity.”

      “Ah,” I laughed. “You’re bribing me with state secrets now.”

      He leaned in. “Shh. I cannot be found out. My reputation is at stake.”

      A blush spread across my cheeks. “Alright,” I conceded. “We can ride together. For diplomacy’s sake.”

      “See how easy that was? I predict a beautiful alliance between our kingdoms.”

      Taelon lifted me onto Thief and I landed as gracefully as I could, settling into the worn leather saddle, despite my rather voluminous skirts. I didn’t know what to make of Taelon or his teasing. Even though I had been surrounded by men for the last eight years of my life, I hadn’t managed to learn a single thing about them.

      Other than the fact that they would do practically anything for the promise of a piping hot cherry tartlet.

      I wasn’t so naïve as to not recognize flirting. I just didn’t understand it. Surely, Taelon knew that we could not be together. Our betrothal must have been voided shortly after my family’s deaths. And now that we were finally at a marrying age, he had one kingdom to rule and I had another.

      He handed me a cloak. “The sun is warm now, but once it dips out of view, the temperature will drop.”

      “Thank you.” I draped it around my shoulders, enjoying the fur lining.

      Taelon landed behind me, his thighs pressing into mine, his chest covering my back, his hands holding my waist until he adjusted.

      By the time he took the reins I found it difficult to breathe evenly.

      “Keep the gate open for us,” he commanded Boothe. Then with a flick of his wrists and a gentle prod with his heel, Thief trotted from the stables. His hooves clacked against the smooth granite and soon enough, the twilight enveloped us.

      We took off down winding paths that skirted the edges of towering cliffs. The Crystal Sea stretched endlessly, sparkling beneath the sun like a blanket of diamonds.

      The countryside of Soravale moved something deep within me while we clopped across seastone bridges over deep gorges set between cliffs. The sun kissed our skin as it dipped lazily behind the horizon.

      True to his word, Taelon pointed out monuments along the way and shared some of the history of Soravale. We passed a shrine made to a mighty warrior that had slain two dragons and saved a village from pirates. We rode by manicured gardens with shallow pools made by clever designs to catch the seaspray. They sparkled, reflecting the golden sunlight and the pastel clouds hovering above them.

      Soravale was not a quiet kingdom. The Crystal Sea crashed against the base of the cliffs and sprayed water as high as the road we traveled. Sea birds cawed as they swooped low for their supper, only to return again with a mouthful of fish.

      But soon I heard a roaring louder than all the other noise.

      “What is that?” I asked Taelon.

      I couldn’t see his face, but somehow I felt him smile. I could picture it tilting his full lips and hiding in the depths of his blue eyes. “I’ll show you,” he promised.

      His heels pressed into Thief’s sides and the steed took off, his hooves clicking furiously on the smooth road. The cliffs became more treacherous. The surfaces of the bridges we crossed were slick with the ocean spray and if Thief accidentally tossed me over the side, it would be a very long time before I hit the bottom.

      But then I saw it. Amenon. Or something very close to it.

      Away from the sea, the cliffs fanned out to make an enormous circle of falls that glistened like crystals. The cliffs rose up to a peak, pointing toward the sky as if their chests could not help but puff up from their great beauty. They tipped proud faces toward the sun and boasted their splendor.

      And all around, water poured from their mouths. It crashed toward the center with the violence of an army and the elegance of a swan.

      “Taelon…” I whispered, half furious with him because he had not warned me that Soravale would steal my heart.

      Thief came to a stop and I dismounted. My feet landed on uneven, wet ground which caused me to nearly topple.

      “Careful,” Taelon called after me. “The ground is slippery.”

      “You should have told me,” I scolded him. “How could you have kept this a secret?”

      I glanced back to find his answering smile. The heat of it warmed me to my bones and the look in his eyes was as startling as the majesty around me.

      “I wanted your awe,” he admitted.

      “You have it.” I turned back to the view and soaked in every detail, every dip in the cliff surface and every tumble of water as it cascaded down the sides. A hundred rainbows crisscrossed through the water, tangling together in brilliant light and color.

      I felt drops on my face and the dampness of my clothes, but it only added to the allure of this spectacular place.

      “What do you call it?” I asked him.

      “The Fall of Kings,” he replied.

      “The Fall of Kings?”

      “For those who have not been careful,” he explained. “And because there is a fall for each of the nine kingdoms. The one we're standing nearest to is Elysia. It is the tallest. The one to the right, equal in width, is Soravale of course. And so on, around the pool they go.”

      I started to walk toward the edge. I had to see over the side.

      “Tessa,” Taelon warned. “I just found you. I am in no hurry to lose you again.”

      I laughed. He had no idea. I felt the same way. I was lost for the last eight years, but now I had been found.

      The path in front of me had been made clear and I could do nothing but run toward it. I had not once dreamed of being Queen of Elysia. And yet, now, what else could I do?

      My elegant boots from the Soravale shoemaker slipped and slid over the precarious terrain, but I stayed on course until I stood at the cliff’s edge.

      The water crashed against the pool below. Foam-topped waves bubbled and spread. My feet settled more firmly on top of the Elysian cliff and I felt my blood simmer and churn just like the water below.

      I spread my arms to the sides, straight out, and let the wind catch me and threaten to blow me away. The water sprayed my face and my clothes. My heart pounded. My head buzzed with an unfamiliar energy.

      I felt like a queen on this cliff. I felt like I ruled the world.

      I lifted my face toward the sky as the sun set beyond the horizon. Night fell. Stars came out of hiding and twinkled above like a million priceless diamonds. And all the while the water roared beneath my feet, gliding toward the pool where it would spin and dance and become something greater.

      It would grow from a tiny droplet to a formidable body of water. Into something dangerous.

      When I finally turned around, ready to become my own intimidating, daunting creature, I found Taelon propped against a tree, with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “It’s late,” I commented inanely. “I hadn’t realized. I lost track of time.”

      As I walked closer, I noticed that his expression had changed from earlier. He was no longer teasing and warm, but something else entirely. Something scorching hot.

      His blue eyes had deepened and his mouth had turned into what was not quite a smile, but was most certainly not a frown.

      He shrugged one broad shoulder and said, “As did I.”

      I cleared my throat. “They’ll be worried about us if we do not return soon.”

      He pushed off the tree and held a hand out for me. I had taken his hand or his elbow countless times before, but this time, I couldn’t help but feel frightened. And I had every right to.

      For as soon as my fingers touched his palm, energy danced up my arm and settled in my stomach, setting butterflies flying and my heart racing. I jumped back. Taelon didn’t let go. He held onto my hand, pulling me closer to him.

      “Tessana, you are by far the most exquisite sight I have ever beheld. I believe I will never forget you on that cliff. I will never lose the image of your hair blowing in the breeze, your cape stretched out behind you, your arms flung to the side. I am afraid you have so imprinted this image in my mind that I will compare all other beauty to you. You stole my breath, my reason. You are enchanting. Beyond anything I could have imagined you would become.” My chin trembled as his thumb brushed over my bottom lip. “Where did you go up there? What were you thinking?”

      My chest lifted with the effort to breathe. His words soaked into my skin and heated my blood until I was worried it would turn to fire and consume me from the inside out. “I think I went somewhere else entirely. I think I might have become something else entirely,” I admitted.

      He leaned in. “Stay with me, here. Stay where I can protect you from your uncle and the Ring of Shadows and all of the other terrifying beasts in this world.”

      I blinked up at him, my lashes heavy with droplets of water. His face looked so earnest and I knew his heart; I could feel it in the pulsing around me, in the depth of his tone and flashing of his eyes. He would protect me. He would do anything to keep me safe. But that wasn’t my destiny.

      I reached for Taelon and spread my hand along the harsh line of his jaw. “You ask me these things knowing I must return. You, of all people, know I cannot stay safely hidden while the realm burns.”

      He leaned into my hand. “Somehow when you’re around, I forget about everything else. The rest of the realm’s problems seem to disappear until there’s only you, shining so brightly.”

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t sure if Taelon had intended to make me fall for him so completely, but he had.

      “But you agree with me. We must see to the realm. We must right all of these wrongs.”

      He nodded, letting my hand scrape along his short scruff. His eyes opened and I sucked in a sharp breath at the full intensity of those sapphire eyes. “When will you leave?”

      “Tomorrow if I can.”

      His jaw flexed but he did not argue. “I shall ride with you then. And my guard. The road to Elysia is not an easy one. And more, you’ll need my word to see your uncle. The crown will not be enough.”

      “Alright,” I consented. “And you’ll be ready tomorrow morning?”

      “Whenever you need me, Tessa, I will be ready.”

      My spirit swelled. “Thank you, Taelon. Thank you for all that you have done for me.”

      One side of his mouth kicked up in a cocky half smile. “Does this mean I’m forgiven for all my deceit?”

      I laughed and jumped from his arms. “Absolutely not!” I declared. “I shall never forgive you for that! You shall pay penance for the rest of your life, Rebel King.”

      He followed me to the horse. “Then so be it! I will gladly pay penance to the Queen of the Realm if only to have a reason to spend time in her presence for as many days as she’ll let me.”

      I turned around and pressed a hand to his chest to keep him from coming any closer. “Your talk is as sweet as honey, Arrick the Rebel. And yet, I’m afraid that only I can see the ways in which you move those around you like pawns on a chessboard. You are truly a master of your craft.”

      His grin widened. “And what craft is that?”

      My eyes narrowed. “Duplicity.”

      His hand landed on his chest, resting over mine. “And what reason would I have for a duplicitous nature?”

      “I suppose you could throw around your authority. But I think you find it much easier to get what you want when people follow you willingly.”

      His chuckle was low and dark. “Maybe,” he relented. “But I also find it equally as satisfying to take what I want.”

      I took a step back, feeling the threat whisper over my skin. But it was too late. I had fallen right into his trap and I hadn’t even noticed the set up.

      His hands reached for my waist and dragged me to him where his mouth met mine in a culmination of passion. I sighed into him feeling as though I had been waiting my entire life for this kiss. Feeling as though every minute we were apart and then together had drawn us to this one moment.

      He kissed me and everything I thought I knew about my life and the world and what was in it was tipped upside down and utterly rearranged.

      Taelon’s mouth moved against mine and I could not help but lean into him and learn everything he offered to teach. His lips were soft against mine and I reveled in them until his tongue swept over my bottom lip.

      I gasped at the sensation, and he invaded my mouth, taking our kiss to a new, thrilling precipice. I did not know it was possible to be so hungry for someone else.

      Greedy for them.

      He kissed me under the starlight so thoroughly I could not stand up on my own. My hands clutched his tunic until he pressed me tightly to him and my arms were forced around his neck, clinging to him willingly.

      He kissed me until I was sure that this was the moment I would compare all others to.

      And when at last he pulled away, I knew I would never be the same. I was more of a woman than I had ever been.

      I was more of a human than I had ever been.

      His kiss was a gift that I would treasure for the rest of my life.

      We rode back to his palace silently with one of his arms wrapped around my waist and my back resting against his chest. I knew we had no future.

      But we had this night.

      And on the eve before I walked straight through the gates of Denamon, I could not have asked for a better taste of Amenon.
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      True to his word, Taelon escorted Oliver and me from Desmondin first thing the next morning. We were accompanied by a large caravan of riders, nearly all the Soravalian Royal Guard.

      Hugo and Anatal saw us off, the three younger Treskinats standing dutifully by their side. I kissed Rosabella’s cheeks and made her promise to come visit me as soon as her parents said yes.

      Anatal had tears in her eyes when she hugged me goodbye. “Stay safe, Tessana,” she whispered against my cheek. “We need you to do what your father could not.”

      I swallowed thickly and held back a deluge of tears. But I promised what I could. “I will try, Your Majesty. With everything that I am.”

      She held me at arm’s length and nodded. I was taken aback by the trust in her cerulean eyes. She hardly knew the woman I’d become. Her hope was in my bloodline.

      Hugo took my hand and promised to come to Elysia as soon as state matters would let him leave. Or until he was summoned. Whichever came first.

      Oliver and I rode in one of Hugo’s finest carriages. I had only glimpsed Taelon as he said goodbye to his parents and siblings. He’d shot me a roguish wink.

      The man was incorrigible.

      I had expected him to ride in the carriage with us now that he wasn’t hiding behind the hood of Rebel Commander, but when the carriage lurched into motion, I realized he must be riding up front with his guard.

      Inside the carriage our travel was as comfortable as could be expected. The wheels moved smoothly over the highways as we sped by the Crystal Sea and worked our way further inland.

      After three days of uneventful yet grueling travel, the sparse cliffs of Soravale gave way to the towering black cedars of the Tellekane Forest once more. We would skirt the boundary for only a little while before we crossed into Elysia at the tip of the northern corner that butted up against Tenovia and Soravale.

      I became more nervous the closer to home we drove. After all our methods of travel during the last few months, this ornate carriage with its plush cobalt seating and royal crest carved onto the side should have been relaxing.

      Instead, the walls of the coach seemed to shrink in on me. Elysia loomed as an uncertain, treacherous presence that took up most of the air. I struggled to sit still or sleep. I couldn’t seem to catch a full breath.

      I hardly saw Taelon over the journey. He stayed near the front of the caravan and led his men. Often, when the convoy stopped for supper, I found him road-weary but focused. This leg of our journey weighed on him more than it had when we were with his Rebel Army. Now that I had made my identity known, the threat to my safety drove us forward.

      Another four days in the carriage and the landscape began to change once again. The forests thinned and the black oaks all but disappeared, replaced with the piney, needle-covered fir trees of the Diamond Mountains.

      Scooting to the edge of my seat, I pulled back the window coverings to see the shadowy peaks of the greatest mountains in the realm. They seemed to be calling me home.

      Home. The word whispered over my skin and pulsed in my blood.

      “Oliver,” I squeaked. “There! You can see Elysia!”

      Oliver opened one eye and stared at the window. “Gray,” he grunted. “I simply see gray.”

      I smiled at the window. “You see the distant mountains and it is overcast, but I can assure you, Elysia is not gray. It sparkles like the Light. The mountains are so filled with diamonds that when the sun shines on them during midday it hurts your eyes to stare at them. And the villages! The people believe if you use the rock of the land, it will bring you good luck, so in between the stones and wood of the houses are gems and diamonds that bring color and life to the land. There is not a prettier kingdom in the realm. I can promise you that.”

      Oliver reluctantly opened both eyes and slid across from me so we could share the same window. “It is overcast,” he allowed.

      But there was doubt in his voice, too. Doubt that spread through the cabin like a plague. We drove through a village close to the Elysian border. I wanted to blame Soravale for the neglect it showed its people and towns, but I couldn’t.

      I didn’t believe Hugo or Taelon would knowingly let their villages fall into such disrepair. But there was no denying that something grave had overcome this place.

      Unlike in Tenovia, the village hadn’t burned to the ground. It was more like the color had been leached from it. The houses were drab. Windows were broken and roofs unpatched. I saw not a soul as we passed through. No heads peeked from windows. No doors were thrown open as the royal caravan rumbled by. It was as though the village had been abandoned. Or the villagers were hiding from us.

      Neither scenario made sense. Border towns were often the richest because they had the best of both kingdoms nearby. This village sat in close proximity to three. It had easy access to the fishing industry in Soravale, the timber from Tenovia, and the wealth of Elysia.

      “What happened here?” Oliver asked.

      “This is not right,” I agreed.

      Oliver shook his head. His eyebrows scrunched together over his nose. “Do you think war?”

      “But war with whom?” I watched agape as we drove by fields that were nothing but mud and weeds. In midsummer, the crops should have been well on their way to harvest.

      We continued to watch as the landscape grew more desolate. Fields covered with ravens stretched for miles. A few of the birds lifted their heads to watch us pass by. Their beady eyes fixated on us without a hint of fear.

      A shiver slithered through me. I knew better than to think they were watching us. Although their heads turned as we moved forward.

      “Did you see that?” I asked Oliver.

      “Is that the wall?” His gaze was fixed forward. He hadn’t paid any attention to the birds.

      “That is the wall,” I answered. “Or it’s supposed to be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I ignored Oliver’s question and stared at the stretching barrier that used to gleam as bright and shining as any of our mountains. Time had dimmed the stark beauty of the stones that built it ages ago, but it had never looked quite so dim, quite so lackluster.

      This wall had been a symbol of both past and present for thousands of years. Before the kingdoms were united, the realm was ravaged by war. This wall had protected Elysia from total annihilation.

      My ancestor, King Allister Allisand, had built the fortification. It had taken thirty grueling years of constant labor while war raged all around. He chose the hardest rock known, found deep within the mountains. The stones were said to be unbreakable.

      When it was finished, the wall stood strong and thick, declaring to all other kingdoms that Elysia would not be invaded, would never give in to the demands of lesser kingdoms.

      And so, when the eight other kingdoms realized they would never cross into Elysia, they would never have our diamonds or the center seat of the realm, the highest pinnacle of power, they began to negotiate peace.

      Allister was recognized as the wisest, most powerful king in the realm and given a place of honor among the newly allied. The nine kingdoms would be united, from Blackthorne to Heprin, but one kingdom would rule above all others: Elysia.

      When war ended, the religion of the Light was adopted as the religion of the realm, since their chief belief was peaceful living. But they also denounced magic both white and dark, so magic was banned.

      The Crown of Nine had been passed from one Allisand to the next, down Allister’s bloodline one hundred times. Until my father had been brutally murdered and the Seat of Power handed over to my uncle, my mother’s brother, and a man who was not an Allisand, but a Fennick.

      Tyrn Fennick.

      “Huh,” Oliver sighed. “I can’t help but be disappointed, Tessana. I have always heard such grandiose things about the wall. That the wall looked like a diamond, stretching on and on in both directions as far as the eye could see and that the wall glistened so brightly in the noonday sun that it could blind you.”

      “That is how it was when I left,” I told him. I knew it was not his fault the wall looked as worn as it did. But I had only been gone eight years. Now it did not look impenetrable or intimidating or formidable. Now it looked ordinary. Long and tall, maybe. But nothing a battering ram couldn’t crumble.

      I found it only a little heartening that it took several hours to get through the gate. The guards seemed as thorough as ever.

      At last, they inspected the carriages. My heart pounded as they tore through mine, dislodging Oliver and I until they were satisfied that the interior held no secrets. They moved to our luggage next, throwing our clothes on the ground and in the short, muddied grass along the side of the road.

      One of the guards turned toward me, a burly man with a long black beard. “You have little possessions for a highborn.” I bit my tongue. His manner and speech were inappropriate, but it would do no good to call him on it.

      Taelon and I had decided before we set out that my identity would not be disclosed until we were inside the palace. It was imperative that we kept my bloodline and the crown a secret until we knew we were safe within the walls.

      “The rest of our trunks are behind us.”

      “And that?” His gaze darted to the satchel still positioned over my chest and at my hip.

      “My purse?” I asked innocently. “It’s filled with only the things a lady would need.”

      He grunted. “The style does not seem very ladylike.”

      I swallowed back frustration. “I assure you it is.”

      “Let me see,” he ordered.

      I stepped forward, but the guard grabbed the purse, pulling me right along with him, before I could hand it over. I yelped, but he didn’t seem to notice. Instead growled, “This doesn’t look like any purse I’ve ever seen.”

      He had a point.

      While I tried to stutter through a reply, Oliver stepped up next to me and explained. “Oh, it’s all the rage in Heprin. All the well to do ladies are wearing them. But perhaps the fashion hasn’t made it quite this far yet.”

      The guard reached into the satchel and let out a curse. He pulled his hand back, shaking his finger. “Bloody hell! Something bit me!”

      “Oh!” I pulled Shiksa from the pack. “Sorry. It’s my fox.”

      His forehead turned into folds of wrinkles, “Your fox?”

      I held Shiksa up. “She’s a pet.”

      “She’s a nuisance,” he snarled. “Hold her so I can check your purse, or I shall teach her not to bite by roasting her for dinner.”

      I cupped Shiksa with two hands and clutched her against my chest. Both proud of her and afraid for her. If he so much as tried to touch my kitling, I would cut off his hand and make him eat that instead.

      The guard’s fingers brushed the outline of the secret compartment and I thought my heart would explode. I felt Taelon’s eyes on me and the watchful stares of his royal guard as they waited for the Elysian soldier to finish his search.

      The guard reached deeper into my satchel. His fingers bumped again at the false base and I closed my eyes, readying for the inevitable discovery.

      Oliver snorted a disgusted sound and said, “Unfortunately, I think Elysia has a lot to learn from Heprin. Crop management for instance.”

      The guard withdrew his hand from my satchel to grab Oliver by the throat. “Insult Elysia one more time,” the guard challenged. “See how long you survive inside that wall.”

      Oliver’s hands flew up in a staged show of fear. “I meant no harm!” he swore. “Elysia is of course the gem of the realm. She’s beautiful. Really. That wall? I’ve never seen anything quite that splendid!”

      The guard snorted and huffed like a bull getting ready to charge. His fist drew back and I knew Oliver was in for it now.

      “Is there a problem?” Taelon’s deep voice cut through the tension.

      The guard’s eyes lifted to the crown prince of Soravale and he immediately dropped Oliver on the dusty ground. “This man insulted the Seat of Power.”

      Taelon lifted one eyebrow. “Is it a crime to speak an opinion now? Perhaps Elysia has made yet another law and forgotten to inform the rest of the nine kingdoms?”

      The guard sneered at him. “No, it is not a crime. Although it should be.”

      Taelon sighed. “Well, then you are welcome to petition the king about that, but for now, we will be on our way.”

      The guard reluctantly backed off.

      “Are you all right?” Taelon asked.

      “I’m fine,” I told him. “I’m anxious to get going. Did you have any problems with the guards?”

      He jerked his chin. “No more than usual.”

      I wanted to ask what that meant, but he held his hand out to me and motioned toward the carriage. “We should be on our way, before they try to detain us longer.”

      “Will it take long to reach Sarasonet?”

      His fingers tightened on mine. “We should reach the capital city by sunset tomorrow if we make no extra stops.”

      I nodded, hoping to hide the tremble that shivered through me. Of course, Taelon noticed. He turned me to face him.

      His voice dropped and he leaned in. “Tessa, you have only to say the word and I will race you back to Desmondin.”

      I held his gaze, regretting the emotion I knew flashed over my face. “I have to go home. No matter how afraid I am. No matter what I will face. The guard, this wall… this journey has done nothing but solidify my resolve.”

      “If you change your mind, even if we are on the palace steps, my offer still stands.”

      I smiled, I couldn’t help it. “Thank you.”

      His answering smile was brief but tender. I felt it move through me, setting butterflies to riot in my belly.

      He let go of my hand and I breathed in renewed peace. Yes, I had fears and reservations. I had doubts and so many insecurities I thought they would choke me. But I also had Taelon.
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      I felt like weeping when we rode into Sarasonet. The former glory of the capital city had all but been erased.

      The Elysia of my childhood was a collage of waving white and gold banners atop pointed roofs in the villages and towns spread out along the mountainside. The streets were steep and from a distance, the houses and shops seemed built on top of each other.

      I remembered looking down at Sarasonet from the palace towers and counting the flags and banners as they waved in the wind. On holidays, the villagers would add more colors, representing the festival. During the Days of Light, pink banners would wave next to orange flags. Over the First Night of Winter, navy blue banners with gold etching and white embroidery would be tied to the point.

      The wind gusted sharply this high in the mountains, so the flags always seemed to have a life of their own. They danced and fought the whipping wind.

      But as we moved through Sarasonet, not a flag could be found. The tiles of the shop rooftops were sad and worn. The streets were not kept. Trash blew from one side of the road to the other while our horses picked over the steep terrain.

      We rode by the well in the center of the city, a place that was once the heartbeat of the village, now abandoned and void of life. Unlike the village we’d driven by at the border, the people in Sarasonet did come to watch us as we passed. They did not smile or wave or shout their hellos. They merely glared at us.

      More doubts piled on. How had things changed so drastically in the last eight years? Was I only remembering what I wanted to see? Had things truly been as bright and jovial as my nine-year-old mind pictured?

      Oliver whistled through his teeth. “This cannot be right. This cannot be the capital of the realm.”

      “Something’s happened,” I announced. “This is not how it’s supposed to be.”

      “I think you misunderstand, Tessana. Something is happening. But not just to Elysia. This, whatever this is, is overtaking the entire realm. It looks as though you’ve arrived just in time.”

      A weight descended over me. “I think you’re right.”

      Just then, a raven landed on the top of the nearest building. I jumped when it cawed. I felt its beady-eyed stare follow us down the road, even though I knew it couldn’t see me through the distorted, hazy glass.

      “Have you noticed all the birds along the way?” I asked Oliver when I was sure he would hear me.

      “Mmm,” he grunted. “There have been a few. And all of the same breed.” He had been leaning back with arms folded over his chest, but now he pressed into the window to watch another few ravens hopping from rooftop to rooftop. “Heprin didn’t seem to be overrun with them. Are they mountain birds?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t know. I suppose they could be. But I remember them from Tenovia and Soravale as well.”

      “Are they crows?”

      “Ravens, I think.”

      He looked at me. “What’s the difference between a crow and a raven?”

      I shrugged as the carriage rolled to a stop. “I have no idea. But I know these are ravens.”

      “How do you know?”

      I sighed impatiently. “I don’t know how I know. I just do. I’ve dreamt about them. And in my dreams, I always know they’re ravens.”

      Oliver’s gaze narrowed. “How scientific of you.”

      I stuck out my tongue at him and that was the precise moment the carriage door opened.

      The footman, unamused, cleared his throat. “The Palace Extentia,” he announced.

      It was my turn to clear my throat. “Thank you,” I answered primly.

      I straightened my traveling gown and pressed shaking hands to my hair. I wished for time to change, freshen my face, and gather my wits. But there was none.

      I shared one last look with Oliver, knowing this would be the last time I spoke with him for a while. He would not be allowed to see Tyrn, and so he had to stay with Taelon’s people until I could summon him.

      I hated leaving him. I hated even more that he’d come all this way only to have to wait outside like a servant.

      “Be smart,” he whispered as I stood. “Only take the heads of those who most deserve it.”

      I smiled. “I’ll try,” I promised. “But you know how I like collecting heads.”

      He winked at me one last time. I descended the stairs, feeling marginally more confident. Taelon waited for me on the ground. His cheeks were wind-whipped and tanned and his hair tumbled over his head in wild waves. His clothing was much like mine, dirty from travel, slightly askew, and not nearly proper enough to enter court. He was the most handsome man I had ever seen.

      He held his hand out to me and we entered the castle proper. Servants lined the carpet leading inside and down the hallway as a different footman led Taelon and me into the foyer with Haemon and a handful of guards trailing in our wake.

      Memories flooded my mind and made each step harder to take.

      I remembered running these halls as a child, chasing my older brothers as they teased me about my wild hair. I remembered holding my mama’s hand as she walked me from one task to the other. She was always smiling, always gracious with the servants.

      “Give them your best, Tessana,” she would whisper in my ear. “And they shall give you theirs.”

      I remembered playing dollies with my little sister and making beds out of the drawers of chests. Sometimes we would steal flowers from the vases dotting the corridors and make our dollies hair wreaths. Sometimes we would braid them into our own hair.

      And sometimes we would leave them for our mother to find.

      I remembered my father’s heavy footsteps as he strode down the halls. I imagined them right now, walking toward us, ready to greet his distinguished guests.

      And Taelon would have been distinguished.

      Any member of any of the nine royal families would be cause for my father to greet them at the entrance to his palace. Because he was courteous and kind and deserving of the crown.

      And yet, Tyrn had not deigned Taelon worthy of his greeting. We were told we’d be taken to the throne room where “His Majesty would give us a brief audience before retiring for the evening.”

      Anger burned within me. I was offended on Taelon’s behalf. It was a slight for Tyrn to ignore the potential importance of Taelon’s visit. Not offering Taelon a dinner invitation was another rebuff.

      If this was any indication of how Tyrn ran the realm, I could see why the villages we’d passed were falling into such monumental disrepair.

      My boots clicked against the polished floor and my grip tightened on Taelon’s arm, who didn’t seem surprised by the rude greeting or behavior of the palace staff.

      We passed side tables and gleaming candelabra that had been in the Allisand family for centuries. Unlike the countryside we’d driven through, the palace had remained pristine.

      The throne room was near the center of the palace, away from the hub of activity. The footman led us to the doors and whispered Taelon’s name to the herald. Before I could build my courage and take a full breath, the herald swept the door open and announced our presence.

      “The Crown Prince Taelon Treskinat, Duke of Westnovia, Royal General of Soravale.” He paused for dramatic effect, and finished with, “And distinguished guest.”

      Taelon squeezed my arm and pulled me into the throne room as I came to terms with “distinguished guest.”

      Soon enough we were standing in the middle of the ornate room, beneath a chandelier dripping with diamonds.

      I glanced at the stained-glass windows depicting battles and the kings that came before my father, and at the people moving silently around the room dressed in all their finery.

      The floor was polished marble, sparkling with flecks of diamonds worked into the gold and ivory swirls. Wall sconces were evenly spaced around the room, hanging with the same diamond netting that adorned the chandeliers. Chairs plated with pure gold and upholstered with white fur provided rows of spectator seating. The royal guard surrounded the room, dressed in their white and gold finery, gilded spears in their right hands, lethal swords resting on their hips.

      I looked up as my uncle staggered from the throne that had once belonged to my father. It had mesmerized me as a child and even now stole my breath. A great ruby protruded from the center of the high back. Diamonds spread out in either direction and down the arms.

      The ruby matched the smaller version set in the crown I carried.

      Both gems were said to have been pulled from deep inside this mountain. They were to remind everyone that gazed upon them of the bloodshed before our peace. They were rumored to have been the only colored gemstone within any of the Diamond Mountains. The pagans believed that the rubies held mystical powers that would keep the Nine Kingdoms united as long as both gemstones remained in the same place. The religion of the Light taught that they had been placed there by the Light Itself.

      I looked at my uncle, who stared at me with horror. I had always found him intimidating. He was excessively tall and thick across the chest. His features were not as refined as my father’s had been, and he did not carry the same presence.

      He was not a kind man.

      I had once heard him publicly berate a servant for not polishing his boots to his liking. My uncle threatened to have him thrown in the dungeon the next time Tyrn woke up to boots looking like “pig piss.”

      Now, as he looked at me as if I were the devil incarnate, I felt my skin crawl.

      “You’re dead,” he declared. He jolted unevenly down the steps to the main floor. “I buried you myself. You are dead.”

      I could not find my voice. I had not expected him to know who I was. And I had truly not expected to have to defend my being alive.

      Since I could not speak, Taelon spoke for me, “Your Majesty, I know this comes as quite the shock. Believe me, I was as surprised as you, but if you would list—”

      “You are dead!” Tyrn yelled in my face. “How can this be? How can you be here?” He glanced around wildly, seemingly searching for someone in particular. “What sorcery is this? Who is responsible for this apparition?”

      “Sir,” Taelon tried harder. “If you would listen, I could explain—”

      Tyrn stepped up to Taelon, “You brought this creature here! You summoned her from the abyss of Denamon to take the throne from me! I will have your head, boy! I will mount it on a stick outside the wall so that every kingdom will see that I am the one who sits on the Seat of Power!”

      Frantic, I reached for my uncle’s elbow and shouted, “Uncle Tyrn!” He stilled, his words dying in his throat. I tried again, “Uncle Tyrn, if you would only listen, we could explain to you—”

      “Uncle Tyrn?” he asked, his eyebrows rising. “Did you say Uncle Tyrn?”

      “I did,” I confessed breathlessly. “You are my uncle. And I can assure you I am quite alive.”

      The violent energy raging through him died to chilling confusion. I was no less afraid now than when he’d been about to lay his hands on Taelon. “Who are you, then, that you should call me uncle?”

      “Tessana. I am your sister’s daughter, Tessana Hadlyn Allisand, oldest daughter to the hundredth king of Elysia.”

      His raspy whisper seemed to be dragged from his throat. “It cannot be.”

      My voice broke with desperation. “It is I. On the day my parents were murdered a monk rescued me from the palace. I have been living in secret for these last eight years.”

      “Where?” he demanded.

      I swallowed, feeling as though I’d said too much. “Heprin. I’ve been living in a monastery in Heprin.”

      His harsh laugh was unexpected. “In a monastery? Well of course you have! No one would ever think to look in a monastery!”

      I swallowed back a fresh wave of panic.

      He stepped back and raised his voice so the whole room could hear. “You expect me to believe that you were kidnapped from this palace by a monk from Heprin. Living in total secrecy for the last eight years? And now, you have decided to emerge from hiding and reveal your existence. Now, after I have believed you to be dead for the better part of this last decade. Now after the wounds from losing my sister have finally closed, you have appeared to rip them open and cause me fresh grief?”

      If he felt sorrow for my mother’s death, he did not show it. And while he might not have felt the anguish like a hot blade in his gut, I did. I ignored Taelon’s tight grip on my elbow and said in a low voice, “I can prove it.”

      Tyrn leaned in. He had pale blue eyes the color of ice, hard as the diamonds that adorned the crown on his head. “Then by all means, Tessana Hadlyn Allisand, prove it.”

      I let go of Taelon’s arm, immediately regretting the separation. My whole body trembled as I felt every eye in the room boring into me. My uncle hovered over me, his gaze as cruel and bitter as his words.

      I needed to proceed carefully. When my uncle mistook me for my mother, he had made it very clear that he would not have the crown taken from him.

      And that was, in fact, what I’d come to do.

      I reached into my satchel. My numb fingers found the hidden clasp, opened the false bottom, then wrapped around the Crown of Nine.

      Energy hummed beneath my skin and that familiar buzzing I felt every time I touched this precious gold filled my body. There was something inside this crown, something otherworldly and mystical. Magic had been banned for longer than I had been alive, but if I didn’t know better, I could easily believe this crown held powers, held magic that should not exist. I pulled the unmistakable crown from my bag and held it for my uncle to see.

      The room echoed with a collective gasp. Chairs pushed back as people rushed to stand. But I focused on my uncle’s reaction, which was greed and depthless hunger and an equally otherworldly need.

      His hands twitched and I braced myself for his attack, even while my grip around the crown tightened. He leaned forward and I saw the truth of his nature. He would take the crown. He would rip it from my hands if he had to.

      Taelon stepped swiftly in front of me. His hand fell to the hilt of his sword and I held my breath.

      “You recognize the Crown of Nine,” Taelon declared over the din of voices. “Who else would have had access to it since the day it went missing? You mistook her for her mother when you first saw her. Your Majesty, this is Tessana Allisand of the house of Extentia.”

      Tyrn stepped forward, closing the distance between the crown and himself. “The Allisands are dead,” he argued. “Every last one of them. And that crown belongs to me.”

      Taelon’s entire body tensed, readying for a fight. I felt Haemon and the other guards come to life behind us. “It belongs to the Allisands.”

      “It belongs to me!” Tyrn bellowed. “Guards! Fetch me my crown and throw these imposters in the dungeon where they can rot for the rest of time!”

      “You will have war if you touch me!” Taelon shouted back. “My father will tear this kingdom apart piece by piece until there is nothing left for you to rule!”

      I grappled for a solution. This hadn’t gone exactly like I had planned.

      Actually, it had gone nothing like I’d planned.

      “Bring your war!” Tyrn’s face turned a blotchy red and his entire body shook. “You will not make it beyond my wall!”

      “Conandra!” I shouted above the two men about to tear each other to pieces.

      The room fell silent. Just like that. Taelon’s shoulders sagged with defeat and my uncle’s shrewd eyes fell on me again. “What did you say?” he asked.

      I held my chin high, “I called for Conandra.”

      “Do you even understand what you’re asking for, child?”

      “If you ignore who I am and take this crown from me, you will have war,” I told him. “After all of these witnesses saw me and after you yourself mistook me for my mother and your sister, word will spread and the entire kingdom will be infected with doubt. However, should you enter into Conandra, culpability is removed from your shoulders. The council will decide if I am who I say I am. If this crown belongs to me or to you. And when they decide, then you can either peacefully forfeit the throne to me or…” I struggled to say this last part. It was too much. Too wrong. “Or, I shall be the one that forfeits the crown to you.”

      He leaned in, a smile lifting the corners of his thin mouth. “Very well, Niece, Conandra it is.”

      I breathed out and tried not to look too relieved. “Thank you, Uncle.”

      He motioned for a guard. “I will send out the notice tonight. My riders will not stop until all eight kingdoms have been summoned. Until then you will stay under my protection. A full guard detail will stay with you, day and night. And the crown will remain in my possession.”

      “No.” A hysterical laugh bubbled out of me. “Absolutely not.”

      He glared at me, a low growl tinging his threat. “Well it cannot stay with you only for you to disappear in the dead of night. How foolish do you think I am?”

      “How can I escape if your guards are with me day and night?”

      “It can stay with me,” Taelon stepped in. “I can be the unbiased third party.”

      I nearly rolled my eyes at his use of the word, “unbiased,” but I figured that was bad form for serious negotiations.

      Tyrn stared at Taelon as if trying to figure him out. “I assume you would like to avoid war as much as I would?”

      “More so,” Taelon agreed.

      “Alright,” Tyrn agreed. “It stays with the crown prince of Soravale, but only because Conandra has already been called.”

      “Fair enough,” Taelon agreed.

      He held his hand out, but even to this man I trusted so fully, I had a hard time handing over the crown. The second Taelon held it, I wanted it back.

      Tyrn’s voice pulled me from my panic. “I know you understand what happens if you win the council, girl. But do you comprehend your fate should you lose?”

      “Dungeons,” I answered him. “For the rest of my life.”

      His smile revealed a madness that terrified me. “And I shall do my very best to make sure your life stretches as long as it can.”

      I gathered my courage and met his pale blue gaze. “It’s good to be home, Uncle.” I curtsied low.

      “Crenshaw!” my uncle demanded. “Show these imposters to their rooms.”
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      Crenshaw, a man that reminded me alarmingly of my uncle, deposited me in my rooms as he was told.

      Unlike in Soravale, alone in my chambers felt truly alone. Oliver wasn’t just across the corridor. Taleon wouldn’t be sneaking into my bedroom. I was finally home and truly isolated for the first time since I could remember.

      Still dirty from traveling, I pulled off my boots, retrieved Shiksa from my satchel, and curled up in the center of the large bed. She pressed against me, offering comfort that I desperately needed. She mewled her hunger, but there was nothing I could give her.

      I had ensured that we were now prisoners in the very place that should have welcomed me with open arms. My uncle’s greed clawed at my gut. Taelon had been right. Hugo had been right. There was darkness to Tyrn that could not be easily explained. And it was not born from grief of losing his family.

      I shivered in the chill of the room. The fire had not been lit, nor had the candelabra. The light from the windows faded from gray to black, and eventually Shiksa and I had to wiggle beneath the thick quilts to keep our teeth from chattering.

      Finally sleep found me and with it, the nightmares I was so accustomed to. Only in the place where I had witnessed my family’s deaths, they were more vivid.

      I dreamed of the moments before Taelon and I stumbled upon the bodies. Of how he made me laugh and smile until my cheeks hurt. And then we turned a corner and horror stripped all happiness from me.

      In my dream, the blood rose up to my ankles, coating bare feet with sticky crimson. My brothers lay with severed heads and open, sightless eyes. My mother’s hand reached out as if her corpse stretched to touch me. My father’s sword sat untouched, useless in the hilt at his hip. And this time, there was not one raven perched in the window, but a legion of them.

      They circled the exaggerated ceiling, swooping down to peck at the bodies. They filled the windows, cawing and screaming to each other.

      The air smelled of bloodshed and despair, but something more this time. There was smoke drifting from across the corridor, curls of wispy black floating from a cracked doorway. There was a spicy thickness to it that felt vaguely familiar.

      A raven landed on my father’s chest, holding my gaze before snapping its beak down to peck at his eyes. I screamed when a figure appeared in the doorway, framed by smoke. The incense began choking me. My screams faded into coughs. I doubled over, desperate for clean air.

      I watched boots move toward me. I lifted my head, determined to find the identity of my family’s murderer. Instead, blinding light flashed through the room, covering the bodies on the ground and causing the birds to flee. The boots shifted backward, retreating from the bright light, and before I could brace for it to hit me, I woke, startled and covered in sweat.

      I lay on my back, clutching at the sheets while Shiksa moved to my chest so she could lick my chin. I shivered and pulled her into the nook of my arm, trying to hold on to the slipping fragments of my dream.

      That strange scent filled my head again and when I inhaled I could have sworn I smelled it in my room. I lifted my head and looked around. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but there was nothing to see. No smoke-filled doorways, or dead loved ones. And yet I had the sense that I was not alone.

      I lay awake for quite a while before I found sleep again. And when at last I drifted away, I had the strangest desire for Cavolian stew.

      The next day, breakfast was brought to my room by Matilda, my servant from Soravale. She was to attend me through the trial. I was grateful for a familiar face.

      When the afternoon meal was brought, I was informed that I would be joining my uncle for supper. Conandra or not, Crenshaw explained, King Tyrn was both benevolent and gracious. It would be an honor for me to dine with him.

      I didn’t believe a word of it.

      I accepted the invitation because I had no other choice, but also, I wanted to spend time with my uncle. I wanted to look into his eyes and see the exact shade of his darkness.

      If he had weaknesses, I would find them. If he had secrets, I would discover them. If he wanted to treat my claim to the throne as treason, then I would treat his in the same way.

      Matilda had called for my trunks to be delivered first thing in the morning. By the time Crenshaw appeared to escort me to supper, she had dressed me in my finest Soravalian gown and styled my hair with extra care.

      Crenshaw’s ugly, narrow face poked into the room without knocking. Instant fury boiled beneath my skin. His behavior was deplorable. “Let’s go,” he ordered.

      I followed him from the room, marching behind him like a prisoner. I could have found my way to the dining room without help. Despite the length of my absence, my familiarity with the palace returned swiftly.

      When we reached the dining hall, white doors with golden swirls were pushed open and a herald announced my arrival. To my surprise, my uncle stood from where he sat at the head of an elaborate table.

      Tyrn was not alone, but I recognized no one that sat with him. Three other men stood at my appearance, but the only woman remained seated.

      My uncle’s face pinched in a sneer as he said, “My long-lost niece, please join us.”

      I moved around Crenshaw to take my place across from my uncle. I was not naïve enough to believe this place had been set in my honor. It was given to me more out of mockery than anything else.

      No one spoke until the first course, a cold root soup with clotted cream, had been served. Without a word, Tyrn took a bite, giving the rest of us permission to eat. I reached for my spoon, willing my fingers to stop trembling. As I took my first sip, I felt my uncle’s stare boring into me.

      “My advisors,” Tyrn announced at last. “Lord Berwick and Lord Glaust,” he nodded to my right at two pompous looking men. To the man to my left, he said, “My first general, General Leffenmore. And his wife, Lady Leffenmore.”

      I placed my spoon in my soup and nodded, “It is an honor to dine with you.”

      “You will recognize none of them, of course,” Tyrn continued. “As any person in your father’s employ or council had to be put to death. I couldn’t trust any of them. I’m sure you understand.”

      I focused on swallowing that news. My hands trembled and fury bubbled within me, but I could neither scream nor cry in front of these people. Instead, I forced calm into my voice. “Do you have reason to believe that any of those punished were responsible for my family’s murders?”

      Tyrn held my gaze. The candlelight between us illuminated the madness dancing in his pale blue eyes. “I do not need reason. I am King.”

      My gaze fell to my soup. I had lost my appetite, but I could not look at my uncle for another second.

      One of the lords, I couldn’t remember which, bent forward and slapped the table with his hand. “Here, here.”

      General Leffenmore leaned in as well and declared, “And long may you reign, my King.”

      My uncle’s mouth tilted in a cruel smile. “I do not think my niece agrees, gentlemen. She is, after all, here to take my crown.”

      There did not seem to be an appropriate answer, so I held my tongue.

      “You are sure that she is indeed your niece?” Lady Leffenmore asked with a bored lilt to her tone. “She appears from nowhere with a highly hunted for crown and we are to assume she is the heir to a throne that has not been in the Allisand family for eight years.”

      “That is why Conandra was called, my dear,” “General Leffenmore explained. “The trial will get to the bottom of this business. The truth will be exposed.”

      Servants appeared and switched our soup bowls for plates of cheese and sliced meat garnished with squares of toast and oxtail butter.

      “Are you not afraid, Child?” Lady Leffenmore asked as she slathered her cheese with butter and green jam. “This trial is serious business. Your life is at risk and for what? Because you want to be recognized as the lost princess? Because you want to be reinstated to palace life? I pray to the Light you know what you are doing.”

      My voice rose. “I am well aware of the risk, Lady Leffenmore. The truth will indeed be found out. I have no reason to fear it.” The table livened with the rumbling of the lords and general. My uncle did not voice his opinion, but neither did he take his eyes from me. “And as for palace life, I was quite content at the monastery I came from. Their way of living is more natural to me than anything the palace can offer. So, you see, I am not here for luxury or notoriety.”

      “One does wonder why you are here then,” my uncle mused. “After all these years, what made you leave the shadows of your secret life? Why now?”

      I looked around at the men serving Tyrn and felt disgust join my rage. “It was time, Uncle. I did not leave the palace with the intent to live my life in secrecy. My home is here. My life belongs to Elysia.”

      “So why not stay in Elysia to begin with? Why let the kingdom and the realm believe you to be dead?” Tyrn’s eyes flashed with frustration.

      “My life was in danger,” I insisted. Nerves shivered through me as I realized that returning still might mean death. I looked at my uncle, “Whoever killed my family, wanted all of us dead. Every last Allisand. You cannot deny this.”

      His stare did not waver, “I cannot.”

      The next course was served- roasted boar with summer yams and turnip puree. Conversation died while everyone tasted their dinner. I pushed food around my plate and tried not to be sick.

      “Where is Prince Taelon?” I asked at last. “Is he still in residence?”

      My uncle enjoyed another large bite of boar before he replied. “No, I do not believe he is. Something of a business nature took him away.”

      My supper settled in my stomach like a pile of bricks. Taelon was gone. He’d left me alone with an uncle that would prefer me dead.

      I thought of Oliver. “Did his staff leave as well?”

      Tyrn sighed and it seemed to shake the entire table. “No, they did not. He left them behind to dwindle my resources and fill up my guest rooms.”

      At least Oliver had not also abandoned me.

      Wine was served during the third course. I declined, but everyone else partook. While the men managed to drink theirs in moderation, Lady Leffenmore filled her glass three times before dessert was served.

      Flushed and glassy-eyed, she looked at me over her bread pudding and asked, “Even if you are who you say you are, what gives you the right to the throne? You’re a girl. An ugly, abandoned, cursed girl.”

      My uncle’s low chuckle was followed by his mild reprimand. “Franca,” he scolded. “She is my guest.”

      “She’s trying to take your throne,” Lady Leffenmore insisted. “And your crown.”

      I could hold my tongue no longer. It would not help to be polite to these dreadful people. “The throne Tyrn sits upon does not belong to him. And when the council decides that I am who I say I am, Tyrn may keep his worthless crown. I have my own.”

      The table fell silent. I felt the glares of my fellow diners burn against my skin, but I focused on Tyrn.

      His voice scraped the air. “We shall see what the council decides, Tessana, about you and your crown.” Before I could make any retort, my uncle continued, “I think you’ve had enough excitement for the evening, Niece. You look tired.” He turned in his seat and ordered, “Crenshaw, take my guest back to her room.”

      Crenshaw appeared in the doorway. With a short curtsy that took all my grit, I left the meal without looking back.

      When we were near my room, I finally found the courage to speak. “Crenshaw, tonight at supper, I met my uncle’s general.”

      He glanced at me over his shoulder. “Do you have a point?”

      “I assumed you were his general.”

      I caught his sneer before he faced forward once again. “I am the Master of the Guard.”

      “Ah.”

      He stopped at my door. “The King trusts me completely.”

      “I have no doubt that is true.”

      “Again, what is your point?”

      I stepped through the door to my room and turned to face him. “I’m just trying to understand the order of things.”

      He leaned forward, menace twisting his features. “Be careful, girl. You are not equipped for palace intrigue. I would hate to see something happen to you should you try your hand at it.”

      I lifted my chin defiantly. “I am not interested in palace intrigue. I am interested in the throne that belongs to me.”

      His lips spread in an arrogant smile. “They are the same thing.”

      I shut the door without another word and pressed my back against it. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath and my head spun with all that had happened tonight. Crenshaw was right.

      I was not equipped for this.
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      It had been two weeks.

      My uncle had not invited me to another dinner. I had not seen nor heard from anyone except Matilda since the first night we arrived.

      The days crawled by so slowly, I thought I would die from a combination of nerves and boredom. At least at the temple I’d had daily chores and lessons and people to watch.

      I had only Shiksa in this room. She had developed into a sleek little lady by now. Her coat gleamed as white as ever, but she was becoming more ferocious and harder to keep secret.

      Matilda assured me that Oliver had posed as a Soravalian servant and everyone in Elysia was leaving him well enough alone. I found it ironic that my monk from Heprin could roam the palace freely while I was confined to this room as a prisoner. At least I didn’t have to worry about him.

      Taelon had the crown, but he had not stopped by even once to pay me a visit or update me on my situation. All my information came through Matilda, who heard it second hand from the Elysian staff, who heard it by eavesdropping. There was no way to be certain whether what finally passed to me was true.

      Three mornings ago, Matilda had come barging in the room declaring that the trial was to be delayed several months because the king of Barstus had an unfortunate case of the pig mumps. All day I sat fretting over how I would survive months confined to this room.

      But by evening she had returned to say that no, the Barstus king did not have pig mumps, it was only wished that he had pig mumps by a chambermaid that he had tupped during his last visit.

      My blush had stretched from my cheeks to my toes.

      When I couldn’t stand it for a second longer, I’d asked about Taelon. Matilda had told me that he still wasn’t in residence. And that he hadn’t been for our entire stay. His staff and royal guard had remained, but Taelon had urgent business that required him straightaway.

      Shiksa was curled up on my lap, snoring lazily, when Matilda charged into the room, her hands waving wildly. “They’re here!” she squealed. “They’ve come!”

      I jumped to my feet, ready to retrieve the sword I kept handy. “Who? Who’s here?”

      She ran over to me and with two hands pushed my shoulders until I sat again. I tried to stand up. She applied a surprisingly heavy amount of pressure.

      “Sit!” she ordered. “They’re here! And what if they want to see you now? And you look like this? I cannot have you looking like this if you’re going to leave this room!”

      “What do I look like?”

      I looked down at the nightgown I hadn’t bothered to take off. I’d promised myself a bath at some point today, I just hadn’t gotten around to it yet. But I’d brushed my hair this morning.

      Or was that yesterday morning?

      “Ouch!” I tried to squirm from Matilda’s grasp, but she held on tightly by tangling the brush in my impossible hair.

      “Your hair looks like your fox’s nest. Now sit down so I can make you presentable for the kings and queens.”

      “They’re here?” I gasped.

      She harrumphed. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

      I tried to sit still, but I was too agitated. “Have you seen them?” I asked breathlessly. My heart took off in a gallop as I realized that the moment I had been equally dreading and anticipating was here. I could finally face the council and explain everything. And they could finally decide my fate.

      Whatever that might be.

      My stomach curdled and I thought I might be sick. My uncle had promised to punish me if I lost Conandra. Grief struck at my heart every time I remembered his cruelty to me.

      I tried to imagine myself in his shoes, if I had been the one to rule after I had lost everyone I loved, and then someone I thought was dead suddenly showed up at my doorstep.

      Wouldn’t I be skeptical? Wouldn’t I harbor ill will against the person trying to take the only thing I had left of my dead family?

      But there was more to my uncle than careful skepticism. Instinct told me that he believed I was who I said I was.

      It wasn’t doubt that made him behave this way. It was greed for the throne he occupied and the Crown of Nine.

      Matilda jerked the brush through the end of my copper colored curls and I nearly cursed at her. “I haven’t seen them,” she said. “I just overheard one of the footmen rushing to tell the herald that carriages were seen in town.”

      “How many carriages? Are they all here?”

      “Cannot say. But I doubt it. With all eight of ‘em en route, they couldn’t possibly arrive at once. Could they?”

      I closed my eyes and tried to remember what little education I’d had as a child. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Soravale, Tenovia, and Barstus will be the closest. Then Kasha, Aramore, and Vorestra. Heprin and Blackthorne are the farthest away. It will take them at least another three days. Depending on the pace of their travel, probably longer.”

      My heart pounded with possibilities. I only had maybe a week left before Conandra began.

      What then? Would they believe me? Would they also mistake me for the ghost of my mother?

      That reminded me. “Matilda, have you heard that this castle is haunted?”

      Her hands stilled in my hair. “Aye, I’ve heard that. But where did you hear such nonsense?”

      “The guards,” I admitted shamelessly. “They thought I was trying to escape when Shiksa knocked over a tea service the other day. I told them it was a ghost and they believed me. Don’t you find it strange that royal guards would believe in ghosts? And not just believe, but be truly afraid?”

      “I don’t know about that. I doubt they were afraid; more likely they were anxious to call a chambermaid is all.”

      I spun around, interrupting her work. “Matilda, they fled. I don’t know how else to describe it. I suggested a ghost to entertain myself and the three of them practically ran from the room.”

      She snapped her fingers and I turned back around so she could finish her work. “I’ve heard them speak about such things around the castle. There are rooms they believe to be haunted and they avoid them when they can. I’ve heard them speaking of things being moved, tables and chairs and candles and whatnot, but usually they’re more vexed than afraid. It is a strange thing. I’ve never seen a staff so concerned with ghosts and the like. In Soravale, King Hugo would shame us all for believing that pagan hogwash.”

      “Pagan? What do you mean?”

      In the religion of the Light, they didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits. I knew that. When a body died, if the person was good, the soul became part of the Light. A bad soul would become part of the Darkness, or Denamon. Throughout time the sun grew brighter and brighter with all the multitude of good souls. And Denamon darker and darker. The monks believed that a never-ending battle was being fought to see which side would win. They believed that at the beginning of time there was nothing but darkness, but people made the Light expand until the day was mostly light and only a small part given to the darkness.

      Matilda’s voice dropped and she leaned in over her work. “Aye, ghosts are for the pagans. They believe a soul with business still in the realm of the living will wander bodiless until that business can be resolved. They believe it is the right of the soul to avenge its death or pay back a debt before it crosses over the veil.”

      “Unresolved business?”

      “They believe the soul has power the body does not. It can move vases, for instance, if it’s wanting to catch the attention of a maid. Or knock a tea service over in a fit of rage. Ghosts are as real to the pagans as you and me. Although they may remain unseen to the common eye, the pagans believe restless spirits control all the magic left to this realm.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I thought back to everything my mother had ever told me about pagan religion. Never once had she mentioned ghosts and spirits. She had talked about magic, but she had never seemed to think it still existed. Magic was spoken of in the past tense, before peace and the Marble Wall existed. If she said anything about it at all, it was to illustrate a story or tell the legend of a hero. “I’ve met pagans before,” I declared. “I’ve never heard of them speak about magic as though they could still wield it.”

      “Well, then maybe you didn’t meet a real pagan,” she laughed. “I’ve only met a couple myself, but all of them believed in both kinds of magic.”

      I had an idea, but I wanted to hear her explain. A mystery had suddenly been put in my hands and I couldn’t help but greedily scoop up the clues. “Both kinds? What do you mean by that?”

      “Oh, girl. See, now I don’t believe you’ve ever met a pagan. You’re just saying that to pull answers out of me.”

      “Matilda! I have met a pagan. I was very close with a pagan once. But I’ve never heard of this. Please explain. Otherwise I’ll be forced to escape this room and find a pagan myself.”

      “Dragon’s blood, child. Calm down.” She finished my hair with a flourish of her hands and gave me a little push so I could go see for myself. As I walked slowly to the mirror, she let out a deep sigh. “Alright, but don’t go telling nobody that it was me who told you this.”

      I grinned at her. “I won’t. I swear it. I won’t tell a soul. Or a ghost.”

      She waved my poor joke away with a flick of her hand. “There is white magic, the good kind. This is what resides with the good spirits. And then there is dark magic, some call it black magic. And this is what the evil spirits are said to employ. In fact, it’s said that the religion of the Light came from this idea. You know the pagan beliefs are much older than the Brotherhoods. Some believe the Brotherhoods stole the light and dark idea from the pagans and then outlawed all the other practices they couldn’t explain.”

      I looked at myself in the mirror, in awe of Matilda’s handiwork. My hair had been a catastrophe only minutes ago, but now I looked like a true lady. The braid started at my crown and wove down the side and over my shoulder. She somehow tied my hair into all those little pieces woven together while still managing to display the prettier curls.

      Maybe she had white magic.

      I played with the end of the braid and met her eyes in the mirror. “Are you a strong believer in the Light?”

      Her head bobbed up and down and she didn’t hesitate to say, “Aye, of course. I’m very devoted to the Light. I spend every new moon at temple and take my offerings on all the right days.”

      I turned to face her, sensing that there was more. “But…?”

      She looked at me, then at her hands, then out the window. “But, I come from a rural village in Soravale, one near the Great Cliffs of Binash. Have you heard of them?” I shook my head. She didn’t seem surprised. “There are relics there, on the cliffs; old, crude, monuments from when the pagans worshipped freely. When we would travel to temple to leave our offerings, there would be offerings left to the pagan gods as well. One time, a boy about my age had fallen off the cliff. His dad found him with broken legs and a broken back. They were waiting for him to die, holding a vigil and such. I went with my mother to temple to pray for him, to offer what we could on his behalf. And as we passed the statues, I saw his mother there, knelt before the pagan gods and praying with all the strength that she had. I will never forget the sight because she was wailing so loud she seemed to shake the stars. But the strangest thing…” Matilda shivered and rubbed her arms as if to ward off the chill. “The strangest thing was the fireflies over her head. A hundred of them, I swear it. I’ll always remember that because we so rarely saw them and never that close to the Sea. The wind would push them back and into the trees. And yet there they were, as she prayed and cried out for her son, they hovered over her as if they were praying too.”

      I swallowed, struggling to accept her story. “What happened to the little boy?”

      She held my gaze. “He sat up in bed the next day. He even learned to walk again.”

      I couldn’t find the right response, but the sound of carriage wheels saved me from needing to. Matilda raced to the window. I followed her.

      We stood side by side while Shiksa jumped up to the windowsill to see what had captured our attention. I stroked her back as I tried to make out who was who.

      “Have you ever seen a royal coach that didn’t belong to Soravale?” I asked Matilda.

      “A few,” she murmured. “The one in front with the black and red banner is Tenovia.”

      “There’s Soravale,” I whispered. “Hugo and Anatal are here.” At least I had one ally in the bunch.

      We watched all the pomp and circumstance as Tyrn stepped out to greet the visiting monarchs. Tenovia’s sovereigns descended their carriages first, then the carriage drove away to make room for Hugo and Anatal.

      We waited for someone to summon me or announce progress with Conandra, but nobody came. Eventually Matilda retired for the evening and I took down my hair in favor of a bath.

      Near midnight, another carriage pulled up. I had just lain down in bed when the footmen started shouting to each other across the courtyard.

      Shiksa’s head lifted from the pillow next to me and her ears perked up. I turned to her. “Give me your best guess. Who do you think it is?”

      She canted her head to the side and stared at me like I’d gone mad.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “I’ll check. Don’t bother getting up.”

      She pushed my shoulder with her muzzle. I rolled my eyes. “Such a slave master, you are.”

      I winced at the cold stone beneath my feet and hurried over to the window, hopping back and forth on my toes.

      The elegant coach pulled up and tired footmen hustled around to accommodate the newly arrived monarchs. I peered into the dark and tried to make out the royal colors painted on the carriage.

      Finally, a footman appeared and let down the stairs, a purple carpet followed and rolled to the gravel. Tyrn appeared on the portico above and at last the door was opened. Gray traveling dress against purple carpet could only mean Barstus had arrived.

      With one more monarch in residence, I could feel Conandra looming.

      I was ready, though. As prepared as I could be.

      Although I’d hated these days of solitude, returning to this castle brought back memories. I remembered the sights and sounds and smells of all the different rooms and the twists and turns of the corridors. I remembered some of the faces of the older servants—servants Tyrn hadn’t fired or replaced—and I could swear they recognized me, too. The more they spent time with me, the more they saw the truth.

      They bowed with more respect. They brought food they knew I would like. Their gazes had softened. I hoped that if the servants could see me, the real me, that maybe the royals could as well.

      Conandra and the consequences of the trial hovered on the horizon, but I had truth on my side.

      That had to count for something.
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      The next two days brought arrivals from Vorestra and Kasha. Because both kingdoms hailed from different deserts, they displayed more interesting styles of coach and dress.

      A day later, a lavish carriage rolled down the royal drive. Aramore had never been subtle about its wealth and the coach boasted all that the silver and gold rich kingdom represented. The king and queen descended onto the gold carpet with an air of boredom. Tyrn smiled wider than he had with any other royals and doted on the queen. The entire sight made me queasy, and I’d had to take a nap when it was finished.

      Three days after that, the king of Heprin arrived. He was a squat older man with curled white hair, adorned with Heprin’s royal green and yellow. He had been widowed, so he arrived alone. This was the first I had ever seen him. I’d lived in the sanctuary of his country for eight years and yet it wasn’t until I returned to my own that we would meet.

      The arrival of Heprin’s king meant only one sovereign remained en route. The queen from Blackthorne. At first, I stayed near my window, believing she would glide down the royal drive at any moment. That moment stretched into a day, then four.

      Blackthorne was situated in the farthest corner of the realm, in the Ice Mountains north of the Serpent’s Sea. The smallest kingdom in the realm, Blackthorne had been a formidable force from the beginning thanks to a ruthless army and power-hungry monarchs. It could easily pose a threat to the rest of the realm.

      I waited days for Ravanna Presydia’s arrival. But the Cold Queen must have appeared in the dead of night, for I never once heard her carriage approach.

      In fact, it wasn’t until Matilda’s panicked entrance and orders to get ready that I realized finally, after three and a half weeks, I was to be seen.

      I let Matilda dress me with all the care and consideration she was capable of. And when I stood to see myself and the gold gown she’d chosen, I couldn’t believe what she had accomplished.

      I looked like a princess.

      The skirt fit like a bell over my hips, swishing at my feet and expanding so that no one could stand close to me. The velvet bodice cinched at my waist while the sleeves flared in an excess of fabric at my wrists.

      Matilda had fixed my hair away from my face, pulling my curls into a bun at my nape in the hopes that I would look more like my mother than ever. When I stared into the mirror, I couldn’t help but be in awe of her handiwork. I did, in fact, look just like my mother, the queen.

      Now to feel like one.

      I wished for Taelon. I wished that I could speak to him one last time. I wanted to hear him say that he believed me, that he knew I was who I said I was.

      I wished for Oliver, too. I needed my friend. I needed him to remind me that I was not weak, that I had been trained for moments like these.

      But I didn’t know if either would be allowed to attend the trial. In truth, I knew very little about Conandra, only what Hugo had warned before I left Soravale.

      Just as Matilda placed one last pin to keep my hair from lashing out like snakes, Crenshaw pushed through the door. My heart fluttered as Matilda moved to greet him.

      “We’ve come for the girl,” he announced gruffly.

      Matilda turned to beckon me, but I was already there. I lifted my chin and met the guard’s cool glare. “And what if I turn out to be who I say I am?” I dared him. “Then what? How will you be punished for treating your queen in this way?”

      His jaw ticked, but he did not say another word. Instead, he stepped back and waited for me to move into the hallway.

      “Imposter,” he spat as I walked by him.

      Guards surrounded me as soon as I was out of my room. I thought it was a bit excessive.

      My fingers itched for my blade, but I’d left it in my room, under my mattress, with Shiksa guarding it.

      We moved as one unit down the familiar corridors. I noticed the changes that had been made over the years, but nothing seemed to have aged while I’d been away.

      It was almost too easy to forget the dreariness of the village with so much opulence surrounding me.

      Almost.

      But not quite.

      In minutes we stood before the throne room. I had expected Conandra to be held somewhere else. I didn’t think I would be back here until it was my throne room, until I was the one ruling this realm.

      The doors opened all too soon and I was announced as “the Alleged Tessana Allisand to make her case for the throne of Elysia and the Crown of Nine.”

      A hush fell over the room and a rustling of clothes rippled through the air as everyone shifted to look at me. I lifted my head, tilted my chin, and focused on not tripping.

      The aisles loomed on either side like tentacles of a great sea creature. Every seat in the room was taken. Every space in the back was filled. The only clear space was the aisle that led me forward—toward the council that would decide my fate.

      Oliver’s rich brown eyes captured my attention almost immediately. He stood tucked in the corner near the servant’s entrance. I didn’t acknowledge him, but his half smile managed to give me enough confidence to continue moving forward. Even if no one else did, Oliver believed me. Oliver had faith in me.

      I didn’t allow myself the freedom to look around again and so I knew not whether my audience was dignitaries or common villagers. My eyes stayed fixed on the council at the front of the room.

      Ornate chairs had been brought in for each council member. I recognized Hugo at once, but as he did not move to acknowledge me, I decided it was best to do the same.

      Tyrn sat in the center and the monarchs spread out on either side of him. Hugo sat four down from him at the very edge of Tyrn’s left side—the place of least importance.

      Realizing that Hugo had been slighted, I scanned the rest of the monarchs, anxious to see who Tyrn had aligned with.

      It had been too long for me to recognize any of them from memory, so I identified them by their colors. I was surprised to see the king of Barstus sitting to my uncle’s immediate left, but more so to see Blackthorne to his direct right, the highest place of honor.

      Queen Ravanna Presydia of Blackthorne looked just like I remembered her. Sleek black hair pulled tight at her temples only to flow in pin-straight silk down her back. Her lips were painted a deep red that accentuated her delicate cheekbones and long neck while the dark kohl around her eyes brought out their vibrant green. She was as stunning as I remembered. And as terrifying.

      She was the only monarch not to wear both of her royal colors. Instead, her gown was as black as her hair. The tight bodice contrasted starkly with her pale skin and the skirt appeared to be made entirely of long black feathers. As did the cape she wore, clasped at her neck and covering only the tops of her shoulders, leaving her porcelain arms exposed.

      The Cold Queen, my mother had called her.

      I felt the truth of it as our gazes clashed across the room. A shiver raced down my spine that left a chill so potent, my bones felt like they cracked and split. My body knew what my mind was only now just realizing.

      These people terrified me.

      But that didn’t change anything.

      I grappled control of my body. Father Garius had taught me all about fear. He’d taught me how to combat it. How to make it submissive to the greater attributes of self-discipline and willpower.

      I held her stare. I did not waver, even while inside I trembled. I did not flinch, even while my hands clutched the fabric of my gown. I did not turn away from that chilling glare until my uncle’s voice called for my attention.

      “You claim to be Tessana Allisand of the house of Extentia, my sister’s oldest daughter, heir to the throne of Elysia. On what grounds do you come before this court?” My uncle’s voice boomed through the room.

      “Because I am who I say I am.” My voice started small and unsure, but I realized I needed conviction to prove my point. “My father was Fredrix Allisand, the Hundredth King of the Nine Kingdoms. My mother was Gwynlyn Fennick Allisand, Queen of the Realm. My brothers were Alesk, Benedict, Erix, and Brayne. My younger sister was Katrinka. All were taken from me more than eight years ago—massacred in our home.” My voice broke as memories surfaced. “I saw their throats slit and their bodies drained of blood.” Tears fell from my eyes, but I hardly noticed. “They were murdered. Here in this palace. I am who I say I am. And I have returned to claim what is rightfully mine.”

      When I had blinked away the last of the tears and could see clearly again, I noticed some of the council watched me with glassy eyes.

      And some looked as though they would be very happy to end Conandra now. As well as my life.

      A gruff, hard king leaned forward. His hair was as white as the snow-capped peaks of the Diamond Mountains, but his skin was tanned and weathered. The navy blue and forest green of his crest identified him as the King of Kasha, Devonish Katansa. “So, you can cry, child. Now give us something real. We want facts and proof.”

      He had a point. “The morning my family was murdered, I was with Taelon Treskinat. His family had come to visit the palace to celebrate my newest brother, Brayne. I’m not sure if you remember, but at that time I was betrothed to Taelon. My father had six children that he wished to marry off. I was meant for Soravale and their oldest prince. A monk by the name of Father Garius from the Brotherhood of Silence was also visiting the palace. It will be in the records books. He is the high priest at the Temple of Eternal Light in Heprin near the Rolling Hills of Gane. When I found my family dead, Taelon urged me to go with Father Garius before my family’s murderer found me as well. Taelon believed that I would not survive the day, that whoever killed my family would hunt me down. He took the Crown of Nine from my father and gave it to Father Garius. Father Garius then smuggled me from the palace and through the eastern half of the realm. He kept me at the Temple of Eternal Light until only a few months ago. At which point he gave me the Crown of Nine and told me it was time to return home.”

      “The priest told you to return home?” The King of Barstus, Maksim Zolotov, asked this time.  His official titled declared he was the ruler of the Serpent’s Sea and Defender of the Ice Mountains. In other words, he was a powerful ally for my uncle. “But how can this be since the Brotherhoods do not speak?”

      “You are right in saying that. They do not speak. But I do. And after living with them for eight years, we developed ways of communicating.”

      Maksim snorted. “It must be quite the method if he could communicate such subtleties as that.”

      “Despite their silence, they are highly intelligent, well-educated men. It is simply that they don’t communicate verbally.” I tried to keep my patient tone, but it wasn’t easy. “Father Garius saved my life, your majesties. We shared a bond that transcended verbal communication.”

      Maksim snorted again. I couldn’t tell what it meant, but I hoped he believed me, even if it was reluctantly.

      The rulers peppered me with questions, and I answered as best as I could. They wanted to know exact details about my parents and brothers. They asked about their lives and their behavior while they were alive. Then they asked about their deaths and what it was like to find them the way I had.

      They asked me to explain in as much gory detail as I could remember how my parents died. Exactly how had their throats been slit? In what direction? How much blood had there been?

      They wanted to know how the last years of my life had been lived and who I associated with. How I got here from Heprin. They especially wanted details of my education and training. I answered them as best as I could, while still retaining a few secrets about my journey here and especially about my training. The questions went on for a long time. One monarch after the other jumping in.

      “And you just walked from the castle?” Ravanna Presydia, the queen of Blackthorne demanded. “Nobody recognized you or tried to stop you?”

      I had already answered this question countless times. Frustration bled into my words when I clipped out, “Father Garius avoided highways and villages. We were not seen. And as to your question of leaving without being noticed, I was only nine at the time and nobody tried to stop us. I remember that we did not see a soul as we moved through the castle. It was as if the entire staff had disappeared. Or maybe they’d discovered my family’s bodies by then and were overcome with shock. I prefer to believe the latter.”

      Her mouth pressed into a frown. “And you say that Taelon Treskinat simply took the crown off your father’s head? That brings another question as to why someone would go to all this trouble to kill the royal family but leave the Crown of Nine on the floor? Covered in blood.” She looked up and down the line of council members, accentuating her point with a single raised eyebrow. “Wouldn’t the whole point of murdering your father be to take the crown and assume control of the realm?”

      Her icy gaze returned to mine. My heart thudded painfully at the cruel words. It still took my breath away to picture them on the floor, bloody, lifeless. “I cannot speculate on the murderer’s intentions.” My voice was barely above a whisper. Several council members had to lean closer to hear me. “As I have said before, at the time I was only a child. I knew nothing more than that my family had been stolen from me. Even now, after all these years left to wonder why or how or what I could have done differently, I still do not have an answer. I have as many questions as you.”

      The corner of her mouth lifted in victory. I realized the Queen of Blackthorne did not care who I said I was. She did not want me to win this trial. I could only vaguely remember meeting her as a child and there was not much to the memory other than her standoffishness. But this woman, today, hated me.

      “One last question,” she announced. We had been here for hours. My feet were weary, and my back felt stuck with a hundred pins. But Ravanna’s kohl had not smudged nor had her red lips faded. She looked as perfect as she had the moment I first saw her. “You say you were so concerned about your family, your dead parents and siblings. But you left with a stranger only seconds after finding their throats slit? That doesn’t seem like the behavior of a grieving child. That seems more like the contingency plan of the guilty party.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Are you suggesting that I killed my family?”

      That subtle smile she could not hide lifted the other corner of her mouth. “I am merely suggesting that your behavior seems suspicious. Not only did you flee the scene, but you stayed away for eight years. We have been searching the realm high and low for that crown and you had it stashed away with mute monks in the most backward kingdom in the realm. Only now do you return, when you know the council was deciding to fashion a new crown. Only now do you show up, when we were set to vote on a new bloodline for the Seat of Power. You knew before you ever left your precious monastery that your time was running out. If you had arrived even three months later, your plans to steal the throne and the Seat of Power would have been too late.”

      The room faltered in front of me. My vision swam. “No,” I whispered. Then with more confidence I declared, “No! I didn’t know. How could I have known? It is only a coincidence I arrived when I did. I swear to you, I had no knowledge of your plans to fashion a new Crown of Nine or to redirect the bloodline.”

      The council murmured to each other until Hugo cut through the chatter with his booming voice. “Our plans for the Crown of Nine were meant to be kept absolutely secret.” He glared at his fellow monarchs. “We signed an oath in blood, if you’ll remember. If this child discovered the truth prior to arriving in Elysia, someone on this council is responsible.”

      The sovereigns fell silent, not one of them willing to own up to the suggested offense. Ravanna settled back in her chair. I watched as she shared a sly look with my uncle before they both went back to ignoring each other.

      Tyrn addressed the room, “It is time to call our character witnesses. Bring those who have been summoned forward.” A line of people began to form behind me. It was clear that I was to move, but I did not know where. Tyrn’s cold gaze fell to mine, “You may step to the side as the testimonies against you begin.”

      Crenshaw snapped his fingers on the left side of the room. I reluctantly moved to stand next to him.

      Over the next hour witnesses were called to recall what they remembered about me and if my testimony aligned with their memory. Most of them agreed that they couldn’t tell after all this time, but several of them pointed out huge discrepancies from what I looked like as a child and what I looked like now.

      My old nanny announced that my hair had been lighter as a child and my curls more contained. She suggested that a royal would have retained the most beautiful qualities about her while growing out of the more unattractive ones to fit in with royal society.

      As offended as I was for my hair, I couldn’t believe anyone would take her seriously. Royals did not make up the most beautiful people in the land. Nor could a person choose which physical attributes to grow out of and which would remain. But apparently her testimony appealed to the monarchs’ ego because several of them nodded along.

      After a while, Tyrn motioned toward Hugo, the last of the sovereigns to call their witness. “Soravale, who do you call to stand before us?”

      Hugo sat up straighter and gazed out at the room full of people. “Brahm the Mighty, Brahm Havish, the former first general to King Fredrix Allisand.”

      Tyrn jumped to his feet, outrage twisting his face and forcing his shoulders to heave with the effort to breathe. “He has been banned from this palace, nay from Elysia! He is not allowed anywhere near this throne room! Guards! Find Brahm Havish and have him thrown in jail where he belongs!” He turned to his council, “I should have done this years ago! He is a traitor! An anarchist! Guards!”

      The guards rushed to restrain a tall, thick man near the back of the room. He was older than Hugo, but not by much. His white hair was closely cropped and the groomed white beard that covered half his face did little to hide the hardness of his mien.

      Brahm the Mighty suited him.

      Hugo jumped to his feet and raised his voice to compete with Tyrn, “He is allowed at Conandra! The rules state that we can call anyone that can offer pertinent testimony. He was there the day the Allisands were murdered. He saw their bodies. He investigated the entire ordeal. If anyone knows anything about what happened that day, it is Brahm Havish.”

      “I will not allow it,” Tyrn declared.

      “It is not up to you, Your Majesty,” Hugo retorted. “In Conandra we vote as a unified council. The rest of the members have a right to their opinion.”

      “Fine,” Tyrn relented after a heavy silence, his voice thick with threat. “Let them vote. We will see how they choose to proceed.”

      “I’ll begin,” Hugo declared. “Aye for Brahm Havish to testify.”

      Next to Hugo was Sasha Sennoa, the king from Tenovia. “Aye. Let him speak.”

      I had no idea what Brahm would bring to the council, but I remembered him loyal to my father. He would have done anything for the Allisands. And for Elysia. Knowing that he had been banned made his testimony seem even more appealing. If my uncle hated him, then Brahm was one of my new favorites.

      “Aye,” Devonish Katansa of Kasha boomed. “I want to hear what he has to say.”

      Maksim Zolotov from Barstus snarled, “Nay.”

      As did Tyrn, and then Ravanna from Blackthorne.

      Three ayes. Three nays. And three left to go.

      I watched Brahm glare at the council, daring them to have him removed. As a child he had terrified me. And now, I was certain he would give me nightmares.

      But I knew how important his testimony would be. My blood bubbled beneath its thin cage of skin. I gripped my skirt with my fists and threatened to rip a hole straight through the layered material with the force of my grasp.

      Vorestra was next, “Aye.”

      Aramore, “Nay.”

      Still tied.

      And finally, Heprin. Gregor Munstein took his time. Pressure built in the air, weighing on my shoulders. Finally, Gregor ran a hand through his long beard, his glossy eyes settling on the back of the room. “I say aye,” he declared in a lighthearted voice, “lest I always be curious about what he had to say.”

      Tyrn’s jaw clenched, but he waved a careless hand and said, “The majority rules. Brahm Havish may speak.”

      Brahm wrestled his arms out of the guards’ grip and pushed his way through the crowd and down the aisle. By this time the audience buzzed, and conversation had grown to a dull roar.

      When Brahm finally stood before the council, Tyrn let the commotion last for several long minutes before finally stomping his foot and shouting, “Silence!”

      Everyone quieted. They looked eagerly at Brahm, enjoying the drama and anxious to hear the exiled general speak.

      “You are here for questioning,” Tyrn reminded him. “Not to ask the questions.”

      Brahm squared his shoulders and looked toward Soravale’s seat. “Then ask me who Tessana Allisand saw dead that morning.”

      Hugo shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I don’t understand.”

      Brahm’s gaze turned toward mine and I jerked with the force of it. “Who did you see dead that morning? Which of your siblings?”

      It felt as though a brick had been lodged in my throat. “I…”

      “Answer the question girl,” Brahm bellowed. “Who was dead among your family?”

      “My parents,” I choked out. I closed my eyes briefly and remembered the scene as vividly as if I were standing there now. “Both of my parents were dead. And around them, my brothers. Alesk and Erix were next to each other. And… and Benedict beside them.” I closed my eyes as fresh grief threatened to swallow me whole. “Even the baby, even Brayne was dead. My mother held him against her body, but both of their necks...”

      This was the first time I let myself fully remember the scene, and now that I was focused, I realized something.

      “But Katrinka was not there. My sister was not with them.”

      Brahm nodded and his lips lifted in an expression of something like pride. He turned back to the council and explained. “Neither of the Allisand girls were with the royal family that morning. All of the boys were accounted for and both His Majesty and the Queen. But the girls were missing. The royal guard did not find Katrinka until later that day. Alive. She had been stuffed into a cabinet in the kitchen. She was crying and frightened, but very much alive.” A rumble moved through the room. I nearly collapsed. Brahm continued, “But we never found the eldest daughter. Tessana and the crown were missing. We scoured the realm and waited to hear from her captors. But demand for ransom never came.” Brahm’s focus fell on Tyrn. “I would have continued the search had I been allowed. I would still be searching for Tessana and the Crown of Nine had I been permitted to carry out my duties like I vowed. Instead, I was accused of crimes I did not commit. I was exiled from my post and this kingdom that I swore to protect. Tyrn demanded that the search for the princess be called off. He knew the crown could be found, and still he ended our efforts before any progress could be made!”

      “Enough.” Tyrn growled, stretching out his legs lazily. “You are an anarchist, Brahm Havish. You have always been a troublemaker, but now you’ve gone too far. Take him away.” He sounded almost bored as he flicked his fingers at his guards. “Take him to the dungeons until he has pledged his loyalty to me. Until he recognizes he is the one who made me king after he failed to protect my sister and her husband.”

      I barely heard Tyrn’s tirade. My sister was alive. Katrinka was alive. After all this time, after years and years of grieving her, she was alive!

      The guards rushed forward to restrain Brahm as he fought and shouted his version of the truth. Hugo stood too, shouting at Tyrn and the guards.

      Tyrn ignored both men and declared, “Conandra is over for today. We shall resume tomorrow morning when this audience and council has learned to restrain themselves properly.” Tyrn nodded toward Crenshaw and his meaty hand closed tightly around my arm.

      “Had enough, princess?” he laughed in my ear. “Time to go back to your cell.”

      I went willingly, even though he dragged me roughly behind him as if I struggled. I didn’t have it in me to fight him. My thoughts were still on Katrinka. If she was alive, where was she?

      Why did no one know about her?

      Why was she not on Elysia’s throne instead of Tyrn?

      If my sister, thought to be the last remaining heir of the Allisand bloodline, was still alive, why did everyone think she was dead? Why had they transferred the bloodline to Tyrn when an Allisand still lived?

      By the time Crenshaw tossed me in my room, I could do nothing but collapse on my bed. Shiksa hopped over and curled into me. It was her soft fur and gentle comfort that caused the floodgate of tears to rip open.

      I wept for hours. Until I couldn’t see or think or do anything but remember everyone I loved, tears falling for the family whose deaths I’d been forced to relive all over again.

      I wept for the sister I hadn’t known still lived. And even now, I didn’t know if I would ever see her again.
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      Matilda had to drag me from bed the next morning. My eyes were puffy from hours of crying. She took one look at me and cursed the daylight.

      I wanted this crown more than ever. I felt like it was mine more than ever. And yet I could not bear the thought of facing the council another day.

      What would they drag up from my memory today? What fresh horrors pulled from the pits of Denamon would they dangle in front of me now?

      Would they taunt me with Katrinka?

      Or accuse me of murdering my family again?

      “I can’t do this,” I whispered to Matilda as she blended a powder under my eyes. She promised it would take away the dark circles and make me look less like a ghoul.

      She paused her ministrations and settled her hands on my shoulders. “Tessana Allisand,” she said firmly. “That is your name isn’t it?”

      My gaze snapped to hers. “It is.”

      Something like humor danced in her eyes, but her expression remained stony. “I haven’t questioned you once since they told me who you are. I walked into your room and instantly saw a princess, an Allisand with her head tilted high and fire in her eyes. But the council needs to see that too. This entire kingdom must be convinced that you are who you say you are. And it’s not going to be witnesses that show them the truth. It’s you, Princess Tessana. It’s who you are and who your family was. It’s the light inside you that shines brighter than the sun. You are Tessana Allisand of the house of Extentia. Make them believe.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that lifted the corners of my mouth. “Is that all I need to do?”

      She nodded and went back to erasing the black circles beneath my eyes. “For now,” she laughed.

      When Crenshaw swung the door open, I was waiting for him. He moved to grab me, but I held up a hand and told him, “I can walk on my own, thank you very much.”

      He backed up but did not seem pleased. I didn’t care. The first thing I would do as queen would be to fire Crenshaw and escort him to the border of Elysia.

      Unlike yesterday, my heart beat with confidence. I had been so afraid, so meek in my manners, but Matilda was right. The Crown of Nine belonged to me. To my bloodline.

      And it was time I stood up for what was rightfully mine.

      If they wanted to fight me for it, they could. But they would learn what it was like to go up against an Allisand.

      Crenshaw paused outside the throne room doors. He turned to me and with a smirk tilting his thin mouth said, “You’ve been asked to wait here until they announce you.”

      I nodded my reluctant acceptance. This was how it had worked yesterday, only I hadn’t had to wait in the hallway. Maybe they were already interrogating a witness?

      A few stragglers scurried through the closing door and I wondered if not everyone had arrived yet. Something moved in my peripheral vision and I turned to look, but nothing was there. In fact, I was alone. The guards had disappeared. All the attendees had slipped inside. I was left by myself with no one to watch over me.

      I took a step forward, fearing that they were waiting for me and I had somehow been forgotten about. The same flicker of something caught my attention again. This time it was accompanied by a sound. Light clacking. Like claws against…

      I looked up toward the ceiling where I found the most peculiar sight. A bird had managed to get inside the palace. It perched on the ledge of a stained-glass window. I took a step toward it, admiring its sleek black coat and onyx beak. “How did you get inside?” I asked the thing.

      It stared down at me, unblinking. I took another step toward it. There was an infestation of these creatures in Elysia. Absently I wondered if there was anything I could do about it, thin their numbers somehow. Surely, they were detrimental to the crops and—

      The raven opened its beak and squawked. I jumped back and covered one ear, surprised by how much that sound hurt my head. Pain split my skull and I doubled over. It was enough to shake me out of my stupor. Instinct drew my eyes up and I managed to catch a glimpse of the cord holding the gigantic chandelier overhead snapping in two.

      I didn’t even think to scream. The chandelier would crush me beneath all those diamonds and ornate titanium rods. A useless memory flashed in my mind of ten of my father’s footmen working together to lift it back into place after the maids had spent the day polishing it.

      That was what was about to fall on me.

      I threw my hands over my head just as the monstrous thing rushed into my side, knocking me over and stealing the wind from my lungs. I hit the ground with a smack, crushing my shoulder between the smooth marble and the heavy weight of the chandelier.

      No, wait.

      That wasn’t right.

      The chandelier hit the ground a second later, screaming through the corridor with a deafening crash. Diamonds splintered and glass shattered, landing all around me. Screams echoed from inside the throne room and guards rushed to the hallway.

      The chandelier had crashed to the ground after I did. That meant it wasn’t on top of me.

      That meant I wasn’t crushed beneath it!

      I searched for the heavy object compressing me. Taelon looked down, his bright blue eyes wide with fear. Taelon had pushed me to the side. Taelon had landed on top of me.

      Not the chandelier.

      “What are you doing here?” I gasped.

      “Rescuing you,” he panted. “Again.”

      I smacked his shoulder. “I don’t need you to rescue me!” He scrambled back and offered a hand. I could not believe him! “Where have you been? I’ve been rotting in my room and there has been not even a word from you! How could you have left—”

      Two fingers covered my mouth briefly when monarchs started to filter into the hall. “What happened?” Tyrn demanded.

      “Relax, Tessana,” Taelon whispered. “Let me do the talking.”

      I rolled my eyes. Because that had always worked out for me in the past.

      “The chandelier fell, Your Majesty,” one of the guards pointed out.

      “I can see that, you idiot,” Tyrn snarled. “But how did it fall? Look at this mess.” Tyrn’s gaze swung to mine. “What are you doing out here? Did you have something to do with this?”

      Taelon stepped in front of me. “She was nearly pulverized,” he stated crisply. “If I had not been here to intercede, she would have been flattened beneath it. If I didn’t know any better, I’d believe that she’d been set up. Someone didn’t want her to go to trial today.”

      Tyrn’s gaze narrowed. “You’re saying the chandelier tried to kill her?”

      Taelon’s jaw ticked. “I’m saying the chandelier cord was cut by someone trying to kill her.”

      Tyrn looked at me. “Why were you out in the hall? Why didn’t you let the guards escort you inside?”

      “I was told to wait outside.” The fury inside me burst. “Your guards ordered me to wait right there, right beneath the chandelier.”

      Tyrn turned toward Crenshaw. “Is this true? Did you tell her to wait?”

      Crenshaw shrugged. “I needed to inform the herald that she was here. I didn’t know the chandelier was going to fall. How could I have known a thing like that?”

      Tyrn nodded.

      “This was not an accident,” Taelon insisted. “It was a set up. Someone tried to kill her!”

      “So you say,” Tyrn replied calmly. His cold eyes flickered to mine again. “Did you see anyone out here with you?”

      I bit my lip and struggled with the truth. I’d seen a bird. But that was hardly enough evidence to convict anyone. “I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Then it was an accident.” Tyrn declared. He pointed toward the ceiling. “Look where the cord broke. This chandelier is too heavy for anyone to lift or tamper with it on their own. If someone had cut the rope they would have done it from where it was tied to the anchor.” He pointed toward the wall where in fact the cord was affixed to a closure. “But a man would need a ladder to reach the ceiling. I don’t see any ladders.” He looked at me again. “Do you? Or rather, did you?”

      “No,” I grumbled. “There were no ladders. But I did hear a snap. Something snapped the rope.”

      “Or it’s old and it snapped on its own,” Ravanna suggested. Her cold black eyes found mine and she murmured, “How unfortunate.” Did she mean the accident was unfortunate? Or that I hadn’t been killed? She raised her voice so that the other sovereigns could hear her and said, “It would appear that our alleged princess attracts tragedy wherever she goes.”

      “Or always avoids it,” I replied.

      Her eyes narrowed and her tongue moved over her front teeth as she sized me up. “I guess time will tell.”

      Another chandelier crashed to the ground halfway down the next hallway. Screams rang all around me and royal guards covered their sovereigns with their bodies.

      After the clattering had ceased and the onlookers had stopped shrieking, King Maksim of Barstus shouted, “Get us out of the hallway, Tyrn, before someone dies!”

      Tyrn stood up tall, shaking off Crenshaw who had tried to cover my uncle’s body with his own. “Yes, I think that is a good idea. In light of the close calls this morning, we shall suspend Conandra for the remainder of the day. In the morning, we will hear final witnesses and concluding arguments. Supper will be served in the great hall this evening with entertainment following.”

      I stood there, speechless, as the monarchs picked themselves up and dispersed to their corners of the palace. While I was locked in my room, fretting over tomorrow’s outcome, they would be enjoying entertainment?

      Were any of them taking this seriously?

      My thoughts must have been all over my face because Hugo and Anatal stepped over. Anatal put her shaking hand on my shoulder, her blue eyes glittering with concern. “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” I answered. “I’m a little shaken up, but Taelon saved me from the worst of it.”

      Taelon leaned in and whispered, “That was calculated, Father. I don’t know how, but I know it was planned. She was alone out here. Not a guard in sight.”

      Hugo absorbed this information with a stony expression. Finally, he turned to me and said, “Don’t worry about it tonight. Tyrn is obviously hoping to distract us from the facts of the trial, but I have spoken with several sovereigns who believe you. I do not know if we can count on their vote tomorrow, but I do know that you have done a very good job of revealing your true identity.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Girl!” Crenshaw barked at me.

      I let out a weary sigh.

      “Go,” Hugo encouraged. “Tomorrow Taelon will give his testimony and produce the crown. There will be no doubt after that.”

      I returned a shaky smile. That was good news. As long as I could count on Taelon to show up.

      “Now, Imposter,” Crenshaw snarled. “I haven’t got all day.”

      I closed my eyes and said to the Treskinats, “Tomorrow I will have the power to have him flogged.”

      Taelon’s dark laugh contrasted with his parents’ matching looks of horror. I nodded goodbye and turned toward Crenshaw.

      His cruel smile stretched across his face with new life. Something had made him especially happy and if I had to guess, I would bet it was my near-death experience.

      The rest of my guard detail stayed to provide extra protection for the fearful monarchs. As we moved farther and farther from the main hallway, nerves began to prickle at my skin. I did not trust this man.

      He turned down a dark hallway and I realized we were going back to my room a different way than we had come. An icy sweat broke out on the small of my back.

      There was less light in this part of the castle. The hallways were filled with shadowy alcoves that hid statues of dead royals and monuments to the Light. My hands started trembling and I had just decided that Crenshaw was going to kill me when someone called his name from behind us.

      Crenshaw cursed and turned to meet the fellow guard.

      “I have orders,” the other guard said.

      Crenshaw turned to me. “Stay here,” he commanded.

      I nodded innocently. Crenshaw gave me one last look of warning before following the other guard to the end of the hallway. When they disappeared, I spun around in hopes of finding something to use as a weapon just in case I needed to protect myself.

      I walked further down the hallway, anxious for anything I could hide in the folds of my skirts. If Crenshaw was as deranged as I believed him to be, he would not waste this opportunity while he had me alone.

      A flicker of light grabbed my attention. It danced at the end of the corridor, glinting in the otherwise dark space. My fingers turned cold when I realized there was no candle producing it.

      I blinked, hoping it would disappear. When it didn’t, I chased the eerie glow, unable to quell my curiosity. It seemed to wait for me, suspended in midair. Just when I was near enough to reach out and touch it, the light blinked out. My gasp was cut short at the sound of another voice.

      “I am trying!”

      I stilled, grabbing hold of my skirts so they wouldn’t swish against the polished marble.

      “Of course I won’t lose it,” the whisper punctuated the air once more.

      It came from just around the corner. I closed my eyes for a second and tried to talk myself out of eavesdropping, but my feet started moving before I gave them permission.

      Soon enough I found myself at the corner of the intersecting hallway, nearly submerged in darkness.

      “Of course I didn’t plan this!” the whisper argued. “I didn’t know she was still alive, or I would have taken care of it a long time ago.”

      I glanced around the corner. My uncle stood there, next to a mottled window that had been covered in heavy, dark drapes, like all the other windows along this corridor. I couldn’t see another person though. He faced the window and brushed the drape aside with his shoulder.

      “I am trying,” he hissed. “I have a plan. If tomorrow does not go as I expect it to. I’ve asked—”

      I gasped when that familiar clicking sound tapped the windowsill. My uncle swiveled, but I had already ducked around the corner.

      I fled back to the place I was supposed to wait for Crenshaw. My heart hammered as I waited for my uncle to appear and demand to know what I was doing in this part of the castle and what I’d heard.

      What I’d seen.

      But I couldn’t have answered him. I didn’t know what I’d seen. Crenshaw called for me at the end of the hallway and I hurried toward him. Minutes ago I had been worried about what he would do to me if he got me alone, but now he walked me to my room as he always did.

      And all the while I replayed that image of the darkened hallway. My uncle leaning into the window, sharing secrets with a bird.

      My uncle had been speaking to a bird.

      A raven.

      Either that made him mad.

      Or more had happened in the last eight years than I knew.
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      The day passed with the slowness of a yellow-backed slug. After the excitement of the morning, my afternoon involved staring at the fire. My evening consisted of Matilda cursing my hair and offering no useful gossip. The night stretched into endless hours of sleeplessness.

      I kept remembering the crashing chandelier, the crushing force of it that would have killed me. How had the rope been cut? Had it truly been the bird?

      What about that strange bodiless light?

      Was my uncle somehow in league with the ravens?

      Ravanna Presydia’s dress the first morning of Conandra popped into my head. Long black feathers fashioned together to make a skirt. Could those have been raven feathers? Was it too much of a stretch to connect the two?

      I jerked my head around on my pillow trying to find a comfortable position. What was I missing?

      I hadn’t noticed ravens in the daytime until the river back in Heprin. But in every one of my nightmares, one sat upon the window ledge. I closed my eyes and tried to think back, before my parents were murdered. Had Elysia been filled with ravens then?

      I remembered the page with the raven in the pagan tome that Father Garius had shown me.

      I needed to see the book again. I needed to find someone who could read it to me. But where in all the realm would I find a person willing to admit that they could read pagan? Furthermore, where would I find the words for them to read?

      Where was my mother’s copy now? Had Tyrn found it? Burned it? Was it still hidden within her suites?

      I slapped the covers. I could not remember ever feeling this frustrated. Someone was trying to kill me and while it was easy to believe that someone was my uncle, there was also the mystery of the birds. Even my uncle answered to them.

      Who controlled the ravens?

      My tired eyes fell to the window. I had not bothered to close the curtains.

      The stars twinkled. A cool breeze made the trees sway.

      My pulse jumped when a reflection moved over the glass. I glanced wildly around the room and held my breath so that I could listen for excess noise. But there was nothing other than Shiksa’s rumbly breathing and the crackling fire.

      Still, I could not shake the feeling that I was being watched. I crawled to my knees, reaching for the sword that lay beneath pillows at the end of the bed. My hand felt for the hilt and curled around the familiar leather binding.

      The light from the fire cast a glare on the windowpane, but I could still see the blurry outline of something. I slipped from my bed without making a sound.

      As I approached the window, I noticed the latch was unlocked. How had that happened? Leaning forward, I held out my sword and prepared for the worst. I yanked the window open and inclined against the ledge.

      The person that had been spying on me was pressed against the outside wall of the small balcony as if he could hide himself. I held my sword to the intruder’s throat with a steady hand. “Show yourself,” I growled.

      Two hands raised in surrender. “And if I don’t?”

      The voice was familiar, but panic kept me from recognizing it. “I’ll slit your throat from ear to ear.” I peered around the wall. “Obviously.”

      “You’re a true terror,” Gunter Creshnika announced. “I nearly wet myself just now.”

      I stepped back so he could face me, but I never dropped my sword. His hands remained in the air, a smug smile tilting his mouth.

      “Are you here to kill me then?” I asked. “Because it will not be easy. I promise you that.”

      He stepped through the open window and onto the window seat. I was forced to move back so that I could keep my position. Although now that he towered over me, I felt less in control, even if he had not pulled his sword.

      “I believe you,” Gunter replied. He took a step off the frilly seat and landed on the ground with a loud thump.

      Gunter was dressed in black leather from head to toe. His hair was wild, his hands dirty, and his face menacing. I did not know what to make of him or his sudden reappearance. I hadn’t known Gunter knew to look for me here. Or why he would.

      “I’ll scream,” I threatened. “The guards will rush in. You’ll be outnumbered.”

      He glanced at Shiksa who had moved to the edge of the bed, her coat bristled and her ears perked. “I am already outnumbered.”

      “Why are you here, Gunter Creshnika? How did you find me?”

      His gaze moved back to mine. “It is not a secret you are here. The entire realm is talking about the Lost Princess found at last.”

      “Not here in Sarasonet,” I growled. “I mean here.” I swung my free arm toward the bed. “In this room?”

      “Oh.” He smiled at me. “That is not a secret either.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my frantic nerves. “Did my uncle pay you then? How much is the reward for assassinating me? How much am I worth?”

      His smile disappeared. “Quite a lot, I’m afraid. The bounty for your head is the highest I have ever seen.”

      Dread punched through me. I had not thought to be afraid of assassins yet.

      “So, you are here to kill me. Truly?”

      “Tess,” he said instead. “If I meant to kill you, you would have been dead long ago. It was obvious enough. My people knew who you were the second they saw you. Arrick’s army wasn’t quite as fast, but they never are.”

      I stared at him, my sword wavering. “Wait, are you telling me you knew who I was from Tenovia? You knew I was a princess?”

      He clicked his tongue. “Not just any princess, Tessana Allisand. The princess. And I knew before we ever stood face to face. Before I ever laid eyes on you. It was only confirmed when we met.”

      “But… but how?”

      “Arrick Westnovian of course. He sent a rider asking a simple enough favor of me. We have contacts all over the realm, you see. Word travels quickly when you are a Cavolian. Arrick asked me to check your story, find out if a girl and a novice monk had left a monastery en route for Elysia. So I did exactly that. I found out the truth. Your Brotherhood might not speak, but the villages in the Rolling Hills of Gane do not shut up. But by the time we caught up with you in Tenovia, Arrick already had his truth.”

      I took a deep breath and caught the scent of those exotic Cavolian spices that had somehow infiltrated my dream the other night. My gaze sharpened and a new sense of distrust spiraled through me.

      “You have still not answered my question. Why are you here? Now? Arrick knows very well where I am.”

      He shook his head slowly, as if surprised that I hadn’t put all these pieces together myself. “That is exactly why. While Arrick cannot be here, I must. Someone has to protect the princess.”

      “You’re here to protect me?”

      He shrugged. “Another favor for Arrick. I like collecting them. It will serve me well one day.”

      “Where is he? Why can’t he be here himself?”

      Gunter, sensing that whatever threat I posed had passed, walked to the fire and turned his back on me. “I cannot say.”

      I found that my sword had dropped to my side without my permission. Apparently, I no longer believed Gunter to be a danger. “Cannot or will not?”

      He glanced back at me. “Both.”

      I made a sound in the back of my throat. “Who are you protecting me from then? Have there been many assassins lurking outside the palace tonight?”

      He reached out to the fire, letting his hands hover in the warmth. “It is not always the assassin from without that we need to worry about.”

      “Now that is something I already know. There are plenty within this palace that would love to have my head. How will you protect me from those?”

      Gunter spun around, anger radiating off him. I had offended his sense of duty. “In the very short time you have made yourself known you have managed to collect a great number of enemies, Princess. I will do my best to protect you from those that I can see. But you must do your part as well. There are those I cannot see. There are those that can reach you before I can. You are not helpless. Or rather, you cannot be helpless. Understand what you have done in making your identity known and the price you must pay for the kingdom you want to rule.”

      I huffed. “I am prepared. Do not doubt me.”

      His gaze flickered to my sword. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      A tense silence stretched between us. Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “Will you be out there every night, then?”

      He nodded. “As long as you remain in residence. Unless I am called elsewhere.”

      I supposed that was as much as I could ask of him. I didn’t know Gunter and I most certainly didn’t trust him, but I could not deny that I felt safer with him keeping watch from the balcony.

      “Thank you,” I told him. “For looking out for me.”

      “Like I said, it is only a favor for Arrick.” He dipped his head. “I should thank you as well.”

      “For what?”

      “For returning to Elysia. For bringing the Crown of Nine with you. For being brave enough to face Conandra.”

      I couldn’t find words to reply. I didn’t know what to think about Gunter’s gratitude, or if I deserved it. “We shall see where it gets me,” I finally admitted. “I might spend the rest of my life in prison.”

      “They will believe you,” he answered quickly. “They already believe you.”

      I watched him for a long moment before I asked, “How do you know?”

      His smile was full of mischief and charm. “Because so many people want you dead. If you were an imposter nobody would care whether you lived or died. But someone is willing to spend an exceptionally large sum of money to see that your life is ended. That’s as much of a verdict as I’ve ever heard.”

      “Is it my uncle?” I rushed to ask. “Is he the one offering the bounty?”

      Gunter shook his head. “No. From what I’ve learned, the money has no royal ties.”

      I didn’t know whether to feel relief or more fear. I glanced back at Shiksa. Without a threat present, she had stretched out on the end of my bed and started snoring again.

      When I looked back to Gunter, he was retreating through the window. “Goodnight, Tess of Heprin and Elysia and the Crown of Nine. We will meet again no doubt.”

      I nodded. “No doubt.”

      “Leave the window unlocked,” he ordered. “Just in case you need me.”

      “Alright.”

      He disappeared, turning into cloaked shadow against the wall where I could no longer see him. I walked over to the window, not sure what to do about the lock.

      My fingers itched to reach up and latch the windows, but instinct whispered that Gunter wasn’t here to harm me. He was telling the truth.

      So I left the window unlocked but closed the drapes. I jumped back into bed, scooping up Shiksa on my way. I returned my sword to its hiding place and buried myself and my foxling beneath the covers.

      It was hours before I finally found sleep. I couldn’t help but fret over the new information Gunter had shared.

      People wanted me dead.

      Taelon had asked Gunter to watch over me.

      I found myself smiling despite my circumstances. When I closed my eyes, it was Taelon I pictured.

      For the first time in as long as I could remember, I did not dream of the dead. Instead, I dreamt of Taelon and our time on the cliffs.
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      “What would you do if you were allowed to be queen?” The question came from the Aramore king, Henrik Garstone.

      It was the first time it had been acknowledged that I might be who I said I was. Henrik was about the age my father would have been. My uncle seemed to favor him, which made me instantly distrust him. But his question seemed honest. Open.

      A good answer eluded me, so I let instinct guide me. “I would strive to rule as my father did. And his father before that. Like all the one hundred kings that came before me. I would rule justly. Fairly. With a firm hand but a listening ear. I would work to bring prosperity back to the realm and unite the nine kingdoms in single-minded purpose once again. Finally, I would eradicate the threat of the Ring of Shadows.”

      Ravanna of Blackthorne leaned forward, resting her slender elbow on her knee. Her lipstick was black today. So black that it distorted the color of her teeth and skin. “Those are very big words for such a tiny thing.” I held her gaze. “But what if the Ring of Shadows aren’t inclined to leave? What if instead of allowing you to win a war you haven’t the first clue how to fight, they destroy your armies instead? They take your united kingdom and all the well-intentioned men that put their hope and trust in a child and burn them to ash? What then, Queen of the Realm? When you have no armies left to fight your bloody battles, how will you protect the nine kingdoms?”

      “My armies will not fall,” I declared, but my words felt hollow and weak. Her questions were cruel, but fair. And I could not help but feel her same doubts. Still, with as much bravado as I could muster, I said, “The armies of the realm fight with honor and dignity. I have seen the Ring of Shadows. I have seen how they torment women and children and attack helpless villages that cannot protect themselves. If they are as skilled in combat as they claim, why do they not bring this war to Elysia? They are not as strong as they appear. And yet every day that we do nothing to stop them, they grow in numbers. We must step in soon or it will be too late. We must end this now before our armies are outnumbered and our villages are nothing but corpses and ash.”

      “Where have you seen them?” King Maksim from Barstus demanded. “How have you witnessed their destruction and lived to tell about it?”

      I had walked myself into a trap and realized it too late. Keeping my voice strong, I attempted to avoid the holes in my story. “As I already explained, I journeyed from Heprin. Over the last couple months, I saw a great deal of the eastern realm. Enough to understand the danger the Ring of Shadows poses.”

      Tyrn made a sound in the back of his throat. “Yet you still have not explained how you witnessed the Ring of Shadows’ danger and stand here today. Alive. The details of your journey are still vague. Confess all or we shall be forced to conclude Conandra without the sum of the facts.” He gave me a pointed look. “Which does not bode well for you.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes but I didn’t. Conandra had been called first thing this morning. Matilda had rushed into my room in a flurry of panic. I had been exhausted from my lack of sleep the last two nights.

      Tyrn had changed the time every day. Either I wasn’t prepared for it to start, or the day had dragged and dragged before they escorted me from my rooms.

      I hadn’t seen Taelon, either, since he’d saved my life. He was supposed to present the Crown of Nine yesterday, but they hadn’t called him to witness. Despite my uncle’s claims that yesterday would be the last day of trial, we had resumed this morning.

      Today, Tyrn had announced Conandra would conclude no matter what—that the sovereigns would make their final decisions. I would have my answer, one way or the other, by supper.

      So maybe Tyrn was right. The more information they collected, the better chance I had. I cleared my throat and held my head high. “During my journey, I accidentally ran into the rebel army. We established a truce of sorts. They aided my journey and protected me from the Ring of Shadows.”

      Cries of, “The rebel army!” echoed around the room. The royals and their courtiers assumed the rebels were as bad as the Shadows.

      Part of me wanted to denounce the rebels at once. If I took the council’s opinion, then the conversation about the rebel army could be short. I could exaggerate the parts of the story where they’d imprisoned me and paint the Tenovian and Soravalian armies as though they’d saved me from great harm. Except integrity would never let me get away with that.

      I had to be honest with them while maintaining Taelon’s secret identity. “They saved my life,” I swore to the council. “And I watched them save a village from fires that would have killed a hundred Tenovians. Fires set by the Ring of Shadows. I witnessed as they rescued a merchant family. Despite what you think about the Rebel Army, they are doing good things in the realm. Often, they step in when the royal army has been commanded to do nothing. They fight for the kingdom when no one else will.”

      Vorestra’s king, Akio Bayani, laughed. “Are you standing up for the Rebel Army?”

      “I’m merely suggesting that they are not as bad as the Ring of Shadows and that my time with them was not compromised by any misdeeds. In fact, they took me as far west as they could before the Soravalian army intervened.”

      Tyrn’s head snapped toward Hugo. “The Soravalian army knew you were on the road? With the Crown?”

      “No,” I countered. “They came upon me quite accidentally.”

      “Then who were they looking for?” Tyrn demanded.

      “Me.” The voice broke through the chatter in the room and hit me straight in my back. Directly in my spine.

      Taelon Treskinat, Crown Prince of Soravale.

      Arrick Westnovian, the Rebel King.

      My eyes were only on Taelon as he pushed past guards and members of court. Dressed in all black, with his familiar cape clasped around his neck, he looked more like the rebel commander than royalty.

      He ran a hand through his wild hair, but it did nothing to tame the locks. My gaze fell to his mud-covered boots.

      Where had he been? Had he only just arrived?

      “Well, Hugo, your witness has finally arrived after holding up court for nearly three days.” Tyrn’s accusations only stoked my curiosity. I tore my eyes away from Taelon to witness the council’s reaction.

      “Forgive us, Your Majesty,” Taelon interjected. He swept into a low bow. “We would have been here a day earlier had we not been detained at the wall by your guards. For some reason they were under the impression that I was not to be allowed back through.”

      Tyrn’s face turned a mottled red. “And yet here you are. They must have come to their senses eventually.”

      Taelon’s smile flashed with promise. “I’m afraid they are too easily swayed by gold. For the right amount I dare say they would let anyone pass through the gates.”

      Tyrn slammed his hand down on the armrest of his throne. “My guards are not the ones on trial, Taelon Treskinat. Does your presence have a point?”

      Taelon’s gaze flickered to mine. “It most certainly does.”

      A lone butterfly glided through my chest.

      “Then out with it, prince,” my uncle demanded. “Conandra has dragged on long enough.”

      “Agreed,” Taelon said. He stepped to the side and two other men joined him. Two men that I recognized instantly—Gunter Creshnika and Eret, one of the commanders from the Rebel Army.

      What was he doing? If Taelon exposed himself as the rebel commander, Tyrn would have him hanged for anarchy and crimes against the crown.

      “My associates,” Taelon went on. “This is Eret Grimsayer, commander of the Rebel Army.” The assembled crowd exploded with outrage. Taelon spoke louder, “And Gunter Creshnika, leader of the Cavolia.”

      The voices grew louder. People shouted at Taelon’s guests, calling them all manner of wicked names. Even the monarchs rose from their seats, equally afraid and furious.

      “Silence!” Tyrn bellowed. He did not wait for obedience before he said, “You’d better have a good reason for bringing these mercenaries into my palace, Soravalian prince, or I shall charge you all with crimes of sedition.”

      When it was quiet enough to be heard, Taelon explained, “Members of the council, you asked Tessana Allisand how she managed to survive from Heprin to Elysia. What you have failed to ask is why a person traveling alone across three peaceful kingdoms is not expected to live.”

      The sovereigns voiced their disagreement, but Taelon held up a hand and continued. “You’re right. That is a discussion for another time. The truth is, Tessana would have been in peril whether our highways were safe or not, simply because of her bloodline and because of the crown she carried with her. By providence of the Light, I happened to be in the Blood Woods at the same time she wandered through.

      "Without the Seat of Power’s knowledge, I have been working with the Cavolia for over a year now. Soravale believes that the Cavolia will be an invaluable asset and ally should the Ring of Shadows continue to grow. And the Cavolia have been working with the rebels in an attempt to clear the Tellekane Forest of the Ring’s presence. It was a meeting between the Cavolia and rebels that Tessana stumbled upon. I recognized her immediately. As it was already stated, she was my betrothed as a child and I helped her escape the castle on the day her family was murdered. Knowing that she wasn’t dead, I have spent the better part of eight years looking for her. Additionally, she was wearing a pendant I gave her as a child. I convinced the Rebel Army and the Cavolia to protect her until we reached Soravale. Which they did.”

      Tyrn’s gaze narrowed. “If I am to believe you at your word, then you’re telling the council, you, by proxy of Soravale, have been working with two sworn enemies of the crown in order to go against the realm’s orders not to engage the Ring of Shadows?”

      Taelon didn’t flinch. “Yes.”

      Gregor, the king of Heprin chuckled and asked, “And this is supposed to help her case?”

      Taelon lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. “It is my understanding that Tessana is not on trial for her involvement with criminals or rebels. To my knowledge Conandra has been called to verify that she is who she says she is. Am I wrong?” When nobody said anything, Taelon went on, “I am testifying that this truly is the Lost Princess. Eight years ago, I helped her escape the Castle Extentia after we found her family murdered. And only months ago, I was reunited with her in the Tellekane Forest. She knows things that only Tessana could know—about her escape, about our history, about me. Tessana risked her life on more than one occasion to bring the Crown of Nine here, to its recognized place of power. Once here, she brought it to her uncle. And when talk of war broke out, Tessana called for Conandra. She could have allowed war. She could have simply demanded that those loyal to the Crown of Nine overthrow the current regime. But she didn’t. She walked willingly into a trial where she has been disrespected, lied about, and mistreated. And yet her testimony does not waver.” Taelon paused, allowing the council and crowd to absorb his argument. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to a rich baritone that resonated with authority and conviction. “Your majesties, let the truth be heard. Recognize this woman for who she really is.” His arm swept towards me. “The true heir to the Elysian throne. Tessana Allisand.”

      The council stared at Taelon as if he’d grown a second head. The throne room fell utterly silent. I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Even I had never been more convinced that I was truly Tessana Allisand.

      And I had never once doubted my identity.

      In a more subdued voice than I had ever heard from him, Tyrn said, “Thank you, Taelon Treskinat. We will take your testimony into consideration.”

      “Good,” Taelon clipped out somberly. “And while you’re doing that, also consider this.” He stepped back and gestured to Gunter.

      Taelon had already proved his point, even if he had smudged facts and exaggerated my courage. I didn’t know what else there was to say.

      My mouth fell open when Gunter dropped to one knee, facing me and not Tyrn. Eret soon lowered to his knee on the other side of Taelon, pressing his hand to his heart and offering me the highest form of respect.

      “We are not here to testify, Princess,” Gunter announced over the fresh outcry of voices. “But to offer allegiance to the Allisand bloodline. To the Seat of Power. To you, Tessana Allisand, for as long as you may reign.” I shook my head, unable to comprehend the scene in front of me. “I offer you my services and my devotion, Your Majesty, along with all of my tribe. The Cavolia are committed to the Seat of Power once more as long as Tessana Allisand and her descendants sit upon the throne.”

      I felt my eyes grow big until I was sure they bulged. Gunter hardly knew me. And I was certain he had not been fond of what little he did know.

      And yet for him to offer allegiance on behalf of the entire Cavolia? It couldn’t be.

      They were kingless. Loyalty-less. They did not fight for any one kingdom. They protected the Cavolia above all else.

      “What are you doing?” Tyrn demanded. He stood and marched down the stairs. His guards rushed to stand by his side. “What is going on?”

      “Likewise, the Rebel Army also pledges loyalty to the Crown of Nine as long as Tessana Allisand and her descendants control the realm,” Eret offered next. “We swear to fight with the realm to destroy the Ring of Shadows and bring about peace once more. Consider us at your whim, my Queen.”

      Hope swelled and for the first time since Conandra started, I felt the possibility of victory.

      Taelon had risked so much today. He’d wagered the entire Rebel Army and the Cavolia on my name—that the council would believe him.

      And me.

      The court erupted with noise. The two men stayed on their knees with their heads bowed, facing me, until Tyrn shouted, “That is the last of the witnesses. We will hear from no one else! Conandra is dismissed until we have our final verdict.”

      A meaty hand clamped around my bicep. Crenshaw’s foul scent filled the air and he began to drag me toward the door. I tried to pull away, but his grip was too tight.

      The crowd pressed around me, fighting to get a closer look. Faces pushed into mine and hands tugged on my clothes and body while Crenshaw moved us relentlessly through the throng. People called out, using my full name and shouting question after question.

      I searched for Taelon, but there were too many people in the way now. I couldn’t find him.

      “Wait,” I gasped. I tried to retrieve my arm and disentangle from Crenshaw. “I’m not ready!”

      “There’s no more waiting,” Crenshaw growled. “Come, Princess Imposter, your crown awaits.”

      I fought harder, struggling to break free, but Crenshaw grabbed my other arm and punished me for fighting by holding me so tightly I knew I would bruise. His sour mouth dipped against my ear. “Tsk tsk, Your Highness. Don’t make a scene now. Not when your future depends on it so.”

      “Where are you taking me?” I hissed.

      He straightened and shoved me forward. “To your room. I have orders to carry out.”

      Fear slithered in my belly and I battled the panic clawing at my chest. I couldn’t ignore the instinct telling me to run. As soon as we were in the hall and away from this crush of people, I would get away.

      I would hide until they had a verdict. Or find Taelon and explain my fears, rational or not. We shoved our way into the corridor, which was surprisingly empty.

      “Let go, Crenshaw,” I demanded.

      To my surprise, he did. He threw me forward. I wobbled but caught myself.

      I moved to start running when something hit me from behind. I doubled over, gripping my head and whimpering against the blinding pain.

      My thoughts blurred together as I tried to make sense of what had happened. Had Crenshaw hit me? Had he attacked me?

      Clicking pierced my fog. I knew that sound. I’d heard it too many times over the last months.

      I attempted to look around but my head swam and the world jolted from side to side. Something black appeared in front of me. At first, I thought I was falling unconscious.

      But the black mass moved closer, that same clicking noise following it as it walked on freshly polished marble.

      Another bloody raven.

      It came into better focus and I watched it spread its wings and lunge for me. It opened that ugly black beak and screeched. I struggled to cover my ears, but it was too late. The sound battered my throbbing head already reeling from the blow.

      This time unconsciousness did sweep in. But not as a slow, seeping ink spill. As a tidal wave.
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      I woke up gasping and clawing at the air. My fingers found purchase and I dug them into flesh.

      Memories flickered through my head. Blood and death. My family. The Crown of Nine. Oliver. Heprin. Father Garius. Black Cedars. A rebel king. Cliffs. A kiss. The trial.

      The raven.

      Slowly reason came back to me and I realized that the stone in my belly was a shoulder and the hard thing beneath me was Crenshaw. My head faced his back and my legs dangled down his front where his arm wrapped tightly around my thighs.

      He dipped down to turn a handle, shoving a heavy door open and stepping inside.

      In a moment of panic, I grabbed the doorframe and held on. He jolted to a stop when my body didn’t move with him. I lifted my head and the world came into focus. This was my room.

      Crenshaw had taken me back to my room like he’d said. So why had he knocked me out? I looked up and down the corridor searching for another guard. But there was no one. He tugged harder and I dug my nails into the stone, breaking each one as I refused to let him drag me inside.

      Realizing all at once that I was awake and determined to fight back, he let out a foul curse and yanked me as hard as he could. When that still didn’t work, even though I felt like my arms were about to rip off my body, he threw me to the ground.

      I hadn’t been expecting that. My knees gave out and my arms weren’t strong enough to catch me after the effort it had taken to hold onto the door. I collapsed in an awkward heap, bowing toward the doorway.

      “No, you don’t,” Crenshaw snarled from behind. His fist dug into my hair and yanked me backward. I screamed, clutching at his wrist, desperate to make him let go.

      He dropped me on the ground, stepped over me, and closed the door. The lock snicked into place.

      I lay there, in the center of my room, staring up at Crenshaw. “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      He towered over me with his arms crossed over his chest and a smug smile darkening his face. “Finishing what was started eight years ago,” he declared.

      I shook my head, grappling back what little strength and sense I had left. “You mean to kill me.” It wasn’t a question.

      Crenshaw had dragged me back here while the rest of the castle waited to hear whether Conandra decided I was a mere imposter or the future Queen of the Realm.

      But it wouldn’t matter if Crenshaw got his way.

      “They’ll find out it was you,” I threatened.

      His grin twisted with madness. “And they’ll thank me for it. They’ll revere me as the savior of the realm. I am freeing them from the oppression you promise and the war you will bring.”

      “You’re deranged,” I hissed. I scurried backwards, using my elbows to drag me away from him. “I’m going to save the realm from war. Not incite it.”

      He pulled his sword from his belt, the slick silver glinting in the firelight. “We got rid of you once. But you came back. And now I will send you to the pit of Denamon you crawled out of. You have no idea what you threaten. You have no idea what plans you’re interrupting.”

      “What plans?” I hissed. “What are you talking about?”

      Thunder cracked through the room, jolting my already frantic heart. I looked up through the large pane to see a rapidly darkening sky.

      Black clouds churned, blotting out the sun that had been shining only seconds ago. Lightning streaked across the horizon.

      Crenshaw’s answering snicker sent chills down my spine. He had my full attention once more. He raised the sword over my body with strong, sure hands. “You’ll have to ask the ghost of your parents. When you meet them again.”

      His arms moved to slash me. I took one last breath, regretting so much about my wasted life. But instead of death, my savior came in a blur of white, leaping from the end of the bed onto Crenshaw’s face.

      He stumbled backwards, shouting in pain while Shiksa clawed at his eyes, biting him with her now sharp teeth.

      I jumped to my feet and ran to where I’d stashed my sword beneath the piles of pillows on my bed. My heart squeezed as I heard a whimper and a dull thump against the wall. Shiksa!

      Someone pounded on the door. I could have sworn I heard Oliver’s voice shouting my name on the other side. I grabbed for the hilt of my blade and swung it around just in time to stop Crenshaw from slicing open the back of my head.

      Metal rang against metal and Crenshaw laughed like a baying wolf. I held firm until I steadied myself. Then I turned and parried, pushing him across the room.

      “What a surprise!” he laughed. “She has fight in her.”

      Our swords clashed again and again. He was nearly twice my size and double my strength. Each time he struck, I felt the blow all the way to my bones. But I had been taught to survive.

      I danced out of the way. Panic bled into my thoughts. I struggled to stay calm.

      “Give up, girl,” he ordered. “I haven’t got all day.”

      “I’d rather not, thank you very much.”

      His lips curled back from his teeth. “Even if you’re who you say you are, you’re still an imposter. You still don’t belong on the Seat of Power. You should have died alongside your father. He was a worthless king and you’ll be a worthless queen. You’ll be as useless as a ruler as you were as a daughter!”

      His words cut at me to the core. I had always felt inadequate, like a failure. My parents’ and brothers’ deaths were like a physical burden I carried around with me everywhere. But I didn’t appreciate the accusation from a vile snake like Crenshaw. I screamed. Thunder boomed and the door shook as someone kicked and fought against it on the other side.

      “Your father chose to see only what he wanted to see. He turned his back on his allies. He spat on those that helped him. That helped the realm!”

      I had no idea what Crenshaw was going on about. But whatever it was seemed to invigorate him. His sword came down and I just barely managed to stop it from slicing me open from nose to navel. He grinned at me with wild, feral eyes—eyes that had stopped seeing reality, what was around him—and fixed wholly on the hope of his misled crusade.

      His weight pressed against me. I leaned back awkwardly over a chair as my arms trembled to keep his blade from kissing my face.

      “You belong with the ghosts,” he snarled. “You belong on the other side of the veil where your filthy blood can’t interfere with her plans.”

      “I belong here. I belong in the Seat of Power. It doesn’t matter what you have planned. It doesn’t matter what you think at all! I am meant to rule this realm.” I pushed him back a little more. Sweat from his forehead rolled down his nose and splattered on my cheek. From behind gritted teeth, I growled out an oath, “I am meant to wear the Crown of Nine.”

      I shoved him with all my strength. I was no match for him in weight, but Shiksa reappeared and threw her body behind his feet. His legs tangled together and he tripped while she yelped from the pain. He smashed into a low table, crushing it beneath him, his sword dropping from his hands.

      I swiftly kicked away his sword, sending it spinning toward the wall.

      My sword was at his throat in the next second. “I will be Queen, you detestable man. You can try to stop me. You can try to kill me. But this throne belongs to me and I will not let it be taken away by someone as wretched as you.”

      His lips curled into that disturbed smile again. He bucked against my sword, drawing his own blood. It wet the tip of my blade and sluiced down the side of his neck. “Do it then, Your Highness. Kill me. But before you do, know that a hundred men will fill my place. And then a hundred armies. And then the entire realm, for you are not fit to be queen. We will never bend the knee to someone like you.”

      “Who is, then?”

      He laughed at me, the bitter sound filling the room and my head. “You’ll find out soon enough. You’ll find out when they come for you. When your body is dragged through the streets of Sarasonet and your precious Crown of Nine stripped from your filthy head. You’ll know when at last the Allisand’s are extinguished and the realm is handed over to the true—”

      The windows smashed open cutting off his last words. Glass screamed as the panes hit the walls and shattered both windows. Rain pelted the room, spraying my skin and drenching the furniture and carpet almost immediately.

      I made the mistake of turning toward the sound. Crenshaw used my distraction to his advantage.

      He pushed my sword away and jumped to his feet, knocking me to the ground. I landed on my side, just barely managing to keep hold of my weapon.

      I prepared myself, even as I struggled to stand. I waited for him to dive for his blade and continue our fight. Instead he leapt toward the open window.

      “This isn’t over, Imposter Queen,” he promised, then threw his body onto the windowsill. He paused there for a moment, almost as if he were unsure what to do. He just crouched in the opening, his feet crunching over broken glass, as he stared down at the ground as if waiting for something, a sign or an escape or I didn’t know what.

      “Wait!” I shouted at him. I had never intended to kill him. I was going to turn him over to my uncle. Imprison him. Let Tyrn decide his fate.

      But this was ridiculous. If he jumped from this height, he would die. He couldn’t possibly survive the fall.

      “Crenshaw, wait!” I screamed.

      His smile stretched from ear to ear. Rain beat against his face and body, soaking him completely. He looked absolutely mad. “Be ready, Tessana Allisand. War is coming.”

      The door to my room collapsed with a mighty crash, but I only had eyes for Crenshaw. He dropped out of the window and disappeared from sight.

      “Tessana!” Taelon shouted.

      I ignored him in favor of scrambling to my feet and racing toward the window. I started to lean out the window, desperate to see if he’d survived, when a raven flew in my face, flapping its black wings and shrieking that unholy sound.

      I swatted at it and cursed beneath my breath. “You dratted bird!” It flew away, into the driving rain as if it didn’t notice the thunderstorm or heavy downpour.

      I searched the ground for Crenshaw’s body. But there was nothing there. He’d disappeared.

      Strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me back, out of the rain and wind. “Tessana.”

      I tore my gaze from the window and stared into Taelon’s eyes. “He jumped! Did you see him? I swear, he jumped from the window! I saw him. Taelon, he should be there.”

      His thumb rubbed over my cheek and he nodded. “I saw him. He’s down there. You can’t see him because of the rain. But I saw him jump too.” I nodded, a shuddering breath quivering through me. To the guards he yelled, “Crenshaw jumped out the window. Find him. And if by some miracle, he isn’t dead, throw him in the stocks to await judgement for trying to assassinate the future Queen of the Realm.”

      The guards rushed to do as he said, but I focused on Taelon and those sapphire blue eyes. They were holding me up when all I wanted to do was collapse on the ground and weep.

      “How did you know to come?”

      “Oliver was coming to find you when he saw Crenshaw carrying you down the hall. He knew something was amiss.”

      I breathed steadier. “Thank you for...” I didn’t know how to finish the sentence. There was so much I wanted to thank him for, so much he had done. “For being here.”

      “And yet I am not the one that saved you.” His hand circled my wrist and he wiggled it until I felt the weight of the sword still gripped in my hand. “You seem to have done that all on your own.”

      My lips turned upward in a shaky smile. “I told you, Rebel King. The Brotherhood was very thorough with my education.”

      “As they should have been. They were charged with educating the future Queen of the Realm after all.”

      That was the second time he’d said that. Hope blossomed in my chest as fast as anything I’d ever felt. “What do you mean, Taelon?”

      He leaned in, dropping his forehead to mine. “The council has given their verdict. They’ve decided your fate.”

      My fist landed on his chest. I knew what it was, but I needed to hear him say it.

      His mouth spread wide in a proud smile. “You are who you say you are. Tessana Allisand, the Lost Princess, has returned home. You are to be crowned as soon as arrangements can be made. Your future is as Queen of this Realm, Tessa. As the first Queen to rule the Seat of Power.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned into him, overwhelmed and overjoyed. Hot tears pricked at my eyes and I could hardly breathe.

      “You did it, Tessa.”

      I shook my head. “No, not on my own. Your testimony. Taelon, you risked so much. I don’t know how to say thank you.”

      “Don’t, then. I did what needed to be done, that is all.”

      I opened my eyes and pulled back. Staring at that handsome face, I let myself get lost in this boy that had once saved my life, that had grown into a man that continued to save my life, and continued to do what was best for the nine kingdoms. “I am glad to know the man you’ve become,” I whispered to him, emotion clogging my throat. “I’m glad to know that you are as great and respectable and handsome as I’d always known you would be.”

      “You think I’m handsome?”

      I laughed, emotion bouncing through me after everything that had happened over the last few months and this announcement and almost dying at the hands of a crazed guard. “Honestly?” He nodded eagerly. “In my heart of hearts, I think you’re obnoxious.”

      His smile died and he glanced at the doorway. Our private moment was about to be interrupted.

      “There is one more thing,” he insisted.

      “What is it?” Fear pelted my nerves.

      “Your uncle,” Taelon whispered. “The council has continued his regency until your twenty-first birthday. They’re giving the realm to you, but not until you’re ready for it.”

      My mind spun. “King Regent? But he’ll still be in charge!”

      “He is to guide you, Tessa. He is to show you the ways of being a monarch and how to rule the realm. He is still King. But one day…” His hands gently cupped my face. “One day you shall be Queen.” The corner of his lips lifted softly. “And in the meantime, maybe you could guide him as well. In the ways of kindness and goodness. In the way of fearlessness.”

      No matter what had happened up until today, no matter how many brushes with death I’d faced or people that refused to acknowledge my bloodline, this man believed me.

      And I knew him to be the greatest man in the realm.

      A whimpering at my feet drew my attention. “Shiksa!” Pushing away from Taelon I scooped my foxling up and cradled her against my chest. “Oh, you brave thing. Are you okay?” Fresh tears wet my lashes as her head rolled from one side to the other.

      “What happened?” Taelon demanded.

      “She saved my life.” I looked up at him. “Twice.”

      He grinned at me. “So, the little fox and I do have a few things in common.”

      I ignored him. “Will she be all right?”

      He felt her body, moving his hands gently over her. After a minute he said, “She’ll recover. She’s beat up. But not broken.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief just in time for Tyrn and a host of other sovereigns to appear in the doorway. The royals cried out as they absorbed the aftermath of Crenshaw’s attack, astonished by the mess and rain still flooding my room.

      “What happened here?” Tyrn demanded.

      Taelon stepped away from me and faced the council. “Your guard,” he explained. “Your master guard tried to kill the future queen.”

      “Crenshaw would never,” Tyrn said. “You’re mistaken.”

      “Look around, Your Majesty,” Taelon dared. “She barely escaped.”

      “And what happened to Crenshaw?”

      I gestured toward the thunderstorm. “He jumped out the window.”

      As questions started flying at me, I realized that Conandra was my life now—I would always be on trial. Maybe not literally, but with these people I would always have questions to answer and an identity to prove. I wasn’t just a future Queen of Elysia, but Queen of the Realm. My quest had finally ended.

      But the journey to becoming queen was just beginning.
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      “You summoned me?” I asked as I swept into a mediocre curtsy. Apparently, I was more out of practice with court decorum than I had originally believed.

      My uncle raised his head from where a footman held papers for his inspection. His expression was one of undisguised disdain, but whether it was for my ugly curtsy or my overall wellbeing, I could not say. The Crown of Nine sat upon his head.

      But it would be mine soon enough.

      “Tessana,” he murmured. “I’ve been waiting.”

      “I was exploring the castle grounds. I understand that your guards had trouble finding me.”

      He frowned. “You are meant to be queen. You cannot go traipsing off where no one can find you. You of all people should know this. Let the guards do their job and protect you.”

      “Yes, Uncle.”

      I sounded docile and obedient, but in fact, I would not trust my safety with guards, even Elysian ones, ever again. Not after Crenshaw. Not after his body had yet to be found.

      Tyrn didn’t believe me the day it happened, and he was no closer to believing me now. He explained Crenshaw’s absence as regrettable, but not threatening. Tyrn believed, or claimed to believe, that Crenshaw couldn’t stand the idea of transferring his loyalty to a different ruler of the realm and so he’d defected.

      I could agree that Crenshaw hated the idea of me being queen. But it wasn’t defection. It had been an attempted assassination. Not that I could convince my uncle to care about such trivial matters as my life.

      Meanwhile, my uncle and I had formed a sort of unspoken truce. Since the verdict, he’d tolerated my existence and stopped threatening to throw me in the dungeons. But I was not fooled. He would not give me the Crown of Nine willingly. And until it was securely on my head, I would never trust him again.

      I had moved to my old room, which was both sweet and difficult. It was nearly the same as when I’d left it. My bed still bore the same rose silk bedding. My toys had been locked up in a wardrobe, but the furniture was the same. The drapes were the same.

      I’d ordered new bedding and furniture coverings, but I’d left my toys where they were. One day I wanted to be strong enough to go through them. But I hoped to not have to go through them alone.

      “Have you had any word on Katrinka?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” Tyrn sighed. “But I’m sure Maksim has only just arrived home. He’ll send word on your sister when he finds time.”

      Over the last three weeks I’d learned that Brahm had smuggled Katrinka to Barstus the same day my family had been murdered, as soon as the royal guard had found her. He’d claimed it was for her protection, that if the assassins had known she lived they would have come back for her.

      My uncle had kept her there, out of his way and out of the kingdom she belonged to. King Maksim and Queen Oleska had been raising her in secret ever since and to my knowledge had no plans of ever revealing her identity or existence to the realm. There was more that they weren’t telling me, more to Katrinka’s exile and cover-up.  But I would wait until Katrinka arrived before I condemned anyone.

      No one other than Tyrn and the royal family in Barstus had known she was alive until Conandra. Well, and Brahm Havish, who was now sitting in a prison cell after his appearance and testimony at the trial.

      I had not been allowed to see him since they locked him away. Not for lack of trying.

      Tyrn claimed to have kept Katrinka a secret for the same reason I stayed in hiding— to protect her. I couldn’t believe him. Not after everything. But, again, I would wait to decide more when she arrived.

      As for my sister, I could hardly believe that I would get to see her again. It was all I could think about these days and the excitement buzzed through me relentlessly.

      I would often close my eyes and imagine what she looked like, of how she’d grown, of the woman she’d become. My uncle had promised to send for her. And I had decided that if he did not keep his promise, I would go after her myself.

      Although the wait was killing me.

      I had written a letter telling her how urgently I wished to be with her again. But I’d asked that she only come if she wanted to. I knew how jarring it was to realize the sister you had thought dead was alive.

      “If you have no word of Katrinka, then why have you summoned me, Uncle?” I asked when I could stand being ignored no longer.

      He sighed impatiently again but lifted his gaze to focus on me. “I wanted to inform you that Ravanna Presydia will be residing with us as my guest. She has graciously agreed to take you on as a student and teach you the proper ways to be a queen.”

      Unease tickled the back of my neck. “But I thought you were going to do that?” I didn’t trust my uncle, but I trusted Ravanna even less.

      Gunter’s warning echoed in my head, as did Crenshaw’s, and I knew that even after Conandra, the Crown of Nine was still in danger.

      Tyrn laughed without humor. “And what do I know of being queen? Ravanna is the only queen in the realm that controls her own kingdom. And her own army. You should consider yourself fortunate to have her tutelage.”

      “I have tutors,” I reminded him. “And teachers and instructors and masters. I do not need another.”

      His pale blue eyes flashed. “You do need a teacher. You especially need a mentor. And a husband. Your tongue moves without restraint. That will never suit you as Queen. When Ravanna is finished with you, you’ll need a man to help temper your shortsightedness.”

      “A husband?” I suddenly felt sick to my stomach.  No. No no no no no.

      He held my gaze with a challenging glare. “Yes, a husband. The council wants to see you married as soon as possible. Your coronation will be the perfect opportunity to start looking for someone suitable.”

      “Uncle, you can’t be serious!”

      “I’m quite serious. You will have a husband within the year if you want the realm to take you seriously.”

      “Because I’m a queen and not a king? I don’t think the realm will have trouble—”

      “Because you are not a woman but a girl. Because you are not yet a queen, you are only a princess. One that has not even been crowned. Because this realm is looking for strength and unity and solidarity and you are a child that goes traipsing through the woods without a care in the world, as if the butterflies will protect her from all those waiting to slit her throat. If you want to be queen of this realm, Tessana Allisand, you must grow up. You must act like a queen. A husband will help with that.”

      I let out a slow breath. My uncle could search for a husband all he wanted, but I would have the final say in whom and when I married.

      And it would not be within the year.

      When I did not reply, he flicked his hand toward the doors. “Off you go. I’ll see you at supper.”

      I curtsied one last time and turned from the Seat of Power that would one day be mine.

      “There you are.”

      I lifted my gaze from my gold slippers to the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. “Taelon.”

      “I’ve been looking for you,” he smiled.

      “You and half the guards.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head. “Is everything all right?”

      “It’s time for me to go,” he murmured.

      My heart dropped to my toes and I felt like crying. The monarchs had been slowly dispersing over the last few weeks. The Treskinats were one of the last families still here. They were to leave today.

      I would miss them dearly.

      I had already said goodbye to his parents, but I hadn’t been able to find Taelon when I searched for him earlier. “It is quite strange, isn’t it?” I asked him. “We spent the past eight years separated, but this time it feels more final than the last.”

      His lips pressed into a frown. “But it isn’t. I shall be back in a few months for your coronation.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I know. We’ll see each other again.” My heart pounded. I was right. This time was more final.

      He was going home to his kingdom and his crown. His future. And I was staying here. With my kingdom. With my crown. With my future.

      I closed my eyes and pictured him as Rebel King once more. I had known things were impossible then, but not entirely. Because he wasn’t responsible to anyone. As Crown Prince of Soravale, he was responsible to an entire kingdom of people.

      “Tessa,” he murmured, leaning into me. “What is it?”

      “I’m to marry soon,” I confessed. “My uncle says we will begin searching for the right husband at my coronation. A queen should be married. Especially one that rules the realm.”

      Taelon’s body tensed. “I will not be gone long, Tessa. Remember that while your uncle fills your head with all the things a future queen should and should not do.”

      He stepped into me until we were only an inch apart. I felt consumed with his body heat, with the masculine scent of him, with everything that was Taelon Treskinat, future king of Soravale.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      He leaned closer. “Gunter is here while I am away. Your uncle might loathe his presence but know that the Cavolian has pledged his loyalty to you. He will not let anything happen to you while I’m away.”

      “And what of Eret?” I whispered. The temporary rebel commander had been thrown in the dungeons after his promise of fidelity to me. My uncle had not cared a bit that the rebels swore an oath to the crown and to the realm. I had visited him more than I should have. He was not suffering too badly, but I knew he longed for his freedom. “My uncle is determined to make him regret his pledge.”

      A flicker of a smile flashed over Taelon’s mouth. “Don’t worry about Eret. He will be free soon enough.”

      I didn’t ask any more questions.

      It was best if I didn’t know.

      “I will be back, Tessa,” he murmured. “Don’t forget about me while I’m gone.”

      My breath trembled in my lungs. “I could never,” I whispered. “I would never.”

      His lips brushed over my mouth in a fluttering kiss that was over before it began and his fingers traced the line of the pendant I still wore around my neck. “Until we meet again, Stranger.”

      “Stay out of trouble, Rebel King.”

      He pulled back and graced me with a dazzling smile. “Never.”

      Then he was gone, stalking down the corridor with power in each step and the air of a royal thick around him. I watched, unable to tear my eyes off him until he was out of sight.

      Oliver’s voice broke into my wandering thoughts. “He’s gone, Tess. You can stop staring longingly at the hallway like a lovesick toad.”

      I turned to my friend. “Aren’t you supposed to be working harder on your vows, Oliver the Silent?”

      His grin greeted me. “Perhaps,” he allowed. “But I’d much rather have a conversation with my friend, the Queen, then worry about vows waiting for me half a kingdom away.”

      “I’m not Queen yet.”

      “That is a coincidence.” He linked his arm with mine and tugged me down the corridor. Guards stepped into our wake. Supposedly they were protecting me, but this felt little different than when I’d been on trial. Oliver continued. “Because I am not yet a monk.”

      “That is a coincidence,” I agreed. “We both seem to be waiting on rather large destinies.”

      “And while we wait, we should probably get into as much trouble as possible.”

      I laughed. “Agreed!”

      We talked all the way to my rooms. Oliver was no longer posing as a Soravalian servant. He was in residence as my invited guest.

      We had sent word to Father Garius that my quest was complete and that he could soon expect an invitation to the coronation. Until then, Oliver would stay with me and help me adjust to palace life. It wasn’t easy.

      I found it especially troubling to not have anything expected of me. I often tried to help with chores and cooking, but both maids and cooks would chase me off. I had classes and responsibilities, but nothing that truly challenged my mind.

      Just like the last eight years, Oliver was the only thing keeping me sane.

      “Let’s get Shiksa,” he suggested, “and steal some tartlets from the kitchen. She loves the cherry ones.”

      “Because you spoil her with them!”

      He paused in the hallway, “Here she is now.”

      I bent down to scoop her up. She was just now back to her old self, able to leap from bed to wardrobe and back to the ground again with all the energy a pup of her age should have. “How did you get out here, little one?” She curled into my arms, her claws digging protectively into my sleeve.

      “Tessana,” Oliver warned.

      We stepped into my room and I gasped. The place had been destroyed. Bedding had been ripped to shreds. Clothing had been torn and thrown on the floor. Paintings had been sliced down the middle and furniture had been chopped to pieces.

      “Dragon’s blood,” I cursed. The guards peered in behind me and quickly got to work summoning the rest of the royal guard to investigate.

      I shared a look with Oliver and he murmured, “Never a dull moment with you.”

      I blinked at the room, unable to process what this meant. “Look,” I whispered.

      “What is that?” He walked to the center of the room and picked up a long black feather.

      “This isn’t over,” I heard myself say. “They won’t stop until I’m dead.”

      Oliver turned around, feather in his hand. “Unless you kill them first.”

      Someone was trying to kill me.

      But it hadn’t worked when I was a child.

      And it hadn’t worked when Crenshaw attacked.

      This was my fate. I was meant to rule Elysia and the entire Realm. I was meant to be Queen. And they would not stop me. Whoever they were.

      Oliver was right. If I had to kill them first, I would. I would spend my life fighting and surviving and searching for them.

      Because at the end of the day it wasn’t about me.

      It was about the peace I would fight for.

      The evil I would destroy.

      It was about the Crown of a Hundred Kings that would soon belong to a Queen.
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        Thank you for reading Crown of One Hundred Kings! Be on the lookout for book #2 in The Nine Kingdoms Trilogy coming June 2021. Keep reading for an excerpt from Rachel’s young adult paranormal romance, The Rush!

      

      

      

      
        
        The Rush, Book #1 in The Siren Series

      

      

      

      
        
        A life not her own—A future already decided.

      

      

      

      
        
        Every facet of Ivy Pierce’s life is meticulously planned out and plotted. Cynical and jaded by sixteen, Ivy’s only hope is to escape the legacy she was born into.

      

      

      

      
        
        She has a plan—a carefully thought out, feasible plan. She just has to play by the rules until everything falls into place. Unfortunately, as predictable as her days can be, she never sees Ryder Sutton coming. He tumbles into her way unimpressed and untouched by her and the life she lives. He’s an enigma to her. A gorgeous, frustrating, sincere mystery and a complete phenomenon in the ugly world she exists in.

      

      

      

      
        
        What blooms between them is a fiercely intense attraction that cannot be ignored. Even though they would both be better off without each other—even if both their lives depend on staying apart.
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      “Ah, Ms. Pierce, I wish I could say I was happy to see you,” Mrs. Tanner, the evil witch of a secretary, acknowledged me with a smug smirk that seemed to confirm the fact that yes, in case you were wondering, high school is the ninth ring of hell.

      “Oh, Mrs. Tanner, I wish I could say the same thing,” I replied as sweetly as I could. I met her halfway with a long counter in between us.

      She was not amused with me.

      “You can’t miss anymore school Ivy,” Mrs. Tanner warned and I realized it was practically painful for her to give me advice to heed. This must be coming from the principal, the male principal Mr. Costas. “At least not this semester, unless you have a written note from your doctor. Mr. Costas would like to remind you that you are going to have to work hard enough to catch up this late in the quarter and that skipping, ditching or taking unnecessary sick days will not benefit you toward your goal of graduation.”

      “Tell Mr. Costas, I appreciate that he’s looking out for me,” I answered in that same sickly sweet voice I used to annoy the hell out of her.

      She ignored me. “Here is your class schedule.”

      “Thank you.” I snatched it from her hand and turned on my heel before she offered any more unsolicited advice.

      “The faculty of this school would also like to ask that you not send any more of its students to the hospital,” she called out snidely to my back.

      I tensed immediately, my back ramrod straight and my nerves shot to sudden hell. “I’ll do my best,” I ground out and picked up pace.

      I just needed to get to the glass door, push it open and get to class.

      Fifteen more seconds.

      “If you have any extra cash on you, that canister by the door is for Sam’s recovery fund,” she finished on a high note.

      I couldn’t help myself. I should have bolted, and not just from the office, from school, from Omaha, from America…. I should have just gone.

      But instead of listening to the sound voice of reason my inner conscience was screaming at me, I let the rotting guilt spread its ugly, vicious wings and glanced down at the canister. There he was. Sam. Smiling and happy in his senior picture that was not at all indicative of what he looked like now…..

      The canister was covered with construction paper asking for donations to help with his physical therapy and explaining that he used to be a senior at this school, that he used to be a basketball star and that he used to be able to walk…. The same life he never got the chance to live before a car accident changed his world forever. The plastic cover had a slit cut out of the top so you could drop money into it, long enough for coins and wide enough for folded up dollar bills.

      I couldn’t do this.

      I didn’t want to do this.

      I felt my breakfast lurch in my very upset stomach. I lunged for the office door knowing even a second more spent trapped in the same room as that canister was going to send me into another breakdown.

      Only this time there would be serious consequences to pay.

      I threw the door open without seeing. I mean literally I couldn’t see anything. My mind had slipped into the horrific memories of the past and I was pretty sure I could make a solid plea for temporary insanity at this point.

      So when I shoved the door with as much force as I was capable of and met shouting resistance and then found myself tripping, toppling over something on the floor, I was completely taken off guard. The situation was made worse when in the middle of my fall I was drenched with severely hot liquid and landed painfully on my back, soaking wet.

      I lay there for several moments sprawled out awkwardly on the hard tile before the clearest, deepest gray eyes I had ever seen hovered over me. His thick brow line and hard edges to his tanned face prove he was male, definitely male. Our gazes locked together and I felt uncomfortably immobilized as the liquid I could now identify as coffee started to cool on my shirt and against my skin.

      And then those eyes narrowed on me. My eyes flickered to a face that was completely unreadable, in that I couldn’t identify his expression except that it wasn’t good. Like…. he was mad at me. Like, he was pissed at me.

      “Let me up,” I growled, confused by his less than stellar reaction.

      “Excuse me?” he asked politely, schooling his expression and realistically sounding polite, like he hadn’t heard me correctly.

      “Let me up,” I slowed my speech down, thinking he just hadn’t heard me, probably because he was so disconcerted from staring into my eyes.

      I’m not being stuck up here. That’s just usually what happened. I was speaking from experience.

      “No problem.” He scooted back from me and I scrambled to my feet. He joined me seconds later with two empty coffee cups in his hand.

      We both side-stepped the spilled coffee puddled in the hallway and I thought for a second that I heard him huff an impatient sigh, but I knew that had to be wrong.

      The halls were empty now, and we were left to stare each other down in front of the office. I prayed Mrs. Tanner had gone back to hiding in her hole of a break room; otherwise I needed to be concerned with her swooping down at any moment to haul my ass to the principal’s office. If I was lucky she would demand a detention, but more than likely she would be petitioning for a suspension. She would use this or any other thing she could find against me.

      Like I assaulted gray eyes with his hot coffee in an attempt to end any promising future he might have. Like this would be related in some way to Sam.

      Realizing that could be the case, I looked down at my shirt hoping to have evidence that I was actually the one assaulted. And then hope turned to irritation when I noticed that it was completely ruined, and uncomfortably sticky and cold. Not that it was a designer shirt…. but the tight fitting, scoop neck black long-sleeved tee looked great with my gray bubble skirt and knee high charcoal boots. And the only extra piece of clothing I had with me was my favorite hoodie that I wasn’t supposed to wear.

      “What am I going to do now?” I bit out, while mystery man watched me from a few feet away.

      “Excuse me?” he asked politely again, only this time I heard the faint tones of aggression and confusion.

      Not possible.

      “You spilled coffee all over me; I don’t have a change of clothes, what am I supposed to do for the rest of the day?” I asked not at all politely.

      “I spilled coffee on you?” he asked slowly, his patience growing thin.

      I stopped then, in that moment and lifted my eyes to meet his again. He wasn’t looking at me though, his arms were crossed and he was looking around the hallway as if he couldn’t actually believe what was happening and he needed someone else to clue him in. I took his distracted second to look him over.

      He was all bad boy with thick layered dark brown hair that was clearly not styled and left messy and sexy from sleep. He had the thick kind of eyelashes that made most girls go crazy, with tanned skin completely in contrast to his silver gray eyes. His gray t-shirt that was just a little too tight, stretched over his biceps deliciously. His low slung jeans completed what might as well have been the uniform for all things wicked.

      “Are you seriously going to blame me?” he asked in disbelief, drawing my attention away from the hollow of his throat.

      “You spilled coffee on me,” I pointed out, pulling my shirt away from my skin mostly because it was so uncomfortable but also and a bit calculatingly because I knew it would expose my stomach and I was dying to see his reaction to a little skin.

      “You came flying out of the office like a bat out of hell and ran into me,” he laughed unbelievably. And not once did his eyes fall to my exposed skin.

      “Listen, I don’t have time for this, I’m already late for class,” I ignored his potentially valid point and waited for the part where he would shake off his disbelief and ask for my number.

      “You’re seriously unbelievable,” he continued to sound irritated with me and honestly it was a little disconcerting.

      “Me?” I gasped. “You’re unbelievable!”

      Only I really meant that. Something was wrong. Like maybe I was broken.

      Maybe I was broken….?

      I had to test this theory, which meant swallowing all of my pride. My entire life thus far had conditioned me to think that nothing was ever my fault and there was always someone else to blame. Usually a man. An apology would take some effort on my part.

      “You are one snide little-”

      “Wait a second, before you start calling names,” I interrupted him, holding my hand up before he could get any naughty words out of that beautiful mouth of his. “You caught me way off guard. I may have been a little defensive,” I relented, not feeling a single word I was saying, but knowing if I wanted to get to the bottom of this I would have to play his game.

      “You are apologizing for being defensive?” he clarified, not looking at all pacified.

      What the hell?

      “Yes, um, that and for running into you,” I mumbled in a rush.

      “What was that?” he stepped forward, tightening the arms that were folded across his chest. I knew he heard me…. cocky bastard.

      “I apologize for running into you, I was in a hurry,” I offered magnanimously.

      “Obviously,” he narrowed his eyes on me again and rocked back on his heels. “It’s fine, I mean, you took most of the hit anyway.” He nodded to my stained shirt and that’s when I realized he was completely dry except for the hem of his t-shirt.

      I hesitated for a long moment, feeling irrationally vulnerable under his scrutiny. Which wasn’t fair, because I was usually the one getting to do the scrutinizing. He looked me over for all of three more seconds before seeming to come to an indifferent conclusion.

      Which, let’s be honest, confused the hell out of me.

      “I can write you a pass,” he offered out of the blue. This was it! This was him showing his true colors! But his tone of voice was not anything like the doting, fawning boys I was used to.

      “You can?” I squeaked while still feeling exposed for some strange reason.

      “I’m the office aide this hour, which is why I had coffee in the first place,” he motioned to the still wet ground.

      “Oh.”

      “What’s your name?” he asked as if he didn’t know.

      “Really?” I laughed.

      His expression turned confused. “I can’t write you a pass without it.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t tell if he really didn’t know my name or not. He looked confused, but really I was the one that was so confused I couldn’t even make a sentence.

      “Uh, your name?” he asked impatiently.

      “Ivy Pierce,” I struggled for confidence. Who was this guy?

      “Come on Ivy, what class are you going to?” He motioned toward the office, but there was absolutely no way I was going back in there. Not to mention, the minute Mrs. Tanner figured out he was trying to help me out, she wouldn’t let him go through with it. And for some unexplainable reason I didn’t want to get in it with her in front of him.

      Whoever he was.

      “Um, I have,” I gave my schedule a quick glance before answering, “Mr. Taylor for creative writing.” He motioned me to follow him so I had to call after him before the door swung shut, “I’ll just wait out here.”

      He nodded his head without turning around to acknowledge me. Huh. He jumped up, so he could reach over the chest high partition and grabbed the yellow late slips before settling back down to the floor and filling it out. I watched him through the glass in kind of a state of disbelief. He hadn’t looked back at me, not even once.

      Obviously my self-confidence was used to more petting, but I had legitimate reasons to have always thought of myself as desired. I was desired- always. And it wasn’t something I liked or ever hardly tolerated, but still it was the truth. The male species as a whole couldn’t resist me and suddenly I smashed into someone I didn’t know, get splattered with hot coffee and my mojo was gone?

      “Ivy Pierce?” a girl’s voice made me turn my head away from watching the mysterious office aide.

      I turned to meet Kenna Lee as she approached the office. I forced a smile that I didn’t really mean and realized how hard it was to keep my focus on her. She was nice enough, or as nice as a girl could be around me and we had known each forever, but as far as friends went…. she didn’t like me. At all.

      And I didn’t blame her.

      Plus it was hard to keep my eyes off the office aide writing me a pass. What if he turned to check me out and I missed it? Or even better, what if he never turned to check me out?

      Kenna’s smile seemed halfway genuine though so I had to wonder if girls would also be affected by my loss of mojo. Maybe I would start making friends.

      “When did you get back?” she asked. She was one of the more attractive girls in our junior class. Her dad was Japanese and her mom was Italian American so she had the good fortune of beautifully mixed genes with long, silky straight black hair, and pretty tilted eyes that were a shocking shade of green.

      “Today is my first day,” I answered, wondering what to make of her friendliness.

      “Good luck,” she smiled knowingly, but friendly enough.

      “Uh, thanks,” I mumbled while she left me in the hallway and entered the office.

      Office Boy turned at the sound of the door bells tinkling and his gray eyes lit up as soon as they landed on Kenna. He stopped writing my pass to pull her into his arms and smother her in a kiss. She threw her head back in laughter and he went for her neck playfully.

      It was kind of gross, in that sickeningly gross happy couple way that makes everyone around want to vomit. Really blissful couples always made me uncomfortable anyway and I felt the need to avert my eyes.

      The office door opened again and a tan, long-fingered hand was thrust through the space. I followed the sinewy muscles up to a perfectly toned bicep along his shoulder, collarbone, and throat and up to those clear gunmetal eyes staring at me with nothing more than complete disinterest.

      “Sorry, again about the coffee,” I apologized more sincerely for that spill than I had anything else in my entire life.

      Okay. Almost anything else.

      With one giant exception.

      “No worries,” he replied without even a smile before the door was shut on me and he, whoever he was, went back to flirting with Kenna in the office.

      That was honestly a first for me.
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        Grab your copy of The Rush today! And be on the lookout for book #2 in The Nine Kingdoms Trilogy coming 2021. The Rush for KU.
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