
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Shameless Fae (The Fae Bounties, Book 1)

    

    




      
        Cilla Raven

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cilla Raven Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 by Cilla Raven

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, names, and events are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, businesses, or locales is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        No part of this book, whether in print or electronic format, may be used, reproduced, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without express written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in an article or book review.

      

        

      
        www.cillaraven.com

      

        

      
        Cover art and design by

        Nichole Witholder - Rainy Day Artwork

      

        

      
        www.rainydayartwork.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To my great, amazing, fantastic, wonderful, awesome husband who inspires me each and every day.

      

      To Nicky, may your art continue to inspire me as it did with this book! You built Z in my mind with an image. Oh, the power you wield!

      

      And to everyone who’s ever dreamed of getting revenge or having wings and the pointy ears to match… this book is for you.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Fae Classes & Wing Colors

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Lazlo Cren of Igamoxar

      

      
        Roan Grissom (Origin Unknown)

      

      
        Quinn Frost of Wrogmar

      

      
        Priya Ravenskull of Tavatika

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Also by Cilla Raven

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        The Raven’s Nest

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Arorial]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fae Classes & Wing Colors

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Black - Royal / Chief / Leader

      

        

      
        Purple - Noble / Advisor

      

        

      
        Dark Blue - Scribes / Historians

      

        

      
        Brown - Guards

      

        

      
        Red - Artisans / Smiths

      

        

      
        Teal - Traders

      

        

      
        Light Purple - Bards / Artists / Musicians

      

        

      
        Green - Farmers / Agriculturalists

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Living a double life is a double-edged sword, and both of the lives I lead have their own sets of benefits and shortcomings.

      By day, and whenever I find myself in public, I’m Princess Zinnia Thornfire, the only living heir to the throne of Tavatika, one of the largest and wealthiest nations in all of Arorial.

      It’s a title that affords me certain perks no matter how much I wish it didn’t.

      There’s this heightened level of respect and dignity that every fae and human are required to show me, I’m allowed to do pretty much as I please, and I’ve never once wanted for anything to ensure my basic survival. There’s always been way too much food on my table, rack upon heavily-laden rack of clothes just waiting for the day when I will wear them, human servants to do my bidding, and unrestricted access to almost every place within Tavatika’s city walls.

      However, as the princess, I can’t go outside the city walls, I have to keep people at a distance, hold my tongue, abide by frivolous and useless customs, have an escort everywhere I go, and play the part of the future queen perfectly, even though I’d rather pull all the feathers out of my big black wings than stand on tradition, ignoring all the problems in our nation as if they don’t exist simply because it isn’t my place to do anything about them yet.

      But by night, I’m the bounty hunter known as ‘The Ghost.’

      The nickname developed slowly over time, and it took me a while to realize that I was the one they were talking about when I’d first heard of this new and dangerous bounty hunter cleaning up the streets of Tavatika. In reality, the rumors give me way more credit than I deserve, such is the nature of the rumor mill, but that’s not to say their fear of my tactics is unwarranted. My uncle has trained me well over the years, and the money I’ve put back into the kingdom from my nightly excursions amounts to a lot of much-needed change within the city walls.

      My motives for being a bounty hunter run much deeper than just the monetary reward it affords my kingdom. To be honest, the money and precious gems I earn for capturing each criminal I hand over to Eruxus never even stays in my pocket long enough for me to care about it. I give everything back to the Tava people knowing I don’t need it, but they certainly do.

      No, my motives for heading out each night to catch any criminal fae that crosses my path have much more to do with the fact that I seek vengeance, mainly from what we call the rebellion- a bunch of different kinds of fae who work together to wreak havoc on all of Arorial, especially in the Tava nation.

      The rebellion took my mother from me thirteen years ago when I was ten, and since then, I’ve been training and hunting in the hopes that one day I’ll be able to capture the fae that were responsible for her death.

      However, while living my double life, I realized pretty quickly that I’m happiest when I’m out hunting bounties, when I wear a disguise, when people don’t change who they are while they talk to me. It’s as if I’m a free fae when I hunt, and I continuously find myself rushing through my duties as the princess just so I can go out on another hunt.

      There’s a duality to living two separate lives. While sometimes I feel like I’m handling everything on my plate, at others, I don’t feel like I’m living either one of my personas to the best of my ability because one side of my life is always being dampened by the other and vice versa.

      Sitting with my arms wrapped loosely around my knees on the bench under my window while my wings hang limply at my back, I sigh a heavy breath as I watch all the commotion going on outside the castle. Our guests had started to arrive in their carriages over the last half hour or so, stirring up dust as they traveled down the long path from the castle’s gates to our front door, my mind swirling with memories and my heart heavy with the emotions this holiday always causes me.

      When I was little, the arrival of all the other royals in Arorial was one of my favorite parts of all the Faedom Day festivities. My mother and I would sit together at this very window and watch them as they drove down the path or arrived on their steeds from the skies. Back then, I remember feeling like I might just burst out of my skin with the excitement of it all.

      We’d watch as the kings and queens of the Dual Dominion would step out of their carriages dressed in their most elegant attire, an entire entourage following in their wake behind them. We’d cheer as the high chieftains of Igomoxar and Lotaque would fly in, each riding their own breed of pegasus, and we’d try to keep ourselves from trembling as the ambassador of Eruxus would fly in on his griffon wearing bones around his neck, on his clothing, and hanging from his half-cropped ears.

      However, since my mother died, the excitement I used to feel for Faedom Day and all it encompasses has remained as elusive and unattainable for me as seeing her again in the flesh. Once she was gone, something switched inside my brain. I started to see things differently, analyze things more critically, and that switch turned out to only work in one direction. I couldn’t go back to seeing the world the same way as I had when I was little, to hold it in the same high regard as I had before she was taken from me so brutally by the rebellion.

      Instead, every year in the days leading up to Faedom Day, I’ve been sitting by the same window without her, watching the same parade of Arorial’s finest, just as I had when she was alive, forcing myself not to flee out the back door for greener pastures. Somewhere where no one would know who I was and where I could start living the full life I wanted to live. One I want desperately but just wasn’t born into. In fact, I have to force myself not to make a run for it every day.

      Watching the other royals climb out of their expensive carriages, I try really hard to keep the memories of my mother from springing to the forefront of my mind, but no amount of self-talk seems to help as the thoughts bombard me like they do every year at this time.

      That night, thirteen years ago, was one of the scariest I’ve ever lived through, and it set the stage for The Ghost to be born.

      We’d all gone to our bed-chambers that night thinking everything was normal, that we’d wake up the next morning to the sounds of the castle’s bells noting the eighth hour, encouraging us to start a brand-new day as usual. My mother had hummed her sweet melody to me - the one I knew by heart, and couldn’t sleep without hearing - while she tucked me into bed that night.

      When she walked out my chamber door for the last time, closing it tightly behind her as she went, I saw her soft smile, and its effect on me had been instantaneous. I felt all kinds of happiness and contentment, resting comfortably in the knowledge that life was amazing, magical, and full of never-ending goodness.

      However, right after she shut the door, I heard keys turning in the lock as if she were locking me in my room, and I hadn’t been able to understand at the time why she’d do such a thing since she never had before.

      Confused, I’d gotten up from my bed and wandered over to see if she’d actually locked me in, and when the door wouldn’t budge, I stood there for a little bit wondering what in fae was going on.

      I was never a bad child, but I also wasn’t ever too well behaved either. As such, I’d explored the castle well enough to know that there was a hidden door behind the tapestry on the wall that would offer me a chance to investigate my mother’s strange behavior. I also knew that if I crept through the hidden door just right, it wouldn’t squeak when I opened it, and that unless someone knew to look for the door, they’d never know where I’d gone.

      Abandoned passageways litter this castle. They weave between all the rooms and even have skinny staircases to reach every floor. It’s always been my favorite thing about the castle, if for no other reason than to see the looks on people’s faces when, as a rambunctious child, I’d just show up out of nowhere right behind them, making them jump and causing laughter to bubble up from inside my chest. The passages are only a few feet wide, and spiders and the occasional rat regularly make them their home, but I have never minded. I didn’t know anyone knew about them at the time, so for the better part of my childhood, the passages acted like my secret hideaway.

      A few days after my mother’s death, my uncle told me that the passages were initially built into the castle for the human slaves to travel through so that no one would ever see them. However, after the unrest of the humans over a hundred years ago, they closed them all off, and eventually, most people in the castle had forgotten they even existed.

      I remember it being so dark in the passageway that night that I’d had to go back in my room to get the lantern from the side of my bed if I wanted to have any hope of figuring out what was going on. I hadn’t known where my mother had gone, but I’d guessed she was going to bed as well, so as quietly as possible, I walked between the walls of the castle until I came to the door that led to my parents’ bed-chamber.

      I could hear my mother singing to herself as I got nearer, and being bolder than was probably smart, I silently turned the handle on the door and peeked through. She’d been sitting at her dressing table, brushing out her long black hair, eyes closed as the song she was singing reached a passionate part with high notes that gave me chills to hear. I remember thinking about how beautiful her voice sounded, how much like an angel she seemed in that moment with her white nightgown, black wings, and bare feet.

      I’d been so lost in watching her, I hadn’t noticed that her chamber door was slowly opening until it was too late.

      Five fae men with bandannas over the lower parts of their faces and different colored wings crept into her room behind her. As I looked back at her with wide eyes, I realized she’d already glimpsed their reflection in her mirror. She stood up instantly, her fangs elongating as a feral growl tore from her throat. I’d never seen or heard my mother act that way, and the newness and surprise of the entire situation had my body frozen in place.

      Once they knew she’d seen them, the five fae sprinted across the space toward her, one grabbing her by the neck, another pulling her arms behind her, effectively trapping her wings in between them while another tried to grab her around her middle. The other two stood there and watched, their body language saying they were prepared to jump in if they were needed as the other three wrestled my mother over to the bed.

      She was kicking and clawing, biting and snarling as each of the fae men took turns trying to beat her into submission.

      My ten-year-old body just wouldn’t move when I’d told it to, despite how much turmoil I was feeling on the inside. My brain struggled to wrap itself around what I was seeing. I wondered where her guards were, why the fae men were attacking her, how they were able to get into the castle in the first place, what they could possibly have to gain by doing what they were doing. My mind had been a complete mess.

      But when I saw one fae man sliding up between her legs and pulling his trousers down while the other four held her down, something inside me snapped. I might’ve only been ten years old at the time, but I knew about sex and rape and the difference between the two.

      I remember pushing out the door silently, preparing myself to ambush them where they stood with the lamp I still held in my trembling hands, but as I’d gotten nearer, my mother’s eyes met mine.

      It was a look that will forever be etched into the foundation of my memories, filling my restless nights with nightmares of the evil fae for the rest of my life.

      I’d stopped dead in my tracks when she looked at me. Tears filled her eyes, not from what the fae men were doing to her, I don’t think, but from the sight of me. Where one of them sat on her arm, I watched as she lifted her hand in a shooing motion as she pleaded silently for me to leave.

      Stubbornly, I kept walking forward, dismissing what she’d obviously been telling me to do, but as I got closer, her voice came out lovingly, though it was raspy and pained at the same time. She said, “Get out,” and I knew her words were meant for me. There was no denying it.

      Fighting against every cell in my body, I backed away slowly, easing my way back into the passageway so the fae men wouldn’t see me. As soon as the door was almost closed behind me, I turned on my heel and ran as fast as I could through the door that would lead me into the hallway outside my parents’ chamber to find help.

      When I’d opened that door and looked out though, I’d seen seven guards, dead on the carpeted hallway floor, and panic like I’d never known before snaked its way through me, sending an icy chill down my spine.

      My mother’s brother, my uncle, was the only other person in the castle that I could think of at the time, who’d be able to help since my father was off somewhere doing fae knows what. I ran through the passages as fast as my legs would carry me, and busted through the hidden door to his room, scaring him half to death with my abrupt appearance.

      However, there was no laughter that time as he faced me, worry written all over his face as he asked, “Z, what’s wrong?”

      I was panting, and it was hard, pulling air into my lungs to get the words out, but after a second, I heard myself squeaking out, “Mama!”

      My uncle’s eyes got big as fear visibly spread through him, and he reached out to me, grabbing me by the hand as he stared into my eyes and said, “Take me to her. Hurry now.”

      I led him back the way I’d come, and he busted through the door to my parents’ chamber like a madfae.

      Only when I followed him through did I realize that I’d taken way too long getting help.

      My mother was laid out naked on her stomach, her wings flat atop her back in a sickening position that just screamed there was no more life left in them, and as I looked into her open eyes, there was no more light left within them either. She was staring at the door we’d come out of as her blood soaked into the bed beneath her, spreading from wounds inflicted all over her body.

      The fae men who’d done that to her were nowhere in sight, and as my uncle dropped to his knees, a pained cry tearing from his throat at the sight, I’d found myself frozen yet again, the only movement from me being that of the tears that clouded my vision and seeped down my cheeks.

      Uncle stood after a few minutes and covered her nakedness with a sheet before he turned to me, the look in his eyes so sad I could feel his pain in the depths of my soul. Carefully, he picked me up, and I remember clinging to him as a flood of pained emotions finally broke free from me as if a dam were bursting.

      It’d been hard to breathe with how hard I was crying, snot and tears seeping into Uncle’s shirt as he drew slow circles on my back with one hand and carried me to wherever he was going, stepping lightly over the dead guards in the hallway. When he finally put me down, I barely even noticed we were back in his chambers, but as he kneeled before me, something about the way he was staring at me made my tears slow as I regarded him.

      “Tell me everything, Z, we haven’t got much time,” he said, and as I spilled everything I knew and saw, his eyes never once left mine, his hands never lost their sure and steady grip on mine. My tears had come in angry and spastic bursts as I recounted everything, my guilt for not being able to do anything about what happened dripping into every word I said, but as he spoke next, his words pulled me up short.

      “Z, I need you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say,” he said, effectively drying my tears as I strained my pointed ears to hear every word that came from his mouth. “Today, you witnessed something just… awful. Today, you saw just how evil this world can be,” he said before he sighed. “Today, you were just a princess, just a small fae girl who couldn’t do anything to help your mom, but starting tomorrow, you will learn to be more. You will become everything you need to be to face this evil world - a fae that strikes fear into the hearts of those that would do you and yours harm.”

      My voice had been stuck inside my throat, so I couldn’t speak while the weight of his words fell on my chest like an anchor being dropped into raging seas, one that I gratefully took hold of and clung to as my only way forward.

      “You will never be caught unprepared like your mother was tonight,” he paused for a breath before he continued, “You will become what she needed to be.”

      The few days after my mother’s death passed by in a blur and I don’t remember much beyond two very vivid memories from that time: the first, when Uncle started training me whenever we both got a chance to be free from prying eyes, and the second, when my father had arrived home and stepped into the castle for the first time since she’d passed.

      I’d been training with Uncle for a little over a week, and already, my vulnerable and weak exterior had begun to show the fruits of our labor. My muscles had been sore, but overall, I’d felt stronger, more agile, and more present in the moment. That training is probably why I remember the expression on my father’s face so clearly.

      That moment when our eyes had met, I’d thought for a second that maybe, just maybe, we would actually start to have some kind of a relationship. In that moment, I let myself believe my mother’s death could actually bring us closer together as father and daughter. But, as I started to run toward him with the intention of throwing myself into his arms, hoping he’d hold me and tell me everything was going to be okay, the look on his face said he had no intention of living up to my expectations whatsoever.

      Cold.

      His face had been so cold I’d stopped running across the grand entryway, skidding to a stop not five feet in front of him as he’d stared down his nose at me.

      “What do you want?”

      Those were the first words my father said to me when he saw me for the first time after my mother, his wife, was murdered in our own home.

      I stammered a little as I always had in his intimidating presence, but eventually got the words out, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt as I’d asked, “Have you heard about Mama?”

      He scoffed at me and said, “Of course, child. I’m not stupid,” before he turned and started walking through the castle.

      I followed him, and to this day, I still don’t know why I did it, but I stomped my foot and asked him loud enough that it echoed through the cavernous space, “Then what are you going to do about it?”

      He turned around as quick as lightning and slapped me with an open palm hard enough to send me tumbling to the marble floor.

      “Do not question me, Zinnia. Mind your place, do you hear me?”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d hit me, nor was it his last, but it was that specific instance that made something shift inside me permanently. Kind of like how my mother’s death changed me and the way I think things through, that blow to my cheek altered the way I’ve looked at my father from that moment on.

      He wasn’t the father I wanted and craved attention from. He wasn’t even the king the people of Tavatika needed either. He was a mountain I needed to conquer, a stepping stone on my path that I needed to get past, and since then, I’ve never had an ounce of respect left for the fae man that sired me.

      In the weeks following Mama’s death, a few things had become painfully apparent: the fae men that’d killed her were probably working for the rebellion, and my father wasn’t going to do anything at all about her death.

      He didn’t hunt down members of the rebellion or send his army off to find their camps and strongholds or interrogate known associates. It didn’t even seem like he mourned her at all since not even two weeks later, he was headed off with another one of his concubines. He was gone for a few months after that, leaving the running of this kingdom to his right hand, Chancellor Extol, a habit he still did regularly, despite the obvious issues his absences have led to over the years.

      Shaking my head to dislodge all of my painful memories, I watch as the carriages out front get stripped of everything the fae royalty will need for their three day stay in my home, and I can’t help but feel a certain level of disgust for the materialistic mindset that seems to have gripped almost everyone I’ve ever met.

      Why do the monarchs of the Dual Dominion need so many trunks and crates anyway? I mean, I understand that they needed to survive the long journey to Tavatika, but did they really need everything they’ve brought with them? I really don’t see a need for, how many is that? Fifteen human servants? What purpose could that possibly serve?

      That’s one thing I can admire about the high chieftains and the Eruxus ambassador - they travel light, bringing with them only what they can pack on their beasts for the journey - no extra fae or human servants to pamper them while they travel, just themselves, a few bags, and their flying steeds.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” Mika says, entering my bed-chamber without even knocking as usual. If she tried that kind of thing with any other person in the castle, she’d be in some real trouble, but she and I have that kind of relationship, one where we tend to ignore the rules when we’re alone with each other.

      We grew up together, and even though she’s my servant, she’s also my friend.

      I smile softly at her, knowing it won’t reach my eyes as I try to get my depressive thoughts out of my head and focus on what Mika has come to tell me, though I can guess it probably has something to do with getting me ready in time for tonight’s events.

      Seeming to know right away the troubles that plague me, she comes over to sit with me, resting a hand lightly on the top of one of my bare feet. “I know this time of year is hard for you, Princess. I’d take all the pain away from you if I could,” she offers, bringing a real and genuine smile to my lips at her thoughtfulness.

      Mika has the best heart of anyone I’ve ever known besides my mother. She’s thoughtful, extremely innocent, unjaded, and happy, unlike most other humans like her.

      As selfish as it might sound, I want her to keep that optimistic view of the world for as long as possible, if for no other reason than so I can bask in the joy she brings to my life because of it, so I don’t tell her about the sorrowful thoughts I’ve been having.

      “I know you would, Mika,” I say as I place one of my hands over hers.

      Smiling back at me, she takes a deep breath before she stands up, pulling me along with her, an innate enthusiasm escaping her in a way that is purely her own, making her smile light up the room.

      She places her hands on her hips as she says, “Alright, Princess. It’s time to get you ready for the festivities. Your father wants to see you before the big dinner, so we don’t have a whole lot of time. Come on.”

      Only groaning on the inside, I follow her over to my wardrobe where she pulls out an outfit she knows will piss my father off because she knows me so well, and probably because she wants to give me something to smile about during the dinner with all the other royals.

      The actual day of Faedom Day doesn’t fall on the calendar for another two days. Still, the events leading up to it all start tonight with ‘The Meeting of Arorial’s Royals,’ a big to-do, black-tie dinner where the who’s who of all the nations show up to rub their previous year’s accomplishments in the faces of all the other fae in attendance.

      Okay, maybe I’m a little bitter, but still, it's true.

      In quick succession, Mika lays a pair of tight-fitting, brown leather pants, my black, knee-high boots that have a small heel built-in, and a light blue halter top made from flowing silk onto my bed as she says, “You may not be excited for Faedom Day, and I completely understand why, but I can’t wait.”

      “I know. You always have such a good time, and I get why, too. It’s the only day of the year where you’re not cooped up in this castle, working all day. It’s when you’re actually allowed to be yourself and do what you want to do,” I say as I reach for the straps of my top where they hang down between my wings. “I wish I could make every day like that for you.”

      Mika blushes at my words but doesn’t say anything more as she leaves me to stoke the fire while she waits for me to get dressed.

      Letting me dress myself was a hard-fought-for compromise we’d had to hash out when she first started working for me, without her mother’s guidance, about ten years ago.

      She’s been by my side every day since she learned how to sweep a floor and tend a fire, but always with her mother’s watchful eye and sharp tongue as her constant companion, up until she was old enough to look after my needs on her own. Our birthdays fell on the same week, and the year we both turned thirteen was the year she became basically independent from her mother. That week had been one of the worst weeks our friendship had ever had to endure.

      I’d been three years into leading my double life, which only two people in the entire world knew about, and I was getting sick and tired of being waited on, watched constantly, and fussed over by everyone, when all I wanted to do was blend in and become invisible.

      That independent streak I got from my mother had cemented itself in my psyche, and I’d been looking for any way I could find to change how I was being treated by those around me.

      I’d just assumed that when Mika took the reins from her mother, I’d be able to reason with her, persuade her into letting me do some things on my own. But instead, after quite a few screaming matches and even more tears, I’d realized that she’d been told her whole life that the only value she could bring to this world was measured by how well and how much she waited on me hand and foot.

      I’d never believed that, not for one second. Not with how good of a friend she’d been to me for all those years. Not with how my mother taught me to treat those that tend to us. Mama always treated her servants like they were her closest friends, and I had no intention of doing anything different to mine.

      It had taken a while to convince Mika otherwise, but eventually, we did reach a kind of compromise that made us both happy.

      She could still call me ‘Princess,’ for example, but she would stop bowing to me every time she saw me. She could pick out my clothes, but I would dress myself. She could gather logs for the fire, but I would tend it throughout the night if it needed it. This means she actually gets more sleep than any other servant in the castle because she doesn’t have to wake up during the night to walk all the way up to my chamber from the servants’ quarters just to throw another log on the fire.

      “Oh, I just can’t wait!” Mika says, a distant look in her eyes as if she’s reminiscing on previous Faedom Day celebrations. Her brown locks are disheveled from a long day of hard work but flow freely about her shoulders as if she doesn’t have a care in the world. Swiping some of it out of her face, she says, “Every year is better than the last,” as I finish pulling on my boots. “You know, I even heard a rumor from some of the other servants that Umbra will be making an appearance! Do you think she’ll perform for us, Princess?”

      I giggle at her and say, “That was supposed to be kept a secret, but yes, I think she might.”

      “Oh, that’s just fantastic! I’m so excited! But don’t worry, Princess, I won’t tell anyone.” Her happy and enthusiastic face settles quickly into one of serious determination, the whiplash of her emotions, making me giggle even more.

      She’s always told me every thought that flows through her mind freely and uncensored, yet I can barely tell her half of the thoughts that float through mine.

      I can’t.

      “I know you won’t, Mika.”

      Loyal to a fault, that girl will do anything I ask, will keep any secret I entrust to her care, and she’ll take all of it to her grave if I ask her to.

      It’s why I can’t lay my burdens on her shoulders, why I keep my double life a secret from her: so she will never have to face exile or the guillotine because of the decisions I make.

      I don’t think she’ll be able to understand why I do the things I do every night, my need to see justice prevail, or my desire to escape the trappings of my life, even though she saw the aftermath of my mother’s murder.

      If she found out what I do, I doubt she’d leave my side. Still, she’d definitely look at me differently; the realization changing both her, and her opinion of me, and I could never jeopardize her future, even if it means lying to her every day and living with the mounting burden of guilt I feel for doing so.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you to your father,” Mika says, knowing I hate being herded around by the guards, and that if she stays with me, the guards won’t pay me any attention, the requirement for my safety only being that I can never go anywhere alone. The whole concept of being watched continually is ridiculous to me, but such is the life of a princess.

      The walk to my father’s quarters is filled with silence as tension builds up inside my chest. Mika knows what happened the last time I saw my father, around this same time last year, and I can feel her nervous energy worsening by the second, her hands twisting together in front of her as we walk.

      Standing outside the doors to my father’s chancellery, the guards begin opening them for me without hesitation, and Mika offers me a worried smile before she says, “I’ll be right here waiting for you, Princess,” in a tone that means so much more than the actual words she said.

      Reading between the lines, I know she meant, “I’m sorry you have to do this again, and I’m sorry your father is such a crappy king and an even crappier father.”

      I offer her a gentle smile, lift my face in the air like I know he expects me to, and step through the doors silently.
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      King Amenoday Thornfire is sitting regally on his leather bench by the fire as I enter, and the chancellor, Delrin Extol, announces my presence as if I were a guest in my own house, “Princess Zinnia Thornfire, your majesty,” before he steps out of the room.

      My father doesn’t even bother turning his head to see me, much less make an attempt at actually getting up to welcome me. The lack of action on his part isn’t unusual though, so I brush the slight off like I always do.

      Nerves creep under my skin as I sit down on the stool opposite him, making sure to keep my back straight, my wings taut in the perfect position, and my hands placed gingerly on my thighs.

      “Daughter,” Father says, almost angrily.

      “Father,” I reply like a smartass, mimicking his tone perfectly as I narrow my eyes in his direction.

      “I’ve heard you’ve been making quite a fuss over my whereabouts.” He says this, not like a question, but more like an accusation, and I have to fight really hard not to roll my eyes at him.

      He’s talking about how the other day, I’d asked Chancellor Extol if he’d heard whether my father was ever coming back home again, and that slimy bastard had replied with something along the lines of, “Don’t you worry your pretty little face about that, child. Uncle Extol has everything under control.”

      That fae is not my uncle in any way, and just thinking about him makes my skin crawl.

      “I simply wondered if you would be making it back for Faedom Day,” I say in as cool a tone as I can manage before my anger and tongue get the better of me, and my words continue, “This has been the longest you’ve ever stayed away before. It’s been an entire year, for fae’s sake. I was beginning to wonder if I needed to step up as queen since you obviously don’t want to be here to run our kingdom anymore.”

      “There will be no need for that,” he says dismissively of both my words and my hostility, but I know I’m starting to get on his nerves by the way his jaw tightens. “You will become queen if you are married when I die, not before, and I don’t intend on dying any time soon.”

      I take a deep breath of air as I attempt to calm myself down before I speak again. “Be that as it may, Father, how am I supposed to know what needs to happen if you aren’t here and you don’t send word to me about where you are or what you’re doing? Am I just supposed to trust that you haven’t abandoned us or died when you’ve been gone for so long?”

      Looking pointedly at me for the first time in a year, his brown eyes meeting my blue ones, he says, “I did send word, just not to the likes of you.”

      His words are meant to cut right through me, a jab meant to blow me backward and throw me off. His intent is to shatter me, so I’ll quit being defiant. However, I am far from being that same little defenseless fae girl he used to slap around when I was younger, and he damn well knows it.

      Smiling through my anger, I nod to myself and try to keep my wits about me. “I see,” I say. “You don’t think I deserve to know where you’ve gone or what you’re doing, that I don’t need to help run this kingdom because I’m not married yet, and you’ve got Extol.”

      “Precisely,” he says as my blood begins to boil beneath my skin, even as my outward appearance portrays the coolness and calmness I’ve learned to harness over the years.

      “So, what have you been doing exactly? How have you been running Tavatika in your absence?” I ask with a fake tone of interest, gesturing with my hands as I speak. “Are you sending word to Extol about what you want to have happen, and then simply expecting him to see those tasks through?”

      He nods pompously at me. “Yes. That’s exactly what’s been going on.”

      “And has he told you of what’s been happening here while you’ve been away?” I ask, staring him down while I try to organize my thoughts through my anger.

      “Yes, he does an excellent job of letting me know what’s going on,” he says as he smiles to himself, the motion somehow making me even madder than I already was.

      “Really?” I ask, baffled. “Has he told you about the crime rates outside the walls and how they’ve doubled in the last year? Did he tell you about how the rebellion has been blocking our trade routes? Or that other nations are now suffering because they haven’t been getting their usual shipments of supplies from us?”

      Looking smug, he says, “And what would you know of the other nations? You’ve never even been outside the city walls, Pumpkin. Let the fae men who know what they’re talking about handle these things.”

      If I could explode from the fury I feel, I would.

      “I know enough,” I finally respond. “I know that the best course of action would be to send some guards along with our traders to make sure our shipments arrive where they’re supposed to go. It wouldn’t be that much of an expense since most of our soldiers are just sitting around, training nonstop in their stronghold. They could be of much better use if they could actually harness all that training they’re doing by supporting and reinforcing our trade routes.” I’m trying to reason with him even with all the rage I feel because the good of the Tava and everyone else is what really matters here, not my feelings toward my father.

      “I’ve been assured that we are doing what needs to be done in all areas, and I trust the chancellor. So, when he tells me we don’t need to send in our army, we don’t send them,” he says, and I know reason isn’t going to get me anywhere with him.

      I need to change tactics if I want to have any hope of getting through to him.

      “You know, if you were ever here, this might not even be an issue. The people know you are gone, and a kingdom without its leader is basically begging for some other nation to come in and take control.”

      My strategy works like a charm. His face begins to redden, and his fists ball beside him. “No one will ever be able to take my throne from me, whether I am here or not.”

      A sly smile eases onto my lips as I level him with a glare, “I’d beg to differ. I mean, Extol exerts a pretty heavy hand on the Tava. You might come back one day to find you’re not the king anymore after all because Extol has taken it from you while you were away.”

      Jumping up out of his seat, his wings stretching out behind him making him seem larger than he actually is, he says, “That would never happen, and you should mind your tongue. You are a princess and nothing more. You have no say in matters of the state. Honestly, the sooner you’re married off, the better.”

      Of course, he would bring up the fact that I’m useless until I get married, and even then, it will be my husband that everyone will listen to, not me. My father’s attempts at marrying me off have been almost laughable over the last few years, especially since he hasn’t been home to ensure things went smoothly.

      Every so often, a new suitor has been sent my way, showing up out of the blue with no warning, a big fake smile, and most of the time, a bad attitude. And each time, I’ve done what I wanted with them.

      For the nicer ones, it was a swift door slamming in their face. For the other, not so nice ones, I took pleasure in torturing them a little by taking what I wanted from them when I wanted it, leading them on, and making them think they had this kingdom in the bag before I would flip it on them, and send them packing back to wherever they’d come from with their proverbial tails tucked between their legs.

      I’m not necessarily against marriage, but I am wholeheartedly against anyone that has my father’s stamp of approval.

      “Oh, you mean the fae men you’ve sent that only care about being with me because it will give them our kingdom on a silver platter, right? No, thank you,” I nearly spit at him.

      His ire thoroughly piqued, he says, “Any one of those suitors would do well becoming the next king when it’s time. Why, you’re lucky I’m sending the best Arorial has to offer.”

      “Excuse me for turning down men who’d rather wear a crown than be a good fae, men that would treat me the way you treated Mama, but I refuse. Somehow I have a bit more respect for myself than that.”

      He looks like I’ve slapped him, and some part of me revels on the inside.

      “Respect? You don’t even know the meaning of the word,” he says, his anger spiking and his face getting even redder.

      “Oh, I know what it means, I just don’t have any for you,” I bite back.

      His reaction is immediate as he steps forward looking like he wants to hit me, but not being one to back down from that kind of shit ever again, I rush toward him, my fangs elongating as I stare down my nose at him like he’s done to me so many times before. “Are you sure you want to go down that road again, Father? Last year it didn’t end so well for you, now did it?”

      He huffs in my face before he turns around and faces the fire, hands balled into fists on his hips. “Get out, and make sure you make it to tonight’s dinner on time,” he says dismissively.

      I can see he’s done with me, which is fine because I’m just as done with him. As I reach for the door, I hear him say over his shoulder, “And for the love of fae, change those dowdy clothes before you get there.”
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      “At least it didn’t come to blows again this year,” Mika says, the relief on her face almost palpable.

      Walking fast in the direction of my uncle’s rooms, my pent up anger and aggression just keep boiling at a slow simmer inside my chest like it always does whenever I see or interact with my father, and I know I need an immediate release before I explode on everyone around me.

      “It nearly did,” I say through clenched teeth as Mika and I make our way through the castle. “That fae has no idea what’s going on in this kingdom. None. His head is shoved so far up his own ass, he can’t see how his people are suffering because of it. You know, I was really starting to hope he’d just never come back.” My tongue is looser than it usually is with Mika, and as soon as the words leave my lips, I want to take them back.

      Mika’s eyes get big as she looks at me, her lips pinching together tightly. For a moment, I think I’ve upset her, but after a short distance, once we’re finally away from anyone who could see or hear her, she says, “You’ve hardly ever spoken so candidly to me, Princess,” the tone of her voice relieving some of my worries.

      Lowering her voice to a whisper, she asks, “May I do the same?”

      “Of course,” I say. “You know you can tell me anything, Mika.”

      A smile spreads across her face as she continues to whisper her passionate thoughts to me in the deserted hallway. “I can’t disagree with you in the slightest. Your father’s actions are so deplorable, even the servants speak of their dissent for him, and you know the steep penalties we humans face for such words. The Tava people need a leader like you, not someone like him, who couldn’t care less about this kingdom.”

      I smile back at her as we reach Uncle’s door, and I try to offer her what I can. “I’ve heard about all the dissatisfaction everyone’s feeling, and it bothers me to no end.” I lightly rest one of my hands on each of her shoulders as I say, “Just know that if I can find a way to change things, I absolutely will.”

      Mika’s face takes on this expression of tremendous pride as she looks at me, and I try not to let that pressure overwhelm me with everything else I’m already feeling. Letting the people of Tavatika down would be terrible and catastrophic enough on its own, but letting Mika down? I don’t think I’d ever recover from such a failure.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn back to Uncle’s door and knock as Mika backs up, bringing her hands together in front of her as she bows her head, full-on ceremonial requirements back in place since outside eyes are about to see us.

      I’ve told Mika that Uncle isn’t someone she has to stand on ceremony with either, but of course, she never listens to me in that regard. I guess it’s because she’s afraid of the consequences she’ll face as a human servant for not showing a fae the proper amount of respect, and because she doesn’t have the same kind of rapport she has with me, with any other fae.

      As soon as Uncle opens the door, his laughter rings out and echoes in his abandoned part of the castle, confusing me as I watch him. “You’re wearing that to the dinner tonight? Oh, I bet the king is just livid,” he says around bursts of laughter. Pointing at me while he looks at Mika, he asks, “Did you pick that out?”

      Mika nods meekly at him.

      “Well, good job, Mika girl. I would just love to see his face when she walks in looking like that tonight,” he says before he turns around, leaving the door open for us.

      “You know, you could actually attend the dinner tonight and see his reaction in person if you wanted to,” I say with a smile as I head inside his rooms.

      Before he can answer, Mika murmurs, “I’ll be doing my rounds, Princess,” as she waves goodbye to me and closes the door behind her.

      “Nah. I have no desire whatsoever to attend anything anymore. You know this,” Uncle says as we walk through his sitting room, past his bed-chamber, and on into our training room.

      “Yeah, your reclusiveness is unmatched, I know.”

      I’m being a smartass again, but it brings out another round of laughter from him.

      Uncle had stopped making public appearances after my mother died, and my father had been all too keen on the prospect of never having to deal with anything or anyone that reminded him of her. In short order after her death, people stopped asking about where my uncle was or why he wasn’t in attendance at certain things. Over the years, even his whole section of the castle has been rearranged and relocated to be as far away from the rest of its inhabitants as possible. His part of the castle feels like a plague has run through it, and no one’s willing to come here anymore. Not even the servants make rounds to clean them, and Mika never steps foot inside his rooms when she drops me off.

      I was too young and too distracted to pay much attention to the why’s and how’s of the whole situation, but I’ve always been appreciative of the isolation we have to train in because of it.

      “I was going to ask if you were on your way to see your father before the dinner tonight, but from the way you banged on my door like a madfae, I’m assuming you’re just coming from there,” Uncle says as he steps over to the wall of weapons under the windows, eyeing each one carefully as he talks.

      I follow behind him and grab a scythe from the wall before I head out into the center of the room. “Yeah, I just left, and I don’t want to talk about it,” I say a bit too hostilely as I start with a few warm-up swings, already reveling in the feel of the weapon in my hands.

      “So it was that bad, huh?” he asks, and I just eye him in warning, showing him I’m not willing to compromise on talking about what happened with my father.

      One look at me and the look on my face makes Uncle nod as he says, “Got it. You need some quiet violence right now, not words of comfort.”

      I love that he knows me so well.

      Turning, he grabs two daggers from the wall and starts stalking toward me, his bright green eyes focused on his target.

      Squatting down a little and leaning forward some, my left leg slightly in front of my right, I settle into my stance as I watch him get closer, waiting for him to make the first move.

      We train for the better part of an hour, and by the time we’re done, I’m spent and sweating all over, but my mind is clearer, and my thoughts don’t feel so jumbled anymore. Training always calms me down, and as I sit to catch my breath, gulping down a glass of water Uncle gave me, I feel more relaxed than I have all day.

      “I’ve got something for you,” Uncle says, making his way over to the intricately carved cabinet in the corner by the door where he keeps all of his important papers. “I got some excellent intel yesterday. These fae here,” he grabs a stack of bounty sheets out of the top drawer and brings them over to me, “they’re staying in the city, and from what I heard, they’re pretty high up in the ranks of the rebellion. Do you recognize any of them?”

      “They’re inside the city walls?” I ask in excitement as I practically jump up to snatch the sheets from his outstretched hand. “It’s been years since they’ve been bold enough to come inside the city!”

      Tavatika is broken up into two different sections. Most of the high ranking fae live within the city walls itself, but the majority of our population actually live outside the walls.

      The closer a person lives to the castle, which sits right in the center of Tavatika, the higher the class of that fae, and the farther they live from it, the lower they fall in social class. If a fae lives within the city itself, they’re probably doing alright in life. However, I’ve heard horror stories of what goes on outside the walls, and the trouble that seems to fester there is something I just can’t wait to fix when I become queen.

      It’s true what my father said, I’ve never been outside Tavatika’s city walls, but it hasn’t been because I didn’t want to go. If I had my way, I’d be hunting and snuffing out criminals wherever they perform their criminal acts, but unfortunately, I can’t. It’s not allowed. The princess of the most powerful nation in all of Arorial is too precious a commodity to risk exposing her to the outside world, or so I’m told.

      Even when I’m hunting bounties, Uncle has told me to never step foot or wing outside the walls, mainly for my own protection, but also because I have to do all of my hunting at night, and just based on the sheer size of the city of Tavatika, I wouldn’t have enough time to reach the walls and make it back before Mika would be making her morning rounds at sunrise. Who knows the kind of chaos that would ensue if she came back one morning and I was missing.

      As awesome as Uncle has been about letting me seek out my vengeance, he’s always held me to that one rule the hardest - that my duties as a princess must come first. In the end, he’s said, it’s my position as the princess and future queen that will ultimately give me the best chance at causing any real or lasting change, so I can’t jeopardize that position for anything.

      Glancing through the four bounty sheets in my hands, I skim the drawings of their likenesses and wrack my brain trying to get it to remember them from that night thirteen years ago, but even my wild imagination knows immediately that these fae are probably too young to have played a direct role in my mother’s murder.

      “No, I don’t recognize them,” I say around a sigh. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t criminals that need to be turned over to Eruxus. Leave them to me, I’ll take care of them.” I carefully fold the sheets and stick them in my back pocket before taking another sip of water.

      Uncle looks pointedly at me, and the seriousness in his face catches me off guard for a second. “Z, I need you to take your time and read through those sheets carefully. Those fae aren’t like the petty ones you’ve gotten used to hunting around here. They’re definitely rebellion members and run together as a pack from what I understand. They’re extremely dangerous.”

      Smiling at his concern, I say, “I will, Uncle. But don’t you remember who it was that got the rebellion to leave the inside of the city in the first place? I think I can handle four lowlifes who obviously don’t know what the rules are.”

      He just scoffs at me as he returns our weapons to the wall and asks, “What have I told you about being overconfident?”

      Rolling my eyes behind his back, I mimic his voice as best I can, but it comes out more mocking than anything else, “It’s a good way to get yourself killed.”

      “Exactly,” he says as he turns back around to face me. “I know you’re the one that captured so many rebels it made them second guess coming into the city for a few years, but just as you’ve been training the whole time they’ve been away, I’m willing to bet that so have they.

      I’m not saying the criminals you’ve been catching aren’t dangerous as well, I’m just asking that you don’t underestimate these fae or overestimate your own abilities. An arrow can kill you whether you’re the princess or not, and no amount of training can prevent one from flying through your face,” he says before he pauses for a breath. “Always expect an arrow to the face, Z.”

      I smile at him and pat him on the shoulder. “I’ll read every word on each of them, I promise.”

      “That’s my girl. Now, go piss off the country with your disrespectful outfit before I change my mind and give those bounties to someone else,” he says as he leads me through to his door.

      “Like any other bounty hunter you know would even have a chance with these bounties,” I respond, and it makes Uncle laugh that deep-chested laugh of his where some of his long blonde hair always falls in his face.

      “You’re right about that, Z. This job definitely needs The Ghost,” he says once his laughter dies off.

      When I open the door, Mika is there waiting for me, and as we start heading to dinner, I hear Uncle yell out, “Make me proud!”
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      Our grand ballroom sits at the very top of the castle, and orchestral music can be heard as I make my way up the stairs that lead to it. There are four heavily decorated walls and a meticulously painted mural spreading across the vast shiny floor, but in the days leading up to Faedom Day, the ceiling retracts back into the walls of the castle, giving all the guests in attendance an unobstructed view of the stars and an unmistakable awareness of Tavatika’s wealth.

      Tonight, the ballroom has been outfitted with six tables donning white tablecloths, glassware and silverware made by the finest artisan fae in all of Arorial, and strings of lit candles have been draped across the space from one wall to another in a grandiose display meant to set the perfect mood for conversation and to make each nation feel welcomed.

      From the six different flags hanging down from the candle strings to the centerpieces of each table displaying the native flowers from each nation, it’s clear that Tavatika wants everyone to be equally represented, even if, in reality, my father couldn’t care less about them.

      As I make my way into the ballroom, I can see that I’m already late.

      My father’s classic side-eye of disappointment reaches me almost instantly from where he’s talking to the high chieftain of Igamoxar on the other side of the room. A few other heads turn my way, and it’s evident by the offended glances I keep getting that the clothes I’m wearing and how sweaty I am are just not being appreciated by anyone.

      Ignoring the stares, I walk through the ballroom as if nothing at all is amiss and start about my duties as the princess, which basically means shaking hands with every other royal and smiling politely. It grates on my nerves that I can’t speak my mind or bring up the issues our nations are facing, but as a princess, I have to abide by the old saying, “Until a fae girl is married, her words will have no bearing.”

      As if my mind doesn’t work until I’ve had a cuff placed on my left wrist and a pretentious royal fae dick inside me, I think sarcastically as I find my first target - the Eruxus ambassador, hoping I can just stand with him until dinner is served and avoid conversing with anyone else.

      He’s my favorite of all the royals, mainly because he’s easy to talk to, and he’s one of only a few that can talk about much more than just his nation’s accomplishments over the last year. He can seem very imposing at first glance, but once you get to talking with him, his rough edges seem to ease. The bones he wears and his muscular frame are supposed to be frightening or intimidating, and probably are to some, but the softness in his eyes has never ceased to amaze me.

      He’s a fae that was once exactly like those I hunt every night, a criminal a long time ago.

      At some point, he went too far, and his wings were chopped off, his ears cropped, and he was banished to Eruxus- where all the nations of Arorial send the unlawful they no longer wish to deal with anymore. Somehow, a long time after that, he’d risen through the ranks of the forgotten heathens and became their ambassador- a job he’s taken very seriously for as long as I can remember.

      When our eyes meet, his smile is big and genuine, and he turns away from whoever he was talking to in order to greet me in a big hug.

      “Princess Zinnia,” he says as I hug him back. “It’s so good to see you again, my darling.”

      “Ambassador Falconwood, it’s good to see you, too.”

      Releasing me from his hold, he places two giant hands on my shoulders so he can look me in the eyes. “I see you are still dancing to your own rhythm just like your mother,” he says, eyeing my clothes with a mischievous grin.

      “Every chance I get.”

      His laughter is just as loud and jovial as I remember it being, and the sound brings a smile to my face as he lets go of my shoulders and hides his hands behind his back.

      The sound of glass shattering pulls my attention to the scene behind me and makes Nyx Falconwood’s laughter die off quickly. I step next to him so we can watch the room together.

      One of the human servants has dropped a tray of glass flutes right at the feet of Amarya’s monarchs, and deep red wine has spilled all over their invalid king, causing their queen to fuss over him in an attempt to clean him up. At the same time, she slings a slew of insults at the offensive human in outrage.

      “Well, there’s no need for all that,” Nyx says under his breath next to me as his face goes stern.

      I don’t think he meant for me to hear him, but I agree with him anyway as I motion toward Amarya’s queen. “Right. Her theatrics are causing more of a disruption than the spilled wine and broken glass.”

      Ambassador Falconwood glances at me with a sly smile before turning back to the scene unfolding before us and crosses his arms over his chest.

      Amarya’s monarchs, King Novus Winterray and Queen Cintrine Winterray are something of an anomaly. They come from a nation that no outsider has ever seen, and is shrouded in mystery. We don’t know what their natural resources are, what their population size is, or anything about them, really. They’re isolated from the outside world because of the high mountain ranges they hide behind, and because the alliance they have with the rulers of Wrogmar protects them and their secrets.

      From what I understand, there is only one path that leads into Amarya from Wrogmar, just like there’s only one path that leads from Wrogmar into Tavatika. However, where our path to Wrogmar is heavily traveled by fae and humans alike, the way from Wrogmar to Amarya is guarded and protected at a level unseen anywhere else in Arorial. Not even the gates to Eruxus are as heavily protected as that one path to the north.

      The two nations of Amarya and Wrogmar rule what we call The Dual Dominion, which is basically where they rule two separate nations so closely together that their partnership has long since crossed the line of close allies into something far more serious and complex.

      I assume goods from our southern nations still somehow make their way to Amarya, seeing as how King Winterray has an Igamoxar talisman to protect against sickness draped around his neck. Yet, from everything I’ve ever been taught, the only things that ever come out of Amarya are their monarchs for the Faedom Day celebrations.

      “Everyone, please take your seats so dinner may be served,” my father shouts out above the ruckus, and everyone starts moving to their assigned seats. Of course, that means I have to take the seat next to my father, but since he’s doing an excellent job of ignoring me, I return the favor and focus my attention on the food that, in short order, is placed in front of me.

      Looking around the room while I eat, I try to tune out my father’s whispered advances to his favorite concubine of the day who’s sitting on his other side. There will be a different one in that seat tomorrow if he hasn’t left again by then, and to think literally about the things he’s whispering in her ear, loud enough for me to hear, is enough to make my stomach turn upside down.

      The flowers in the vase in the center of our table start to wilt, and I have to force myself to think of happier things, so no one notices.

      Some fae are born with a little more power than others, and there never seems to be any rhyme or reason to the why’s or how’s of it. Sometimes it’s something really awesome, like the ability to move things with their minds. Other times, it’s something completely stupid and useless, like how I was born with the ability to have every plant in my vicinity express the emotions I’m feeling.

      I can’t make them grow with thought, but if I’m happy, the plants around me perk up and seem brighter. However, if I’m sad or upset in any way, they will wilt like crazy, sometimes dying and shriveling up right before my eyes.

      Quickly, I think about the bounty sheets burning a hole in my pocket with how much I want to read them, and almost instantly, the centerpiece’s flowers start to perk up again, and I smile to myself as I lift another bite of my croissant to my mouth.

      The tables are arranged in a hexagon formation where we can all stare at each other while we eat, but are far enough apart that we aren’t expected to speak to one another, which to me, doesn’t make much sense. I mean, if you’re going to have dinner with someone, shouldn’t you be near enough to have an actual conversation? But honestly, that’s how badly thought out a lot of things in Arorial tend to be.

      Directly across from Tavatika’s table is that of Amarya’s where Queen Winterray is quietly feeding a bite of food to her husband before she takes a bite for herself in a caring, but sad display of what I assume is a glimpse into their daily life together. It makes me feel bad for them, but at the same time, I can’t help but feel like her outrage at the human earlier was still a bit uncalled for. However, now that I consider it, what she said and how she said it probably stemmed more from her being overwhelmed by taking care of her husband than it did from an outright hatred for humans, so I brush off my thoughts condemning her actions and look to the next table.

      At Wrogmar’s table, King Firo Winterfield and Queen Bedra Winterfield eat silently as they cast snobby stares at everyone in attendance as if we’re all beneath them in some way. To be honest, I like them the least. They’re always stuck up and arrogant, and parade their wealth around like a suit of pricey armor. They’re the ones I saw with so many trunks and servants earlier, and as I make eye contact with the queen, I know the disgust on my face probably matches hers as we regard one another.

      Sighing, I look over to where the high chieftain of Lotaque sits alone, lazily resting his elbows on the table as he eats slowly, a happy expression on his tanned face as he looks around the room finding everything and nothing of interest since his gaze just keeps wandering. He’s a weird one, that High Chieftain Ginko Meadowlight. He’s always smiling, never gets riled up over anything, and has the most laid-back demeanor of anyone I think I’ve ever met.

      Last year on Faedom Day, we had an almost hour-long conversation about stars of all things. He’s from the grasslands, where he said the stars shine the brightest and clearest in all of Arorial, and the passion with which he described it to me still makes me smile when I think about it. Really, I think you could give that fae man any topic, and he’d sit there and tell you almost everything he knows about it with barely taking a breath before he said even more.

      The other chieftain in attendance is High Chieftain Calique Leafripple of Igamoxar, and he couldn’t be more different from Chieftain Meadowlight if he tried. He’s reticent, only speaking when absolutely necessary, which is hardly ever, and everything about him just radiates an explosion waiting to happen. He’s a warrior through and through. His entire nation is made of warriors. They’re separated into tribes that protect the rest of Arorial by guarding the wall they have that borders Eruxus. The only way to become high chieftain in their land is to fight for it, not like how Chieftain Meadowlight was voted in by the tribes of his populace.

      Our three nations, Tavatika, Lotaque, and Igamoxar, make up what we call The Lush Lands, the greenest parts of Arorial, with our temperate forests, Lotaque’s grasslands, and Igamoxar’s rainforests. The Dual Dominion (Amarya and Wrogmar) is made up of snowy tundra and ice from what I’ve heard, but again, no one’s seen Amarya, so I can’t be too sure about that. The outlier is Eruxus. We call that land The Bone Reach because nothing but bones survives its harsh heat and lack of natural food resources.

      The deal we all have with Eruxus is that we will supply them with food, water, medicinal plants, and the like, sparing their lives when they’ve committed so many crimes, as long as they mine and give us the gems from that region and take in our criminals without question.

      It was a deal made nearly a century ago and has been upheld since without many problems to speak of. To be the land of the lawless, Eruxus seems relatively quiet in comparison with the other nations of Arorial. Well, other than Amarya.

      Occasionally we’ll hear stories of people trying to escape Eruxus, but the warrior tribes of Igamoxar have handled all of those expeditiously, and they wear their pride for controlling those outbreaks like a rite of passage in their culture.

      “Thank you for joining us for dinner tonight, leaders of Arorial. It is a true pleasure to see you all again,” my father says, thoroughly distracting me from my thoughts. “It’s time for us all to retire for the evening, I’m sure you’re all tired from your long journeys, but as you know, the festivities will recommence bright and early tomorrow morning with the royal hunt. Goodnight, leaders.” He doesn’t spare me, or anyone else for that matter, a glance as he turns and retreats down the staircase to the castle with his fae woman on his arm, their wings wiggling against each other in an overtly sexual display that should never occur outside the bedroom, and I jerk my eyes back to my plate as I try to keep my food inside my stomach.

      I notice Ambassador Falconwood stacking his utensils and his napkin on his plate, cleaning up his own mess, and making an honest attempt to help out the servants. The action distracts me enough from my father’s antics to bring another smile to my face.

      It’s hard to imagine him as the criminal I know he must have been at one time as I watch him hand his plate over to the servant, surprising her to no end. He just seems to have too big of a heart to actually commit a crime, but as I think that thought, the bounty sheets in my pocket jump to the forefront of my mind, and within minutes, I’m practically running through the castle back to my bed-chamber to play the rest of my princess duties out for the day so I can get started on capturing the fae depicted on the sheets.
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      A few hours later, I’m lying in my bed, listening to Mika tell me about her day while I double-check my blankets to make sure she can’t see the castle guard’s uniform I’m wearing to bed. It’s uncomfortable and restrictive, especially on my wings, but I deal with the sensations as best as I can so she won’t think anything is going on. If she saw the stolen uniform, it would spark a conversation I’m just not willing to have with her.

      “Alright, I’m done for the day. I’ll quit talking your ears off now so you can get some sleep,” she says on a sigh before she starts heading toward the door.

      Smiling, I say, “You could never talk these pointed things off my head. Goodnight, Mika.”

      “Goodnight, Princess,” she says as she closes my door behind her and makes her way back to the servants’ quarters.

      As soon as I know she’s gone for the night, I throw my covers off and swing my legs over the side of the bed, lock my door, and pad over to the side of my dresser. Running my hand down the length of it, I feel for the chip in the wood where I need to place my finger to activate the mechanism within. I press on the trigger inside the small hole and hear the indicative click that makes a small compartment open out of the side.

      Uncle made the dresser custom for me right after my mother passed, and my training with him began. He’d said every good bounty hunter needed a place to stash things, and over the years, he’s given me plenty of things to hide and plenty of things like my dresser to hide them all in.

      Reaching inside, I pull out two glass containers from the plethora of others that surround them. One jar has some old flower petals, browned from age, tucked inside. The other has freshly plucked black flower petals I refilled yesterday.

      These flowers are like disguise potions and are made from some of the rarest plants in existence. Each one has a different effect, and depending on the situation, I may use a few on any given night. Luckily, Uncle grows them for me, so I never run out.

      The brown petals will turn my big black feathery wings a drab sort of brown color and will offer me the disguise I’ll need to make it out of the castle unnoticed, especially when combined with the guard’s armor I’m wearing and the helmet I plan on putting over my face before I leave. I don’t usually steal uniforms to escape the notice of onlookers. In fact, most of the time, after sunset, I pretty much have the place to myself. However, with my father being home and a bunch of other royals staying over, the place is filled to the brim with eyes I need to avoid.

      The black flower petals will allow me to lose the disguise if I find myself in a pinch by returning my wings to their natural black coloring, and at Uncle’s insistence, I’ve always carried some of them with me, whether I ended up needing them or not.

      My plan for tonight is to simply find and watch the four criminal fae, see what they’re up to, figure out why they’re here in the first place, that kind of thing.

      With my palms sweating and my heart beating loud inside my chest, I chew on the dried petals and try to ignore my nervous anticipation as my wings shake with the color change they’re experiencing.

      You’d think after so many years of bounty hunting on my own, I’d have gotten over how nervous sneaking out of the castle made me, but no. I think my trepidation has only grown worse over time. My first solo hunt took place when I was fifteen, but even now, at twenty-three, I’m still worried about being caught. The fact that I’m an adult fae doesn’t matter one bit to my society when it comes to allowing me to make my own decisions.

      A princess shouldn’t be bounty hunting on the side to exact revenge for her personal vendettas. I’m supposed to be the picture of elegance and refinement, watched and monitored by those that would rat me out to my father if I ever gave them half a chance. Most servants, guards, or anyone for that matter, would stop at nothing, would do anything to have my father’s ear, to gain the king’s favor. And it’s those precious fuckers I try to avoid as much as faely possible.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the sheets Uncle gave me earlier, and study the faces and names on them one last time:

    

  







            Lazlo Cren of Igamoxar

          

          

      

    

    






Male with teal wings (Trader)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suspected captain for the rebellion

        Of average height with a muscular frame.

        Lighter skin tone, dark hair, brown eyes, scruffy beard.

        Charged with: murder, theft, trespassing, evading arrest, and crimes against Arorial.

      

      

    

  







            Roan Grissom (Origin Unknown)

          

          

      

    

    






Male with brown wings (Guard)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suspected lieutenant for the rebellion

        Very tall and muscular

        Tanned skin tone, long dark hair, green eyes

        Doesn’t speak Tavatikan very well, but understands the language

        Charged with: theft, assault of multiple guards, flower drug possession, evading arrest, and crimes against Arorial.

      

      

    

  







            Quinn Frost of Wrogmar

          

          

      

    

    






Male with red wings (Artisan/Smith)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suspected captain for the rebellion

        Tall and muscular

        Lighter skin tone, long blonde hair, blue eyes, tidy blonde beard

        Charged with: murder, theft, assault of a noble, trespassing, evading arrest, and crimes against Arorial.

      

      

    

  







            Priya Ravenskull of Tavatika

          

          

      

    

    






Female with dark blue wings (Scribe/Historian)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Suspected lieutenant for the rebellion

        Of average height with a muscular build

        Darker skin tone, long braided black hair, light brown eyes

        Charged with: treason, murder, theft, assault of many, trespassing, evading arrest, and crimes against Arorial.
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      They are four of the highest-ranking members of the rebellion I’ve ever had the pleasure of hunting, and though I’d never admit it to anyone, I’m every bit as scared of the task in front of me as I am excited to see it through.

      As I study their faces, I commit their features and crimes to my mind.

      ‘Crimes against Arorial’ could be any number of transgressions, but one they all stand accused of is explicitly orchestrating and blocking our trade routes with other nations. Which is just ludicrous, if you ask me. Why would anyone want to stop the trade routes? How does that get them closer to their goal of helping the smaller nations?

      The Tava control all the trade between the six nations, ensuring even distribution to all. It’s something we’ve prided ourselves on: our ability to feed Arorial.

      The rebels have said they’re standing up to Tavatika for the other, less powerful nations who can’t adequately defend themselves, but by disrupting our trade with them, they’ve only been harming those nations, not helping them.

      Disguise fully in place, I hesitantly open the door and peer both ways down the long hallway. As usual, there is no one there to see me, but I expect as much. My part of the castle doesn’t interest anyone most of the time, even when my father is home.

      No, I’m much more worried about the distance I will have to traipse across the castle’s grounds where spirits are high, and the festivities have already begun to take shape.

      Curious eyes are everywhere, and blabbing tongues know no filter.

      As I make my way out the front door of the castle with barely a turned head in my direction, my nerves begin to grow, and my heart rate begins to quicken, but I steady my breathing like I was taught to do and keep my cool, holding my head high as if I have every right to be where I am, doing what I’m doing.

      Everything in our society is segmented, categorized, and given a rank - everything and everyone. From the fact that all wingless humans are servants to the dismal idea that a fae’s wing color should determine their profession, much of our society is flawed.

      These rankings don’t just stop at what a person was born with, either. Even a fae’s clothing is determined by the rank they are within their profession, and dressing like a higher rank than you are is punishable by some pretty harsh penalties.

      The uniform for a guard with a castle detail, like the one I stole and am now wearing as I step into the night, is much more sophisticated than that of a ground guard, and a ground guard’s uniform is substantially more refined than a city guard’s.

      Luckily for me, though, a shift change just took place, so as I make my way out into the streets of Tavatika Proper, I’m still blending in even though I’m wearing a castle guard’s uniform.

      I’m heading to my favorite spot to get information: Whirlwind, the largest bar in Tavatika. There, fae of all walks of life, drink and dine together before heading back to wherever they call home, and as the night progresses, people are more willing to talk about things openly in front of eavesdropping onlookers like me.

      After ordering a drink from the bar, I find a seat in the corner of the room where I can see everything that’s going on. It’s reasonably busy tonight, but that doesn’t distract me. If anything, it gives me more possible means to gain information.

      The four fae I’m looking for were seen in this general area within the last week, so even if they don’t just walk through the door making my life a whole lot easier, someone here has probably seen or heard of them. Either way, I’m feeling pretty hopeful about my prospects when out of the corner of my eye, I see a flash of light through the window on my left. However, when I look out into the dark, I don’t see anything that could explain what I thought I saw.

      Music striking up from the back wall of the bar distracts me from staring out the window, and my eyes drift over to the stage where light purple winged fae are just gearing up for a night of live music. The band is pretty good, no doubt well on their way to ‘making it big’ like Umbra, the singer that will be performing on Faedom Day that Mika is so excited to see, but I can’t let their music sidetrack me right now.

      I glance down at the drink in front of me when a group of traders sits down at the table beside me, and just by looking at them, I know they’re the kind of fae that I need to be listening in on.

      Traders all have teal wings and are the most knowledgeable about Arorial, in my opinion, because they’ve actually been everywhere in the country and worked closely with all the different nations’ people. If anyone knows of a ragtag group of random rebellion members running amok in the city, it would probably be these fae.

      “Fuck that. I’m not going,” one of the traders says, and I know I’m coming into the middle of a conversation they were already having. “The king couldn’t pay me enough to get me to go back there.”

      Another trader slaps him on the back good-naturedly and says, “Ah, get off your high horse, Nate, it wasn’t that bad.”

      “Not that bad?” Nate asks as he turns his wide eyes on his friend. “That fiend wouldn’t take no for an answer! I told him I didn’t have any of what he was asking for on hand, and I got knocked the fuck out! Who knocks out a trader for not having something, huh?”

      The other traders around the table reacted with a couple of head nods and a few murmurs of outrage, but none really answered the fae man, so he continued, “I mean, come on. It’s bad enough that our profession is being targeted and our supplies are being stolen, we don’t need any asshole red winged smiths jerking us around too.”

      So, it was a smith that hit the trader? I wonder what kind. We’ve got everything from blacksmiths to leather smiths and everything in between here in Tavatika.

      “You can say that again,” another trader says before he turns his drink up and swallows all of its contents in one long gulp before he slams his glass down and raises his hand to the servant behind the bar, motioning for another to be brought to him. “What’d that guy want anyway?” he asks once the servant acknowledges him.

      Scoffing, Nate lowers his voice some as he says, “Get this. He wanted to know if I had any long-eared turtle oil. Like I would risk my neck or wings for something like that.”

      That’s my cue.

      Long-eared sea turtle oil is a highly illegal form of contraband. It possesses an almost magical component, and as such, is extremely versatile and highly coveted. It can be used to do everything from greasing mechanisms that have become rusty to giving a long and powerful high if it's injected. It takes up to something like seven long-eared sea turtles to create just one or two ounces of the prized oil. Unfortunately, despite it being declared illegal to even touch one of the majestic animals, they’ve still been hunted and harvested to near extinction.

      Thinking quickly, I get up and walk over to the bar, taking the freshly made drink from the servant’s hands as I say, “I’ll take it to him, don’t worry about it,” before I turn around and walk back to the traders’ table. Setting the drink down in front of the fae man, I ask, “What’s this about a smith interfering with traders?”

      The hierarchy of our society mandates that he answers my question to the best of his ability, given the fact that I’m dressed as a guard; no one is allowed to refuse in such a situation.

      Stammering some, the fae pales before he says, “Just some blacksmith we crossed paths with along my route. I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by what he did.” The look on his face tells me he’s probably more scared of me right now than he ever was of that smith that hit him, and something inside me screams about the fact that people can’t just have a normal conversation without fear around here.

      “Be that as it may, I’m going to need you to tell me more about him. Did you catch his name? Where did you cross paths with him?” My hands land on my hips as I ask the questions, and the stance seems to only increase the fear I feel radiating from everyone at the table in front of me.

      The trader glances at his friends before he looks back at me and says, “He’s new around here, just started working out of that abandoned building on Trinkle Street from what I understand. But really, guard, there’s no need for you to do anything about this. I’m sure it won’t happen again.”

      His fear of repercussions is so thick I can feel it on the back of my neck. I hate that the lower ranks in our society have so much and so many to fear simply because they were born with different colored wings.

      “Sir,” I say, giving him a respectable title no one else probably ever has before, making his eyes go wide as he looks at me, “I don’t stand well with abuse of the lower classes, so what this smith has done is definitely something I need to worry about.”

      “But,” he tries to cut in, but I don’t let him.

      “Just enjoy your drink and let me handle it,” I say just as I see another flash of light through the window I was sitting by before. “You guys have a good evening.”

      Quickly, but nonchalantly, I make my way out of Whirlwind, and as soon as I’m shrouded by the cover of darkness, I run over to where I thought I saw the light emanating from.

      Over in a crop of trees bordering the castle wall, something flashes again, and I instinctively know I’m not going to like what I’m about to discover, but I head in that direction anyway as silently as I possibly can.

      Ducking beside a building so I can remain in its shadow, I peek around the corner, hoping to have a more unobstructed view of whoever or whatever is hiding amongst the trees, but of course, I’m not that lucky. There’s no way to see what’s going on unless I get much closer.

      However, the guard’s uniform I’m wearing rattles a little when I move, and I don’t want to risk being heard. Underneath the uniform, I’m wearing what I could reasonably hide while in my disguise, which just happens to be my usual, casual clothing: tight-fitting black leather pants and a loosely fitting white tank top that does wonders for my chest. Quickly and quietly, I take off the uniform and stash it next to the building, hoping it doesn’t draw any attention before I can come back to claim it as I make a run for the tree line.

      Once I’m there, I put my back up against one of the trees and listen to make sure no one saw me, and after a few moments, I know I’m in the clear.

      Glancing around the tree next to me, I look toward the castle and see the shadows of a few fae bouncing off the wall behind them as they seem to be trying to get a fire going.

      What the fae?

      Why would anyone be attempting to make a fire right outside the castle? No one is allowed in these woods in the first place, don’t they know they’ll be captured as soon as it lights?

      Inching closer, I watch and listen as whoever is attempting to light the fire says, “Any time now… I can feel it.” His bright red wings look iridescent with each spark that doesn’t successfully ignite the damp wood in front of him, but from the flashes of light it does create, I’m sure he’s one of the fae I’m looking for.

      Quinn is his name, Quinn Frost of Wrogmar.

      I tense immediately at the realization, but then my training kicks into high gear.

      My breathing slows, my eyes narrow, my ears pick up sounds I wasn’t hearing earlier because I wasn’t paying as close attention to my surroundings as I am now. Every little twitch of movement around me is registering in my mind, and I know all four of them are present and accounted for, standing around Quinn Frost, where he kneels on the ground, rubbing sticks together furiously, creating the occasional burst of light I’m able to see by.

      “Oh, you can feel it, can you?” the one named Lazlo says mockingly in his Igamoxan accent before he squats down and leans his head to one side. Looking right into Quinn’s face with a weird smile that shows off rows of perfect teeth, he asks, “Do you feel when she be wet too?”

      Everything is dark for a second while it sounds like Quinn slapped Lazlo, and the sound is immediately followed by a maniacal laugh that sends a chill down my spine. A few seconds later, Quinn is back to trying to light the fire, and Lazlo is still laughing where he stands next to Quinn.

      “I know the wood’s wet, Laz, just give me a minute,” Quinn says defensively, but he’s smiling.

      A few silent beats pass before a soft glow begins to take shape in front of Quinn, and Lazlo makes a quiet whooping sound in celebration.

      “Meh doe cah beh sho to fla weh. Twa teh fa guint talin tweh?” Roan Grissom asks in a deep voice with an accent I struggle to place while he gestures sporadically with his hands. I don’t know the words he said, but something about the way he speaks sounds familiar. However, I don’t have time to analyze it.

      “He doesn’t think we should be doing this. He wants to know what will happen if a guard comes, I think,” Priya says as she looks pointedly over at Roan. “Is that right?”

      Roan nods at her and points up at the castle in indication.

      “Yeah, there are guards, but why the fuck would they ever look straight down into the trees? I bet no one ever comes here,” Quinn says, and immediately, I know he’s right.

      The guards that are on the lookout at the top of the castle always have their sights set on the walls, looking for any fae attempting to fly over them, or out into the city for any signs of fire or other disruptions. They really don’t have a reason to look down.

      However, the ground guards that work outside the castle do patrol the tree line of these woods, and if these fae aren’t careful, the next set of guards to do a perimeter check are sure to find them.

      “Let’s just cook this rabbit and eat already. I’m fucking starving,” Priya says, and I look at her questioningly.

      What the fae? Why are they trying to cook a rabbit in the woods? Don’t they know people inside the city that could help them out with a place to stay and food to eat?

      “Meh foo weh,” Roan says.

      It takes me a little bit to realize it, but Lazlo is steadily walking around the group, eyes to the outside world as he picks at his fingernails with a sharp-looking blade. Every now and then, he’ll squat down and look through the trees at a different angle, head cocked to the side as if he’s listening intently while Quinn cooks a fat rabbit and Roan and Priya lounge on the ground beside him.

      When Lazlo makes his way around and faces my direction, butterflies and adrenaline flood my system. It looks as if he’s staring right at me, but I know logically he can’t see me, it’s just my fear getting the better of me.

      I keep my breathing steady, but when he cocks his head to the side again and takes a couple of steps further, inching ever closer to me, I start to second guess myself.

      Did I make a noise? I haven’t moved at all, and I’m barely breathing through my nose, I reason with myself, but it seems as if he’s looking me right in my eyes.

      The look he’s sending my way is one step below crazy as a big smile spreads across his face, and he bends his knees a little, dropping his hands to his sides, the one with the dagger capturing most of my attention. He spins the blade around his wrist, catching it by the handle perfectly as if he’s practiced the trick a million times.

      He takes one more step toward me before Quinn calls out to him, “Laz, come eat.”

      Lazlo stands up straight instantly but keeps his focus on the trees where I’m standing as he slowly backs up to the rest of the group.

      When he gets there, he turns around and plops down to sit cross-legged in front of the fire as I release the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding.

      I know if Uncle were here, he’d tell me to back away quietly. I’ve seen them, I know where they are, and it would go a lot smoother if I had a better plan than just ambushing them because there are four of them and only one of me. There’s no doubt in my mind that these fae are extremely dangerous, and probably very skilled in combat, but it’s not like I haven’t taken on those kinds of odds before. I once took on six criminals at once and had all of them restrained and ready for transport within twenty minutes.

      Now, those fae were nowhere near as well trained as these fae must be, but still. If I could figure out a way to tip the odds in my favor, I think I could take them. It is more a matter of strategy than anything else, I reason.

      If I could snuff out their tiny fire somehow, I could attack them one by one as they scramble around, wondering what’s going on. They won’t even know they’re being attacked in the first place if I play my cards right. They’ll just think the fire went out because the wood was too wet to sustain it.

      Once the plan is fully formed in my mind, I walk silently in a wide arc around the group, never once letting my eyes leave them. I figure Quinn is the most dangerous target, and I need to handle him first, so I start to sneak up behind him slowly.

      I crouch down until I’m on my hands and knees right behind him, never once making a sound alerting my presence to them. Grabbing a handful of dirt, I use Quinn’s large form for cover as I throw the soil onto the fire with almost expert precision if I do say so myself.

      The tiny fire goes out immediately, and Quinn groans, but moves to relight it anyway.

      That’s when I strike.

      So fast he doesn’t know what’s hitting him, I step in between his red wings and send my arm snaking around his neck, making sure his throat sits right in the crux of my elbow as I place that hand on my right bicep and crank my right hand tightly behind his head. I lean back, increasing the tension on his carotid artery as I drag him backward away from the rest of the group as his big hands grab onto my arm in an attempt to escape the inevitable.

      “Oh, come on, Quinn,” I hear Priya complain, but it barely registers as Quinn goes unconscious in my arms.

      I lay him down on the ground silently and stand back up. I can’t see anything, but that’s a good thing since it also means I can’t be seen either.

      Hands out in front of me, I head in the direction of where I last saw Lazlo knowing that that blade of his is my next biggest threat. However, as soon as my hands touch him, somewhere on his wings I think, he’s grabbing me around my middle.

      The reflexes on this fae are ridiculous!

      I only struggle in his grasp for a second before I’m sliding out of his hold and stepping out of his reach. Sending a swift and powerful high kick to where I think his face is, I feel my foot connect with something solid, and an umph sound as I know he stumbles sideways.

      Then he starts laughing.

      That same maniacal laugh from earlier hits my ears, and there is something so sinister about it, fear starts to creep through me despite my training.

      “The Ghost is here, guys,” Lazlo says lowly, and I can still hear the smile in his voice. It sets my nerves on edge and prickles every one of my senses.

      Out of nowhere, something hits me in the back of my head from behind, and I fall to the ground hard as I hear Priya say, “I got one lick in! He’s over here, crawling on the ground like a little bitch! See? I told you guys we don’t need him.”

      Ignoring all of that crazy talk, I get up quickly without making a sound, moving away from where they think I am, to the other side of where I know they are.

      I push my hands out in front of me and inch closer to who I think is Roan when my hands make contact with his chest. Only letting my hands touch him for a second before I pull back, duck, come back up, and send a fist flying hard toward where his face should be, my punch lands solidly on what feels like a chin. I hear him stumble back a step, but just as fast as I’d attacked him, I feel the fast slice of a blade whip across the outside of my left arm in retaliation.

      There’s barely enough time for me to duck out of the way before I hear the tell-tell sound of metal sliding through the air, but this time it misses me, and I come up from my crouch with an uppercut that sends him back a few steps.

      Right then, someone grabs both of my arms from behind, trapping my wings against my back, and I hear Lazlo’s voice whisper in my ear, “You’re a lot smaller than I thought you’d be.”

      His voice has this rasp to it, almost as if he were talking to himself and didn’t want me to hear him, but I dismiss my wayward thoughts and send an elbow back behind me, landing it right where I wanted it to hit.

      His hands drop from my arms, and as I step away back into the trees, I listen carefully to figure out where everyone is.

      But I don’t hear anything.

      No breathing, no footsteps, no anything.

      They’re just as well trained as I am, I think to myself as I stay as silent and as still as possible. There’s no way for me to know where they are, and if I’ve learned anything from fighting them thus far, it's that the darkness doesn’t diminish their abilities at all. Once I make contact with them, they know where I am, and the others come to help.

      Can I take them all on at once?

      I don’t… know.

      It’s a sobering thought. I’ve never retreated in my life as a bounty hunter. Not once.

      Is that really what I’m considering right now? Fuck!

      I guess so, I think before I take off in the direction I came from despite how much I hate myself for doing it, ignoring whatever else they say as I leave.

      I barely even stop to pick up my castle guard uniform as I run through the deserted night-time streets, throwing on pieces of it at a time as I make my way back to the castle. Once inside, I have to slow way down and not draw attention to myself, but it's a wasted effort since I don’t see anyone at all on my way to Uncle’s rooms.
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      “It’s not too bad, but it’ll take some time to heal,” Uncle says as he finishes wrapping a thick white bandage around the cut on my left arm. “You’ll need to keep this covered whenever you’re in public, though. We wouldn’t want people wondering how the princess got injured.”

      I roll my eyes at that. It’s the middle of summer, and the thought of wearing any kind of shirt with sleeves out in the Tavatikan heat this time of year seems nearly unbearable, but I agree that covering it up will be better than having to answer all the questions I would get if I didn’t.

      “Okay, I’ll keep it covered.”

      Now done with the immediate task of bandaging me up, Uncle pulls up a stool and sits down with his arms crossed over his big chest as he levels me with a look he’s rarely given me before. His tanned and rugged face has a few wrinkles, but overall, he’s still just as strong and capable as he was back when he was Tavatika’s most feared bounty hunter.

      “You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?” he asks, and I nod as I look down at my knees in front of me.

      “That I should’ve waited until I had a fail-proof plan in place,” I make an educated guess based on all my years of following his advice. He’s never once led me astray, and every time I’ve listened to what he’s told me to do, everything has turned out positively. However, some part of me still thinks that if I had maintained my element of surprise, I would’ve been able to capture those four tonight.

      I don’t dare tell Uncle that, though.

      “Yes, you should’ve waited and thought things through more, but I also want you to know I’m very proud of you for seeing that some battles need to be lost to win the war. It takes a very strong person to know when the odds just aren’t in their favor and to make the decision to live to fight another day. To be honest, I wasn’t sure you were humble enough to do such a thing, but now that you have, I’m actually more confident in your abilities than I was before,” Uncle says, offending me and complimenting me at the same time, a skill he’s honed well over the years.

      Chuckling a little, I say, “Well, I’m glad I impressed you by retreating, but it doesn’t feel good, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Ah, don’t sweat it, Z. It happens to the best of us,” he says as his black wings twitch behind him.

      Scoffing but smiling at the same time, I ask, “How do you know? It’s not like you ever ran away from anything before you retired.”

      Uncle’s face gets serious, his shoulders slumping some as he regards me.

      “I ran away once, and I’ve regretted it every day since.”

      “What are you talking about? I’ve never heard that story,” I say, thoroughly confused by the words coming out of his mouth.

      He takes a deep breath in before he sighs it out slowly, seeming to decide on whether or not he should tell me what he’s thinking, but after a few beats, he says, “The night your mother died, I fought a group of five fae men right outside the city walls who were protecting the bounty I was hunting.”

      “What? Why have you never told me this?” I interrupt, my anger increasing inside my chest.

      Uncle sighs again before he scrubs a hand down his face and explains.

      “Because I still can’t be sure they were the same five fae that killed your mother - the description you gave didn’t match who I remember fighting. It does seem like too much of a coincidence, what happened later that night, but that’s all it's ever been - just a coincidence. I could never prove anything. And by the time I found that bounty again, planning to have him tell me exactly who those fae were that were protecting him, he was already dead in a ditch. I’ve been looking for those fae ever since, those, and the ones you described, but as you know, I haven’t found any of them yet.”

      Even though I shake my head some in disbelief, I know he’s telling me the truth of what he knows. He might’ve lied to me by omission, but I don’t think he’d ever lie to me outright.

      It only takes me a few seconds to think of myself in his position, to imagine how he must’ve felt that night, and every night since, not knowing whether it was his actions that had his sister killed or not.

      “I’m sorry, Uncle. That couldn’t have been easy to live through,” I say softly, concern for him spreading through me, overtaking the anger I was feeling before.

      “Ah, don’t worry about it. We’ll catch them all one day,” he smiles at me even though it doesn’t fully reach his green eyes. “I’m just glad you’re going to be around to catch them at all after tonight. You know that was incredibly stupid, right?” Though I know he means every word he’s saying, the way he chuckles as he says it has this unique way of making me feel better, a trait I’ve always loved about him.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I say, smiling back at him.

      Uncle gets up and starts leading me back to his door as he says, “Go get some sleep. We’ll plan out your next move after the hunt is over.”

      “Ugh,” I sigh loudly, having forgotten all about the royal hunt that I’m required to go on in just a few short hours. “How about this, I’ll sleep till high noon, and you can go on the hunt in my stead because you know I need my sleep. Everyone will be so surprised to see you in attendance, they won’t even miss me! What do you think?”

      Laughing that deep-chested laugh of his again, he responds, “I think you got hit harder in the head than we thought. Are you sure you don’t have a concussion?”

      “I’ll pretend to have anything if it’ll get me out of going on the hunt,” I say with a laugh, raising my eyebrows and looking pointedly at him, half-joking, and half-hoping he’ll tell me I don’t have to go.

      “I bet you would!” he chuckles some more as he slaps the bandage on my arm, just hard enough to make me wince. “But you know your duties as the princess are non-negotiable,” he says in a soberer tone as he eyes me. “Now go on and get some sleep. You’re gonna need it for tomorrow.”
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      Bright and too early the next morning, Mika is way too chipper as she busts into my room, startling me from a dreamless sleep only about four or five hours after I laid down. I’m still blinking through the pain in my eyes as she throws open the curtains, talking incessantly about something I’m unable to comprehend with my sleep-fogged mind.

      “What?” I ask as I sit up and rub at my eyes, trying to get them to fucking focus already.

      Mika stops mid-stride, turns to face me, and plants her hands on her hips as a mischievous smile spreads across her soft-featured face.

      “I,” she pauses, “said,” she pauses again, “it’s…”

      I promptly throw a pillow across the room at her, smiling as she catches it, laughing right along with her at our antics.

      “I’m not dumb, I’m just sleepy, dammit.”

      Laughing some more as she looks at me, she says, “I can see that, Princess. What in fae were you dreaming about that has you waking up looking like you’ve died in your sleep?”

      Feigning being offended, I plant my fists on my hips where I’m sitting cross-legged on the bed and say with mock outrage, “How dare you condemn this look!” I raise my nose in the air, close my eyes, and rub a delicate hand over the lengths of my long black and matted hair as I say, “I’ll have you know, this is all the rage in Wrogmar, you peasant.”

      “Wrogmar! Oh, your highness! If only I’d known!” Mika says as she throws both of her hands over her heart dramatically. “How will a peasant like me ever make up for such a slight toward a pompous royal like you?”

      Doubling over with laughter, my face lands in the blankets, and I laugh for probably a solid minute while Mika laughs with me.

      “Come on, Princess,” she says as she heads over to my wardrobe after our giggles die off. “Let’s get you ready.”

      I roll off the side of the bed lazily, accidentally putting too much pressure on my wounded bicep with the movement, and a hiss escapes my throat as pain races down my arm for a second. Mika looks over at me, confusion written all over her face, but I play it off well, pretending I’m just still opposed to getting up in the first place.

      Dragging my feet as I make my way over to her, I ask, “Can I wear that weird shirt with the elbow-length sleeves and strings today? I know it’ll be hot, but at least I won’t run the risk of having my top fall off if the halter strings come undone while I’m on the hunt.”

      “Is that something you’re worried about?” Mika looks at me in confused amusement as she puts the shirt she was going to hand me back on the rack and pulls out the one I asked for.

      “Kind of, yeah.” I shrug. “Who knows what kind of crazy stunts I’ll need to pull while we’re out there today. I just want to make sure my boobs stay where I put them this time,” I say as I grab my boobs through my nightgown and look at them accusatorily. They’ve been known to have a mind of their own in the past, popping up and out at some of the most inconvenient times, and if I have to blame them, so Mika doesn’t see my bandage, so be it. They can handle a little hate.

      Mika hands me the shirt and laughs at me while she pulls out the rest of what I need for the hunt, laying everything out on the bed quickly.

      I wait until she’s moved on to tending the fire before I strip out of my nightgown in haste, being careful not to irritate the wound on my arm with the motion. The red shirt has elbow-length sleeves, but the top part of the back is cut out so my wings can be free. The only way to get into the weird shirt though, and part of the reason why I don’t like it too much, is that I have to step into it with my feet and pull it up the length of my body before I can slide my arms into the sleeves. Once it's fully in place, however, I sigh with relief since Mika didn’t see my bandage, and I tie the strings of the two sides of the shirt together at the base of my neck, letting their excess hang down between my wings.

      A short time later, after all my hygienic and beauty stuff for the morning has been handled, Mika and I start making our way out of the castle, through the lush and manicured gardens we have out back, and out to the stables. Once we’re there, she drops me off in the company of all the other royals, nobles, aristocrats, and basically every high fae in Tavatika who’s gathered to either participate in or watch the event.

      The royal hunt is basically a joke on pegasusback, and the whole idea of it pisses me off. It always has, ever since I was old enough to go on the hunt for the first time.

      Mama had held me tightly on her lap that day, whispering the nonsense of it all in my ear as we flew around on her pegasus, Loxmere.

      Within the walls of Tavatika, there’s a small forest not too far behind the castle that spreads all the way to the sea. Royals, nobles, and aristocrats are all allowed to hunt there for sport, even though the only time any high fae ever go there is during the annual hunt before Faedom Day.

      There are all kinds of animals in the forest that could reasonably help feed those that need it in Tavatika, but the law says that only high fae are allowed to hunt there. The borders of the forest where it bumps up against the city are even guarded to prevent regular citizens from entering. Lower-ranking fae can’t even go in there for a nice walk or short flight without facing the possibility of being charged with trespassing on the royal hunting grounds.

      There’ve been a few times in the past when I’ve been hunting a bounty, and they ran into the forest for cover. While I’ve been in there, I’ve seen lower fae that were obviously hunting for food, and each time, I’ve ignored their ‘crimes’ and solely focused on finding my bounty because I simply don’t believe that law should exist.

      I swear, if I can help it, so many things are going to change when I become queen, I think as I ignore everyone around me and walk up to Loxmere, bowing my head at him in greeting.

      He returns the gesture, dropping his head low to the ground before he stands up proudly, his blue-black fur shimmering beautifully in the early morning sunlight as he lowers his left wing, giving me a boost up as I climb onto his back.

      Loxmere trots out of the stable with a pep in his step as if he’s showing off just how pretty he is to his new audience. The curve of his back where I’m sitting is a bit too curved, and the tips of his wings are pointed a bit too skyward for me to believe he’s acting normally. But that’s Loxmere - a proud, award-winning pegasus who has an attitude problem with everyone but me, and when she was alive, my mother.

      Everyone is lining up at the starting line on their steeds, and without me having to tell him or guide him in any way, Loxmere makes his way over to stand in between Ambassador Falconwood and High Chieftain Meadowlight, the same spot I would’ve chosen had I been the one making the decision.

      The bond between a pegasus and its rider is hard to explain.

      The pegasus chooses its rider, and Loxmere chose my mother when she was just a teenager. When I was little, she’d take me for rides on him almost every day, and I never remember him having any issues with me being there too. Even as I got older and was too big to ride with my mother, Loxmere had been okay with taking me on short solo flights above and around the castle, all while staying where I could still see my mother where she hovered, watching us.

      He never lets anyone else get close to him unless they are cleaning him, though I think that has more to do with how much he likes to look pretty than anything else.

      When my mother died, the idea of facing Loxmere alone, without her, nearly broke my heart enough that I avoided the interaction for a solid week after her death. However, I couldn’t stand the idea of him being cooped up in the stables or just wandering aimlessly around the fields, wondering why my mother and I hadn’t been out to ride him in so long.

      But when I went out to check on him and tell him what had happened, whether he would understand me or not, planning to comfort him if he needed it, he’d ended up being the one that comforted me instead.

      They don’t speak, and they’re not telepathic, but somehow, they just know things.

      As soon as I’d made my way out to see him, he was already there waiting for me by the fence, and as soon as I saw him, I’d broken down in tears, falling to my knees and putting my face in my hands. A few seconds later, Loxmere was there, pushing his nose up against me and using one of his wings to guide me up onto his back.

      There were tears in his eyes as he took off into the air that day, and I clung to him tightly for the longest ride we’d ever been on together. We went everywhere and nowhere, with no real destination in mind, but our bond solidified that day, on that flight. Since then, I ride him almost every day, and he’s become mine, just as much as I am his… just as much as he was hers.

      A few ‘good mornings’ and head nods are passed around as everyone who’s joining in on the hunt gathers together, the conversations remaining light and impersonal while we wait for the horn to blow, signaling the start of the race.

      We are all outfitted with our weapons of choice, mostly bows and arrows, and a few spears, but I’m also carrying my favorite twin daggers, one hanging from each of my hips while my bow wraps around my body and my quiver hangs from my right shoulder. The point of the race is to see how many animals we can each catch within a five-hour time frame.

      There’s no real prize at the end, other than claiming this year’s bragging rights, but the biggest catch of the day is always served up as the main course for dinner later in the evening, while the other animals make their way to the tables as side dishes.

      When the horn sounds, Loxmere takes off, quickly leaving the pack behind since he’s the fastest out of all of them, and he heads for the royal hunting grounds a few minutes' flight away. We pass over the parts of the city closest to the castle, and as the forest starts to loom a short distance away, Loxmere starts his descent.

      “Hey, Loxy,” I say after we land at the edge of the forest where I’m supposed to get off to start the hunt, “how do you feel about heading back early?”

      No one else has landed yet, and for that, I’m grateful because it means I can have this conversation with my pegasus.

      He prances in place a bit, seeming to radiate a nervous kind of excitement, and I take that as a good sign.

      “Here’s the deal,” I say as I lay my chest on the back of his strong neck and speak into his pert ears, “I really don’t want to do the hunt this year, and I’m sure, with everyone who’s going to be out here today, no one is going to miss my contribution. What do you say to us waiting for everyone to get here, and once they all start the hunt, you take me back to the castle?”

      Loxmere leans his head to the side, and I sit up, so I don’t fall off while he sends a look at me with one of his big brown eyes. I don’t know immediately if that’s a ‘yes’ or not, but I’m hopeful as I hop off of him, pat his nose with a conspiratory smile, and make my way into the woods to hide while I wait for everyone to arrive.

      As soon as I’m far enough away from where all the steeds will be staged, but still close enough to see, I pick a tree with a nice, sturdy branch, fly up to sit on it, and wait.

      The way I see it, as long as everyone saw me start the race, I can’t be blamed for not participating, and the sooner I can get back to start planning my attack on the rebels, the better. I know I need every advantage I can get with those bounties.

      It doesn’t take long for the high fae to start arriving, dismounting, and taking off into the woods with their weapons drawn, and everyone seems so excited to win this year, that no one even notices me sitting in a tree watching them.

      I don’t know precisely how many fae were supposed to be participating this year, but two particular fae seem to be taking longer to arrive than anyone else: my father and Chancellor Extol. Now that I think about it, I don’t remember seeing them before we took off either, and something about that makes me nervous for some weird-ass reason.

      I wait and wait, but after a while, I get tired of it and decide enough time has passed for them to have made it if they were coming.

      I hop down from my branch and sneak over to Loxmere. He greets me happily, and as soon as I mount him, he takes off without me needing to tell him where to go and flies me all the way back to the stables we just left from.

      Saying goodbye in a hurry because I don’t want anyone to see me, I pat Loxy on the nose again and start flying back through the gardens and into the castle. But when I get there, I realize the whole place is like a ghost town. Even the servants aren’t going about their usual routine, and the entire scene puts me on edge. Something’s not right.

      As quietly and quickly as possible, I go through the trap door and into the hidden passageways, making my way down to the servants’ quarters, figuring I’d start my search for them there. However, as soon as I start getting closer, I can hear music being played and loud bouts of laughter emanating through the walls.

      The servants’ quarters have a common room in between all the bed-chambers, and as I sneakily open the hidden door to the room, a smile spreads across my face at what I see.

      The human servants are partying hard, it seems, and I’ve never, not even on Faedom Day, seen any of them so happy before. I spot Mika a few seconds later, wrapped in a lover’s embrace with a human male, and when their kiss breaks, the blush on her cheeks as she laughs at something he said, warms my heart to see.

      Laughing to myself for being so paranoid, I close the door and start heading to Uncle’s rooms so we can start hashing out a plan. It doesn’t take long to get there, but when I emerge to find his rooms completely vacant, I’m thoroughly confused. I think in all the time I’ve been training with him, he’s only not been in his chambers a handful of times when I’ve needed him. I mean, I know he leaves to get food from the kitchens, and somehow, he’s always scraping up new intel for me, but I just don’t know, him not being in his rooms completely throws me off.

      Deciding I can come up with a plan on my own, I make for the stairs in the passageways and start heading to my room so I can grab the flowers I’ll need to disguise myself. However, right as I’m passing by the hidden door that leads to the chancellery, I hear my father’s voice, yelling at who sounds like Chancellor Extol, and my feet freeze in place, so I can listen to what’s going on.

      “What do you mean I need to wait? I’ve been waiting for years!” my father screams angrily, and I can just imagine how red his face is, given how outraged his voice sounds.

      “I know, your highness, I know,” Extol’s raspy voice says in response. “But think of it this way, if you will. If he dies while he’s in Tavatika, the blame is going to be on the Tava no matter what we do. I urge you to wait, your highness. Wait until they all leave to make your move.”

      If who dies? I wonder, as my eyes get big. Something gets thrown against a wall and shatters right then as I try to understand what’s going on, but as my father speaks next, a chill spreads down my spine.

      “Dammit! No one is even around to take care of him! This would’ve been the perfect opportunity!” he takes a second, I’m assuming, so he can take a breath, then continues, “Fine, I’ll wait for now, but as soon as that wretched piece of shit is out of Tavatika, I’m not waiting anymore. I’m tired of waiting.”

      Who the fae are they talking about killing? I wonder as I hear my father and Chancellor Extol leave the chancellery and make their way into the hallway where I can’t hear them anymore.

      Who doesn’t have someone taking care of them? Wait, I think.

      No, I nearly gasp as my eyes get big in confused fear, they can’t actually be talking about killing the Amaryan king? That would most definitely mean one thing, and one thing only: war.
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      Still strapped with my daggers, but having left my bow and arrows behind, wearing the same outfit I was for the hunt, my wings shake as they turn the brown color of a guard’s wings while I sneak out of the castle. I’m heading in the direction of the market when I leave, knowing that’s probably where I’ll find Jarriah Foxmist at this time of day.

      He’s the only person in Arorial other than Uncle that knows about me doubling as a bounty hunter, and has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. He’s a trader with blue wings, just as his parents were before him. They were the highest-ranked traders in all of Tavatika while they were alive, and Jarriah and I were growing up. As such, we ended up having a ton of time to play together in the fields or run through the castle while our parents handled whatever business they were conducting.

      Now, he’s who I hand off all my bounties to. He then hands them off to the traders that will ultimately banish them to Eruxus. He’s also the one who technically pays me for the bounties I catch, but every time he’s tried to actually give me the money or gems as payment, I’ve told him to keep it and give it to the Tava who need it.

      Most of the time, the proceeds end up as ‘anonymous’ gifts to the food banks, orphanages, or other philanthropic charities of Tavatika. Other times, when he’s known of a family enduring a particular hardship, Jarriah has left the proceeds on their doorstep or in their mailboxes for them to find later.

      He’s my closest friend and knows me better than anyone, probably even better than Uncle does, I think.

      Standing with the manifest for the shipment he’s overseeing in his hands, Jarriah has his back to me and is caught completely unaware when I sneak up behind him, slipping in between his big teal wings so I can send my hands out to tickle each of his sides at once.

      His reaction is immediate, and kind of scary, if I’m being honest.

      He whips around, and I duck just in time, so he doesn’t slap me with one of his wings. His right hand raises in the air as if he means to throttle me with that metal board he’s holding, but as soon as he sees that it’s me, his hand lowers, and he smooths out the paper on the board with a look of relief.

      Jarriah glances around, I assume so he can see if we’ve drawn any unwanted attention before he puts his manifest down and wraps a hand around each of my biceps, pushing me backward until I’m in his small office where he closes the door behind him with his wing.

      I pull his hand off me quickly, saying, “Dammit, Riah, that fucking hurts,” as I press a hand to the bandage on my arm.

      “What hurts, Zin?” he asks, but I can barely say another word before he’s pulling at my shirt, trying to get a glimpse of the wound that ails me.

      I try to brush him off, but he’s not taking no for an answer since he just keeps at it until I finally succumb and pull the sleeve up on my arm, revealing the bandage Uncle put on there last night.

      The look on his face is absolutely murderous once he sees what I’ve been covering, and he levels me with a stern glare before he sighs in frustration. Carefully, he peels back the bandage, pulling it off completely as he examines the wound for himself.

      He’s always been way overprotective of me, but I just know that that’s who he is.

      “Who did this to you, Zin?” he asks as he goes over to a small trunk he has sitting on his desk, withdrawing a fresh bandage and some healing cream.

      I sigh but answer him anyway because I know he won’t leave me alone until he’s gotten the answers he thinks he needs. “One of the bounties I was hunting got a little too close is all. It’s nothing to really worry about.”

      Chuckling some, he comes back over to me, and while he’s bandaging me up anew, he asks, “So where’s the other guy? I didn’t see anyone with you; I can’t imagine he walked away so easily once he did this.”

      Immediately, I’m embarrassed again that I’d had to retreat last night, and I feel heat rise in my cheeks as I look away from his smooth face, and try to come up with a reasonable excuse to justify my actions.

      His motions on my arm stop as I feel him looking at me, and after a second, his hand raises to my chin and makes me turn to face him.

      “Zin, what happened?”

      Fuck a fae, I can’t ignore him when he looks at me like this, his teal eyes searing into mine with an intensity I’ve only ever felt from him.

      I sigh and roll my eyes, but he’s still holding my chin, so it's a useless set of movements. “I was hunting four rebellion members who were dumb enough to actually enter the city, and let’s just say things went a little sideways.”

      “I’ll say,” he motions to my arm. “Did you get them?” he asks, the concern and confusion in his voice enough to make me squirm and question whether I should tell him everything or not, but after a small argument with myself, I know I can’t not tell him, especially when I need to ask him what he knows about them, so I can make a plan to catch them.

      “No,” I say with a little too much hostility in my voice. “I went in too soon because I got cocky, and I ended up having to… retreat.”

      His hands drop from where they were warming my skin. “You’ve never had to retreat,” he says almost to himself. “And one of them did this to you? Who are they? I need names.”

      The fury in his voice betrays how angry he is, but his concern just brings a smile to my face.

      “They’re actually who I’m here to talk to you about,” I say, still smiling.

      Jarriah goes back to bandaging my arm, but his eyebrows are all drawn down in the center like he’s thinking really hard. “Alright then, let’s hear it.”

      Breathing a small sigh of relief, I say, “Their names are Lazlo Cren, Roan Grissom, Quinn Frost, and Priya Ravenskull. Have you ever heard of them?”

      His face goes blank, and I know instantly that he’s going to try and hide what he knows about these fae. It’s what he does when he doesn’t want to tell me something, and I’m in no mood, or situation, to let his overprotectiveness keep me from doing what needs to be done.

      “Riah,” I start warningly, “what do you know?”

      Finally done putting my bandage on, he gets up and goes over to lean against his desk, putting physical distance between us as he crosses his big arms over his chest. “I might not know much, but I do know these aren’t the ones you need to be hunting, Zin. Why the fae did your uncle give you these bounties in the first place? They’re far too skilled for you to go after them alone.”

      “Excuse me, but why does everyone around here seem to forget that I’m the one who got the rebels to leave the city in the first place? Yes, it might’ve been a few years back, but if anything, I’m even better trained now than I was then!” My anger at Jarriah and Uncle for second-guessing my abilities is starting to get to me.

      “Yeah, maybe, but since then, you haven’t had any practice against fae like these, Zin! They have been outside the walls, dealing with the kind of life the people out there face, and you’ve been in here, handling drunks and petty thieves,” he says pleadingly.

      Standing up as my anger reaches a tipping point, I say, “Don’t discount what I’ve been doing here, Riah. You know damn well I’ve been getting worse criminals than that.”

      Running a hand down his face as he takes a breath and sighs, he says soothingly, “I’m sorry, Zin. You’re right. I’m just worried about you is all. Those fae you’re hunting have a reputation. They run together in a group, and if they’re the ones I think they are, they don’t even take orders from the leaders of the rebellion very well, so it’ll probably be impossible to know what their actual motives are. If what I’ve heard of them is true, they’re like a rogue group within the rebellion, and every time I’ve heard of them, it’s been marked with fear.”

      Walking over to Jarriah, I send a hand out to cup his face. “I know you worry about me, but I promise I will be okay. I just need to make a plan to catch them is all.” I take my hand from his face and drop my arms to my sides, as I explain. “Last night, I went in with no plan and thought I could take them all on in the dark, but I know now that if I want to catch these guys, and possibly have them lead me to even higher-ranking rebellion members, I need to strategize. Can you tell me what you know, so I can make a plan... please?”

      Jarriah sighs, but smiles at me softly. “Yeah, I can tell you what I know, but you have to promise me you won’t go after them unless you know you’re going to come out of it with four bounties on your arm instead of in a coffin.”

      Smiling right back at him, I say, “I promise, Riah.”
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      A short time later, I’m sitting on a rooftop, peering over the side of the building, looking down at the abandoned warehouse the trader group from last night had been talking about.

      I knew I’d needed to talk to them.

      Just as I’d thought, something about the red-winged smith they mentioned just didn’t seem right.

      Apparently, from what Jarriah told me, this group of fae had shown up and started causing problems for the locals almost immediately. Though most of the people that interacted with them knew they were rebels, they didn’t report anything because they were afraid of what would happen to them if they talked. No one wanted the entire rebellion raining down on them for being snitches, so everyone had sort of been looking the other way when it came to these fae.

      Jarriah said, from what he knew, they’d been here for almost a week but didn’t understand why they’d come into Tavatika. He said they were having a hard go of it, not finding anyone willing to help them seeing as how The Ghost still patrols the streets at night. That part stroked my ego a bit, I’m not gonna lie. He also told me that he thought they were hanging out or setting up shop at this abandoned warehouse on Trinkle Street, and as soon as the words left his mouth, I knew he was definitely talking about the same fae I’d fought last night; there was no question in my mind.

      Luckily, with everyone still out on the hunt, no one expected me back for at least another few hours, so I decided I’d go ahead and case the warehouse and see what there was to see. Jarriah had insisted I take his blow dart, his set of five darts, and some sleeping liquid to dip the darts in before I left, and as I saw Quinn Frost exit the warehouse across from me, I sent out a silent thank you to Jarriah with my mind.

      I’d already loaded the blow dart with a sleeping liquid tipped dart before I started watching the place, just in case, and as I saw an opportunity to capture one of them while they were alone, I aimed, took a breath, and took a shot.

      With almost pinpoint accuracy, the dart landed in the side of Quinn’s neck. I had to fight myself really hard not to jump up and down in victory - a feat made much easier by the fact that as soon as Quinn reached up to his neck and brushed his fingers over the dart, he pulled it out, looked at it angrily, turned around, opened the door he’d just walked out of, and yelled inside, “The Ghost is ba…,” before he fell to the ground with his feet still lying outside the warehouse.

      Immediately I was on edge, wondering what my next move should be.

      Fuck me and my overeager faeshit. What should I do now? Whoever’s inside has already been alerted to my presence, and will most likely be coming out to find me shortly, or will be hiding inside, waiting to ambush me should I try to come in after them.

      However, I do still have surprise on my side if I play my cards right, I think to myself.

      When I was flying in a low circle before I decided to land on this rooftop, I’d seen that two doors led into the warehouse, but there was also a cracked window on the top floor. If I were one of the ones inside, I’d be watching the doors, and with that helpful thought, I fly across the street and carefully peer inside the cracked window.

      I can see Priya standing by the front door, and as I sneakily switch sides so I can get a glimpse of the back door, I see Roan standing beside it, waiting for someone to try and break in past him. Lazlo is nowhere to be seen, though.

      Taking my chances, I slowly slide the window open far enough for me to climb through, and make my way inside without a sound. As soon as I’m in, I duck down, staying low to the ground, hiding behind a few bookcases, desks, and other types of furniture that litter the floor as if the place had been ransacked before I got here.

      My plan is to head toward Roan first, seeing as how I think he’s the bigger threat than Priya, but no sooner do I make that decision than I’m being wrapped up with strong arms from behind.

      I hadn’t grabbed my daggers from my sides yet because I hadn’t wanted them to hear me sliding them out of their sheaths, but that decision is one I greatly regret as each of my daggers are pulled from my hips and tossed out of reach by the fae man who’s holding me.

      Immediately, my training kicks in, and I make quick work of getting out of Lazlo’s hold on me. I even manage to get a few licks in on him before Roan shows up to help his buddy. However, just as I get one of them down, the other comes right back for more.

      They work together seamlessly as a team, never letting me even get near my daggers as I knock Roan back a few feet with a solid kick to his stomach.

      Lazlo comes at me from behind again, wrapping himself so tightly around me that it’s hard to breathe. I try everything I can think of to get away, but this time, it seems like he knows all of my tricks, and how to counteract them, and as panic reaches a fever pitch throughout my whole body, I just know I’ve been caught, and there’s nothing else I can do about it.

      Something told me to wait, but dammit, I didn’t listen, and now there’s no doubt in my mind, I’m at these fae’s mercy.
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      Priya comes rushing toward us where Lazlo holds me captive, and I struggle in his grasp as I see the different lengths of rope in her hands, the firm intent and the gleam in her eyes telling me she’s going to tie me up, and that she’s going to enjoy every second of it while she does it.

      My breathing becomes frantic, and fear races through me as I push my feet into the ground, throwing myself back into Lazlo’s chest as she gets closer, trying everything within my power to escape what I know is coming. Still, all my efforts are useless in Lazlo’s unforgiving arms. He might as well be a fucking brick wall with how unmoving he is, and within a few short seconds that stretch on like an eternity, despite my strength and training, my wrists are bound in front of me, and my wings are strapped down right up against my back behind me.

      I think it’s safe to assume I’m in some deep shit now, but as I quickly assess the situation, weighing all my options, which are definitely fewer than I would like for there to be, I realize that them tying me up is probably the best thing I could’ve hoped for. If they’d wanted to kill me, I’m sure they would’ve already seized that particular opportunity, but since they haven’t… at least, not yet anyway, I still have a fighting chance.

      As long as I’m breathing, I still have a chance, I remind myself as I stop resisting and steady my breathing, forcing my heart rate to slow the fuck down, so it doesn’t rupture.

      I can tell they all notice the abrupt change in my behavior when I suddenly stop moving since they all look at me questioningly, almost as if I’ve surprised them, their gazes becoming minutely warier of me than they were before.

      Good. They should be wary of me, I think in satisfaction.

      Lazlo walks to my side and grabs me by the arm, not hard enough to bruise me, but definitely hard enough to let me know I need to go with him as he guides me over to the closest wall and pushes my back up against it, being surprisingly gentler with me than I thought he’d be now that I’m all tied up, and I’ve stopped fighting him.

      However, as he steps right into my line of sight, cocking his head to the side, his almost unreal looking bright blue eyes staring deep into mine, I see him fully for the first time, and my breath catches in my throat at the sight of him.

      His head is shaved on the sides and back, but what grows on top is dark brown, long, and falls down behind his neck in a single thick braid. He’s got a little scruff on his chiseled face that does nothing to hide his sharp jawline and thick lips, and as I look into his eyes, butterflies start to fly around in my stomach, and a scorching heat begins to spread under my skin.

      He’s making me nervous, looking at me like this - in all the ways that would usually be a good thing, but coming from him, a criminal I’m supposed to be capturing, it’s like my body and mind are warring with each other as I drink in the sight of him like a thirsty virgin, while at the same time, yelling at myself for doing so.

      Lazlo smiles that crazy madfae smile again, and I can’t help but wonder if he knows I was just thinking about how attractive he is as embarrassment, sharp and cold, seeps through me.

      He raises his pointer finger in the air. He pokes me in the forehead with it five or six times in quick succession, surprising the fae out of me as he says, “You almost fucking had me,” in a sing-song voice before he walks off, laughing that laugh of his, sending a chill up my spine again as I hear it, and I’m left staring after him with my mouth hanging open.

      As soon as I realize it though, I close my mouth and force my face to become one of angry impassivity. No way am I going to let these fae get to me. Well, I’m not going to show it anymore, at least. Nope, I’m an iron trap.

      My best course of action is to remain silent, giving them nothing as I try and find a way to escape, preferably within the next hour or two, so I can make it back in time for no one to miss me at the castle.

      “Go on and sit down, Ghost,” Priya says after she climbs up on an overturned desk, letting her feet dangle in front of her as she examines my daggers in her hands. “We’re going to be here for a little bit since you knocked Quinn out.” Her face turns thoughtful for a split second, and she glances at me again. “Nice shot, by the way,” she says reverently, and I don’t even attempt to dive into the parts of my psyche that get excited about the fact that I’ve impressed her.

      That was a good shot, though, I think smugly to myself as I sit down and cross my legs in front of me, looking over to where Roan is dragging Quinn further into the warehouse, letting the front door close loudly behind him.

      I take in all of Roan’s stunning stature when he stands up straight after laying Quinn’s head down gently on the hard floor. He’s giant and jacked - far larger than most fae are, but something about his demeanor screams to me that he’s got a soft and squishy inside, and the thought brings a subtle smile to my face as I watch him.

      His dark tanned skin nearly matches his big brown wings but stands in stark contrast to the light green color of his eyes. It’s a weird color combination that you don’t see too often, especially in Tavatika, but as I think back to his bounty sheet, even the people who filled in his sheet didn’t know where he came from. He’s got long, silky hair that’s as black as the darkest night, and it's fascinating to me how it looks so straight and smooth even though he was just fighting me, whereas I’m sure my thick ass black hair probably looks like a sweaty mess right now.

      Once Roan is done moving Quinn’s unconscious form, he heads over to Lazlo on the other side of the warehouse across from me, and with everything blocking my view, I can only see the tops of their heads as I hear a myriad of sounds, making me wonder what they’re doing.

      Zippers being zipped, things banging around, a small chuckle from Roan every now and then, the low steady murmur of Lazlo’s distinctive voice, and a few high-pitched whirring sounds reach my ears as I strain to hear what’s happening. However, after a few minutes, I get tired of listening so hard when it’s painfully clear that I’m not going to be able to distinguish what’s going on, so I rest my head back against the wall behind me and close my eyes in what I hope looks like defeat.

      I know Priya is still watching me - obviously the one charged with making sure I don’t run off. I can feel her eyes assessing me shamelessly while I’m not looking, and I try not to think about why that has my insides tingling and random ass thoughts popping into my head. I need to be thinking about a way to get out of here, not wondering about what Priya thinks about what she sees.

      A few minutes later, a groan reaches my ears, and I open my eyes to see Quinn rolling over on his side, grabbing his head with one hand as he makes his way to his feet. He looks around the room like the light coming in through the windows is too bright for a second before realization dawns on his features, and he throws his hands down at his sides, fists balled as anger radiates off of him, sending an unexpected shiver of icy fear through me as his eyes land on mine.

      Surprise crosses his face as he sends his gaze all over me, but hate solidifies in its place as he begins to storm over to me, his hulking frame a mass of nothing but solid muscle moving through the space between us as his bright red wings flare out behind him.

      Quinn moves in such a way that I have to force myself not to flinch or cower before he even makes it over to me, but I know I’m successful in hiding what I feel on the inside as he comes over and crowds all of my space. He reaches down, and with one hand, picks me up by my throat, sliding me up the wall behind me until my feet dangle beneath me.

      The pain around my neck and the pressure at the back of my jaw is instant, and a small gasp of air I can’t afford to lose escapes me with the shock of what he’s doing. I know my face scrunches up in pain as I flex the muscles in my neck as hard as I can in an attempt to keep my blood flowing and to protect my windpipe, but it’s almost of no use against his solid grip.

      “You’re the one that’s knocked me out twice?” he asks through clenched, perfectly straight teeth. “Twice now, you’ve gotten the better of me?”

      My wings twitch in their bindings spastically, and I send my bound hands lashing out at him, but his reach is much longer than mine, so I start kicking at him like my life depends on it, because I know, right now, that it does. After a couple of failed attempts at kicking him right in the balls, he moves in so close to me that his body presses up against mine and starts to hold my weight, pinning me to the wall with his, as thankfully, the pressure on my neck eases some. Not by much, but by enough that I’m not as worried about dying as much as I’d been only seconds ago.

      “But you’re such a little thing,” he smiles intensely as the rest of his face softens.

      He takes a step back and drops me back to my feet as my hands fly up to cup my bruised throat, and a few coughs escape me, in spite of how hard I’m trying to hide how much I was just at his mercy.

      “Don’t show weakness, Z,” Uncle’s voice sounds in my mind from memory, and I stand up straight, composing myself quickly as I level Quinn with a challenging glare.

      His smile grows even wider as he watches me, and I try my damndest to keep my mask of impassivity firmly in place, backing up to the wall I almost died on as I drop my hands back in front of me and lift my chin in the air smugly.

      “You’re good,” he says as he crosses his arms over his chest, standing only a step or two away from me, “Very good,” and something inside me absolutely quivers at his words, but I ignore it as best I can while I refuse to break eye contact with the fae.

      If I could’ve dreamed up the perfect fae man for me, Quinn’s looks and physique would’ve been exactly what I would’ve imagined. He’s tall, my head only rising to his chest at my full height; he’s got tanned muscles for days, wrapped and nearly covered in tattoos; his eyes are dark blue, whose depths practically have me swimming; and his thick, calloused hands give my dark imagination so many dirty thoughts, I’m finding it hard to concentrate as it throws image after image of what those hands could do to me to the forefront of my mind.

      Fucking seriously, Z? Those hands almost fucking killed you! I think before a small and dark giggle escapes me unexpectedly, and Quinn’s eyes darken even further as the sound reaches his ears.

      I can see Lazlo, Priya, and Roan all coming over out of my periphery to stand behind Quinn, and with all of their eyes on me at once, it’s all I can do not to fucking shiver with arousal.

      Why the fae do they have to all be so attractive, huh? Why couldn’t they be like the rest of the slimy rat bastards I’ve been hunting? If they were, it would undoubtedly make figuring a way out of this situation a lot easier, especially if there wasn’t that small part of me that’s positively begging me to take them all back to my chambers and play with them, one by one, like a whiny sex-depraved little bitch.

      “She’s not what we were expecting, is she?” Lazlo says as he rests a light hand on Quinn’s shoulder, smiling as his gaze travels up and down my body appreciatively.

      Quinn laughs a dark chuckle that lacks any humor as he says, “No, she’s not, but I’m not disappointed,” and something about the way he says it has my thighs tightening without a thought in self-preservation.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty fucking awesome that The Ghost turned out to be a girl,” Priya says as she leans up against Roan, where he’s standing with his arms crossed over his chest too. She brings her hands up in front of her, playing absentmindedly with her fingernails, and I allow myself to give her a full once over since she’s doing the same thing to me.

      Her blue wings shimmer, and her dark skin shines in the sunlight, almost as if the light is just drawn to her. She has long black braided hair that falls behind her shoulders, marked with pops of blue and purple strings that have been woven between the strands. Her frame is fit, but still somewhat supple, and though she’s at least half a foot taller than me, I can’t help but wonder what she would look like beneath me.

      Whoa, hold the fuck up, Z. Down girl.

      I quickly bring my gaze back up to Quinn’s as heat floods my cheeks, but I don’t miss the smirk that plays on the edges of Priya’s lips as I do it.

      “Beh sho kee pa,” Roan says in his weird but familiar accent.

      Priya sighs as she stops leaning on him and says, “Yeah, we should go.”

      They all turn around and head over to the other side of the room, leaving me standing by the wall, and as they all look away from me and start grabbing things, I decide to take my chances and bolt for the front door.

      I get over to it, and glance back, seeing they haven’t even noticed I’ve moved, but as I turn the handle and open the door, it squeaks loud enough to get their attention. However, I don’t wait around long enough to see what they want to do about it. I take off into the street, deciding quickly that going left would be my best option since that’s the way that seems the most populated, but I don’t make it six feet before someone is reaching under my armpits and lifting me off the ground with firm and steady hands.
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      A small cry escapes me in surprise, but I slam my mouth shut as I look up and see Priya is the one who’s grabbed me, and it registers in my mind that she’s probably one of the strongest female fae I’ve ever met since she can lift me so easily.

      “Not too fast without those guard wings, now are ya, Ghost?” she asks with a derisive little laugh. She flies me around to the back of the warehouse, where the other members of her group are beginning to walk nonchalantly out the back door as if they aren’t concerned at all about whether Priya was going to be able to catch me or not.

      She sets me down and lands beside me, immediately grabbing the excess rope dangling from my hands, and leads me over to two horses and a cart that have been staged behind the building. Quin, Roan, and Lazlo throw a few crates and bags into the cart as Priya captures my attention with a sinister voice that catches me off guard, “Climb in, cover yourself completely with that blanket, and don’t make a sound.”

      I just look at her like she’s lost her mind for a second, but as I consider the fact that I don’t seem to have much choice in the matter, I do as she says, climbing into the back of the loaded cart with a disgusted huff being the only sound that escapes me as I grab the blanket, lay down, and pull it over me.

      As if it isn’t hot enough already, I think angrily as I lay on my side and stick my face out of the edge of the blanket, but hold it in a position where I can still breathe while I stay hidden from whoever might be looking in the cart.

      It’s not as if I want to do what they’ve told me to do, but as hard as I wrack my brain for another solution, I’m still coming up empty of any good ideas.

      There’s no way I can just run away from them, obviously, considering what just happened when I tried, but I’m also not in a position to fight them off either. I’m bound with rope, Priya still has my daggers, and even if I wasn’t bound, there are just too many of them for me to have a chance at taking them on directly. I know this now.

      The best I can try and do is scream, yell out for help at the top of my lungs and just hope that someone comes to my rescue, but I need to wait for the right time - when we’re around a bunch of people, increasing my chances of someone actually being able to help. Where we are right now, there’s hardly anyone around. I don’t want to waste an opportunity by screaming now, and run the risk of them gagging me or something, so I can’t cry out later.

      As the cart begins to move, I bide my time, trying to pay close attention to the way it moves so I can keep up with where we are and what’s coming. It’s not that hard to do at first, as we make the first few turns through the city, but as we keep going straight for a while, and then turn again, I have no idea where we are, if I’m being completely honest with myself, and that realization stings a bit.

      My captors are all silent, not speaking at all as we travel, and though it freaks me out that they’re so quiet, a part of me is thankful because it means I can hear what’s going on in the city around me.

      Eventually, we come to a stop, and I can almost feel the tension spreading through each of our captors as I hear someone ask, “Name and destination territory.”

      Immediately, I know we’re at the gate of the city walls where guards inspect each and every cart coming in and going out for illegal contraband, and I know, now is my only chance. If I let them take me out of the city, I might as well just give up and let them kill me.

      I shoot up quickly, throwing the blanket off as I move, locating the guard that’s hovering beside the cart instantly, and cry out, “Help! Please, these…”

      I don’t get to finish what I’m saying because Lazlo jumps into the back of the cart with me and slides his hand over my mouth to shut me up. I buck against him and plead with the guard with my eyes as much as I can, but the fae barely even looks at me, focused as he is on sharing a weighted glance with Quinn.

      The guard’s big brown wings are held in place at the perfect angle behind him to strike fear into the hearts of any lower-ranking fae. The leather and lace ceremonial regalia he’s wearing is customary and mandatory for one of his haughty position guarding Tavatika’s city gates, but the straps and lace are so tightly fitted, not even the smallest of feathers is allowed to protrude through his armor.

      I take in his demeanor, the way he looks at Quinn in the driver’s seat, the way he doesn’t even acknowledge the fact that these fae have a female with brown wings tied up in the back while a teal winged fae holds her down with his hand over her mouth, and the hope I’d had blossoming in my chest dies off entirely.

      “You’re free to go. Be safe on your travels,” the guard says as he waves us through the gates without an ounce of remorse, and I start flailing about wildly as the cart drives on, panic tearing through me like lightning through my veins, the fear I feel shooting up to exponential proportions as I fight with everything I have against Lazlo.

      We scuffle in the back of the cart, spilling bags of food onto the floor, knocking a crate off the side of the cart, and I even headbutt him in the nose so hard he starts bleeding immediately, but still, he doesn’t give up. I finally get my feet beneath me just as he pulls me back down to where I’m practically sitting in his lap. He wraps his long legs around me, interlocking his feet together in front of me as he sends one strong arm around my shoulders, and pulls my back to his chest, grabbing my forehead with his other hand, tipping my head back, so it sits on his shoulder.

      “Oh, little Ghosty,” he practically purrs in my ear as his blood drips down his face to land on my shoulder and runs down my arm, “don’t worry. We’re going to take really good care of you,” before he starts fucking laughing again, and my whole body shakes with the terror I feel.

      Eventually, I stop struggling and attempt to relax, hoping Lazlo will let me go if I behave, but no matter how still I am or for how long, when I try to pick my head up off his shoulder, he pushes it back down roughly, intent on making me stay in this position.

      He’s even rubbing the hair on my head like one would pet a cute animal, and something about the motion scares me to no end, rather than calming any of my fears like I think he’s trying to do. I don’t think it’d be so bad, and I might actually find comfort in the motion if it weren’t for the freaky little song he keeps humming softly in my ear. It’s an eerie tune, and as I catch my first glimpses of life outside the city walls, I am completely on edge because of it.

      Well, I’m on edge because of everything that’s happened so far today, but that song certainly isn’t fucking helping.

      Everything seems pretty much the same outside the walls as it does inside, and a part of me wonders why there’s even a separation between the two areas in the first place, but just like so many things in Tavatika, and Arorial as a whole, there’s no real rhyme or reason to much of what exists.

      I should’ve been back home at the castle hours ago, bringing in a few animals for the dinner tonight, mingling with a bunch of pompous royals, avoiding my father, and making jokes with Mika about the ridiculousness of it all. Instead, I’m stuck here in this dumbass cart, surrounded by crazy-ass criminals, farther from home than I’ve ever been, with no escape plan to speak of. But as I feel the first little inklings of tears worming their way into the backs of my eyes, I shut that shit down quick.

      No way am I going to cry about this.

      I got myself into this situation, and dammit, I’m going to get myself out, I don’t care how long it takes. I take a long deep breath in and blow it out, and the motion settles my emotions a little.

      Hearing my long exhale, Lazlo whispers in my ear, “That’s right, little Ghosty. Relax. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I try to ignore the psychopath behind me, but I’d be lying if I said those words, and Lazlo’s tight embrace didn’t offer me some form of comfort.

      They obviously have some kind of plan for me, I think.

      Well, they seem to have plans for The Ghost, and seeing as how they haven’t killed me, and don’t look like they want to hurt me at all, I’m hopeful that whatever their plans are, they’re something I can handle, and that they don’t want me for some other nefarious purpose.

      I should try to just go along with whatever they want for now, regardless of what they ultimately want me to do, and see if I can gain their trust enough so they’ll at least take the rope off of my hands. And then, maybe, they’ll take the bindings off of my wings too. Then I could really have a good chance to break away from them.

      My thoughts are interrupted as the cart finally comes to a stop, and I look around, trying to get an idea of my new surroundings. Quinn has stopped the cart in front of what looks like an inn of some kind, though the paint is chipped and peeling on the outside, and it seems like it’s seen better days.

      Now that I look around me, all the buildings in this area seem worse for wear, and I just know that that kind of thing would never pass unchecked if we were in Tavatika Proper. It’s a requirement that everyone keeps up their outward appearances. This place looks like it hasn’t seen any repairs in years, and my nose scrunches up before I check myself and fix my face.

      Of course, they’d be bringing me to the worst parts of town. They’re criminals, I think as I roll my eyes at myself before Lazlo finally releases me and stands us up. But as soon as we’re standing, he threads his arm through mine as if we were lovers heading out on a date, and guides me to the edge of the cart telling me to jump when he does.

      We land on the packed dirt road with a thud, and he leads me inside the inn, following behind Quinn while Priya and Roan trail behind us.

      The inside of the inn is no better than the outside. It might even be worse, I think, but I ignore it as Lazlo guides me over to a table, pulls out a stool for me to sit on, pushes me into it, and then sits down in the stool beside me, finally taking his hands off of me for the first time since we left Tavatika Proper.

      No one even bats an eye at the ropes I have wrapped around me. As I take in all the fae in the room, I realize everyone is avoiding looking at us, their eyes cast down to the tables they’re sitting at or in the opposite direction entirely. I know these fae I’m with must have a pretty bad reputation for a population of random people to act like this simply because they walked in the door.

      It also solidifies the fact that I’m probably not going to be able to ask anyone for help here either.

      Quinn walks up and starts talking to the servant behind the bar while Priya and Roan come to join Lazlo and me, sitting in the stools across from us. Their eyes are trained on me, and as beautiful and dangerous-looking as they are, I force myself not to show any weakness under their gazes.

      “So, what’s your real name?” Priya asks as she rests her arms on the table in front of her, and for a moment, my mind goes blank.

      I decide pretty quickly that keeping my mouth shut has a much better chance of working out in my favor than trying to lie would be, so I don’t say anything, and instead, I stare right back at her in defiance.

      Quinn shows up then with five mugs of what looks like ale and dishes them out to everyone before he pulls up a stool and takes a seat at the head of the table next to me. We all reach for our drinks, myself included, and as the bitter liquid pours down my throat, I realize just how thirsty I’d been, and nearly down the whole mug-full in one go before I finally take a breath and set the mug back down.

      “I asked you a question, Ghost,” Priya says, her voice dark and low, causing everyone at the table to look at me while I stare back at her.

      I have a feeling that more violence is in my future if I don’t say something, and that’s not the kind of response I want to have from any of them right now, especially if my goal is to get them to trust me enough to take these damn ropes off.

      Sighing, I level Priya with a glare to match her own as I say, “My name is Mika... Mika Foxmist.” I know I just blended the names of my two closest friends, but right now, it’s the best I can come up with and is definitely something I can remember later if I need to.

      “Foxmist is a trader’s surname. How do you have it if you’re a guard?” Priya asks, showing me she’s certainly got the brains of a scribe or historian like her dark blue wings should’ve already clued me in on, but I just shrug at her as I pick up my drink, pouring the last of it down my throat in hopes that she leaves the topic alone.

      “I don’t care what her real name is. She’s Ghosty, and that’s all that matters,” Lazlo says in an almost reverent way that garners no arguments from Priya, pulling a smile to my face unexpectedly. Priya blows air out of her nose at me before she glances around the room with a disinterested look on her face, and Quinn speaks up.

      He puts his drink down and looks me right in my eyes as he says, “Lazlo is right. I don’t care what your real name is either, I know you’re The Ghost. What I don’t know is why?”

      That throws me off because he could mean a few different things with such a generalized question.

      If he’s asking why I hunt down the criminals that have fled custody in the first place, then my answer is one that I know the answer to through and through, though, I’ve never had to say it out loud to anyone other than Uncle.

      I hunt bounties because my mother was murdered, and I want revenge on the fae that did it. I hunt them because it was what my uncle did for a living, and to protect me, he taught me everything he knew. I hunt bounties because the money and gems I earn can be given out to the Tava who need it… there are countless answers to that version of his question, and no matter the reason, it’s not like I can just tell him what they are without giving myself away as the princess.

      If he’s asking why I seek to defend Tavatika in general, the answer should be obvious: the Tava deserve to live happy lives without the threat to their safety and welfare that having a bunch of criminals brings.

      “Not that it's any of your business, but what do you mean, ‘why’? Why what?” I finally ask.

      Quinn turns on his stool to look more directly at me. “Why do you only collect bounties inside Tavatika Proper?”

      Well, that question throws me too.

      How the fae do I answer that, huh? Should I even try to answer it? If I don’t, they might not begin to trust me enough to take this rope off, much less tell me what their plans are for me. Fuck, I think before words just start flowing through my mouth.

      “At least I’m affecting change. I chose that part of Arorial, and I do what I can, where I can, to help the people that live there. Why? Do you have a problem with what I’ve been doing?”

      Quinn shakes his head as his eyebrows raise. “No, quite the opposite, in fact. I’m just wondering what your motives are. I mean, your reputation precedes you, and I respect your skills and the job you’re doing, but what I don’t understand is why you only protect the high-ranking fae that live there, instead of the majority of people who live outside the walls. Don’t you think they need more help than the people inside do?”

      My breath catches in my throat as he calls me out. If there’s anyone who’s against the dumbass hierarchy of Tavatika, it’s me, but I can see how he’d think that I’m only protecting the high fae, seeing as how I haven’t been able to go outside the walls. The last thing I want to be thought of is being seen as someone who only values the higher ranks of fae, but it takes me a second to come up with a justifiable lie to cover my tracks, and by the look on Quinn’s face, I get the distinct impression he knows I’m thinking over my words carefully.

      “First of all, I don’t have to justify my motives to anyone, much less, you,” I say with a bit of an attitude. “But, if you must know, it’s because I am only one fae. I stay where I know I can make a difference, bringing in rebellious and criminal fae like you. I honestly don’t know why my motives matter to you in the first place. You're a bad fae, and I capture bad fae, end of story.”

      My mind is still running through the words he said, and with barely giving him a chance to say anything, I ask, “And what do you mean you respect my skills and the job I’m doing. You’re criminals. We’re enemies. How could you respect me when I’m, quite literally, out to get you?”

      Quinn’s mouth turns up in a smile at my words, confusing me even further before he says, “I don’t think you fully understand what we do… or what the rebellion does, for that matter. Yes, we’re criminals, but only because there are unjust laws in place that make us such.” He chuckles to himself for a second. “I think we actually have more in common than you know.”

      Well, I just can’t wait to hear this, I think sarcastically. “Oh, really? How so?”

      “For starters, I think we want the same things,” he says as a servant drops off plates of food before each of us. “Thank you,” he says to the servant before turning back to me. “I know this based on the bounties you’ve caught over the last year or so.”

      What? How does he know what criminals I’ve captured? I wonder as my eyes widen, and I completely ignore the food in front of me while I look at him.

      “Like that guy that had been raping all those women. Laz, what was his name?”

      “Yennen Foltrull,” Lazlo says with a mouth full of chicken, his elbows resting firmly on the table.

      “Or all those fae that were in that child abduction scheme,” Priya throws in, raising her eyebrows at me as she talks. “Those were some really evil fae there.”

      “Hold on,” I say as I lift my bound hands in the air before me. “How do you even know about all those bounties?”

      Quinn has the decency to look at least a little guilty as he says, “We’ve been researching The Ghost for a while, planning out how we’d get you to come out of the shadows, and learning about who you were hunting helped us figure that out.”

      Ding, ding, ding! That’s what I really want to know, I think. “Right, okay, and why exactly did you want me to ‘come out of the shadows’ to begin with, huh?”

      Quinn swallows the bite of food that’s in his mouth before he answers. Placing his arm on the table between us and leaning toward me some, he says, “Well, to be perfectly honest, we were paid by the rebellion to capture The Ghost and return him… well, her, to the rebellion because the leaders want you to join forces with them. But really, after all we’ve heard about you, and after everything we learned while we were researching you, we thought we might just try to get you to join up with us instead.”

      “Instead?” I ask, completely flabbergasted. “What in fae would make you think I’d join up with you or the rebellion?” A sudden thought hits me, and I ask, “I thought you all were a part of the rebellion. What the fae is going on here?”

      Lazlo must have heard the anxiousness and confusion in my voice because he reaches out to me and attempts to start patting my head again, but I push myself to stand up, backing away from his touch as a hiss escapes my throat, and I knock my stool over in the process.

      Immediately, Quinn stands up and grabs me by the arm, I’m assuming, so I won’t run away. His big hand encircles my entire bicep, and he’s holding me tight enough to cut off the circulation in my arm. It hurts, and I look up at him in warning, letting all my hate and anger at this entire situation flood into the way I gaze at him.

      With his other hand, he leans down and picks up the stool I knocked over, plopping it down with a thud that makes everyone who wasn’t already staring at us, turn to see what’s going on. It’s embarrassing as fuck, being manhandled by this big brutish fae man when there’s nothing I can do to fight back or get out of his grasp, and heat floods my cheeks as I stare at him.

      “Sit down,” Quinn says in a tone that makes me want to slap him, but I don’t even get a chance to say anything back to him before he slams me down onto the stool and retakes his seat next to me. “There will be no more of that,” he continues as he finally lets go of my arm, but his eyes linger on me for a few seconds as if he doesn’t expect me to follow his command.

      I shouldn’t follow his command, but I have to, given my current situation, and the thought makes my top lip rise in anger and disgust as I remain seated where he put me.

      “Like I was saying,” Quinn says, his voice back to normal as if nothing at all just happened, as if I’m not raging on the inside, “I don’t think you understand the rebellion or us. If you did, I don’t think you’d be fighting so hard to escape our company.”

      “Of course, I understand them. They want to destroy everything,” I say through clenched teeth, but my words only make him look at me questioningly.

      “Who actually seeks to destroy everything with no reason or endgame? The rebellion wouldn’t have nearly as many followers if all they sought was destruction,” Priya says, making my angry glare turn on her, but as I watch her, her words begin to process in my mind, and I have to admit, she might actually have a point there.

      “Well, then, what is the rebellion’s goal? What do you guys seek, if not to just create chaos? How does disrupting trade routes do anything but create chaos?”

      “Oh, Ghosty, you have so much to learn,” Lazlo says with his crazy ass smile. “The rebels didn’t stop the trade carts and ships. In fact, we think that’s part of why the rebels paid us to come find you, so you can help them stop the ones that are responsible.”

      I can hardly even wrap my mind around what he’s saying. Of course, the rebels are responsible, who else could it be?

      “You might want to start eating… Mika,” Priya says, emphasizing the way she says the name, letting me know she thinks I’m lying about it, “we aren’t going to be here long, and if you don’t eat now, you don’t eat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      The conversation basically dies off after Priya’s warning, and by the time everyone is finished eating, I’ve had maybe half of my food. When Lazlo threads his arm back through mine and makes me stand up, there are a few pieces of meat, half my roll, and most of my potatoes still resting on my plate that I’m forced to leave behind.

      However, as I’m being led back to the front of the inn, I see the servant stack up all of our plates before proceeding to shovel my leftovers into his mouth as if he hasn’t eaten in days. The sight shocks me as I watch him walk toward the kitchen, our stack of plates in one hand, while he pushes more food in his mouth than can fit, and as he disappears behind the door, I’m left standing there with my mouth hanging open.

      “Waste not, want not,” Lazlo whispers in my ear beside me. I turn my head to look at him and see he’s staring after the servant too, but he just shrugs at me and looks away as if that kind of thing should be considered normal.

      Lazlo guides me out the front door, but instead of making me climb up into the cart like I thought he would, he makes me stand next to it as Quinn, Priya, and Roan start taking things off of the cart and heading back inside with them.

      Lazlo doesn’t speak or tell me what’s going on, but he does start humming that infuriating song again, and with how frayed my nerves are already, the sound makes me want to explode. I shoot daggers at him with my eyes, but the smug asshole just smiles at me mockingly and keeps fucking humming.

      I may be bound and out of my element, but I’m not wholly defenseless or easily mocked, so I send my shoulder flying back into his with as much inertia as I can manage, and say, “If you keep humming that song, so help me, when I get these ropes off, I’ll cut your tongue out.”

      Lazlo’s bright blue eyes alight with mischief, and a sinking feeling begins to spread through me from the pit of my stomach. “Oh, the little Ghosty wants to play, does she?” he asks as he unthreads his arm from mine.

      He takes a step or two away from me as he bends his knees enough that I’m looking down at him as he starts outright singing the song so loud, all the people I can see walking through the street turn around to stare at us. This faefucker actually starts dancing around me as his maniacal smile grows, and it’s everything I can do to not lash out at him.

      Quinn and Priya come back out and see what Lazlo is doing but barely bat an eye as he continues to taunt me, and they pick up even more items from the cart to take them inside the inn.

      Finally, Lazlo gets right in my face as he sings, standing over me as he sways his body dramatically, his long braid following behind him in his wake. I wait for the perfect moment, and as soon as his head is in the right position, I throw mine forward in an attempt to break his nose again. However, he’s extremely fast, and ducks out of the way of my blow just in time.

      He stops singing, and comes back up from his crouch just as I’m planning to kick him in the nuts, and spins around behind me, jumps up onto the side of the cart, then does a backflip over my head, his teal wings slapping me in each of my shoulders as he goes, before he lands right back in front of me, and asks, “Care to try again, Ghosty?”

      The smile on his face doesn’t seem so scary anymore, and despite myself, I start laughing at his antics because the whole show was just downright hilarious.

      However, my giggles die off quickly as his face sobers, and he steps up to me, sending his hand out to cup my face with both hands, and for the life of me, I don’t know why I don’t pull away from his touch. “That laugh could tame the heart of any beast.”

      Words leave my brain. All thought stops as I get lost in his eyes and how soft his touch feels against my skin.

      He takes a deep breath and sighs it out slowly as he watches me, and for a moment, there’s no one else in the world, no troubles worth my attention. It’s just Lazlo and me, lost in this little bubble of connection as I feel my insides melt under his gaze.

      Without any hint of warning, he bends down to pick me up, holding me under my knees and my shoulders as the air leaves my lungs, and he flies up onto the cart. He sets me back down in the same position we were in before, except this time, he doesn’t pull my head to his shoulder, but lets it stay upright, the whiplash of all the fast movements making my head spin for a second.

      I notice suddenly that everyone else has already gotten on the cart, and I mentally slap myself for what just happened. Like why did I react that way? He’s a criminal, for fae’s sake! How did I go from wanting to rip him apart to wanting nothing more than to get lost in his eyes for eternity, huh? Come on, Z, get your shit together!

      The cart starts moving, and Lazlo’s hold on me relaxes some, his hands resting on my sides, the warmth from his chest seeping into my back and wings, forcing me to relax too.

      “That song used to be the only way I could get my siblings to sleep at night, and I haven’t seen them in so long, sometimes I find myself singing or humming it without thinking about it,” Lazlo says, his tone seeming like he’s reminiscing.

      I don’t want to care about what he’s telling me, but something deep inside me makes my mouth move anyway. “How many siblings do you have?”

      Lazlo chuckles a little to himself before he says, “I’m the oldest of nine. I don’t remember a single day passing that wasn’t filled without absolute chaos.”

      I giggle some as I imagine such a scenario. “Well, that explains your craziness then.”

      He leans his head forward, so his mouth is right near my ear as he says, “You’ve seen nothing yet, Ghosty. Just wait until I’m not worried about you flying away from me, and you actually want me to hold you like this. I’ll show you just how crazy I can be.”

      My insides quiver, but my mind screams, Nope! That is a whole ass box of don’t you dare go down that road, Z.

      Ignoring what he said entirely, I ask, “Where are we going?”

      Priya speaks up from where she’s riding in the front of the cart, letting me know she’s probably heard every word that’s passed between Lazlo and me, and I try to keep my face from turning as red as the tomatoes that are still rolling around on the floor of the cart. “We’re going to the rebel’s camp. It’s a few days’ journey straight through, but we have to make a few stops along the way, so it may take us longer than that.”

      A few days! I scream in my head as the reality of my situation sinks in with a cold that seeps through to my bones. I’m already so late for the dinner, it would be laughable if I were to show up now. Even if I got loose from them somehow, right at this very moment, I probably wouldn’t be able to make it back to the castle before midnight, no matter how fast I fly, but there’s no way in all of Faedom that’s going to happen with the inescapable position I’m in right now, and that realization has my heart racing and my breath coming in fast little bursts.

      Mika is probably freaking all the way out right now, not to mention Uncle.

      Oh fae, Uncle… I bet he’s just going out of his mind with worry.

      There’s no way out of this, I think before I nearly start hyperventilating, a couple of uncontrollable tears breaking the surface in my eyes to fall unchecked down my face, and I can’t find it in me to even try to wipe them away.

      Uncle told me not to go after these bounties without a solid plan, not to underestimate them or overestimate myself, and look at the situation I’m in now. Fuck, even Riah told me these weren’t the kind of fae I needed to go after alone.

      Oh, my fae, Riah!

      If he finds out I’m missing…

      My thoughts trail off as something sharp sticks in the side of my neck, and before I can even swat my hand at whatever caused it, my vision blurs until I can’t see anything but blackness, and Lazlo’s voice sounds distorted in my ear as he says, “Go to sleep now, little Ghosty.”
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      Fuck a fae, my neck hurts, I think as I try to roll my head around in a circle to loosen the tight muscles there, but when I do, my head slams into something hard and unforgiving with a solid thump, and more pain spreads through my head as I open my eyes in confusion.

      Memories from before slowly start to trickle through my mind as I realize I’m sitting on the ground, tied to a tree. My hands are still bound before me, my wings are still firmly held in place behind me, and it’s dark outside now. I can see that I’m in a forest, and even though the moon is bright in the sky above me, most of the light around me looks like it’s coming from a fire, though I can’t see it from where I am. As if those fuckers deliberately faced me away from their campfire, so I’m sitting in the shadow cast from the tree behind me.

      I can hear them talking a short distance away, but not well enough to make out what they’re saying. As awareness settles into my mind more clearly by the second, I become cognizant of a few things at once: I’m thirsty, I really need to pee, and if I’m not mistaken, that tingly feeling in my wings is gone, which can only mean one thing: the dried brown flowers I’d taken earlier to disguise myself have worn off completely, and my wings have turned back to their natural black coloring.

      A short burst of panic creeps up my spine, but I stomp it out quickly, knowing that I need a clear head to think this through, and succumbing to the fear I feel will only cloud my judgment.

      Taking a deep breath, I test the strength of my bindings, trying to see how much wiggle room I have. There’s not a lot, but I think there’s enough that I can shimmy myself up through them. However, I need to be silent as I move, so I don’t draw any of the group’s attention with my movements.

      It takes a little bit, and by the time I’ve managed to stand up, my body is cramping some from the awkward positions I had to move through. That’s what I get for only drinking ale instead of water all day, I think sarcastically.

      The ropes are now hanging loosely around my calves, and I step out of them, a surging feeling of freedom spreading through me as I move.

      I might actually be able to escape them!

      Being careful to stay in the shadow of the tree I was tied to, I walk agonizingly slowly away from the group, making sure my footfalls don’t crunch the leaves loudly as I go. I keep my breathing as steady as possible, breathing in and out through my nose, but my heart rate is a different story. It’s hard to tell what I can hear with how much blood my heart is pushing through my ears, but I concentrate on being as quiet as a real ghost, and soon enough, I’m far enough away that I think I can make a break for it since the light from their little campfire isn’t reaching out to where I am.

      Adrenaline floods my veins as I fall into the fastest run I’ve ever run in my life, despite my surroundings. It’s not a dense forest, so I don’t have to worry about thorns or brambles cutting me as I run. I just have to avoid crashing into the large tree trunks dotting the landscape, but the moonlight is enough for me to miss them entirely, and I send up a silent thank you to whoever might be listening.

      It occurs to me that I have no idea where I am or where I’m heading, but at this point, I couldn’t care less, so long as I break away from my captors.

      A few short seconds later, footfalls that aren’t my own make their way to my ears, and I don’t even take a chance to look back behind me. I push myself to go even faster, my body not even aching from the exertion because of all the adrenaline in my system.

      I feel someone closing in on me sooner than I actually see them, and my uncle’s advice weaves its way into my mind, telling me to confuse my pursuer so I’ll have a chance at losing them. I turn left abruptly and keep throwing my feet into the soft ground as fast as I can before I suddenly turn right, and keep running.

      After a short distance, I don’t hear anyone following me anymore, and I take a chance to look back behind me, not seeing anyone as I slow down, my body’s complaints about my sudden extreme workout beginning to make themselves known with a fierceness. My breathing is ragged, my heart pounding, and as relief soars through me, a smile plays at my lips as I bend over in an attempt to steady my breathing.

      The flap of wings sounds loudly behind me, and as I stand up and spin around in shock, I’m met with Roan’s overwhelming presence looming over me. He’s landed right next to me, and before I can even attempt escaping, he’s grabbing me by my arms and holding me still while he stares down at me.

      His light green eyes look unreal in the moonlight, and they look so deeply into mine, it's as if he’s looking straight into my soul.

      He doesn’t seem angry. In fact, I think he almost looks proud, but that doesn’t change the fact that his giant form sends shivers of fear and… something else through me as I’m held before him like an errant child.

      “To keela, Ghost,” Roan says, struggling on the last word as if it’s new for him.

      I have no idea what he said, but he smiled while he said it, so I don’t say anything back, I just stand there since he’s making any kind of movement impossible while he holds me firmly in place.

      Something catches his eye behind me, and the expression on his face goes from seeming happy to looking confused. Then it moves into something akin to fear before it shifts into something different entirely as his eyes meet mine again, and I know instantly, he’s just noticed my wing color.

      My eyes get big as I stare at him, but a slow and devious smile spreads on his thick lips as he says, “Princess,” so clearly, an icy hot spike of terror shoots through me.

      No one in all of Arorial, other than Uncle and Riah, knows I’m both the princess and The Ghost, and I’ve guarded that secret, kept it as hidden as I could my entire life because if anyone found out, I’d face some of the worst consequences this country has to offer.

      But now Roan Grissom knows too, and from the gleam in his eye, I just know he’s going to use it to his advantage somehow, most likely, in a way that I’m almost guaranteed not to like.

      “Stay,” he says fervently. At least that’s what I think he says as he lets go of my left arm, the pain of his grasp on my wound slowly easing after he lets go.

      He reaches into the pouch hanging from his waist with his right hand, never once letting his eyes drift away from me even as I look down to see what he’s doing. I swear if he pulls out a dagger or something, I don’t know how I’ll be able to defend myself given the fact that I’m still bound, and his grip on my right arm is so solid, my arm might as well be encased in concrete.

      With deft and nimble fingers, he turns the clasp on his pouch, and slides them under the flap, sinking them inside for a second before he pulls his hand back out, carrying something between his thumb and first finger.

      “Eat,” he says as I get a quick glimpse of the same kind of dried brown flowers I’d used to disguise myself on countless occasions before he pushes them into my mouth with a little more force than is really necessary.

      All I can do is chew and let my wings change color as I look up at him in confusion. He doesn’t say anything more as he turns me around swiftly, sends his arms through mine, clasping his hands together in front of my chest, and flaps his big brown wings that now match mine as he lifts us up into the air, just high enough that my feet dangle only a foot or so above the ground.

      Roan starts heading back toward the spot I just fled from as hope seeps away from me by the second, and as we make it back to the rest of the group, I feel so defeated, it’s infuriating.

      “You really do move like a ghost,” Priya says as Roan sets me down on the ground next to the fire and then lands beside me so that we all form a small circle around the fire.

      Lazlo is across from me, stretched out on the ground, lying on his side, an arm propping up his head as he smiles at me. Quinn is next to him, sitting on a medium-sized rock with his elbows resting on his knees, and Priya is next to him, sitting cross-legged on the ground as she slowly turns a rabbit carcass on a spit over the fire.

      Roan sits down without a word as if he doesn’t know who I really am, and out of nothing but pure bewilderment, I plop down next to him, astounded that he hasn’t told them yet.

      I thought it’d be the first thing he’d do, run to tell the rest of this group, and then they would sit there and plot ways to use me and my position for their own gain, but Roan is silent. He just stares into the flames as if the answers to all of life’s questions are hidden in there, and I can’t even begin to unpack why he would help me disguise myself, much less, why he would have those flowers on him in the first place.

      It’s not as if those flowers are easy to come by since they’re so rare, and those who know how to grow them and dry them out properly are few and far between.

      “Pay up,” Quinn says to Lazlo, jerking my attention to him and out of my own thoughts.

      Lazlo smiles, reaches into his pocket, and throws a coin, Quinn snatching it out of the air so fast it reminds me of a snake ambushing a mouse.

      Turning to me as he pockets the coin, Quinn says, “I bet Lazlo that you’d find a way to escape and make a run for it,” and I don’t know why, but the thought makes me angry. “Poor Laz thought you liked him enough that we could actually untie you, and you’d stay.” Quinn laughs at that, and I glance over to Lazlo, where he has rolled over onto his back to stare up into the tree branches as if he doesn’t even hear Quinn.

      “She’ll want to stay eventually,” Priya says with a smirk, looking at me like a predator who’s just found their next meal, and I look back at Quinn, ignoring the thoughts her expression gives me.

      “I need to pee,” I say, my voice sounding more reliable than I thought it would.

      Quinn chuckles some more as he says, “Why didn’t you handle that while you were on your little field trip? You were certainly gone long enough.”

      I sigh in response, my shoulders sagging some as I’m forced to wonder how this is all going to go.

      “To kee. Meh fla weh,” Roan says as he stands up and makes his way over to Priya. She lets go of the handle on the spit and stands up while he takes her vacated spot and starts turning the spit in her stead.

      “Come on, I’ll take you to pee. I’ve got to go too,” she says, and I get up, following behind her as she leads me into the forest away from where the group can see me.

      Pretty quickly, she stops, slides her pants down, and squats beside a tree, bracing her back up against it, making her wings slide out on either side of the tree at her back.

      I don’t hesitate for long before I go to a nearby tree and relieve myself like Priya is doing, and I lean my head back with how good it feels to release the pressure that had been building up inside me for far too long.

      She grabs a leaf to clean herself up, and as nasty as that seems to me, I don’t call attention to how I’m feeling as I do the same, pulling my pants back up when I’m done as best I can with bound hands.

      Priya doesn’t touch me to make me go back to the group, just holds her hand out in front of her and expects me to move on my own, daring me to try and make a run for it with her eyes. I think she wants to chase me, but it really shouldn’t surprise me, all of these fae seem like they have a few too many screws loose up top.

      Too soon, we’re settling back by the fire as Quinn levels me with a glare. “I’m assuming you’ve decided not to join us or the rebels since you just tried to escape, but I’m really hoping you come to reconsider.”

      Anger dumps into my system at his words, at the pure insanity it would take for me to do such a thing, and I just can’t understand what would make him think I’d ever join them. “You make it seem like you aren’t a part of the rebellion, but all of you have a position within their ranks. What was it? Lieutenants and captains, the lot of you. So why do you make it seem like this group and the rebellion are separate entities?”

      “Because we are separate,” Lazlo says with a disinterested sigh.

      Quinn picks up a drink that was sitting beside him where I couldn’t see it and swallows half of it before he speaks.

      “We call ourselves ‘Doconqueh.’ There’s not really a direct translation from Roan’s language into Tavatikan for it, but a word that gets close is ‘family.’ The next closest would be ‘my soul.’ We met years before any of us even thought about the rebellion, and have been thick as thieves ever since. Yes, we are technically ‘in’ with the rebellion, but we only do the tasks we agree with for them, and we make sure they pay us fairly for the jobs we do,” Quinn explains.

      “We will only stay with the rebellion as long as their values align with ours,” Priya further defines, and I’m surprised by how passionate she sounds as she says it.

      “And what exactly are these ‘values’ you hold so dear?” I ask, derision for the crimes I know the rebellion has committed seeping into my words. “I don’t think letting people starve or go without the basic necessities of life for monetary gain is what I would consider a valuable motto in any circumstance.”

      Priya looks at me and huffs air out of her nose again. “We told you already that the rebellion isn’t to be blamed for disrupting the trade routes. We’re just as upset about that as you seem to be.”

      I try to understand what she’s telling me, but I know the rebellion is responsible… aren’t they? I surprise myself by even considering the thought, but Priya continues, shifting how she sits, so she’s facing me full-on, hands in her lap, and a serious, but understanding expression on her face.

      “Look,” she starts, “my parents were both scribes in Tavatika. You might’ve even heard of them, Trent and Bunny Ravenskull.”

      I nod at her because the names ring of familiarity in my mind, but I can’t place why.

      “They were too outspoken about what they believed because of what they learned and thought, and ended up having their wings taken right before they were banished to live in the slums for their crimes. I was away at scribe boarding school when all of this went down, and when I realized what had happened, it was already too late. My parents were lucky to escape with their lives. All because they told the truth that history was doomed to repeat itself if drastic changes weren’t made quickly.”

      “Repeat itself, how? What changes?” I ask, wrapped up in her story and the smooth cadence of her voice.

      Priya’s face turns serious as she answers me. “The classist system we have in Arorial does nothing but breed contempt, and in the case of wing color, inbreeding,” she pauses for a dark laugh, but I have to admit that that particular issue has become a bit of a problem lately. “But as that contempt within our society grows, there is no other possible outcome than war. The harder you tamp down on a populous, the harder they’re willing to fight to ensure their survival.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask. “What does this have to do with you guys and the rebels?”

      Quinn speaks up from across the fire and says, “We believe the hierarchy needs an overhaul, that people shouldn’t be starving to death in their homes because they can’t afford to buy food, that there’s no reason in Arorial for kids to be sentenced into lives of servitude, and a whole lot of other things we’re willing to die for in order to change how things are done. We’ve all been victims of this country’s systemic faeshit, and we, this group, banded together over our shared beliefs, all of us willing to do whatever it takes, in any circumstance, to ensure the future generations of this shithole don’t experience what we did.”

      I’m shocked into silence by his words, my brain struggling to reconcile what he’s just said with everything I’ve ever learned.

      “How can you possibly tout all that when you single-handedly murdered seven nobles, in their homes, no less!” I’m practically screaming. “I read your bounty sheet. I know the crimes you’ve been accused of, and the fact that you weren’t willing to stay around and defend yourself proves you’re guilty!”

      Quinn chuckles at me, and the rage I feel inside has hardly ever been caused by anyone other than my father.

      “Oh, you mean the bounty sheets we filled in on ourselves and turned in so that you would hunt us down and we could capture you?” he smirks. “Yeah, every crime listed on them is true. But let me ask you this: did you even think to ask yourself, or anyone else for that matter, why I killed those nobles?” he asks, and my mind stutters as it comes up empty.

      “I killed each and every one of them without an ounce of remorse because those faefuckers were part of a ring of pedophiles who got their rocks off by stealing human children, doing the disgusting shit they did to them, simply because they were human children and ‘no one would care to miss them.’” He says that last part sarcastically with hate lacing his words. “Then, when they tired of the children they’d broken on purpose, they sold them off into even deeper trenches of the slave trade where the treatment of humans is even worse than it is everywhere else and goes completely unnoticed.”

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes and a lump forms thickly in my throat at the story he just told me, my heart bleeding inside my chest as I imagine the reality and likelihood of what he said. There’s no doubt in my mind that that kind of thing has happened because everything in Arorial is fucked if stuff like that is allowed to go on.

      “The rebellion, and us for that matter,” Quinn says, gesturing to the people surrounding the fire, “we’re not your enemies, but the people you’ve been protecting behind those walls are.”
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      An hour or so later, I’m lying on the ground next to Priya, everyone fast asleep while my mind runs away with everything that’s happened today and won’t shut the fae up. Priya tied another rope around the one holding my wings, right in the center of my back where I’d have no hope of reaching it even if I could get my hands free, and then wrapped the rest of its length around her waist so I wouldn’t try to escape again while she slept.

      I’m lying on my back even though it’s uncomfortable because I can’t bear to give her my back willingly, but I also couldn’t turn my back on everyone else sleeping near me, around the fire that’s steadily dying out the longer the night wears on.

      No matter the honorable shit they claim to stand for, I don’t trust any of them, and honestly, it’s almost impossible to believe everything they’ve told me tonight because it goes against everything I’ve heard up to this point.

      I don’t doubt what Quinn said - the story he told about the nobles and why he killed them, at least - but to be frank, most everyone could agree that what those nobles were doing was atrocious. It doesn’t make him any better just because he murdered them. Murder is a crime just as much as everything those nobles were doing was.

      There’s a system in place to handle things like that for a reason. The police and courts of Tavatika may not be perfect, but they do their job well enough from what I understand. Granted, I’ve never really had to deal with them much, seeing as how I get my bounties directly from Uncle, but still, if Quinn knew there was a problem with those nobles, he should’ve gone through the proper channels, not gone all mercenary on their asses.

      Had he done that, those nobles could’ve been charged, gone to trial, and faced the consequences for their actions in front of their victims, offering those children some form of closure.

      Well, unless they ran, that is.

      The law states that if you run before your trial, it’s an admission of guilt on your part, and you are automatically exiled to Eruxus without your wings if you’re a fae, killed on sight if you’re a human. I don’t hunt and kill humans; I couldn’t if I tried. It’s those fae that have been charged but not yet tried that make up my bounties. And even I’ll admit that the law doesn’t seem exactly fair, but if you didn’t do it, why would you run? Why wouldn’t you defend yourself in court to prove your innocence?

      Why am I even thinking about all of this? I wonder as I reposition myself in an attempt to get comfortable, but it's a wasted effort since nothing I do works in that regard.

      Priya rolls over on her side toward me, and for a solid minute, I can’t force my eyes to leave her sleeping face. She’s stunning and beautiful… but in a hard way when she’s awake. In slumber, her features aren’t so wary or fierce; as if in sleep, the demons she hides within, leave her alone, and she’s at peace for a while.

      Not that I know much about her demons, but I definitely caught a glimpse of them as she recounted her story earlier. Like behind those light brown eyes of hers, raged a sea of pain and sadness, but the level of control she held it all in with, couldn’t be denied. And the way she told me about her parents, the conviction I heard in her voice, the way she spoke about her beliefs, I’d be lying if I said her words didn’t affect me.

      I can’t even begin to understand why I’m thinking the way I am, but there’s something about these fae, all of them, that makes me want to second guess myself… something I rarely, if ever, do, and I’m beating myself up for it.

      The way my body responds to all of them is ridiculous. Absolutely unreasonable.

      I shouldn’t quiver at almost everything Lazlo says, or feel heat rising through me every time Quinn looks my way, or wonder excitedly about what Priya thinks of me. I shouldn’t have let Roan shove those flowers in my mouth as if I were that starving servant from earlier, and those flowers would mean another day I get to live. I shouldn’t be having to tell myself to simmer down and get my head right to stop myself from being attracted to these fae.

      Attraction and curiosity shouldn’t come into this at all, whatsoever.

      I need to be ruthless, unforgiving, relentless in my attempts to escape or capture them, not lying here thinking about how great they look while they sleep because, dammit, they all do.

      They’re criminals…

      At least, I think they are.

      With that ominous thought parading through my head, I dismiss everything I’m thinking with a huff of effort and finally close my eyes for the night.
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      When I wake, the sun is streaming into my eyes from a direct path through the branches above me, and I blink a few times trying to remember where I am and what’s going on.

      It doesn’t take me long, but as I glance around the remnants of last night’s fire, I see it wasn’t all a nightmare of cataclysmic proportions. I’m actually here, and this is really my life right now.

      Roan sits up then, and my eyes nearly bug out of my head as I stare at him in awe.

      His wings are all different colors like his feathers grew in without a clue as to who he was supposed to be. Purple, brown, red, black, blue, light purple, green, teal… all of the ranks are represented behind his back, and at my sharp intake of breath at seeing his wings, Roan looks over at me, a knowing expression painted across his face.

      He stands up to his full and giant glory, stretching his wings out behind him, so I get a fantastic look at them, and a smile dances at the corners of his lips as he watches me drink him all in. They’re absolutely gorgeous. I’ve never seen anything like them.

      Breeding with anyone other than your own wing color is against the law.

      Well, except for mating with a black winged royal because all of those babies' wings turn out black…

      But Roan’s haven’t, and there are definitely black feathers in there, resting right up against all the other colors.

      Silently, he makes his way over and squats down before me, his light green eyes staring into the depths of my mind, making it seem like he’s reading every single one of my thoughts as I think them.

      He plops some of the brown flowers in his mouth, and instantly, his wings start shaking as they change color, a sadness at watching the colors fade settling inside me no matter how hard I try to stop it. Those wings shouldn’t exist, but they’re amazing too.

      Pulling out more of the flowers, he moves his hand toward my mouth, gesturing with his head to indicate my wings, and I glance back, seeing they are still brown.

      It only takes me a second to realize what he’s doing though. He’s making sure that by giving me another dose now, while everyone is still asleep, my wings will stay brown for the rest of the day, and something inside me shifts about Roan as I open my mouth for him to place them on my tongue.

      He has no reason to be nice to me. No reason not to rat me out like every other fae in Arorial would if they discovered what and who I am, and something about that does weird things in my heart region.

      However, the moment is fleeting since as soon as I’ve chewed up the flowers, he stands up and shouts, “Pocat uh,” rousing everyone from their sleep with the sound of his booming voice.

      I sit up as Priya does, and she looks over at me sleepily, a cute expression lighting across her features. “What? Do I have some drool or something?” she asks as she swipes her hand over her mouth to check, just in case.

      “No, you’re good,” I say, and I can’t keep myself from smiling at her.

      She looks away quickly, and if I’m not mistaken, her cheeks blush some, which only makes me smile more.

      “Quit looking at me like that before I do something about it,” she says, and I get the feeling she’s only half-joking as butterflies swarm in my belly unexpectedly. “Come on, I’ve got to pee again.”

      We get up, and she unties the rope that binds her to me, and we handle our business quickly before making our way back to the rest of the ‘Doconqueh,’ or whatever it is they call themselves.

      Lazlo has walked over to check on the horses that have been tied to a nearby tree. He unhooks one of the horse’s reins and leads it over to the cart, where he then starts strapping the cart to it before he goes back for the other horse. Quinn is looking through the items in the back of the cart as if he’s counting in his head while murmuring to himself while Roan climbs up into the front of the cart, making the whole thing sway under his weight.

      “Aren’t we going to eat before we leave?” I ask without thinking, and as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I wish I hadn’t said them.

      Priya looks over at me in confusion, but answers me anyway, “We’re not going to waste time hunting first thing in the morning when we have places to be. What? That rabbit last night wasn’t enough to tide you over?”

      I don’t really answer as I try to brush the situation off like it doesn’t matter one way or another to me, but my belly betrays me by grumbling loudly, and Priya laughs when she hears it.

      “Come on, let’s go,” she says, still smiling as she walks over to the cart, and I follow her without question because what else can I do? “We’ll get some food later. You know, you can sit in the front if you want. You don’t have to ride in the back if you don’t want to.”

      I look at her like she’s sprouted horns and ask, “Why didn’t you say that yesterday?”

      Priya just shrugs and says, “You hadn’t earned it yesterday.”

      I chuckle a little at how quickly she answers me. “Oh, but somehow now, after trying to escape again last night, I’ve earned it?” I ask, while at the same time yelling at myself on the inside for fighting against her on this.

      “Yup,” she says with a tone of finality as she climbs into the cart and reaches down to give me a hand up, and I take it gratefully with my bound hands, choosing not to question her reasoning anymore, and take my wins where I can get them.

      The front of the cart was designed with fae and/or human transportation in mind. It has two bench seats that face each other, separated entirely from the back section, which could hold a ton of all kinds of things. In the very front is a smaller bench seat that Quinn is occupying as he drives us through the woods at a steady pace. Priya is sitting next to me, and Lazlo and Roan sit across from us, but nobody is talking as we leave our makeshift camp, and the quiet starts to get to me.

      “Where are we headed now?” I ask.

      Lazlo is the one that answers, but Roan starts making weird hand motions in front of him toward Priya that distract me from what Lazlo says. However, I do catch enough of what he says to understand that we slept in the forest that borders the outskirts of Tavatika, but that we’re heading back into the city to deliver more supplies or something like that.

      Priya makes motions back at Roan, and I turn my head to Lazlo with a questioning stare.

      “That’s the best way for Roan to speak,” he answers my unasked question. “Priya understands some Eruxian, and Roan understands some Tavatikan, but they made this language over time that seems to work out better for them than words sometimes.”

      “Eruxian?” I ask, bewildered yet again.

      Nobody ever gets out of Eruxus. Ever. Unless they’re the Ambassador, that is. Everyone turns to look at me with humor in their eyes and hidden secrets behind their smiles.

      “Roan is a third-generation Eruxian,” Priya smiles like I’m supposed to know what in fae that means.

      “What?” I ask, completely thrown.

      Lazlo laughs and says, “You think the bounties you send to Eruxus don’t get down after they’re exiled? Or that they wouldn’t have children with wings? Oh, how naïve our little Ghosty is.”

      “That’s just,” I hear myself say, but the rest of my words die on my lips as an entirely new concept forms in my brain: the fact that Eruxus probably isn’t as desolate as I’ve thought it was up until now. I mean, it’s in a land called The Bone Reach for fae’s sake; it’s no wonder I had the impression I had.

      However, Lazlo’s point makes sense to me. We don’t castrate the fae that are sent there, we only de-wing them. To think that the males and females living there wouldn’t get together and have winged babies afterward, is naive, no matter how bad it makes me feel for thinking that way and being called out on it.

      Lazlo watches me intently, and as my brain finally starts to understand what I’ve just learned, he laughs happily when I look back at Roan as if he shouldn’t exist. Then I think about those wings of his, and my mind is even further blown.

      That’s why they’re multicolored… he’s a mixed breed fae. But, ugh. That sounds bad. It seems like I have a problem with mixing up the ranks when I absolutely don’t, I think to myself as Lazlo continues to stare at me.

      “I can see everything you think as you think it, Ghosty. It’s written all over your face,” he laughs wickedly, and quickly I slam my mask of impassivity down on my features again, shocked that I’d forgotten it in the first place.

      The rest of the ride is passed in relative silence. There are a few hand gestures displayed between Priya and Roan, and occasionally, Lazlo turns around in his seat to talk to Quinn, but for the most part, I’m left alone with my thoughts as we travel.

      Soon enough though, we are back in the ‘city,’ but as I gaze around, it is so far from anything I’ve ever seen that it takes my breath away.

      All of the buildings are in major disrepair, and some even have their roofs caved in. Still, even with a caved-in upstairs, some of the dilapidated buildings seem occupied, like people actually live there. Everything is filthy, and as I look at the humans that are everywhere I can see, I realize they’re just as dirty as the buildings around them, if not more so.

      A dog runs past us, and I can see his ribs. Children run through the streets, but they aren’t laughing as they run, and I notice they’re almost as thin as the dog I saw.

      Heartbreak and utter despair are all I can feel as we ride through, and pretty soon it gets to be too much. A pained gasp escapes my throat, and tears blind me as I send my hands to the side of the cart, watching as the farther we go, the worse everything seems to get.

      Priya surprises me when she puts a light hand on my thigh, and I look over at her, tears slipping out onto my cheeks.

      “Is this your first time seeing the slums, Mika?” I want to think she’s mocking me for a second, but I quickly dismiss that thought because her concern seems so genuine.

      I can’t speak through the lump that’s formed in my throat, but I’m able to nod at her in response. She nods back at me as she looks around too. “I had the same reaction when I came here for the first time to see my parents,” she says, and my heart breaks even more at what she must think of this place and the people that put her parents here.

      People like me. Royals, nobles, and aristocrats.

      The high fae.

      No wonder she joined the rebels.

      I glance over at Roan to see that he’s staring at me with wide eyes full of emotion. I can see surprise and worry, but most of all, I see remorse, and I think I know exactly why he’s looking at me like this.

      He thought I knew.

      He thought I knew about this travesty we’re riding through, but now he knows I didn’t because of how I’m reacting to everything I’m seeing, and the compassion I see on his face just has more tears falling down my face.

      “Don’t worry, Ghosty,” Lazlo speaks up, and I turn my head to look at him questioningly. “We’re here to give them food. All that in the back there is being dropped off here. They’re the ones who need it the most.”

      My mouth drops open as I look at him, considering what he’s actually saying. “Where did you get all of this to give to them in the first place?” I can’t help but ask.

      Lazlo smiles knowingly before he says, “Not from the trade routes, but from donations made in Tavatika Proper. We give them as much as we can. Food, money, gems, the whole nine.”

      I spin around to look at the full load in the back of the cart and whip back around quickly. “But this is nowhere near enough to feed all these people!” I say, worry seeping through my words.

      Lazlo’s smile fades as he says, “No, it’s not enough. It will never be enough.”

      “These people don’t work, so they don’t have much to fall back on,” Priya says.

      My mind is swirling, wondering why. “Why don’t they work?” I ask, knowing that to these fae, I’m probably flaunting my naivety at this point, but I can’t find it in me to care. I just want to know what’s going on and how places like this are even allowed to exist.

      “These people are made up of humans who can’t find a job being a servant and fae that have had their wings cut off. No one is ever going to hire them. The most they can hope for are our regular shipments from inside the city,” Priya explains, and again, I’m left staring at her with my mouth hanging open for a second before another thought occurs to me.

      “Can they plant their own food, maybe grow their own meat? They’ve got the land, right?”

      Roan nearly rolls his eyes at my question, and I’m shocked by the action, but then he starts speaking his Eruxian tongue, and I’m lost.

      Priya listens intently to him, and then translates as best she can. “I think he’s saying you should know the law forbids it… basically.”

      “What do you mean, the law forbids it? The Tava pride themselves on being able to feed all of Arorial,” I say, thoroughly confused by everything they’re telling me.

      Priya shakes her head as she says, “‘Those with jobs can afford to eat. Those that can’t work don’t deserve to.’ That’s the law, and it prevents the people living in the slums from being able to do anything to offset their own hunger. They even have a few high ranking fae living here in big mansions to ensure no one crosses that line and starts up a farm or anything like that. But you can bet that tight ass of yours that they get their cartfuls of supplies and food from the city every week.”

      At that, I’m fucking furious.

      I’m so angry and outraged, it’s hard to sit still.

      My fucking father. Extol. They’re to blame for this… this fucking genocide, I think, as my sadness turns into a blinding rage that I’m just barely able to contain.

      “There’s that anger we have in common,” Lazlo says as he looks at me with his head cocked to the side, and in this moment, I couldn’t agree with him more.

      “We’re here,” Quinn says as he stops the cart and turns around on his bench seat. “Come with me, Mika. I think what we’re about to do might cheer you up a bit.”

      I’m so lost in my anger, I don’t even argue with him as I jump down from the cart and make my way over to him.

      “If I take the rope off of your hands so you can help us hand out this food, do you promise me you’re not going to take off?” he asks as he gently grabs my bound hands in his.

      I don’t have to think about that answer. There’s no way in fae I’m not going to help feed these people if I can. “I promise you I won’t run away,” I say, and I mean it, through and through.

      Quinn tries to hide the smile on his face by covering it up quickly, but I saw it, and as he unties the rope around my hands, I can’t help but feel the tingly feeling that flows through me at the sight of it.

      Once my hands are set free, I nearly moan and cry at the same time since I’m finally able to move them again. But I can’t think about that for long because a few short minutes later, we’re unloading the cart and handing out boxes, crates, and bags of food to the gathering crowd. The looks on everyone’s faces that I hand something to is thoroughly gut-wrenching because they’re all so grateful, but I know that what I’m giving them will in no way suffice for long.

      Too soon, the cart is emptied of everything but the Doconqueh’s luggage. Those that are still waiting around, hoping for their own helping, turn away with the pained acceptance of their reality and the sight is enough to make me want to scream at the top of my lungs, in spite of the fact that I know it won’t do them any good.

      As the people disperse, I notice Quinn is deep in conversation with a man who’s holding a board in his hands, and I guess he’s someone who’s trying to make sure that those who get the food from this load are the ones who need it most.

      Priya has completely disappeared, but if I had to guess on what little I know of her, she’s probably taking the time while we’re here to go see her parents, and something about that makes me smile.

      Little red wings catch my eye then, and I turn to see a little boy with wings as big as he is, jumping up and down next to who I assume are his parents. I can see the stubs on their backs from where their wings used to be, sticking out of the clothing they wear as they walk away, carrying one of the crates we just gave them.

      The little boy looks so happy to have that crate, I just take a moment to stare after him, a smile on my face as I think about the innocence of children, and how easy it can be to please them. I wish he wasn’t getting so excited over food because that means he was really in need of it, but I guess I’m just happy that he’s still able to smile. If I were in his situation, living here under these conditions, I’m not sure I’d be able to.

      Just then, a purple winged fae turns the corner, looking as pompous as ever, and I know instantly that the red winged boy doesn’t see the fae behind him. Before I can even think about it, I’m running toward the boy, hoping to stop the collision before it happens.

      However, I don’t make it ten yards before the boy bumps into the purple winged fae, and I watch in horror as he reaches down and picks the boy up by one of his wings and starts yelling at him for being so complacent.

      The boy’s parents try to reason with the fae as the boy screams in pain, but he slaps the mother hard enough to send her down to the ground with his other hand. The father looks like he’s torn between reaching for his child or reaching for his wife, and as I see the situation play out before me, I don’t think twice before I’m rushing toward them again with renewed effort.

      Heavy hands land on my shoulders, pulling me up short, and I look back to see Roan holding me in place.

      “What are you doing? Let me go! That fae needs to be taught a lesson, and I’m going to teach it to him,” I say as I struggle in Roan’s grip.

      He sighs at me, and then, in broken Tavatikan, he says, “You wing brown now,” and I stop struggling instantly as realization spreads through me.

      As a black winged royal, I could do something about the purple fae’s behavior, but as a brown winged guard, he could have my head on a spike if he wanted it.

      Lazlo walks up to me then, followed by Priya, and Quinn.

      Bending down, Lazlo says, “Watch the Doconqueh handle this,” and he nods to the rest of the members of his group. They all nod back to him in unison before Roan lets me go, and I stand there wondering what in fae they’re going to do.

      They walk casually forward as if they aren’t paying the situation in front of them any mind, but as I watch, I see them place themselves strategically. They’re surrounding the purple fae, the red winged boy, and his parents, and with an unspoken cue passed between them, they lunge.

      Priya sends a sick looking blow right to the purple fae’s face so quickly I would’ve missed it if I’d been blinking. Quinn catches the boy as the purple winged fae drops him. Lazlo sneaks up in front of the purple fae, squatting down low so that when he stands up, he headbutts the fae in the chin with the top of his head as he laughs that laugh of his, and Roan grabs onto those bright purple wings by their apex and holds them tight, making sure the fae doesn’t move. Quinn pulls the mother from the ground, and says something to the father, then runs with them around the corner, out of the fae’s line of sight.

      The purple winged fae starts screaming and fighting back, but by the time Quinn comes back around the side of the building, the others have beat the fae to a shriveling pulp, and as Quinn passes them, the rest of the group get their final licks in, turn around, and start running back toward me.

      I don’t ask questions, and I don’t hesitate as they get near me. I turn on my heel and run with them back to the cart, jumping in without anyone telling me to do so. As we make dust fly up from the road behind us, I turn around to watch the purple fae struggling to stand up, looking around in wonder as if he doesn’t know what’s going on, and a victorious laugh falls from my mouth as I turn back around in my seat, hearing all of the Doconqueh laugh with me.
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      An hour or so later, Quinn turns off the main path and drives us through the forest again, following the riverbank of one of the tributaries that branches off of the Delverthorn River, the main river that flows all the way from Wrogmar’s mountains, past the edges of Tavatika, and then down through Lotaque before it dumps out into the Southern Ocean. It’s usually a heavily traveled river, and as we were heading down the main road beside it, I saw quite a few trade boats pass by, but the tributary where we stop is far enough away from any passing boats that we can’t be seen or detected from it.

      It’s the middle of the afternoon by the time we stop, and the heat of the day is at its hottest. Even though we’re not in the direct path of the sun because of all the trees overhead, there’s no breeze to speak of, and I’m sweating, the ropes cinching my wings to my back becoming almost unbearably uncomfortable as sweat pools thicker where they cling to me.

      “This is where we’ll eat,” Priya says as she helps me down from the cart even though she doesn’t have to; I’m fully capable of jumping down by myself, but I let her help me anyway, and try not to read too much into it.

      Roan and Quinn unhook the horses and tie them to trees near the water for a drink before they go on the search for logs to build a fire as Priya grabs a couple of buckets from the back of the cart and starts heading toward the river to collect some water. I kind of feel a little lost like I should be helping out somehow, but I’m drawing a blank for ways I actually can help.

      “You’re coming with me, Ghosty,” Lazlo says, sneaking up behind me.

      I turn around to see him leaning heavily against the cart while he plays with the dagger in his hands. It’s the same one I saw that first night in the woods beside the castle, and the memory of retreating from them sours my mood pretty quickly.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, trying really hard not to let any worry seep into my voice.

      Standing up straight, Lazlo walks over to me, and the intent in his eyes, mixed with his nearness makes me nervous for some reason.

      “You’re going to go catch us some food. I want to see what our little Ghosty can do,” he says with a sinister smile that sends a shiver through me despite the heat outside, but I ignore it and stare at him like he’s lost his already crazy mind.

      “I can’t use my wings, and Priya has my daggers. How am I supposed to catch us anything like this?”

      Without answering, he grabs me by the biceps and spins me around, so my back is to him, and I’m facing the water.

      If people don’t stop touching my fucking wound, I might just stab somebody, I think as a small growl escapes me.

      Lazlo wraps one strong hand around the rope holding my wings together and jerks me backward, surprising the fae out of me as his lips brush up against the skin of my neck while he whispers in my ear, “I’m going to untie your wings so you can hunt, but do not fly away from us when I do. If you try to escape, the Doconqueh are going to have a great ol’ time playing ‘catch and punish the Ghosty,’ do you understand?”

      I don’t even want to know what he means by that… well, my brain doesn’t. My body has an entirely different reaction, and it’s everything I can do not to squirm about because of it.

      “I won’t try to escape,” I say, my voice coming out a bit breathier than I’d like.

      Lazlo immediately cuts the rope from my wings, and as they spread out behind me, stretching and wiggling like they have a mind of their own, a moan escapes my mouth with the relief of the feeling.

      Walking around me with an unmistakable heat in his bright blue eyes, Lazlo spins my daggers in his hands before he thrusts them toward me, holding the tips of their blades so I can grab onto their hilts.

      The feel of my weapons in my hands when I finally have them back relieves so much anxiety, I nearly moan all over again, but I keep myself in check, and keep all sounds firmly on the inside.

      “Let’s see what you can do,” Lazlo says as he holds a hand out for me to walk toward the woods, and immediately, I lift myself up into the air and start flying through the trees at a slow speed while my wings get a warm-up and a stretch from being tied to my back for so long.

      I know Lazlo is following silently behind me, but I ignore him as I get far enough away from the sounds of the others that any prey around shouldn’t be scared off by them. I hover in the air for a second as I scent the air around me and decide which way the wind is blowing. Heading in the opposite direction, I smell the musk of something small like a rabbit or squirrel, and I make sure my wings don’t flap loud enough to scare it off as I move closer to it.

      The rabbit I smelled comes into view after I fly a short distance, sitting in the grass nibbling on some grass as I raise my dagger slowly and take a slow, silent deep breath. Just as I’m about to throw the dagger, a breeze drifts through, carrying the scent of larger game within it, and I turn my head in that direction immediately.

      The royal hunt may not have been my favorite Faedom Day event, but it was undoubtedly the one I was the most proficient at.

      Stalking through the trees on my wings silently, I fully crest the decent-sized hill I’ve been traveling along, and look into the small valley beside me where the ground drops down steeply about ten feet before it rises again.

      There, about thirty feet away from me, stands an elegant buck with an impressive set of antlers on his head. He’s facing away from me, and as I raise my dagger, I exhale as I send my ten-inch dagger whipping through the distance between us.

      It lands solidly precisely where I meant it to, right at the base of the skull, severing the spinal cord in one go, so it never had to suffer.

      Quickly, I make my way over to it, but Lazlo beats me there, flying past me with a fierce look in his eyes. As soon as he gets over to the carcass, he withdraws my dagger smoothly, wipes the blood on his pants, places his hand on the heart of the deer, and sends up the ancient prayer of reverential thanks I didn’t think he’d know or care enough to say.

      I join in with him, saying the words softly as I kneel down on the other side of the deer and place my hand next to his.

      When the prayer is finished, Lazlo cocks his head to the side again, squinting his eyes as he looks at me. “You know there are only five of us, and in this heat, anything not eaten will spoil. How do you expect us to eat all of this?”

      His question catches me off guard. The hunting I’ve done in the past has always carried the connotation that the larger the animal, the larger the meal, and since leftovers went to our servants, the size of the animal, or even the number of animals for that matter, has never been an issue. I’d never really considered waste before because there was no such thing at the castle, but as I look down at the large deer before me, I definitely consider it now.

      Lazlo laughs again, and I peer up at him as he says, “I’m just messing with you. Whatever we aren’t going to eat tonight or in the morning, we’ll smoke and dry out over the fire tonight, and we’ll give it to someone who needs it tomorrow.” I release a breath at that, but he continues, saying, “Now help me carry this guy back to camp. I can’t wait to see the look on Quinn’s face when he sees what our Ghosty dropped.”

      Pride surges through me at his words as I stand up and heft the front half of the deer over my right shoulder while Lazlo throws the back half over his left so we can both fly without our wings getting in the way of each other.

      As soon as we make it back into the clearing where they’ve already got a pot of water boiling over a nice sized fire, three sets of eyes look over at us, and their surprise at what they see us carrying is unmistakable.

      “Beh potah co nabet to dice co,” Roan says, causing Priya to stand up.

      They take the deer from us and carry it several yards from camp where they start to clean the animal, and I take a guess that Roan meant something like he would clean it.

      Lazlo taps me on my shoulder, drawing my attention away from Priya and Roan. “You’re dirty.”

      A huff escapes me as I look at him. “I’m sorry, I guess?” I say, and my words make another smile form on his lips behind the short scruff on his face.

      “We have some extra clothes that might fit you…” he takes a step away from me as he says this and lets his gaze travel down my length as if he’s sizing me up. “Yes, I’m sure they will. Come on.”

      I follow behind him and watch as he digs through one of the only crates left in the cart, and one by one, he starts throwing garments over his shoulder at me, not even looking to see if I’m catching them.

      I do, but he doesn’t even seem to care since he just keeps throwing things at me.

      “You want to just give me the whole crate? It might be easier,” I say with a small laugh since my arms are almost full of random women’s clothing at this point.

      Stopping his exploration of the crate, he turns around and plainly says, “No.”

      “Well, where am I supposed to put all of this?” I ask, lifting the pile I’m holding in my arms at him.

      He smiles again, turns around, and digs through one of their sacks. The next thing I know, he’s throwing an empty bag at me. “You can put them in there. Now, go down to the water and clean yourself up, I’ll be down to join you shortly.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask. “I’m not bathing while you watch me.”

      Lazlo steps over to me, leaning back and to the side weirdly as he says, “You don’t eat if you’re not clean,” and as he stands up to his full height right against me, he says, “and I still don’t trust that you’re not going to ghost me, little Ghost, so I will be there watching you the whole time, just in case.”

      Wetness pools between my legs at the idea of him watching me bathe in the river, no matter how much I wish it didn’t, but as I turn away from him and head toward the water, I begin to wonder why I’m beating myself up over being attracted to him, to all of them, in the first place.

      Today, they proved to me that we share the same values, and though I may not agree with everything they believe, exactly the way they believe it, I think we’re closely aligned enough that I don’t need to hate them anymore, at least. As far as I know right now, every ‘crime’ they’ve been accused of has been done with the greater good, the bigger picture in mind.

      Do I really need to keep seeing them as my enemies? Do I really want to catch them and send them to have their wings cut off? Send them into exile in Eruxus? I think I’d cry like a baby if Roan were to lose those beautiful, rare wings of his. So no, I don’t want all of that anymore, I think as I stop at the riverbank and stare down at the clear water flowing past me.

      So far, the worst thing they’ve done is kidnap me, but when I think about that, I’m forced to ask myself if I really am their captive anymore. I’m not bound, and they’re treating me almost like an equal by letting me help them hand out food, by joking with me and speaking freely with me on the way here, and by giving me my weapons back, even if that last part did come with a small threat of violence.

      Well, there’s Lazlo’s supervision while I bathe to consider, but if I’m being honest with myself, the thought of that turns me on more than it makes me feel chained, so what should my goals with them really be at this point?

      Should I treat them like equals as well? See this thing through to whatever end it comes to? I mean, I’ve been wishing to escape my life in the castle since my mother died, and here I am, wish fulfilled, and I’m actually questioning it? Come on, Z.

      However, they think of me as The Ghost, and though that persona is a part of me, it’s not who I really am entirely, and something about them finding out the truth does scare me, though I don’t know why. I mean, Roan handled the knowledge well enough, I think. But he did make a solid effort to help me conceal my identity from the rest of the group… Does that mean he believes it wouldn’t go over so well if they found out?

      I’d probably be a fool not to think so.

      “Are you waiting on me, Ghosty?” Lazlo says with a laugh, and I turn to see him walking closer to me, butt ass naked, holding a clean set of clothes in front of his body to cover himself as he comes to stand beside me.

      It’s everything I can do not to check him out, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t paying close attention to my periphery right now. “No, I was just thinking,” I hear myself say without thought, wincing some at being so honest with him. However, he nods understandingly toward me, relieving some of my worry.

      We both stare at the water for a second, neither one of us moving to actually get in yet, and after a few silent beats, he asks, “Care to share what you’re thinking so hard about?”

      I don’t think about my answer for long before I say, “Not yet.” It’s not a yes, and it’s not a no. It’s more like a, ‘we’ll see how this goes, and if everything works out well, we’ll revisit the issue.’ Diplomatic as ever.

      Lazlo shrugs as he makes a hmm sound, lays his clothes on the rock near us, runs to the deep water, and jumps in, offering me an eyeful of both his gorgeous physique and every single inch of his perfect faehood.

      My mouth drops open a-fucking-gain, but this time I’m not sure whether it's from Lazlo’s antics or his body, but I couldn’t care less as the splash he makes sends droplets of cool water onto my skin, making me yearn for the coolness of the water strongly.

      His head breaks the surface of the water, his long braid sliding out to the side behind him in the current as he faces me, a wicked grin plastered on his face. “Dammit, I forgot my soap. Would you be a doll and bring it to me?” he asks, and I feel my cheeks redden at his words.

      I’m still holding all the clothes and the bag he gave me, and when I realize it, I chastise myself a little before I set all of the clothes down next to his on the rock.

      I’ve never been ashamed of my body, even if it may be a little thicker in certain places than is considered ideal, but that has never concerned me, and I’ve certainly never had any complaints. So, with only a heartbeat of hesitation, mainly because Lazlo just has this way of making me nervous, I take off my clothes slowly, folding each garment neatly before I lay them down. Then I peel my bandage off with a wince of pain, but see that the wound looks as good as it can under the circumstances, and I know cleaning it will help it along as well.

      I know exactly what I’m doing by taking my time getting undressed where Lazlo can see me, and the effect it could be having on him. I’m actually hoping for a reaction from him, seeing as he’s pulled so many from me already, and as I turn around, the look in his eyes doesn’t disappoint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      I grab the bar of soap I’m sure he left on the bank on purpose, and as I glide gently over the water with my wings, Lazlo’s eyes stay focused on my body, shamelessly watching me with a gleam in his eyes that I find myself reveling in, hungrier for his gaze than I actually am for food at the moment.

      Once I’m hovering a few feet away, I toss the soap to him, but my aim is a little off on purpose, and he has to reach out far to his side to catch it. While he’s turned away, I let my wings sink me down into the water next to him, and when he turns back around, I can only see a small hint of disappointment in his expression.

      It only lasts for a second before his eyes wander to the water surrounding us, trying to get another peek at my body, and before I can think about it, I reach out and smack him on the shoulder. “Don’t you think you’ve seen enough already?” I ask.

      Laughing a dark and sinister laugh as his eyes blaze with heat, he says, “Not at fuck all,” and the words pull a giggle from me with how serious he sounded.

      “Now, is Ghosty going to let me wash her, just as she let me watch her?” he asks, holding the bar of soap above the water and wiggling it to exaggerate his question.

      “Not at fuck all,” I use his words like a smartass, and he laughs a full-on, genuine laugh that pulls a chuckle out of me to hear as well.

      “Fine, fine,” he says after his laughter settles into a sweet smile, and he tosses the bar of soap to me. “You can wash first then.”

      I catch the bar and immediately start scrubbing, nearly forgetting that Lazlo is there watching me as I do because every part of me feels like it’s been caked in sweat all day, not to mention the dirt I got on me while I slept on the ground last night, and I want nothing more in this moment than to finally feel clean again.

      Once my body is done, I hold my breath, dunking myself all the way into the water, then come up and lather up my hair and scalp before I throw the soap back at Lazlo. As soon as I feel like I’ve gotten completely clean, I turn my attention to him, but I get distracted when I see Priya and Roan running toward us, naked as well, their hands covered in blood.

      They make no attempts to hide their gorgeous bodies, and I selfishly drink in their exposed flesh as they jump in the water like Lazlo did, splashing me in the process, their wicked and playful smiles registering in my mind a second or two later.

      Coming up next to us, Priya says, “Quinn wants your help cooking the deer.”

      She’s talking to me, and I nod at her before I start swimming back to the edge of the river, surprised by the sad feeling I have resting in my belly at having to leave the rest of them behind.

      I pull myself out of the water, trying really hard not to get too much dirt on my freshly washed skin, and when I’m all the way out, I glance down at my body and see I’ve largely been successful in that endeavor.

      Heading over to the clothes Lazlo gave me, I catch a glimpse of Quinn sitting by the fire off to my left, and the look he gives me is enough to have me wet again for an entirely different reason.

      I try to ignore him though, and rummage through the clothes, pulling out a pair of loose black pants and a purple halter top as if I’m not acutely aware of multiple sets of eyes watching me. It’s invigorating, absolutely thrilling for reasons I can’t really define, and though a small part of me balks at the inappropriateness of the whole situation, the majority of me wants to bathe in their gazes wantonly, come what may.

      The clothes end up fitting perfectly, and when I’m all dressed, I stuff the rest of the clothes into the bag, zip it up, and carry it with me over to Quinn beside the fire, my hair and wings still dripping.

      The deer doesn’t even look like a deer anymore, and I ask myself which one of these fae is the expert butcher because the work and precision of the cuts laying out on the fallen-log-turned-makeshift-table are impressive, to say the least.

      “We’re cooking the backstraps, tenderloins, and organs for dinner tonight, and smoking the rest overnight. I’ve already got dinner started, but I need to bathe too, so I need you to watch this for me,” Quinn says, pointing at everything as he talks.

      “Sure, but I don’t know what to do,” I say honestly, never having cooked a thing in my life. I mean, I’ve seen the cooks in the kitchen as they work, but I couldn’t tell you the difference between boiling something or frying something, other than the fact that they’re words I’ve heard the cooks say before.

      Quinn gives me a questioning look. “You don’t know how to cook deer meat? Isn’t that most of a guard’s diet?”

      Thinking quickly, I say, “Well, yeah, but we don’t actually cook it. The servants do.”

      Quinn’s response is immediate and surprising. He huffs and looks utterly disgusted by what I’ve just said, but honestly, I have no idea how I made him react that way.

      “Just keep an eye on it, and when you start to see those edges there turn brown, use this to flip them over.” He hands me this weird utensil thing that looks similar to scissors, demonstrating how they open and close when you squeeze the sides together, and I take it from him, giving it a few squeezes of my own before I look back up at him with a smile that quickly falls from my face as I look at his.

      “Don’t drop any of our food in the fire,” he says dismissively as he stalks past me in the direction of the water, and I make a face at his grumpy ass back as he goes, sticking my tongue out immaturely and giggling to myself because of it.

      Despite what he may think, I’m excited about this task, and I’m taking it very seriously, even going so far as to almost burn myself as I stare at the meat in the pan too closely. Watching to see if it had turned brown yet, I forgot about the fact that there was a fire licking flames up around the side of the pan, and one of them almost got me in the face.

      They don’t need to know about that though, I think as I breathe a sigh of relief since I still have hair in my eyebrows.

      A short time later, all of them return from the water, fully clothed and hungry, and as Quinn takes over, I smile triumphantly since I didn’t burn or drop anything, but it’s a smile he doesn’t return quickly.

      As we all settle around the fire after Quinn dishes out the food and sits down, he asks, “So, Mika, have you decided whether you’re going to join us or not?”

      I swallow the bite of delicious backstrap I have in my mouth before I answer as carefully as I can. “I’m not sure. I’m warming up to you guys, and I think we want the same things, but I don’t think I’ll really know the answer to that question until I figure out what you guys and the rebellion want me for.”

      Nodding, Quinn says, “That’s reasonable, but I can tell you why we want you with us if you’d like to hear it?”

      My eyebrows raise because I didn’t think he’d tell me so soon, but after I nod at him, he tells me what they want, almost eagerly. “Well, the Docongueh was formed over time,” he started.

      “We had each left our homes and set out on our own around the same time, individually, from the different parts of Arorial we all came from, but we didn’t figure that out until later. I met Lazlo first. He was being an ass like always, and I was on the run for the first time in my life, trying to keep a low profile,” Quinn said before Lazlo interrupted him.

      “You call walking around, flaunting those wings, and fighting anyone who crossed your path a low profile, Big Boy?” Lazlo laughs sarcastically.

      Quinn smiles and points at Lazlo as he says, “I won that fight against you, so don’t even try to deny it.”

      Lazlo leans his head to one side as he stares at Quinn with a mischievous grin. “Uh-huh. Whatever you need to tell yourself so you can sleep at night,” he says before he looks back down at his food, his grin growing even wider. “But we all know you could never beat me.”

      It makes everyone laugh, but Priya, who groans as she looks over at me. “They will be arguing about this until the end of time.” Then looking back at Quinn, she says, “Just get on with it, would ya?”

      Quinn chuckles but quickly gets back to what he was telling me. “Well, after I beat Lazlo the night we met,” he sends a mocking smile toward the teal winged fae beside him, “we were both lying there on the ground outside the bar because they kicked us both out. We were exhausted and bleeding everywhere, bloody spent, is what we were. We were still trying to beat each other, but our blows had all lost their rage. Pretty soon, the whole situation and how ridiculous we were both being, had us laughing like crazy. We’ve been best friends ever since.”

      We all laughed at his story for a little bit before he said, “Then, a couple of years later, we found Priya and Roan.”

      “I met Roan after I fled Tavatika. This big brute,” Priya said as she kicked Roan playfully in the shin, “was hiding in the trees somewhere between Tavatika and Lotaque when I found him.” Roan chuckled at her as his eyes looked far away as if he were remembering what she was saying fondly.

      “You’ve seen those wings, right?” she asks me, and I nod as she keeps talking. “Yeah, they’re pretty fucking hard to miss. Now, I’d never seen wings like that in my life, and after everything that went down with my parents and how I was reeling after they were sent to the slums for thinking interbreeding was the best thing, I was instantly obsessed with his wings.

      I chased him down, but every time I got near him, he’d escape me somehow. He probably thought I was annoying as fae because I just wouldn’t leave him alone. I mean, I had to know how his wings were possible, like, you know how impossible they are, right?” Priya turns to ask me, but she doesn’t pause long enough to let me answer her before she keeps going.

      “Anyway, I finally wore him down after I’d been chasing him through the jungle for like a week,” she laughs. “But then I realized he didn’t speak any of the languages I know, and that was yet another mystery I had to solve.

      Once he realized I just wanted to pick his brain, he settled down, and we tried to figure out how to communicate with each other, starting out simply with hand gestures because that stuff is basically universal.” She said that last part with an eye roll before Roan said something incomprehensible in Eruxian, and she laughed in response.

      “He says he thought I was crazy. That he thought I wanted to eat his wings at first.”

      I nearly double over, I'm laughing so hard at the story she’s telling, and how exuberant and enthusiastic she sounds while she says it, imagining giant ass Roan running from little ol’ Priya as she chases him through the jungle trying to get a good look at his wings.

      “Pretty soon we had our own language,” she says as everyone’s laughter settles out into happy smiles. “We spent about two years together, just Roan and me while we figured each other out. I helped him hide who he is from everyone so he could walk through the streets without being murdered, and he taught me what life was like in Eruxus where people of all different color wings live in relative harmony, even though the crime there is astronomical.” She rolls her eyes again at that but keeps the story going.

      “We were coming into Wrogmar through the Tavatikan pass when we met up with Quinn and Lazlo. People can only go through that pass during certain times of the day, and if you get there too early, you have to stand around and wait until it’s time for the Wrogmar guards to let you through. Well, the pass was packed that day, and somehow, we got pushed up against these fools while we waited, and for almost two hours, we talked like we’d known each other for our whole lives.

      Roan and I were going to Wrogmar to find a few of those plants he uses to disguise his wings so we could have a larger supply at the ready, and these two,” she points at Quinn and Lazlo, “were going to see what kind of trouble they could get into, I guess.”

      “Were not,” Lazlo says, pulling another round of laughter from me.

      “Whatever,” Priya says. “Anyway, the trek we needed to go through to find those plants was going to be difficult, and Quinn said he and Lazlo would go with us to make sure we stayed safe. Always protective, that one,” she says as she points to Quinn.

      “All of us nearly died on that journey, but we got the flowers Roan needed,” Quinn says.

      “And there’s nothing like almost dying together to bind you to the people you’re with,” Lazlo says sarcastically, and I giggle some more.

      “We’ve been together ever since,” Quinn says as he turns his head, so his blue eyes sparkle in the firelight as he looks at me. “We rarely find someone with the same, or nearly the same ideas as us. Especially ones that have skill sets and a mentality like we do. When we got paid to bring in The Ghost and started looking into you, it became apparent pretty early on that we might be able to use someone like you.”

      He takes a moment to eat another bite of his food, and I ask, “Use me how?”

      “You have a unique situation in the city walls of Tavatika. You know it better than most, I’d imagine, while we have to guess about a lot of things or go in blind to certain situations. We think if you’re with us, we could make way more of a difference outside the walls because of the insight you could give us on the inside. Plus, the added benefit of another set of muscles if we needed it.”

      “But, Priya, you’re from Tavatika. Don’t you know enough about it?” I ask.

      Turning to me, she says, “I grew up in scribe boarding school my whole life. I was only ever to visit my parents on certain weekends and holidays. I know a great many things, but most of it has to do with history or politics, science or math, linguistics, that kind of thing. In the real world, my knowledge is almost useless when it comes to street smarts.” She admits this as if she’s ashamed of her lack of knowledge, and though I want to tell her she’s probably one of the smartest people I’ve ever met, something makes me hold my tongue.

      Quinn’s words flow through my head, and when I really think about it, he’s not asking for anything unreasonable. At least, to The Ghost, it isn’t an unreasonable request to join with them and fight against the wrongs we see, together. As far as they know, I am bound to no one, a free agent, doing what I want, when I want to do it. They might even think I live a relatively lonely life, and they see that their comradery might actually enrich my life and theirs.

      However, as the princess, what he’s asking for is absolutely out of the question. I can’t abandon my people, Uncle, or my friends. In fact, now that I’m thinking about it, a hefty dose of guilt slaps me right in the face as I consider how everyone back home must be feeling right now in my absence, while I’ve been having a good ol’ time, traipsing about naked with outlaws.

      “I would love to join you,” I say softly, genuinely.

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Lazlo says as he eyes me.

      “But,” I nod once at him, “I have obligations in the city walls that would prevent me from joining you in the way that you guys live. I mean, you are all together, all the time, right?” I ask, and they all nod at me in response. “Yeah, I can’t do that. I support your cause, and you’ve definitely made me see the world through a different lens, and I fully intend on addressing all the problems I can, but to leave my life behind would be impossible.”

      Quinn looks down at his food for a second before his eyes raise back up to mine. “Let’s give it some time. Maybe we can still figure out a way to make things work,” he says, and despite the guilt I feel, a small smile forms on my mouth.

      Roan gets up when he’s through with his food, sighing as he gestures to Priya. She gestures back, and then Roan heads over to the horses and begins untying one.

      “Where’s he going?” I ask as I watch him climb onto the back of the horse, looking like he was made for riding on that animal.

      Priya says, “He’s got somewhere he needs to be. He’ll be back before morning though, don’t worry.”

      It doesn’t escape me that she doesn’t tell me where he’s going, and even though it’s hard, I try my best to ignore the small pang of hurt I feel that she doesn’t think she could just tell me whatever it is he’s gone off to do, seeing how forthright everyone just was with me. But pretty soon, the rest of us are joking around the fire as if we were all old friends, myself included, and my smiles and laughter come so easily I have to wonder if I’ve ever felt so free and happy before, ever in my life.

      I’ve come close with late-night talks with Mika or short stints with Riah over the years, but for the most part, the answer to that question is an absolute ‘never.’ I’ve never felt this way, and I love it instantly so much that the idea of leaving it behind for any reason is enough to make my heart want to crack in two.

      “What did he do then?” Lazlo asks, holding his stomach while he laughs as I tell him one of my funnier bounty stories.

      Getting up from my seat for dramatic effect, I twirl side to side, jumping from one leg to another with high knees, my hands pushed out in front of me, imitating the guard I captured over a year ago, perfectly, as I say, “He started doing this, screaming no, no, no, I’ll do whatever you want, Ghost! No, no, no, no, no!”

      I’m laughing so hard at myself, and my memory of the incident while I move, that it takes me a second to realize that their laughter died down about halfway through my routine, and I look down at all of them to see what’s going on.

      Their faces all turn an ashen color, and for a second, I think something scary is behind me, but when I check by whipping my head around and find nothing there to cause them to react that way, I turn back to them and ask, “What?”

      It’s as if that’s the word that snaps Quinn out of his stupor. Within a half second, he’s looming over me, his broad chest butted right up against mine as he glares down at me, and I do everything I can to hold my ground and not cower before him, even though something inside me wants to desperately.

      “You’re the princess,” he says as liquid fear sweeps through every part of my body at those words.

      I glance back at my wings and see that, yes, they have most certainly turned back to their natural black coloring, and my stomach drops all the way to the ground as I see the hate in his eyes.

      Sighing, but still hopeful, I say, “Yes. I am,” and no sooner do the words leave my lips, than Quinn grabs me around my neck and kicks my feet out from under me, following me to the ground as I land hard on my back in one smooth and brutal movement that knocks the wind from my lungs.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you,” he spits in my face.

      Struggling to pull air back into my lungs, I kick him as hard as I can, claw at his hands and arms where they hold me down, and buck against his hold on me, but everything I do is utterly useless against him.

      Spots start to show up in my vision, and since he’s leaving me no other choice, I reach down, pulling my daggers from my hips, and slice them across the bottoms of his forearms in one swift motion.

      He lets go immediately, and I stand up quickly, gasping for air, holding my daggers at the ready in case he comes back at me, or if anyone else decides to turn on me too.

      “Let’s all take a second,” Lazlo says slowly and dramatically as he walks over to us with his signature bent kneed crouch, holding his hands out a little between Quinn and me while Quinn holds his forearms tightly across his belly to stop the bleeding.

      “For what? I say we kill her right now,” Priya says with disgust as she comes around the other side of Quinn, and the look on her face cuts me deeper than I thought she had the power to do.

      “Why? Why does me being the princess make you want to kill me?” I ask, eyes wild and probably a little crazy with the shock of everything going on around me.

      Quinn huffs and asks, “Why wouldn’t I?”
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      “You represent everything we stand against,” Quinn says with so much hate in his voice, the image of him smiling at me while he untied my hands earlier, floats through my mind with a level of hurt I’m definitely unprepared to face.

      Daggers still at the ready, I stand up straight and slide them back into their sheaths on my hips, hoping that if I don’t seem aggressive in any way, it will make him calm down as well. I know it’s a risk, but it’s one I’m willing to take to get us back to how things were only a few short minutes ago. He can’t have forgotten how easily we got along so quickly, right?

      “How can you say that? I might be the princess, but I’m still The Ghost, the same person you liked so much you were asking me to join you right over there a few minutes ago,” I say pleadingly as I shove my prideful self down deep inside, knowing that that part of me will only get in the way right now.

      Quinn’s radiating anger and hostility, and even though my words were meant to remind him of who I was before he knew I was the princess, it’s as if he has filters in his ears, skewing everything I just said, since he says, “I see who you are now.” His tone is absolutely chilling, his eyes hard and unforgiving as he stares a hole right through me. “You don’t catch bounties because you have morals,” he chuckles darkly without an ounce of humor. “You do it for the power high you get as you wield it over everyone who’s beneath you.”

      My mouth opens, but no words come out as the pain of his words trickle into my heart. The image he must have of me in his mind isn’t someone I want to know, much less, be accused of being. As I stare at him for a few seconds while I try to get my wits about me, he crosses his arms over his chest smugly as if the time it’s taken me to reply to what he said is some kind of admission on my part.

      “I don’t enjoy having a lot of power,” I say somewhat meeker than I wanted to, the truth of my words and the conviction I feel as I say them, seeping into what I’m saying without my permission. “And I don’t wield it over anyone unless I’m forced to.”

      “Who the fae could force you, Princess, huh? Your fucking father?” Quinn’s tone is vicious and so condescending, I feel like a piece of shit on his shoe. “That’s the only person you have to answer to, and we all know he’s never here! So, who’s running this fucking country while he’s away, huh?” He asks like what he’s said is the final nail in my proverbial coffin, but he doesn’t even give me a chance to explain myself before he continues.

      “You are! You’re the one running this shitshow into the ground, letting people starve under your watch! And all this time that you could’ve been doing something about it, you’ve been out acting like a fucking skilled child on a power trip, capturing criminals before they’ve even faced a trial, acting all self-righteous, as if you were this benevolent figure who graces us by lifting her pretty little finger just so you can say you’re doing something!”

      He finally pauses for a breath, but at this point, I’m so lost in my anger at what he’s said, I can hardly even think straight. His words cut through me like nothing I’ve ever felt before because, for a while there, I felt like we were kindred spirits, that something was blossoming between us, between each of them and me. But as the pain of his words sinks in deeper, anger replaces my pain in a heartbeat, protecting the most vulnerable parts of me.

      How dare he tear into me like that without even giving me a chance to defend myself?

      “I was going to try and explain my side, but you know what? I don’t have to explain anything to you,” I say savagely. “Believe what you fucking want to believe since you’ve already made up your mind. See if I care.” I turn away knowing damn well, I really do care way more than I want to admit, honestly, but I’m certainly not going to show that to them now.

      Fuck that.

      Stalking off in the direction we rode in on for a few steps, I flap my wings and start heading back home. I don’t care how long it’ll take me to get there or how much trouble I get in when I arrive. I’m not staying here, not after what Quinn just said to me.

      I haven’t made it far before someone is grabbing the apexes of my wings from the air behind me, while someone else grabs each of my hands from below me, and within seconds, I’m relieved of my weapons, and my hands are rebound behind my back, along with my wings. I look back to see who’s doing this and see Quinn holding my wings while Priya ties me up, and since I’m not on the ground, I have absolutely no leverage to fight them back with.

      “We still have a delivery to make,” Quinn says menacingly through gritted teeth. “You’re going to the rebel camp because we always stick to our word,” he finishes, not so subtly, insinuating that I don’t keep mine.

      “Get the fae off of me! Let me go!” I shout at them, twisting and turning as if I actually have a chance of breaking free from them, even though, in the pit of my stomach, I know I don’t.

      Quinn drops me to the ground from where he hovers, and I fall heavily on my already wounded shoulder, coughing as the dust from the road beneath me comes up to tickle my nose annoyingly. I can’t even reach a hand up to rub it, and the thought makes me livid.

      “Now get up and go over to that tree,” Priya says, “I’m not sleeping next to a little bitch.”

      I can’t believe she just said that. Not after the way she’s been treating me since they first captured me.

      “What the fae?” I ask, not happy with myself about how pathetic I just sounded, but it doesn’t matter anyway because, in the next instant, I’m pulled roughly to my feet and shoved in the direction of the tree Priya pointed to without an answer.

      Quinn pushes me down hard next to the tree, and I land on my butt as the bark scratches up the skin on my back, and no doubt pulls a few feathers out of my wings. My hands are in the most awkward position behind me, and I move as I try to get them in a less painful spot, but Quinn kicks me in my chest, so my back butts up against the tree again. Priya is unthinkably fast with that fucking rope, and in no time at all, I’m staring up at them as they glare back at me.

      “Let’s clean you up,” Priya says to Quinn before they turn around and head back to the fire, leaving me here staring after them as if I don’t exist.

      Lazlo, who’s been remarkably absent so far, comes over to me now, squatting down low to look me in my eyes before he thinks better of it, and then sits down, crossing his legs in front of him with his back to the others.

      “I told you before, I don’t care what your real name is. You’re Ghosty to me, and that’s that,” he says with a level of understanding I just wasn’t expecting to hear from him after the treatment I just received from the others.

      “Why don’t you do something, then?” I question, my anger and resentment toward him so strong it’s almost palpable.

      Lazlo leans his head to the side as he says, “You may be Ghosty, but they’re Doconqueh,” as if that’s all the answer I should need.

      I huff in response, causing him to reach out a hand to my shoulder. “I’ll speak to them. It might take some time, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      He gets up and wanders back over to the fire, sitting next to Quinn and Priya, where they all talk in hushed voices I can’t make out as Priya bandages Quinn’s arms where I sliced him up. Every now and then, they look over at me as they talk, but after a while, no decision seems to have been made since they all settle in for the night around the fire, forgetting all about me.

      Fuck a fae, I have to pee again.
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      I guess I fell asleep at some point because I awake to Roan, leaning down in front of me with a questioning look on his face. It’s incredibly dark outside, the moon hidden behind the gathering clouds of a storm that will probably be terrible by the looks of it. Chancing a look over at the others, I see the fire has dwindled down some, but not enough to shroud their sleeping faces in darkness yet.

      Roan puts his head in my line of sight and grunts, forcing me to acknowledge his overwhelming presence. “I couldn’t hide my wings,” I say, and his eyes fill with remorse as I watch him.

      “Tie fweh lotavo to?” he asks, but I just look at him and shake my head since I have no idea what he’s saying.

      Roan rolls his eyes dramatically as he sits down with a huff in front of me. He points over to Quinn, Lazlo, and Priya, then beats his fists together, then points at me and raises his eyebrows as if he’s asking me if they hit me. Or hurt me? I’m not sure.

      “They saw my wings, and Quinn lost his shit. Priya said they should kill me,” I say as more pain flows through my chest at the memory of what happened.

      Roan looks down at the ground between us for a long minute, then raises his eyes back up to mine. “Fla to baca we piss?” he asks, and I may not have understood everything he said, but I got that last part, and I nod fervently at him, causing him to chuckle at me before he gets up and starts untying the rope holding me to the tree.

      When the pressure of the rope is released, I realize belatedly that Priya had tied me up way tighter than she had before, and the thought just pisses me off more.

      Roan helps me to stand up, then pauses as if he’s not sure what he should do next, and I just wait as he makes up his mind, really hoping he doesn’t decide to tie me back up because there’s no doubt in my mind that if I don’t pee soon, I’m really not going to like the rest of my night.

      However, after a few beats, he seems to have made up his mind and leads me into the woods where the group can’t see me, even if they were to wake up. Roan looks at me with a sorry expression before he backs me up to another tree, and starts undoing the buttons on the pants I’m wearing.

      Heat sears through me as I ask him, “What are you doing?” knowing my eyes are probably bugging out of my head at this point.

      “Piss,” he says with a smile, and as humiliating as this situation might be, it’s not like I have any other choice.

      He squats me down, leans my back up against the tree so I won’t pee on myself, and then stands there proudly like he’s just made my fucking year.

      “Well, I can’t go if you’re watching me,” I say through a smile I can’t help but wear because of how cute he looks right now. He turns around like doing so annoys him, but he’s smiling too, so I don’t think it bothers him that much.

      A little bit later, I’m done, and I clear my throat to get his attention. But when he turns around, he looks conflicted again, and I can take a pretty good guess as to what he’s wondering.

      “Well, you can either stand me up and let me drip dry, or you can grab a leaf and help a fae girl out.” What the fuck are you saying, Z? I ask myself, even though a part of me is really really hoping he goes with the latter option.

      Roan actually looks a bit timid as he picks up a leaf and squats down next to me, which is pretty funny given the fact that he’s built like a giant, and doesn’t look like anything would make him timid at all.

      With a more deft and delicate hand than I thought he’d have, he wipes the wetness from me, and something about the motion, the care in his touch, the selflessness of the act, makes my insides swarm with butterflies as his unreal eyes stare into mine.

      It’s all over way too quickly, and before I know it, he’s lifting me up, pulling my pants up, and buttoning them back in place. However, I don’t miss where his eyes go while he’s doing it, and a strong shiver weaves through me so hard he actually sees it and looks back at me knowingly with the hint of a grin on that tanned face of his.

      Dammit, I’m wet all over again, I think. I wonder if he wants to wipe it away again? Maybe with his tongue this time? Fuck a fae, Z, stop it!

      Roan guides me over to the rest of the Doconqueh, and if he picks up on my thoughts somehow, he doesn’t show it as he grabs the rope from the tree when we pass it. I look up at him, wondering where he’s going to put me, but my question is answered soon enough without me having to ask it.

      He takes the length of rope and ties me to him, just like Priya did last night, and then helps me to sit down next to him in his spot by the fire. Gently pushing on my shoulders to make me lay down next to him while he stretches out to his full length beside me. I lay back, watching him the entire time as if pulling my gaze from him would physically hurt me.

      However, physical pain does hurt me as I lay back on my bound hands, wings, and the ropes keeping them all in place. I wince and then try rolling on my side toward him, but that hurts too, so I try rolling away onto my other side, but again, that shit hurts.

      I hear him heft a heavy sigh before he grabs me by my hips and rolls me over so that I’m laying on top of him on my belly, while he lays on his back beneath me. His hands don’t leave my hips as he keeps me there, and I stare into his eyes with surprise, but with a cocky ass smile that sends another shiver through me, he lays his head back and closes his eyes as if this isn’t weird at all.

      Despite myself, I giggle at him, and that draws an even bigger smile on his face, but after a minute, holding my head up at this angle to look at him hurts too, so I drop my head to his chest.

      I can hear his heartbeat beneath my ear, and the smell of him, like earth and timber mixed with a bit of horse, overwhelms my senses as I breathe him in, and the calmness he exudes, creeps into me despite everything that’s happened. It relaxes me, and before I know it, I’m fast asleep with Roan’s hands on my hips.
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      Duality rules my life, and I am constantly facing the dichotomy of feelings that kind of life brings. However, I don’t think I’ve ever felt as conflicted about a single night of sleep in my life. The pain I feel from having my wings tied down, and my hands bound tightly behind my back is nearly unbearable as I wake up. My shoulders are stiff, my wings are twitching for release, and my arms and hands feel like they might actually be dead from a lack of blood flow. However, the heartwarming and sweet feelings I feel when I realize Roan still has a grip on my hips are nearly overwhelming. As if, even in sleep, he didn’t want me to roll off of him and be in even more pain than I already was when I woke up.

      The combination makes me smile and wince at the same time as the first thick raindrops start to fall on my face the next morning.

      I open my eyes to see Lazlo, Quinn, and Priya, all waking up from the rain as well, and at the sight of them, the memories from last night flash through my mind, adding to the pain I feel. I groan a bit, knowing I have to face them today when I just want to be unbound and keep laying on Roan for the foreseeable future.

      That isn’t a possibility though, because Roan groans his own disagreement with the rain falling on his face, and lifts me off of him, setting me down gently beside him while he stands. Then he reaches down, picks me up, and sets me on my feet with an adorable little grin that has me grinning right back at him.

      “Why the fae did you untie her?” Priya asks hostilely, interrupting the moment I was having with Roan while she glares at us as she starts cleaning up camp.

      Roan peers over at her with sleepy eyes, and it occurs to me that he got far less sleep than any of the rest of us did.

      His wings are bright and colorful again this morning, just as mine are as black as night, and I catch myself staring at his wings while he talks, watching the way they move and how the rain, as it soaks into them, changes the already fascinating colors into deeper, darker shades that can’t help but draw my eye.

      “Hoc tie to saneh pre we a ick eh a oon yan? Pra a Ghost, toneh?” He gestures to me as he says those words, but it’s Priya’s reaction that ends up attracting most of my attention next.

      “Of course, I remember she’s The Ghost. It just doesn’t matter anymore because she’s the evil we’re trying to get rid of in this world, and I tied her to that tree because I couldn’t stand to look at her after I found out who she was. You didn’t need to come back and rescue her like you’re some kind of knight in shining armor, she was where she was supposed to be.”

      Roan growls, like literally growls at Priya, but there isn’t any venom in it. It seemed more like a growl of annoyance than anything else, like how a brother would growl at a sibling because they got on his nerves, and I catalog that little tidbit of information somewhere in the recesses of my brain.

      Apparently, Priya doesn’t like the way Roan is acting toward her or the decisions he made last night with me, and for the next few minutes or so, they get so lost in arguing, even I lose interest and wander over to where Lazlo is getting the horses ready, ignoring Quinn altogether as he bundles up the dried meat they had cooking all night.

      “Look, I know I’ve crossed some kind of line by being who I am, but I am dying of thirst, and I have to pee again, so do you think you can at least untie my hands, so I can handle all of that before we leave?”

      Lazlo chuckles a little at me as he says, “Yeah, turn around, Ghosty.” I do as he says, and he releases the ropes that are wrapped around me with one smooth flick of his dagger, my hands and wings falling free again, and this time, the relief is even sweeter than the last.

      “Go on, do what you need to do. No one is going to mess with you,” he tells me with a wink that makes me smile.

      After handling my relentless bladder, I head down to the river to drink my fill with cupped hands, the water clean, clear, and refreshing on my parched tongue and dry throat. When I’m done, I wander back up to the group in somewhat of a better mood than I’d been in previously.

      Everyone loads up in the cart again as the rain starts to fall more heavily, soaking all of us through within minutes. When I’m the last one headed toward the cart, I don’t even think about where I’ll be forced to sit, and rather than fighting again or starting another argument, I start climbing up into the back, but Lazlo calls to me before I can get all the way on.

      “You don’t have to ride back there,” he says, and I glance at Priya and Quinn, fully expecting them to argue their case, but they remain quiet, even though I can see both of them brooding silently in their seats.

      However, that small blessing doesn’t last long once I get settled in next to Lazlo, facing Roan and Priya, while Quinn gets the horses to start making their way back toward the main road we’ve been traveling down.

      “I just don’t get it,” Priya says as Roan takes a dose of the brown flowers and then hands some over to me as well. “You seemed so genuine yesterday when you saw the slums. I actually believed you had no idea about them, but I guess I was wrong. You’re probably just an outstanding actress.” She wields her tongue like a whip at me, but since she’s completely wrong, the blow doesn’t sting nearly as bad as I know she’d like it to.

      “Priya, I don’t know what you think my life is like as a princess, but I can certainly tell you you’re wrong. I didn’t even know the slums existed until you mentioned them, and even then, I had no idea how bad things were there until I saw them yesterday.

      The real reason I’ve never hunted bounties outside the city walls is because I’ve never been allowed to leave the city my whole life. It’s strictly forbidden. And even though I hunt bounties, I can only do it at night because my days are taken up with my duties as the princess.

      Only two people knew who I was and what I did before you guys showed up, so I had to keep The Ghost a secret from everyone, including the staff and servants at the castle. If I just left one day to go off on my own, for whatever reason, which is also forbidden, by the way, there would be hell to pay.”

      Priya doesn’t say any words, but her facial expressions shift as if she’s considering what I’ve said, while at the same time, still hating me for who I am. Though I could keep talking, keep explaining my side, something inside me tells me to wait.

      Priya seems like the kind of person that can only handle change in small doses like she has to consider something from every angle imaginable before she’ll allow any new information in, so I decide to let what I’ve said sink in. When she comes at me with another question, which I’m pretty sure she will, I’ll be ready with another answer.

      Surprisingly, I’m willing to accommodate that part of her because I really don’t want her to hate me. Especially not for something as uncontrollable as being born a princess.

      The rest of the ride goes by in relative silence since the rain starts hammering down, making any conversation nearly impossible. Still, it’s an extremely uncomfortable ride with all the tension in the air, but sooner or later, we arrive at our final stop before we will head the rest of the way to the rebel camp: a small village just off the main road, where Lazlo says we’re stopping in for some supplies the rebel camp needs, and to handle some ‘business.’ He accentuates the word, ‘business,’ like what he has in mind might just be violence, and I can’t explain why the idea of that thrills me in some way.

      Luckily, the sky seems to have gotten out most of its anger, and now it’s only dispersing a faint drizzle over us as we pull up to one of the seven buildings that make up this small village. Each one is made from round gray stones which are held together with light brown mortar, all of their doorways are framed in cedarwood, and every one of their roofs look like they’ve been crafted out of the dead vegetation of the area.

      It’s actually kind of cute when I think about it. There’s a little trading post, an inn, a tavern, and what I’m assuming has to be a brothel of some kind because of the human women who are hanging around outside. There are a few other buildings as well, but those don’t have any signage out for me to know what they are.

      We’ve pulled up in front of the tavern, and before we all have a chance to get out of the cart, Quinn turns around and dishes out orders that no one other than me seems to disagree with. He tells Lazlo and Roan to go see about getting the supplies the camp needs, orders Priya to go “check on things at the inn,” and then he turns to me and grunts before he tells me to come with him.

      When everyone gets out of the cart, he grabs me by my arm and holds me in place while he watches the others go into their assigned buildings before he turns all of his angry attention on me.

      “Give me your hands,” he says.

      “What for?”

      Leaning down, putting his face right in front of mine, he snarls, “Give me your hands, now.”

      I don’t know why I listen or why my hands fly out to him as if they’re eager for his touch, no matter how violent that touch may be. I don’t know why his aggression makes my belly flip or how I just became complicit under his gaze without a fight. But most importantly, I don’t know what part inside of me is so broken that it jumps at the chance to please this fae in front of me, but regardless of what makes it happen, the simple fact is, that it does.

      When my hands come out before me, hanging in the space between us, I see the surprise written all over Quinn’s face as he realizes I’m not going to fight him, and that little broken part of me fucking salivates about doing something he likes.

      However, just as fast as that surprise had shown up on his face, it just as quickly disappeared, and as he pulls a length of rope from somewhere behind him, that little broken part of me pouts like a bitch as he binds my hands together, yet again.

      “You will go into the tavern, walk to the bar, and stand behind the fourth stool. You are not to say a word. When you get to the stool, you will keep your head down and your hair covering your face. Do you understand me?”

      “Now, why the fae would I do that?” I ask, my anger at him for ordering me around, and my anger at myself for liking it, causing my mouth to run away with itself.

      Quinn grabs my arm again, and says, “Because I said so, and if you don’t, I will make you regret it. Don’t test me today, Princess.”

      “Fine,” I snarl at him through gritted teeth, and again, I have no idea why I agree.

      Turning toward the door, Quinn comes over to open it for me, and I walk inside with him trailing behind me. I can just feel his eyes burrowing into the back of my neck as I trudge ahead. It’s like I’m paying attention to where I’m going and everything that’s happening around me, but most of my awareness is on Quinn… how close he is or how far back, the sound his boots make as he takes each step across the stone floor, the deep sigh he exhales as I make it to the fourth stool, and he takes a seat.

      “Head down,” Quinn snarls under his breath, and I drop my head, so my hair falls in my face. I caught a glimpse of Quinn’s demeanor as he sat down at the bar. His back was straight, his jaw tight, and his left leg bounced as his forearms leaned against the bar.

      “What can I get you?” the barkeep asks.

      Quinn lowers his voice and says, “I need to make this birdie fly.”

      “This one here?” the barkeep asks, excitement entering his voice where it wasn’t there before.

      Quinn huffs, “No, the one I left in the cart. Of course, this one.”

      I have no idea what they’re talking about, and I’m really wishing I could look up to read their body language and the room, so I could understand what’s going on, but the situation seems like Quinn needs me to act this way right now, and I don't want to let him down.

      “Don’t start jaw jacking, or I’ll kick you out of here, and you won’t get paid.”

      “Then quit jerking me around. Yes, this one,” Quinn says, and I see him turn his body somewhat towards mine. “She’s a pretty birdie, isn’t she?”

      The barkeep clicks his tongue a few times before he whistles, slowly saying, “That she is my friend. That she is.”

      Immediately, my stomach drops, my heart rate pounds, and my skin tingles as my palms sweat, and an almost overwhelming urge to run sweeps through me, but something keeps my feet plastered to the floor as if these ropes bind my feet as well as my hands.

      Where the fae has Quinn brought me, and just what kind of shit is he really involved in?

      I can feel Quinn's eyes on me without even having to look up, but for what feels like an eternity, neither of them speaks, and every second that ticks by, my anxiety grows. I study the stone floor and notice the dirt trapped in the cracks as the aroma of whiskey penetrates my nose, and every little sound surrounding me, pricks against my psyche, telling me that I’m in a very dangerous situation right now.

      “Alright, you can go on back. Give this flower to the fae in the back corner, so he knows I sent you,” the barkeep says. I can sense the smile he’s sending my way, and it makes me want to cringe.

      Quinn gets up from his seat, grabs me by the arm again, and whispers in my ear as he guides me through the tavern, “Stay like this no matter what you hear. Nod if you understand.”

      On instinct alone, I know, now is not the time to fight back because the stakes here are high, not only for me but for Quinn as well. I can feel it.

      I nod my head as Quinn pushes through a door, guides me through, and closes it tightly behind him, the sound of the lock clicking, setting my already frazzled nerves even more on edge.

      We walk through the space, and I can tell that there are far fewer people in here than were out in the main room of the tavern, but somehow the air seems heavier, like the eyes that fall upon us as we move are analyzing us far more closely than the ones back in the main room were.

      Pretty soon, Quinn pulls me to a stop, and I hear someone say, “Let’s see her then.”

      Quinn grabs my hair and pulls my head back roughly, my hair unshielding my face and my vision at the same time. I wince from the pain, sucking in a breath through my teeth, but as the purple winged noble in front of me starts talking, I shut up as even more fear grips me.

      “Well, aren’t you a pretty little bird,” he says as I take in his appearance, just as he takes in mine. He’s wearing the usual garb for a noble, but what strikes me as odd is that this fae is covered from head to toe in jewelry. Yes, nobles tend to wear their riches around like a suit of armor, but this fae has taken it way too far, with rings on each of his fingers, too many necklaces to count, hanging around his neck, and so many earrings, I can barely see the indicative point of his ears that make him a fae.

      Quinn hands a potted flower over, and the noble takes it and sets it down on the table in front of him as if he couldn’t care less about the plant, which works out for me, because as I eye it, I notice the flower is literally shaking.

      I guess it knows how I feel, I think sarcastically, hoping no one else notices it.

      “I’ll take nine hundred for her,” Quinn says sternly, his hand still firmly grasping my hair as panic seizes me.

      This fae fucker is trying to sell me? Oh, fuck no, he’s not, I think as I send an elbow out to Quinn’s stomach so hard, he grunts in pain, and I try to pull away from him, but his grip only tightens in my hair, holding me in place.

      I’m about to start attacking him again when he reaches out his other hand and wraps it so tightly around my throat that my knees actually get weak, and he lifts me by my neck so that only my toes are scraping the floor as my whole body starts to shake. I can’t move anything except my arms, but since my hands are bound, all of my movements are useless. I can’t pull away. I can’t do anything while he holds me like this, and as I feel myself starting to black out, I hear the noble chuckle without humor.

      Quinn sets me back down on my feet, loosening his grip just enough so that I can pull some much-needed air into my lungs, but not before tears run out of my eyes from how much pressure he was putting on my neck. “I will snap your neck right here if you do that again,” Quinn says.

      “You’ve got a live one here,” the noble fae says. “I’m going to have to break her in. That should give me a discount for all the trouble she’ll be.” He takes a second to rake his gaze over me before he looks back at Quinn and says, “I’ll give you five hundred for her, no more.”

      As soon as the words leave the fae’s mouth, Quinn takes his hands off of me, pulls a dagger from his hip, and slices it across the noble’s neck so fast I have to wonder if I’m actually seeing straight.

      Coughs wrack my body as spots show up in my vision, and I send my hands to my neck as I stare wide-eyed at Quinn.

      But he’s not paying me any attention.

      He’s turned around, and at the gleam in his eye, I turn around too, in order to see what he’s looking at.

      Four different fae start charging toward us from across the room, and I end up just standing there, watching in awe as Quinn takes down each and every one of them with that same dagger so quickly, my mind can hardly keep up with how he does it exactly.

      But when it’s over, when all of those bodies lie unmoving at his feet, he turns around to face me with bloodlust still swirling through his eyes. He’s fucking scary looking, and as he walks over to me, it’s everything I can do to just stand there.

      However, after a second, after enough blood is flowing through my brain that I can actually think straight again, my fear and anxiety turn to sheer hatred.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I ask as Quinn grabs me by my arm again, and starts pulling me back through the room toward the door we came through.

      “Shut up, and put your head down. Act exactly how you did when you walked in here. Now,” he says as he opens the door, and it all suddenly clicks in my mind as I drop my head again.

      He wanted to kill those fae in there, he just needed a way to get inside, and I was his ticket. I doubt Priya would’ve ever subjected herself to what I just went through, and if Quinn had been trying to get to those fae for a while, I must have seemed like easy bait to use.

      Quinn pushes me through the front half of the tavern and then back outside, where everyone else is already ready and waiting for us. He grabs me by my waist and lifts me into the cart before he jumps into the driver’s seat, and gets the horses going again, not even checking to see if I’d sat down yet or not. I hadn’t, so as the cart jerked forward, I fell back into Lazlo’s lap as I slung a slew of curses at Quinn.

      “Now’s not the time, Ghosty,” Lazlo says as he puts me in the seat beside him and takes the rope off of my hands without me even having to ask, all the while, continuously checking behind us as if he’s afraid we’re being followed.

      I check back behind us as well, but I don’t see anyone coming to atone for the people Quinn just murdered, and after a few minutes, I fall back into my seat, crossing my arms over my chest as my wings twitch my anger and irritability at my back.

      I swear I don’t care where we’re going, who we’re going to see, or what my consequences will be. When we get to wherever it is we’re going, Quinn is going to learn real quick that I’ve fucking had it with his shit.
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      The road between the village and the rebel camp is long, wet, and boring, and the longer we ride, the more my anger subsides, despite how much I want to cling to it.

      Yes, Quinn ordered me around like he had every right to do so, made me think he was going to sell me to that noble, and yes, he murdered all of those fae in that room in cold blood with no mercy. However, I know what those fae were, what they made their living doing, and though Quinn’s methods needed a complete overhaul, I can’t deny that those fae needed to be stopped from doing what they were doing.

      My thoughts go back and forth between being so pissed off at Quinn that I can barely sit still, to giving him the benefit of the doubt, finding little reasons here and there to justify his actions.

      I’ve never really condoned or supported killing someone, regardless of their transgressions. My stance has always been to stop the criminals that I catch from ever committing their crimes in my nation again by sending them to Eruxus, so the rest of Arorial doesn’t have to deal with them either.

      There’s only ever been two times during my entire bounty hunting career that I’ve had to take a life, and both times were instances and situations where I didn’t have any other choice. It had been my life or theirs, and I’d made sure it was mine that came out on top. Nevertheless, their faces still haunt me, and I still have moments where I wonder if I did the right thing. Moments, where I try to imagine what could’ve happened had I done something different.

      Does he even feel remorse? I wonder as I eye the back of Quinn’s head.

      Probably not, I answer my own question as the cart bounces around over a particularly rough patch of road.

      Roan and Priya are lost in their own communication bubble for a while, gesturing with their hands in their secret language. Though it’s impossible to follow, eventually, I know their conversation has turned to me because they keep motioning in my direction and glancing my way with different expressions.

      I try to ignore it and use what they’re doing as another reason to fuel my anger, but when Priya turns to me with her arms crossed over her chest, and says, “Okay, Zinnia,” accentuating my real name with an attitude, I can’t help but want to laugh at the way she says it.

      I keep the laughter in, but only just barely as she continues without knowing my internal struggle. “There are a lot of questions I want to ask, but I’ll boil it all down to the one that’s the most important and will tell me most of what I need to know,” she says, and I don’t hesitate at all to nod my head at her, letting her know I’ll answer whatever it is she wants to know.

      “What made you, the princess of the most powerful nation in all of Arorial, want to hunt down bounties during your spare time?”

      I can see in her eyes that she doesn’t think I’ll have a justifiable answer to give her, that she thinks this is the question that will prove I’m just some royal out looking for kicks wherever I can get them, but as I feel my eyes glaze over, thinking about that night thirteen years ago, I see her resolve begin to thin.

      “My mother was raped and murdered by members of the rebellion, and I have been hunting them down as best I could ever since,” I say, my voice conveying a level of malice even I didn’t know I was capable of.

      Everyone turns to look at me, including Quinn, their eyes wide with surprise or confusion, I’m not sure which, but after a second or two, everyone looks away from me as if they can’t meet my gaze, which just makes my anger rise in my chest.

      “What do you know of that?” I finally ask when I can’t take their silence anymore. The faraway looks in their eyes let me know that they know something, and dammit, I’m not going to let the subject rest until they tell me what they know.

      Lazlo is the one that speaks up for the group, saying, “We all remember the queen’s death, Ghosty.” He takes a deep breath, then turns to me in our seat to look at me more closely. “Now, we weren’t with the rebellion when she died, we were all too young at the time, but I’m pretty sure, once you see the rebel camp, you’ll think the way we do.”

      “And what way is that, Lazlo?” I ask.

      His blue eyes soften as they gaze into mine, and he says, “I don’t think it was the rebellion that killed her.”

      My mouth opens at the sheer gall of this fae man. “What the fae do you mean, you don’t think they killed her? How would you know anyway? What? Do they list out all of their crimes from the past when they bring in new recruits? Is that how you think you know?” The words fly from my tongue without much thought, and I couldn’t care less about trying to keep it in check.

      Priya gets my attention by clearing her throat, and I shoot my gaze over at her.

      “You have a very skewed view of the rebellion, Zinnia,” she says, almost sympathetically, but then she turns her words toward Lazlo. “I think it will be better if we show her. She’s not going to believe anything we say without proof.”

      “What? What won’t I believe? Fucking try me,” I nearly scream at her I’m so riled up with pent up emotions.

      “You’ll see soon, little Ghosty,” Lazlo says softly as if I’m one of his little siblings he’s trying to keep from having a full-on temper tantrum.

      “No, tell me what you know right now,” I demand, knowing I might seem a bit overdramatic to them, or at least, extremely emotional, but again, I don’t fucking care right now.

      “We’re here,” Quinn says loudly over his shoulder, shocking me almost entirely out of my rage for the time being as I take in my surroundings with renewed effort.

      Quinn stops the horses, and as I look around, I see nothing other than thick forest on both sides of the road, confusing me even further. Still, my questions die on my tongue as I watch them all jump out of the cart, and start moving the foliage to our right, uncovering a heavily traveled path that I never would’ve noticed was there unless I knew to look for it.

      Quinn hops back on the front of the cart and drives it down the path, just far enough for the cart to pass through, then stops it again so he can go help the others close up the path behind us.

      However, even though I know that’s what they’re doing behind me, all of my focus has shifted to the scene of the rebel camp before me.

      We’re at the top of a hill that overlooks a large, wide, treeless valley down below, and from our position, it’s almost as if I have a bird’s eye view of the whole camp from up here. It kind of reminds me of a meadow with how there are no trees in the valley, just grass, and wildflowers, but as I look closer, I can see the patchwork-like rows of food thriving in the rebels’ little farms. There are a bunch of tents set up in rows next to each square garden, giving me the impression that each tenthold is responsible for growing the plants they live beside.

      There’s a large, clear stream that runs down the center of the valley, and each side’s tents have an identical twin on the opposite side of the stream. Two arched stone bridges are connecting one side to the other that I can tell, even from this distance, were meticulously made to make them seem like they were supposed to be a part of the landscape.

      “Welcome to the rebel camp, Princess,” Lazlo says as he hops back up beside me, and I can’t help but stare in awe as we start heading down toward everything below.
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      The sun has just dropped below the horizon as we make our way through the tents that collectively seem to work like a small city rather than a camp. They even have signs hanging from each of them designating the business or the family name occupying it, in sprawling calligraphy that I wouldn’t have thought they’d take the time to care about.

      Suddenly, the cart stops in front of a tent whose sign reads simply, “Base.”

      “This is it, little Ghosty,” Lazlo says, drawing my attention back to him. “A word of warning though, keep an open mind.”

      Well, if that’s not ominous, I think as we all get out of the cart.

      Each of the Doconqueh shares concerned looks with one another, but eventually, it’s Quinn who grabs me by the arm and pulls me inside beside him. I want to tell him to let me go, but I get distracted as I walk inside the large tent before I can voice my complaints.

      There are row upon row of stools set up in lines so that people can see what’s going on at the back of the tent, which is where a stage has been erected. The stage only sits about three feet above the ground, but it reaches all the way to the back side of the tent.

      Quinn pulls me down the center aisle between the rows of stools, up onto the stage, where I get a glimpse of a large round table that sits at the very back of the tent. Around the table are about ten more stools, and sitting in three of them are a human, a light purple winged fae, and a green winged fae, all watching us intently as we near them.

      The green winged fae sits at what I would consider the head of the table, and as she sees us… well, as she sees me, she stands abruptly, her eyes widening in the process.

      “Meet The Ghost, Shara,” Lazlo says way more enthusiastically than I thought the situation called for, but I ignore it as he looks at me and says, “Ghosty, meet Shara Rainfield.”

      “You’re the princess!” she nearly shrieks. I chance a glance behind me to see if my wings have changed color, but I’m shocked to see they are still brown.

      “Surprise, surprise,” Quinn says in almost a growl as his grip tightens on my arm, but I’m not sure if the movement was intentional or not.

      The green winged fae comes around the table to meet me, and I am taken aback by how happy she seems as she looks me over. Shara Rainfield has a few wrinkles and a few gray streaks in her otherwise light brown hair, but somehow her face still looks young, like she’s one of those people who will always seem younger than they are.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I ask when she’s finally standing directly in front of me.

      Her clear green eyes almost get teary as she considers me, but after a second, she sends out a light hand to brush a finger down the side of my cheek. “I’d know that face anywhere,” she says, nerves fluttering through me. “You look so much like your mother.”

      Instantly, I remember where I am, and anger surges through me so powerfully that I’m surprised I’m able to keep my hands at my sides. “How did you know her?” I ask menacingly as I take a step toward the fae, but Quinn jerks me back, and it’s all I can do not to swing on him for it.

      Shara laughs like she knows something I don’t and says, “And you act like her too.”

      All this does is further confuse and anger me, and I know it shows on my face when she throws her hands up in surrender as she says, “Your mother was my friend for a very long time. We grew up together.”

      My mind reels, and for a solid minute, I just stare at the fae, trying to make sense of everything, but it’s no use. Nothing makes sense. So, instead of just believing the words she says, my training kicks in as my hatred for the rebellion takes over all of my senses.

      I quickly pull out of Quinn’s grip and rush forward, my fangs elongating as I grab the woman by her neck, falling with her to the ground with a bang as I speak through gritted teeth. “Then why the fuck did you have her killed, huh?”

      Immediately, there are hands everywhere on me, trying to get me off of the green winged fae who claimed to be my mother’s friend, but nothing in this entire fucked up world would get me to let go of her where my fingers dig into the flesh of her neck.

      She raises her hands, shooing everyone off of me, and even though they protest, a single glare from her is all it takes for them to leave me alone. When her eyes settle back on mine, she squeaks out, “I’ll tell you, but…”

      I realize belatedly that she can’t breathe, much less answer me, so I loosen my grip just enough so that she can talk, but fully ready to kill her in a heartbeat if I don’t like what she says.

      Shara takes a deep breath, and the redness starts to recede from her cheeks as she answers me. “I didn’t kill your mother. I loved her.” She has tears in her eyes as she says this, but I’m not sure if they’re from her claimed love of my mother, or from the chokehold I just had her in. “The rebels didn’t kill her either, I promise you, Z.”

      The nickname I’ve only been called by my mother and my uncle flows through my ears, and tears start to form in my eyes. “Then who did?” I ask, my voice cracking over the words as a couple of tears fall into her face from mine.

      Flooring me with the sincerity I hear in her voice, she says, “This is why we needed The Ghost, Z. To catch who did.”
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      I let her up, backing up slowly as I process what she just said, but as she stands up, eyeing me with sympathy and maybe a little fear, she says, “Let’s talk about this over dinner. Have you eaten?”

      Food is such an outlandish topic to bring up right now, but as soon as she says that, my stomach growls at me for neglecting it all day, and Shara motions over to the round table behind her. “Come on, everyone. Take a seat.”

      We do as she says, but my eyes never leave her as I make my way to a stool at the table. Shara walks around to the one she vacated as we all walked in, and says to the light purple winged fae that’s sitting next to her, “Riko, will you go tell them we need a few more plates for dinner tonight?”

      Riko gets up as he says, “Yeah, sure thing,” before he makes his way out of the tent, the way we came in.

      I’m sitting directly across from Shara while Quinn takes the seat to my left with Lazlo on his other side, and Priya sits on my right with Roan on her other side. We take up half the seats at the table, and something about being right in the center of the Donconqueh at this impromptu meeting just feels right, but I try to ignore it because I can’t let my mind wander from what’s really important here.

      “So, who do you need The Ghost to catch? Who killed my mother?” I ask, getting right to the point as I ball my fists in my lap, letting my nails sink into me as some form of release for all of my anger.

      Shara’s smile falls some as she says, “I have their names on a list in my tent. You know there are five of them, right?”

      A breath of air leaves my chest in a huff at that. “Yes. I saw them right before they killed her, and I will know each of them when I see them again,” I say resolutely, and I don’t miss the way Quinn cuts his eyes over at me at what I said.

      Shara’s eyes get big with worry as she asks, “Oh, no. You didn’t see it happen, did you?”

      I shake my head as I look down at the table for a second, the memories of that night coming back to me so vividly, it’s hard to think around them. “No. They killed her while I was gone to get help. I just wasn’t fast enough.”

      No one says anything, but I can tell they all feel sorry for me, for that little girl I was back then. Even Quinn seems to have been affected, but just as quickly as I get a sense of remorse from him, the mask he’s been showing me since he discovered who I am, snaps back into place, and I can’t for the life of me understand why.

      “I’m so sorry, Z,” Shara says. “It’s taken a very long time to get that list of names, and I want to see to it that they all get everything they deserve.” There’s a resolve and a hatred in her voice as she says this, and something in me instantly knows she’s telling the truth. She didn’t have anything to do with my mother’s death, and neither did the rebels as far as she knows.

      “Agreed,” I say as the light purple winged fae comes back into the tent and makes his way back to his seat.

      “Dinner will be here shortly,” Riko says as he sits down, and Shara thanks him before she turns her attention back to me.

      “I’m sorry,” she starts with a small happy giggle. “I’m just so surprised you’re The Ghost. As far as we knew, you were being raised to follow in your father’s footsteps, but The Ghost, we knew, was on our side.”

      I’m taken aback again by what she just said, and I have to ask for clarification because I have no idea what would’ve given her that impression. Even the members of the Doconqueh share a confused glance with each other, so I know they don’t know what she’s talking about either.

      “What made you think The Ghost was on your side, exactly?” I ask.

      She looks as if that question surprises her, but she answers steadily anyway. “Well, because until we stopped sending our people into the city walls, every one of our members that had been captured by The Ghost had been sent back to us here, rather than sent to Eruxus in exile.”

      I’m floored again by her words, and I can feel my eyebrows nearly reach my hairline as I process that information, but something tells me to act naturally as if it's not news to me, so as fast as possible, I fix my face and smile at her like I knew all along.

      Just then, I’m saved from that aspect of the conversation as two teal winged fae walk in carrying trays with a few plates of food laid carefully on them. They set a plate down in front of everyone at the table, and one of the fae even jokes with the human that’s sitting beside Shara for a minute before they leave.

      “So, how were you my mother’s friend?” I ask, and the smile that curves Shara’s lips is contagious.

      She finishes chewing the bite of food in her mouth, so she can answer me. “We met back when we were almost teenagers. Her father, King Repchous, was ill, and all of his healers thought it would do him some good to spend some time in Lotaque, where I’m from. My mother had been considered one of the best healers in the whole nation because of her thorough knowledge of plants, and so we ended up taking King Repchous, his wife Mara, and his daughter Lana in to stay with us.

      It took them some getting used to,” Shara says with a small laugh as she reminisces. “Them being from the Tavatikan castle, having to stay in the tents of the Lotaque.” She laughs even harder, and something about it breaks down some of my walls, eases me out of being so defensive. “Your mother and I became best friends that summer, and sometimes we were even allowed to visit each other during the rest of the year, occasionally for weeks on end. Then when we were teenagers, she got that pegasus of hers, Loxmere, and by that point, she was here or I was there, every weekend.”

      Her voice turned sad as she kept talking. “Life went on like that all the way up until the king got sick, and my mother’s remedies were no longer helping to keep him alive. That’s when your mother was forced to marry so that someone could take the throne when he inevitably passed.

      We weren’t allowed to see each other much during that time, and after she was married, I hardly ever got to see her. When King Repchous died, and King Thornfire took the throne, it was as if I could only ever see your mother on Faedom Day, which was just terrible, but by that time, I was married myself with a little one of my own on the way, so for a few years, we didn’t speak at all.”

      Just then, some fae… I couldn’t see his wing color... put his head through the door to the tent and called out across the space, “Shara, the humans from Wrogmar have arrived.”

      Shara’s face got excited and happy as she turned to me. “Oh, I’m sorry. I must go see that these refugees get settled in. But I promise to tell you everything tomorrow. Would that be okay, Z?” she asks, and I just nod at her as she gets up and practically skips through the tent.

      She’s already given me plenty to think about tonight, so I don’t mind waiting until tomorrow that much.

      “Hi, Princess, I’m Domonique,” the human says once the silence becomes a little too silent. “I help Shara manage the rebels here.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Domonique,” I say, admiring the confidence with which she speaks to me even though she’s a human, and I’m a royal fae. It rarely, if ever, happens to me, and I can’t help but instantly like her because of it.

      “Do you think you’ll be needing your own space here, or would you mind sharing with the Doconqueh?” she asks, and then seeing the confusion that’s probably plastered all over my face at her question, she explains. “We have extra tents available, but with the humans that have arrived tonight, seeking shelter and asylum, I’m not sure exactly how much room we actually have.”

      “I can stay with these guys,” I say without hesitation, not wanting to take a spot from someone who needs it more than I do, whether they are human or not. I mean, I’ve been sleeping on the ground for days now, anyway. I’m just grateful there will be a roof, so I don’t have to wake up if it rains again, honestly.

      “Oh, I appreciate that very much, Princess,” Domonique says as we all start to get up at some unspoken cue, having finished our dinners already.

      “We’ll show her the way and make her feel welcomed,” Quinn surprises me by saying, and within the next few minutes, we’re all walking through the torchlit paths between the tents, making our way to wherever these fae call home.

      The last tent at the farthest reaches of the camp is theirs, and Doconqueh is written beautifully on the sign above the front entrance. However, before we can walk inside, Quinn turns to all of us, and says, “I need time with her. I will come get you when we’re through.”

      The look on his face says he isn’t going to take no for an answer since his jaw is set tightly, his back is rigid, and his fists are balled at his sides.

      “Are you sure you don’t want us to hang around? I’m a great buffer,” Lazlo asks, but he’s already moving away with Roan and Priya as if he knows what Quinn’s answer will be before he says it.

      Quinn doesn’t even bother answering as he pulls me inside the tent with him. We barely make it through the door before he’s turning me around to face his angry stare, his hand still on my arm.

      “I will give you one chance, Princess. One,” he starts. “One chance to prove yourself to me, and if you fail, fae help you.”

      Instantly, I’m furious again. “I have done nothing but prove myself since I’ve been with you!” My voice rises with my temper. “What the fae do you mean, one chance?”

      Quinn gets right in my face, his chest bumping up against mine as he says, “I will give you one chance to prove to me that I shouldn’t hate you, and you should be grateful that I’m even willing to give you that much.”

      Oh, that’s it! I’ve fucking had it with this fae! I think before I launch myself at him with everything I have in me, and come what may. I’m done.
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      I push Quinn so hard he stumbles back a few steps, both of my hands slamming into his chest as I propel myself from the floor with a jump, my wings stretching out to their full length, lifting me into the air so I can be eye level with him. “Grateful? You must be out of your fucking mind!” I yell as I fist his shirt with one hand and grab ahold of his face with the other, cupping his chin as tightly as I can around his short beard, staring into those delectable blue eyes of his, making sure I have every single bit of his attention.

      “You let me think you were going to sell me! How about you prove to me why I shouldn’t hate you, huh?”

      Quinn’s eyes narrow as he reaches out and grabs my wrists so fast, I barely even saw his hands move, the motion sending a small sliver of fear, and a large, unreasonable dose of arousal spiraling through me. His grip is tight and punishing, bruising even, but I don’t release his jaw.

      “Yes, you should be grateful,” he says, his voice low and strong as he rips his chin out of my grasp, using his grip on my wrists to jerk me back down to the floor. “And I couldn’t give two shits about some spoiled royal hating me. It wouldn’t be the first time, and it damn well won’t be the last.”

      Attempting to pull my wrists from his iron-like grip is useless, and the fact that I feel like I’m at his mercy right now is both humiliating and infuriating. “Is all this really just because I’m royal? Does what I’ve done as The Ghost not matter at all to you? How shallow can you possibly be?” I yell up into his scary handsome face, noticing how my words have shocked him.

      “Shallow?” He asks as he lets go of my wrists like I’ve burned him. “You obviously don’t know anything about me.”

      “No, I don’t! How could I? I don’t even know why you hate me in the first place!” I say, fists balled at my sides as rage billows inside me.

      “I hate you because you’re running this nation into the ground, and you’re taking every other part of this country down with you!” he shouts in my face. “I hate you because you represent everything I’ve ever fought against my whole life!”

      Quinn is stepping toward me with every reason he lists, causing me to back up involuntarily under the weight of his anger and the rage he’s directing at me. “I hate you because you live in that castle of yours, never even going out to see what your people have to live through.”

      “But you’re wrong about all of that,” I yell back in his face. “Chancellor Ext...” I can’t even finish what I’m saying because Quinn isn’t listening to me anymore.

      “But most of all, I hate you because I’ll never be able to have you since I’m human!” He rips off his shirt, tearing it to shreds as if it were paper, his big, beautiful, iridescent red wings clamoring to the floor behind him in the process.

      I’m so shocked at what I’m seeing, I can’t do anything but switch my gaze from those wings lying on the floor behind him to his eyes and back again as if my mind just can’t process what’s happening.

      Quinn’s just standing there, breathing hard as he looks down at me with his fists balled beside him, every manly inch of him nearly shaking with how upset he is, but all I can think is how incredible he looks, bared to me like this. Like this is the piece of the puzzle I’ve been unable to see about him, the part that he refused to show me, even as he hated me for hiding who I am.

      However, after a few seconds, my brain starts working again, and at this point, I’m fucking livid.

      “Well, I don’t think I did before, but now, I most certainly do. I fucking hate you, Quinn,” I say, venom dripping from my tongue. “And it’s not because you’re human. It’s because you’re a fucking hypocrite.” But then I remember the first part of what he said, and as his words, ‘I’ll never be able to have you,’ slam into my psyche, I’m nearly overcome by a want and a desire so strong I gasp at the overwhelming feel of it.

      “Have me?” It comes out of my lips in a breathy whisper as I try to analyze what that might mean, and as Quinn hears those words, unmistakable and undeniable lust and hunger enter his eyes as he watches me.

      He grabs me by my biceps and pulls me to him as he puts his lips right up against my ear. “Yes, have you,” he says lowly, making the hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand up. “And all that’s probably true about why you hate me, but by the smell of your arousal, I’d say a hate fuck isn’t out of the question.”

      Oh, the balls on this fae! Fucking human, whatever! I think as I send my palm into the side of his face so hard, his head whips sideways. “What if I don’t care that you’re a human at all, huh?” I push him back again. “That doesn’t change anything! What if I still wanted you? Probably even more now? Would you still hate me?”

      Quinn drags his eyes back over to mine, and the sheer power I see within them is enough to make my knees weak. “You don’t want to fuck with me like that,” he says in a warning tone as his body visibly shivers at my words.

      I push him again, but he just says, “Keep playing, Princess. See what happens,” taking a step toward me with that signature cocky arrogance I can’t help but adore.

      “I. Want. You. Too,” I say, punctuating each word angrily as I step toward him in challenge. “What are you going to do about it?”

      Quinn reaches out his hands, one pulling me by my hip, the other grabbing a fistful of my hair and leaning my head back, as his lips slam down onto mine in a punishing kiss I return just as passionately, rising up onto my tiptoes so I can reach him better.

      My mouth parts, shamelessly begging his tongue to dance with mine, and he gives in to my request without hesitation, his hot tongue sliding into my mouth like a sneaky serpent as tingles erupt all over my body and wetness seeps out of me. He tastes like a forbidden fruit I’m not supposed to have; consuming, decadent, powerful, sweet, and fierce all rolled into one irresistible human.

      I send my hands to his face and neck, pulling him to me just as hard as he’s pulling me to him. My knees get weak when his fingers dig into my hip, and rather than break our kiss or let me fall, he sends both of his hands down to grab each one of my ass cheeks and squeezes as he lifts me up by them. Instantly, my legs wrap around his hulking frame, and my fucking thighs quiver at the feel of him there.

      His arousal is now just as apparent to me as mine was to him, the long, hard length of him brushing up against my core through my pants just enough to drive me mad with desire. He starts moving toward one of the beds in the tent, and with each step he takes, another pass of his tongue breaches my lips, setting my skin ablaze.

      Quinn leans forward and lays me down on the bed, but as soon as I’m there, he lets go of me and stands back up to his full height, confusing the fae out of me as my insides pout.

      “On your knees,” he commands, and that little broken part of me fucking purrs at his words, which has me up on my knees on the mattress in seconds, like some kind of starving, ravenous beast.

      Carefully, he reaches his hands up to the back of my neck and unties my halter top strings, slowly pulling them toward my front as his eyes stay locked on mine as if he’s giving me every chance to back out now. But there’s no way in all of Faedom that’s happening, so I just stare back at him, licking his taste from my lips as he drops the front of my shirt, exposing every inch of my chest to him.

      It’s everything I can do to not cover myself up out of pure reflex, but I keep my hands loose at my sides, never showing him how nervous I am about what he thinks as he rakes his eyes over my breasts hungrily. However, if the tent in his pants and the way he licks his lips are any indication, he’s not disappointed by what he sees one bit.

      Quinn bends down some and sends his hands threading into my hair as he kisses me again, and this time it's slower, more intentional, as if he’s savoring me, and the thought of that sends a shiver down my exposed spine. I send my hands out to his chest, feeling the strong muscles beneath his flesh, and my wet core only gets wetter with the contact.

      His hands grip my hair and pull my head sideways as he kneels down on the bed in front of me and starts kissing, licking, and sucking the skin along my jaw over to my earlobe and down the side of my neck as my breath hitches in my chest.

      One of Quinn’s strong hands leaves my hair, sliding gently down my neck, leaving a trail of fire behind his touch as he moves it over my collarbone and down to my breast, a moan escaping me as he squeezes it.

      My hands move out to grasp his powerful arms as he drops both of his hands to my waistband, his fingers rushing to unbutton my pants as his mouth descends on mine again, distracting me completely. Pulling his mouth away from mine, he watches the lower half of my body as he jerks my pants, underwear and all, down to the mattress.

      One hand flies back up to grab the back of my neck as he kisses me again, while his other hand rubs up and down the front of my thigh in this soft, tantalizing movement that makes my back arch, and the mixture of the feelings, both the roughness he pulls my hair with, and the softness of his tongue and touch, combine to have me practically panting for him.

      Sliding two deft fingers over my clit and between my folds, I hear his sharp intake of breath at how wet I am, the sound meeting my ears as his touch drives me crazy, gliding around all the most sensitive parts of me as he stares deep into my eyes.

      His stare is possessive and intense, it asks a question, promises the world, and eats me alive, devouring me whole.

      Reaching down without a thought, I push his loose pants down, letting all of his impressive size spring free in the space between us.

      I wrap one of my hands around his velvet cock while the other slides up his abs and over his pecks, one thumb circling one of his pert nipples while the other circles his tip, lapping up the precum there and spreading it out, just as two of his fingers plunge deep inside me, causing another moan to escape my lips.

      Quinn’s fingers move slowly, feeling me on the inside, moving in and out of me as my head falls to his shoulder, and my eyes fall to watch his movements, savoring the way the muscles in his forearm twist and flex every time he enters me.

      My hand slides up and down the length of him as he drops his head and rests it on that space between my neck and my jawline, a sigh escaping him that warms my skin and makes my heart hammer inside my chest as we both work each other into a frenzy.

      Suddenly, he pulls away from me completely and stands up. He kicks out of his pants and comes right back over to me, pushing me back on the bed as he reaches down to where my shirt still hangs around my belly, grabbing it and sliding it down my body, pulling it and my pants off in one smooth motion until I’m lying there bare before him.

      My wings slid out on either side of me as I fell to my back, and out of my periphery, I can see and feel that they have spread themselves out, each feather bristling with want as they curl around me and beckon to Quinn to come even closer.

      He moves between my legs, his cock resting on top of my mound as he stares down at me with a look that sends another round of shivers through me. “They’re black again,” he says, and something about the way he says it, like he hates them and loves them at the same time, has my wings twitching and aching to touch him, so I send them to his back, letting them rub him lightly, and the look in his eyes as I do becomes absolutely ravenous.

      While he holds his weight above me with one hand planted into the mattress beside my ribs, he sends his other hand out to rub the top of my wing, the sensation of his touch there nearly having me coming apart at the seams. I bite my lip as the neediest moan I’ve ever heard myself make in my life escapes me, causing his eyes to darken and his cock to throb over my mound.

      I can’t take not having him inside me anymore; not with how worked up I already am, not with how he’s looking at me, and definitely not with how his hand feels as it slides over the feathers of my wings like they’re both the source of his pleasure and his pain. Reaching down between us, I grab his cock, and he lifts his hips enough to offer himself the room he needs to position himself right outside my entrance, and as I guide him to where I want him, his lips come down to meet mine in a slow and sensual kiss that has my toes curling.

      When I release his length, bringing my hands to his face, he slides into me, stretching me around him as he moves deeper and deeper… so deep, I almost wonder if there’s any end to him until he’s sheathed all the way inside me, his balls resting against my ass as he fills me.

      He breaks our kiss as he moans loudly into my mouth, and I catch every bit of it as my core tightens around him at the pure bliss I feel because of him.

      I send my hands up to his back as he starts moving, starting out slowly at first, but then steadily increasing his speed as the tension in my body rises with every powerful, soul binding thrust he pushes into me.

      No words are forming on my tongue, no thoughts entering my brain. I am just pure emotion and unyielding feeling, lost utterly in Quinn and everything he’s making me feel right now as he pounds into me like he’s possessed, and the sounds I hear myself making in response make me sound like I am too.

      As he makes me climb higher and higher, my grip on his back gets tighter and tighter as my nails dig into his flesh just so I have something to hold onto. As I scream his name through my release, quivering around him as my orgasm tears through me, his forehead falls to mine, and he growls out my name through clenched teeth while he stills and comes deep inside me.

      Quinn stays there as our breathing begins to slow, his forehead still resting on mine, and as our eyes meet, I practically melt at all the emotion I see swirling in the depths of his blue eyes.

      “I just can’t hate you, Z,” he says, and my breathing stills as the shock of those words weave through me. “No matter how hard I try, no matter how much I want to. I just can’t.” His eyes close as he talks, almost as if he’s ashamed of what he’s admitting, but all that does is make me see the real him more closely.

      Lightly, I put my hand on the bottom of his bearded chin and tilt his head up so his eyes open and lock on mine as I say, “Then don’t.”
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      Quinn collapses beside me, and for a while, we just lay here in silence, breathing quietly around our thoughts. As my mind replays what just happened, going over the scene and all of its minute details, a small smile forms on my lips.

      Since the first suitor came calling when I was eighteen, I’ve never shied away from sex. In fact, most of the time, I’ve embraced it and enjoyed it while it lasted, taking what I wanted from my suitors when I wanted it because they were attempting to do the same thing to me. I knew what their real motives were, why they were doing everything they could to win me over just so they could get what they wanted from me in return: my kingdom.

      However, what just happened with Quinn was dramatically different from all of my past sexual experiences because I knew he wasn’t thinking about how he could weaponize the sex we were having and how he could use it against me for his own personal gain like those I’d had before. He wasn’t checking off a box labeled, ‘sleep with the princess,’ so he could go back and brag about his exploits to others, either.

      He wasn’t looking beyond me at all. He was right there in the moment with me because I was what he wanted right then. Not my title, not my kingdom, just me, and I wanted him in return without a single thought given to the fact that he’s human.

      “I think I need you to tell me your side,” Quinn finally says, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I glance up at him, wondering if he’ll actually hear me now.

      I hesitate for a second, but soon the need to show him that I’m not the evil royal he thinks I am becomes too overwhelming to ignore. “Chancellor Extol runs the country while my father is away,” I say, starting off with the point that I think is most important for him to grasp first. “Also, I actually hate my father and Extol, but as the princess, I’m only allowed to show up, I’m not actually allowed to do anything that really matters.”

      Quinn looks at me questioningly, like what I’m saying doesn’t make much sense, so I explain further.

      “If I were a prince, yes, I’d be running the country in his stead when he leaves, but since I’m not, I’m of no more use to them than a figurehead. Father sends all of his orders to Extol, and never even has the decency to tell me where he’s going, what he’s doing, or when, or even if he’s ever coming back. The way my father sees it, he doesn’t need to tell me anything, and the sooner I’m married off, the better. I can’t go into their meetings about how to run this nation or help make decisions on how to deal with other nations. And even if I do step out of line and tell them what I think, I may as well be talking to the ceiling for all the good it does.

      Technically, I can’t even go anywhere without an escort of some kind, and fae forbid if I were to leave the city walls and put the entire nation’s royal bloodline at risk. That’s why I can only hunt down bounties at night because I’m watched so closely during the day.”

      “But you came to find us at the warehouse during the day,” Quinn points out.

      I nod at him before I say, “Yeah, the only reason I was able to do that was because everyone… Well, most everyone was gone on the royal hunt, so I thought I had time to capture you guys and turn you over before I had to return. I had no idea what I was walking into, though.” A small chuckle escapes me, and I’m surprised to hear one from Quinn at the same time.

      “I know you probably thought, like Shara told me tonight at dinner, that I was following in my father’s footsteps, but the reality is, my mother is who I’ve gotten all of my morals from, how I know right from wrong, and why I think the way I do. She never saw a reason to treat anyone differently just because of who they were born to be. She was friends with everyone, human and fae alike, and she was unapologetic about it too,” I say as a small lump forms in my throat as I think about her.

      Quinn smiles as he looks away from me and up to the roof of the tent as he says, “Yeah, I know. She was pretty great.”

      Slowly, I pull myself away from him and sit up as I look down at him with fear and confusion warring in my mind. “What do you mean, you know?”

      Quinn’s eyes soften as he looks at me, and something in me tells me to relax, but I just can’t seem to calm my nerves at all. “Let’s get dressed. I have something to show you.”

      I want to argue, demand that he tell me how he knows my mother, but another part of me seems to think that whatever it is he wants to show me will answer that question, so quickly, I get up and get dressed while he does the same, and within the next few minutes, we’re walking side by side through the torchlit paths between all the tents.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask as we walk, the silence between us only increasing the trepidation I feel.

      Quinn doesn’t look down at me as he says, “You’ll see in just a second.”

      When we have reached the opposite end of the row of tents, Quinn reaches out to open the door on the last tent at the front of the camp for me, and as I step inside, my breath catches in my throat.

      There, in the center of the small tent, is a carved statue of my mother with flowers of all kinds, laid at the base around her feet. She’s standing with her wings stretched out wide behind her as she holds a sword in one hand and an apple in the other, a look of determination set in the curvature of her brow.

      “What is this?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      To my surprise, Lazlo, Priya, Roan, and Shara all come in behind me right then as if they’d been watching and waiting for the moment Quinn would bring me here, and something about it melts my heart as Shara answers the question I asked Quinn.

      “Z, your mother started this rebellion, and after her death, a few of our artisan fae sculpted this to help all of us deal with her loss.”

      “What?” I ask, completely thrown by her words.

      “She couldn’t make a difference as queen, especially with your father as king, so she went out and started doing what she could. Your mother asked me to help her, especially in the area of food production, and since then, we’ve been doing everything we can to help the people that need it the most,” Shara explains as tears form in my eyes again tonight.

      “Ah, Ghosty, don’t cry,” Lazlo says as he throws his arm around my shoulders. “Or I’ll have to start singing again to cheer you up.” His words bring a bubble of laughter up from my throat despite the conflicting emotions I feel, and he smiles down at me as he hears it.

      “I really thought you were intentionally neglecting your mother’s memory and everything she started here,” Priya says, drawing my eyes to hers. “But I can see now that you really didn’t know, so I’d like to apologize for assuming the worst when I discovered who you were. I am truly sorry.”

      All I can do is nod at her because my throat is too tight to speak, but that seems to be all the response she needs since she turns back to gaze at my mother’s statue, along with me and everyone else.

      “You can stay in here for as long as you would like,” Shara says. “This tent is always open for you, and everyone else here. I’m going to go get some sleep, but come find me in the morning, and we’ll get started on finding those fae that took her from us.”

      I nod at her before she walks out of the tent, and as I stare at my mother’s statue, the likeness of which is so accurate, it actually seems as if I’m seeing her again, I lose all track of time as I get lost in thoughts of her. At some point, I realize that everyone has left and that I should probably get some sleep too, but that thought is fleeting and doesn’t actually make me move toward the door until much, much later.

      When I finally emerge from the tent, I start to make my way back to the Doconqueh’s tent, but I barely make it four steps before I’m surrounded by the very people I was going to join. None of them say anything, and I don’t thank them for letting me have my time with my mother, or for hanging around to make sure I was okay afterward. I just walk back to their tent, go inside, and at Lazlo’s suggestion, take his bed for the night while he sleeps on the floor right next to me.

      And for the first time in a very long time, I sleep soundly, with a sense that somehow, everything is going to be okay after all.
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      The next morning goes by pretty quickly, with a flurry of excitement floating through me as we all take turns bathing and changing in the bath tent by the stream, and then eating breakfast with everyone at the camp, in what they call, the dining tent. It was a buffet style set up, where no one had to serve anyone else, and everyone could eat at the same time, even those that prepared the meal.

      As my eyes took in all the different color-winged fae intermingling with each other and with the humans of the camp, as if there really wasn’t a huge difference between them, my conversation with the Doconqueh remained light and happy. However, as soon as we were finished eating, I could feel unsaturated bloodlust start to enter my veins the closer we got to base tent, where I was finally going to learn the names of the fae that killed my mother.

      Shara is standing next to the round table in the back when we walk in, and as she looks up and sees me, she reaches out a hand, beckoning me over, saying, “Oh, good. You’re here.” I wonder randomly if she was even at breakfast with the rest of the camp, but as soon as I walk over to the table, all of my previous thoughts fly away as if they never existed.

      There are maps and notes spread across the table, laid out and neatly organized so that as I walk around the table, I can see everything. The Doconqueh stand off to the side like they don’t know if they should be a part of this, but Shara waves them over too, and they come to stand around the table as well.

      “Okay, I know this may seem like a lot, and it is,” Shara says with a note of hesitation. “But this is all we have on the fae we’re looking for and how we figured out who they were.” She picks up the list of names that was laying in front of her and hands it over to me. “These are their names, but I’ve got our guy coming in soon to give me their actual bounty sheets.”

      I barely get a glimpse of the names on the list before her words draw my eyes to hers. “They actually have sheets on them? Like they were all charged with a crime, and they ran rather than facing trial?”

      Shara looks back at me with surprise at first, but then it’s like awareness of who she’s talking to seeps in, and she answers me readily. “Yes. They’ve been charged with crimes unrelated to Lana’s, sorry, your mother’s murder, and every one of them has fled custody.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Are we sure they haven’t been picked up by another bounty hunter since they committed these crimes?”

      Shara nods her head enthusiastically toward me. “Yes, we’re sure that hasn’t happened.”

      I nod back at her as I look down at the list of names in my hands.

      
        
        Elm Rosefur

        Trevan Brambledust

        Aven Rouge

        Morel Copper

        Helio Rumblewink

      

      

      Confused, I look back at Shara with a question on my face, and as she watches me, she answers my unasked question with one of her own.

      “You’ve never heard those last names before, have you?”

      I shake my head at her, and she nods like she knew exactly the confusion I felt as I read the list of names. “It took us a very long time to figure out who they were and where they came from, but it turns out, all of those last names are Amaryan surnames.”

      My brain slows to a stop at her words, but then the memory of the conversation I overheard before I left the castle between my father and Chancellor Extol floats through my head, and for a second, all I can do is stare at Shara in shock.

      What if that’s why my father wanted to kill the Amaryan king? What if he found out who killed my mother and was actually seeking vengeance himself, finally, after all these years? I mean, if the rebels found this information, there’s no doubt in my mind that my father would’ve been able to find it as well. But that goes against everything I know to be true about Father, I think as confusion rattles my brain. Better to focus on other, more productive things than entertaining any ideas that Father has anyone other than himself on his mind, Z.

      “No one other than the monarchs come out or ever go into Amarya,” I say as I notice all the Doconqueh seems to be just as confused by this information as I am.

      Shara nods again as she says, “That’s what we thought too, but eventually we figured out that those fae on that list… they’re basically Amaryan mercenaries, and they were hired by someone to kill your mother, but we still don’t know who it was that hired them yet.”

      “I guess I’ll have to get that information out of them when I catch them,” I say, making everyone’s gaze around the table fall on my face, but I don’t care. These fae whose names I have in my hands are going to pay, and I don’t care who knows that I’m looking forward to it.

      Shara smiles though there’s no happiness behind it, just pure determination and vengeance. “I wouldn’t expect any less,” she says as someone pushes through the door behind me, causing her eyes to drift, but she quickly looks back at me. “Ah. Here’s Jay now. He’s got their bounty sheets and will be able to tell you more about them.”

      I turn around to see who she’s talking about, and for a second, my brain tries to argue with my eyes over who I’m seeing, thinking it couldn’t possibly be who I think it is walking toward me right now, but as the teal-winged fae gets ever closer, his teal eyes narrowed in on me, the surprise I feel is nothing compared to the level of betrayal I feel from my best friend.

      “Riah?” I ask, hoping that somehow, he’s not here as the rebel camp’s inside man, but as he comes right up to me, I know I can’t argue with reality anymore.

      “Hey Zin,” he says, and everyone around me becomes so quiet, you could hear a pin drop.

      We just stare at each other for a few seconds, the weight between us feeling like it weighs a ton and is growing heavier as I look into his eyes. I know him, and his eyes are pleading with me for something, though I have no idea what that something is. Forgiveness? Understanding? No clue. But where my usual reaction in situations where I’ve felt betrayed is to jump immediately to anger, the fact that its Riah has sadness pooling in me instead.

      “You two know each other?” Shara asks, and instantly, what she said last night clicks together in my brain like a puzzle piece being put in place. She’d said that somehow, back when they were sending rebels into the city walls, each of them ended up being returned to the rebel camp instead of being carted off to Eruxus, and as I stare at my best friend, I know he’s the one that made that happen.

      “I thought so,” I say, my voice sounding as cold as ice, even to my own ears.

      Lazlo slides up beside me, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “Well, that makes sense now! You know, for a while, Ghosty,” he turns his head to look at me, “we thought Jay here was The Ghost.”

      Riah’s gaze travels to Lazlo’s arm, where it drapes around me, a surge of jealousy swirling in the depths of his eyes, but he checks himself quickly and hands me the sheets I hadn’t known he’d been carrying in his hands as he walked in.

      I take them from him, and as politely as I can manage, I turn back to Shara and ask, “Would you mind if we spoke alone for a minute?”

      Shara looks surprised, and so does everyone else for that matter, but she nods, and everyone follows her lead as she heads out of the tent, leaving Jarriah and me alone.

      I don’t know what’s going on, but I know one thing for sure: I’m going to make Riah tell me everything.
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      “Do you want to explain to me what’s going on here?” I ask when everyone is gone, crossing my arms over my chest, as I level Riah with a glare.

      He runs a hand through his hair and says, “Let’s sit.” He pulls out a stool for each of us at the table, and I sit, waiting not-so-patiently for him to get on with it.

      Taking a seat, he blows out a breath of air as if he’s not too sure about how I’ll take whatever it is he’s about to tell me, but soon enough, he starts talking. “Zin, I’m sorry. I know how this looks,” he gets out, but before he can keep going, I can’t stop myself from cutting him off.

      “It looks like you’ve been lying to me for years,” I say, daring him to tell me any different, and his gaze falls for a second, his shoulders slumping some under the weight of my words.

      “I know, and though it’s hard to admit, it’s true. I have been lying to you for a very long time,” he says. If there’s one thing I’ve always valued about my friendship with Riah, it was his truthfulness. Well, I guess that’s one thing I used to value. However, even now, as he’s talking to me, I can sense he’s being honest, which just lies in contrast to the thoughts and worries plaguing me.

      Reaching out to me, Riah lays a soft hand on my arm where it’s crossed over my chest, and out of habit, I send my hand out to his, only second-guessing the movement after his fingers are already interwoven with mine.

      “Back when I was twelve, and your mom died, I’d beat my head against the wall trying to figure out how I could help you, how I could ease your pain, and make you feel better, but for a long time, nothing I ever did seemed to make a difference. You remember that, right?” He asks, the vulnerability in his eyes so pure and untarnished I can’t help but nod at him.

      He really had gone out of his way back then to bring a smile to my face, even going so far one night as to sneak all the way to my chambers in the castle just to bring me a bar of chocolate he’d swiped off some noble. The memory makes me want to smile, but the impact of him being here, in the rebel camp as if he belongs here, tarnishes that smile and makes it fall before it really even takes shape.

      “Then you told me about how Uncle was training you in his footsteps to be a bounty hunter, and I know at the time, I’d made it sound like I was happy for you, that I was wholeheartedly behind you, but Zin,” he says as his eyes get wide in remembrance and he sends another hand through his hair, “that almost killed me.”

      My hand involuntarily squeezes his without me telling it to as I watch him, but even with his betrayal, it still feels right. “What do you mean?” I ask, concern lacing my tone, despite how much I want to be angry with him right now.

      “The thought of you out there hunting the fae that killed your mom scared the fae out of me, Zin. I didn’t want to lose you or see you get hurt; you know that. I still don’t, but back then it was like I had no control over what you were doing, and it wasn’t like I wanted to control you, don’t take it that way, please. It was more like I just couldn’t be with you to make sure you were safe, so my mind went to the worst possible scenarios of all the bad things that could happen to you, and feeling like I couldn’t do anything to keep you safe from all that was enough to make me start considering other options.”

      “Other options like joining the rebellion,” I ask as more puzzle pieces come together in my mind.

      Riah nods. “Exactly. I thought if I were to join the rebellion, I’d be in a position to get to those fae before you did, but when I got here, and I saw what they really were…” his words trail off for a second, but I wait patiently until he gets his thoughts together. “When I found out those fae weren’t rebels, and that this camp was started by your mother,” he starts, “I was so surprised, but they let me join them with almost no hesitation. They didn’t look down on me just because I’m a trader, and that freedom, to be who I am without having to worry about stepping on anyone’s toes… it was awesome, Zin.”

      I nod as I look to the ground for a second. “Yeah, I know the feeling. Nobody here seems to care that I’m the princess, walking around with my black wings. Everybody’s nice because I’m a person, not because of my title. At least, that’s what I’ve felt so far,” I say.

      Riah’s thumb starts that little thing it does where he draws slow circles on the back of my hand with it, and the familiarity of the feeling calms me some as I look back up at him.

      “They’re very welcoming, and once I joined, I really didn’t see a need to leave. See, the way I saw it was that if I was in with the rebels, I’d know everything they were doing, and I’d be able to do something about it if it ever turned out to be something bad.” He takes a breath and looks me in my eyes. “I also thought that if you were out looking for those bounties in the rebel camp, you’d never find them. And I let you believe it for so long because it was my way of keeping you safe, of making sure those fae didn’t do to you what they did to your mother.”

      For probably at least thirty seconds, I just stare at him, and rather than rush me, Riah just waits patiently as I try to decide what to do with all the information he just gave me. Part of me wants to yell at him for lying to me, for trying to shelter me, for steering me in the wrong direction on purpose, but another side screams just as loudly that he only did all of those things to protect me, and after an intense conversation with myself, I know where I fall on the whole Riah situation.

      “Alright,” I say.

      “Alright?” he asks with a small, knowing smirk. “That’s all?”

      I roll my eyes at him and ask, “What? Do you want me to beat you up for it?” He laughs with relief as a smile plays at my lips. “I know why you did what you did. I don’t agree with it, but I’m sure you already know that.”

      “I do,” he nods.

      I stand up then, pulling him with me. “Are there any other secrets you need to tell me?”

      Riah throws his hands up in surrender as he says, “Nope. That’s it,” and knowing I’ve caught him, I look pointedly up at him.

      “You don’t consider giving all the rebels I caught back to this camp as a secret?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he says sheepishly. “That too,” and I laugh as he hugs me tightly to him, the comfort of his embrace like a salve for my soul.

      “Why the fae do you let them call you ‘Jay?’” I ask as I turn my nose up at the name, but when Riah pulls back from me, and there isn’t any humor in his eyes anymore, I ask, “What?”

      I know the serious look he’s giving me very well. It’s the same one he shows me when he thinks I’m going to do something stupid and reckless, or that I’ve already done something stupid and reckless, and he’s about to lecture me.

      “Are there any secrets you need to tell me?” he asks, and immediately, my mind goes straight to Quinn and what happened last night, then bounces around the time that I’ve shared with all of the Doconqueh, and I know my face turns red as I think about all of it.

      “Maybe?” I ask like a question, but Riah rolls his eyes before he crosses his arms over his chest and waits for me to explain further.

      I guess it’s my turn, I think as I say, “Well, the Doconqueh kind of captured me and brought me here.”

      “Kind of already figured that much out, Zin,” he says, unwavering. “What about how Laz had his arm around you, or why you smell like Quinn?”

      “Ugh,” I say, shocked to be called out like that. “Well, I mean…” my words trail off since I don’t really know what to call the situation I have going on with the Donconqueh. I mean, I know I slept with Quinn and they tied me up and they made me laugh and I’m probably attracted to every single one of them and there’s no way I can deny that fact, even if I tried, but to explain all of that to Riah right now seems almost impossible.

      Watching me, his facial features soften, and realization or understanding or something passes over his eyes, but I’m not sure which until he says, “I can read your face like a fucking book, Zin.” His smile is instant, and the relief I feel at seeing it spreads through me. “I trust them, so I’m not too concerned, but,” he says as he sends a finger out to trace my cheek, “if they hurt you, I will murder all of them in their sleep.”

      A laugh tears from my throat, and within a few minutes, everything seems like it’s back to normal with us, and when Shara sticks her head through the door to see if we’re ready to have everyone come back, I nod at her, still smiling.

      “Alright, let’s figure out how we’re going to get these fae and find out who hired them,” she says as everyone takes a seat around the table. I don’t miss the fact that Riah is included in the conversation, and welcomed to sit on the same side as the Doconqueh, as me as if he’d belonged there from the beginning.
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      Apparently, the whole country is in an uproar about the missing princess, if what Riah told everyone the other day when we were planning out this mission was true, and at this point, I have no reason to believe he was lying. He said that every nation’s leaders had stopped the celebration of Faedom Day as they pointed the finger at each other, labeling one another as the culprits in the princess’s disappearance. Riah also said that my father had made strict orders saying that none of the other leaders were allowed to leave the castle until I had been found, and we were going to use this to our advantage today.

      With no royals traveling down the roads heading back to their nations as they usually would be at this time, we’ll have an easier go at getting to where we thought the fae we’re hunting are holed up, and that with fewer people on the roads, we’ll have a better chance sneaking up to them without alerting them to our presence.

      The last known whereabouts for the Amaryan mercenaries that killed my mother said that they were trying to keep a low profile by staying hidden in an old abandoned city near the border between Tavatika and Igamoxar. From all the information the rebels had gathered, these mercenary fae live there permanently. When they receive orders from whoever is paying their way, they go execute whoever they were ordered to, and then head back to their little safe haven.

      The rebels had acquired maps showing exactly where the ruins were located, and even had a fae who was very skilled at drawing go out and draw an accurate representation of what the ruins looked like, specifically, the building they were staying in to include all of its access points.

      It’s not going to be safe for them for very long, I think menacingly as I creep through the woods leading up to the old city ruins with Riah and the Doconqueh following my lead.

      None of them are as skilled as me at stealth, so I’d been tasked with getting all of us inside the ruins without being seen, and for the two days that it took us to get here, I worked endlessly with each person to teach them some of the skills that I knew.

      They each taught me things as well.

      Like how Lazlo taught me to look through trees to see what’s hiding amongst them, pointing out that on that first night, he’d known someone was there but hadn’t been able to see me. Then, he’d gone on to brag to everyone about ‘Ghosty’s’ ability to remain absolutely still, because had I moved at all, he would’ve seen me and come after me.

      Priya and Roan had shown me different knots I could tie in rope, and by the time we arrived, I was becoming pretty proficient at a few of them.

      Surprising me with what they showed me though, was Riah and Quinn.

      Though I knew Riah had to be strong and capable to be as good of a trader as he was, and even though I’d seen a glimpse of his brutality a few times as I handed over a couple of fae that wanted to fight him, I’d never actually seen him fight someone. As I’d watched him and Roan go at it in practice, I realized that Jarriah Foxmist was every bit as familiar to me as he was a stranger. And though that made some part of me sad, it also intrigued the rest of me, as if Riah suddenly had an untapped well of things I still had to learn about him, and I just couldn’t wait to figure him out again, more thoroughly.

      Quinn on the other hand, didn’t teach me any new skill, but he did sit with me and tell me about himself, which was so surprising, I’d hung on every word and savored every image he depicted for me.

      Those nobles he was charged with killing? He was one of the human children they trafficked after his parents died, and their owner had no use for him because he was so little. He didn’t go into too much detail about a few of his formative years, and I could tell that was because the demons that haunted him from that time just weren’t ready to show me their true colors; however, he did tell me how he escaped. Apparently, when he was around ten years old, he grew too old for those that were keeping him. They sold him to this smith in Wrogmar where he learned the trade, and slowly, over time, he built his wings in secret, waiting for the day when he could finally disguise himself well enough to leave all of that terrible past behind him.

      He said his first set of wings couldn’t fly, but over the years since then, he refined the design and tinkered with them so much, that now, he can fly just as well as the rest of the fae. Quinn also explained that that’s a part of why he’d punched that trader in the face. The long-eared sea turtle oil has the little dose of magic that his wings needed in order to fly. I’d admonished him about the illegal substance, but at the same time, admired the skill it took him to make such perfect replicas, much less the ingenuity it took to make them actually fly.

      I chance a glance to my right, taking in a really good look at those wings of his as we get near the ruins, and Quinn’s eyes dash to meet mine as if he felt me looking at him. His smile is both sweet and dark, and I send a smile of my own toward him as we get to the treeline that borders the ruins.

      I take a second to survey the area before I lift into the air on my wings and fly silently over to a nearby window on the second floor. It’s large enough for me to fit through, I note as I peer inside.

      Not seeing anything other than crates and a staircase leading down to the first floor, I set myself down on the ledge of the window, and look back through the trees to all the eyes that are watching me. They’re all standing at the ready, waiting for my cue, and I hold a hand out, telling them to wait until I can at least figure out where each of the fae are that we’re searching for.

      I creep through the window, my feet so light on the floor that I don’t make a sound as I get near the stair rail and look down.

      There in the center of the circular space below sit all five of the fae I haven't seen in thirteen years, and as I take in each of their faces where they sit around, joking in their Amaryan tongue, a rage like I’ve never felt before slips through me.

      Remember the plan, Z, I tell myself, so I don’t go all kinds of crazy and forget it right when it matters most.

      I back up to the window as silent as ever and give Riah and the Doconqueh a thumbs-up motion indicating that our plan will work out perfectly if we time it right.

      Quinn and Priya ease out of the treeline first, heading toward the front entryway of the dilapidated building as Riah and Roan fly around to the back, and Lazlo flies up to meet me.

      The plan was to wait exactly one minute from the time I gave the go-ahead before we would all ambush them. As that moment approaches, Lazlo and I share a menacing smile before we turn and jump over the edge of the rail, flying down to the fae below as both the front and back doors fly open at the same time.

      To be Amaryan mercenaries or whatever, the group of us made quick work of catching all of them. Granted, there were a few harrowing moments there where they got a few licks in, but really, the situation was over very quickly, and we had all five of them on their knees, gagged, their arms and wings tied up tightly behind them, sitting in a row on the floor.

      “What do you want to do, Zin?” Riah asks as he slams his hand down on a shoulder of one fae when he tried to stand up, pushing him back down on his knees.

      Quinn chuckles darkly. “I say we kill them right here, right now. Then we wait until their messenger comes to give them a new target, and then we kill them too.”

      He makes a good point, and as I stare down into the gagged faces of the fae men that killed my mother, an overwhelming part of me wants to do exactly as Quinn just said, but something stops me.

      Walking over to the blue winged fae who had been the one who sat on my mother’s arm as she tried to shoo me from the room all those years ago, I pull the gag out of his mouth, grab a fistful of his dirty brown hair, and slide my dagger up to his throat.

      “Who hired you?” I ask, my tone indicating I won’t hesitate to slit his throat if he doesn’t answer me. I know I’ve had my misgivings with killing in the past, but for these fae, I might just make an exception to that rule.

      The fae spits in my face, and everything that had been holding me back before leaves my system entirely as I slit his throat, backing out of the way as I drop him to the floor, and wipe my face in disgust.

      “Anyone else want to join him?” I ask the group, and all of them seem like that’s not at all what they want to have happen.

      The one on the end speaks up, and though at first, I thought he was just going to be forthright about what I wanted to know, I realize pretty quickly that he’s going to enjoy what he’s about to say, and as I stalk toward him, I understand why.

      “If you thought this was ever just about your mother, Sweetie Pie,” he says, “then you’re just as naive as she was. All the nations pay our bills, every one of them is angled against each other, and we’re the ones who reap the rewards for it.”

      I honestly have a tough time processing what he’s saying for an instant, but I get over it quickly enough to ask, “What do you mean? Explain.”

      “You think we’re sick and twisted, that we’re the evil that plagues this country, but you’re wrong. It’s you royals who are the true villains here, paying us to slaughter your enemies’ wives, or their children, making one of them so weak he might as well be dead. All of you want power so bad, want to rule all of Arorial yourselves so much that you don’t care who you send us to kill or brutalize or frame, so long as the odds turn in your favor,” the fae says. I’m taken aback by what he’s saying, by what he’s alleging, by who he’s grouping me up with just because I’m considered a royal.

      “All the royals paid you to do these things?” I ask as I step up before him.

      The fae smiles, blood still sticking to his teeth from a blow he took to the mouth earlier, and a new kind of rage spreads through me when he says, “Handsomely,” and laughs like he loved every minute he spent committing the crimes of kings.

      It’s an accepted kind of rage, one even more powerful than what I thought rage was before, and as I send my dagger straight through his throat, I don’t even feel any remorse about it. As if the act could be ranked right in there with other menial tasks like adding logs to a fire or sweeping a dead rat out the door. I didn’t exactly like doing those things, but I had to because they needed to be done.

      Resolutely, I nod, and instantly, the other three fae that are sitting on their knees before me meet their fate at the sharp end of a blade, no questions asked, and no hesitation to speak of.

      “Zin, you’re looking pretty scary right now,” Riah says from where he stands over the dead fae in front of him. “You’re not like the royals he’s talking about, you know that, right? He just lumped you in with them because of your title.”

      My best friend knows me and my mind all too well, but before I can speak, Lazlo says, “No, Ghosty, you’re not like them. You might have been like the other royals before,” coming over and rubbing a hand down my hair like he’s admiring it for a second, “but now, you’re Doconqueh.”

      “You, and Jay here, too,” Quinn says as he pats Riah on the shoulder, causing Riah to blush and a sense of pride to guide his lips up into a smile.

      Lazlo’s words fill my heart where it feels like a piece of it has died and been rebuilt in a matter of minutes, and as I look around the room, I see that they all agree to this new role I plan on filling.

      “Well then,” I say as I wipe the blood off my dagger and place it back in its sheath. “It seems like the Doconqueh have eight more royal bounties to catch.”
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