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        Petrichor:

        noun: 1) a distinctive scent, usually described as earthy,

        pleasant, or sweet, produced by rainfall on very dry ground.
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      Not for the first time today—not for the first time in weeks, she tried. Again. She tried to feel him, to tell him she was all right. Despite the fact that it went against her plan, that it went against every careful calculation she had mulled over with Titus Melamed, the former Navarian commander, Adelaide of Haravelle, Queen of Har-Navah tried desperately to just feel her husband across their bond—that miraculous connection they had always shared. The connection that had come alive when they married in Haravelle what seemed like a lifetime ago.

      But like every other time since she had been taken from Benalle Palace, she felt nothing but cobwebs in the breeze. The bond was silent, just cold, endless darkness. And not for the first time, she wondered what that nothingness meant. For her husband. For their marriage.

      For her kingdom.

      Adelaide breathed a shuddering sigh, willed herself to calm, and squared her shoulders.

      Insane. She was insane. Haplessly, pathetically insane. There could be no other explanation for why she was trudging up the cobblestone pathway, chained at the wrists and ankles to a woman behind her and another before. And many more ahead in the line.

      Slaves. Women, every one of them. Captured to fulfill their duty to Crown and country. Except Adelaide hadn’t been captured. She had found the band of traveling prisoners exactly where Commander Titus had told her they would be—the only information she could pry from him before he insisted she hide herself away.

      On a ship headed for the western continent of Medinah—that’s where Titus thought she was. But instead she had infiltrated the rudimentary camp of prisoners and woven herself among them in the night. A willing captive. The next morning, tied up among the countless other women, the guards didn’t so much a bat an eye in her direction as she fell in with them and headed for the darkness of Goleath Palace.

      Headed for her destiny.

      A woman far in front of her, with hair too gray and skin too wrinkled, had been rejected from her first duty, as the soldier had put it, and shoved into a growing crowd of dejected women. All of them trudged with stooped shoulders, the burden of this war King Derrick was waging already taking its toll. Perhaps there had not yet been slaughter on the battlefields. But the war had begun. Its darkness loomed over the kingdom—in the eyes of every woman here chained, in the shoulders of every servant and slave, in the hearts of mothers and children, in the weariness of soldiers: enemy and ally alike. And it grew with each passing day like an impending storm on the horizon.

      Another woman walked to the mistress at the head of the line. Accepted. Wordlessly, she was shoved behind a wall in the darkness of the castle, out of Adelaide’s view.

      The next woman in line stepped up for her appraisal. “Barren,” a gruff man said from nearby. Adelaide turned her attention to him, to the ring that rested on his finger and the scowl that lingered on his face. Wife. She was his wife. And he was giving her over to a life of Providence only knew what, for the sole reason that she was barren.

      Nausea roiled in Adelaide’s gut, and she covered the small swell of her belly with her hands—a swell too small to be anything hopeful.

      This had been a stupid idea. She was sending herself—and the life of the child that might still live in her womb—straight to the slaughter like two hapless, meager lambs. She pulled—yanked—again on her bond with Ferryl.

      And felt nothing. Just as she still felt nothing in her womb. Not a flicker of movement. Not a sign of life. She told herself for what felt like the millionth time that it was too soon to feel anything. It was too soon to know for certain if the blade she had taken at the coronation ball had dealt a mortal wound to her unborn child.

      “Get her out of my way,” said the mistress, whom Adelaide could now see clearly. The barren woman was shoved aside, her chains rubbing raw on her wrists, blood dripping slowly. She kept her eyes forward, not stopping to glance even once at the husband who had betrayed her. And it struck Adelaide how young she was. No more than twenty-five at the most. Her long, auburn locks fell in a haphazard mess down her back, but she was beautiful, with pure olive skin and haunted eyes.

      Worthless to her husband.

      Bile burned in Adelaide’s throat like a wildfire rising to consume body and soul.

      The mistress called, and Adelaide stepped forward, wondering if she’d survive this fool’s mission she had concocted for herself. Wondering if this cockamamie idea would work. But if for no other reason than the barren woman trudging away from her, she would risk this. She would end this dark blight of the reign of King Derrick once and for all.

      Adelaide was thankful that the shackles were spread far enough apart on the chains that the other women couldn’t feel just how violently she was shaking.
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      “Over there,” a shrill voice called, shoving Adelaide into a slimy wall in the room somewhere in the bowels of Goleath Palace. Deep in the heart of the rolling hills of Midvar, the home of her mortal enemy: the beast that was King Derrick of Midvar.

      She watched nervously as the old woman in line ahead of her—her gray curls clinging to her sweat-dampened neck—was stripped bare and turned slowly in front of the appraisers, like chattel up for auction.

      “Too old for child bearing, then, eh?” the mistress called. She was a severe sort of woman, with a bun pulled so tightly at the nape of her neck that it only accentuated her harsh cheekbones and gaunt neck. Her skin, dappled with spots from too much sun and sallow with age, stretched dry across her imposing bones.

      The old woman nodded silently.

      “To the showers then. We’ll not have ye contaminating the palace with lice, ye hear?”

      The queen of Har-Navah momentarily wondered as to the criteria for rejection or acceptance into the castle. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason. Some young women whose husbands claimed them to be barren had been pulled away from the throngs. But some of the older women, clearly past their childbearing years, were allowed in—servants to the Crown, they had said.

      It made no sense. None of it.

      Maybe Titus had been right—maybe this was a fool’s errand.

      “Adelaide, you cannot do this,” he had said to her that day in the forest only a few weeks ago. “You’ll never survive it.”

      She supposed the look she had given him had been enough for him to reconsider his words.

      “It’s too dangerous. Derrick is no fool. You will never survive right under his nose,” he had swiftly corrected. “There are other ways—”

      “What ways?” she had insisted. “What other ways are there for me? The wanted queen? The dead princess?” And when she had splayed her hands over her belly, he had fallen silent. Then Titus had insisted she flee this crumbling world and sail for safer lands. He had lost a wife and child of his own. The pain of it still lingered in his eyes. Titus had not wanted to see Adelaide embark on a fool’s quest of certain death.

      To infiltrate the belly of the beast from the inside out.

      Without response and much too soon, the slumped old woman was shoved away, leaving Adelaide next in line for appraisal.

      Meaty, calloused hands grasped her shoulders, shoving her so forcefully it was all she could do to keep from falling face down.

      “You,” the mistress in charge growled. “Ye don’t look too old. What’s your—Ahh,” she said as grasping hands wrenched every stitch of clothing from Adelaide’s body. Naked as the day she was born, she stood before the woman—and a smattering of servants and guards—hoping against hope that her distinctly Haravellian features didn’t give her away.

      “Ye’d be a pretty thing, if it weren’t for that belly of yours. The king doesn’t like ‘em plump, ye see.” At this assertion, a few of the guards chuckled in agreement. Adelaide felt her cheeks heat. “Yer not wi’ child, are ye?” the severe woman threatened, stepping closer to Adelaide.

      Adelaide only shook her head adamantly.

      “Hmm. So what’s to account for that belly, eh?”

      Some of the other servants and soldiers standing around snickered.

      Adelaide resolutely squared her shoulders and said, “Macaroons.”

      Ferryl’s favorite sweet. One she had made for him often when the world was a simpler place.

      “What was that?” said one of the guards with a laugh threatening to tumble out of him.

      “I think she said macaroons,” said another, and the lot of them erupted into laughter.

      “Fond of the sweets, are ye?” the woman in charge asked. “Hands a bit sticky with the master o’ the house, then? Is that why he sent you away? Seems ye coulda been put to good use in other ways.”

      Adelaide did not bother to answer, holding her head down as she wrung her hands before her belly—the picture of submission. At least she didn’t have to feign the trembling.

      The mistress surveyed Adelaide in one excruciatingly long appraisal, walking slowly around her, giving away nothing of her thoughts aside from the occasional grunt. When she stopped in front of Adelaide, her cold gaze did not rest on the queen’s eyes, but on her hair—not her signature black tresses, but hastily dyed a ruddy shade of red, her attempt to look less Haravellian. Weeks in the  open with Titus had contributed to some color on her otherwise milky skin, which she prayed would help, too. The Midvarish bore distinctively rich, golden skin, a stark contrast to the natural paleness she had inherited from her parents. She prayed her hasty disguise would at least muddy the waters.

      When that cold gaze finally met Adelaide’s again, the queen did not back down. The woman seemed to bristle under Adelaide’s fearless stare, which only brought out her nasty side. “Well yer blood’s obviously mud, anyway. Take her away, then,” she growled. “Macaroons here can go to the pound.”

      “The pound?” Adelaide asked. “What’s the pound?”

      “We will ask the questions, Macaroons,” said the meaty-handed guard, shoving her into a small antechamber where she was scrubbed and doused with foul-smelling water. If the shower was meant to make her cleaner, it was a miserable failure, and a momentary thought for how many times that water had been used today brought on a thundering bout of nausea. She paused for a moment to regain her sense of balance and clear her head, only to be shoved again into the presence of a woman who dressed her roughly in an itchy, black homespun dress and ill-fitting shoes.

      “This way, then,” said a gravelly feminine voice, and Adelaide was handled and shoved and moved around the castle hall.

      “Ye’ll start with the floors, then, and—”

      “Not her,” said the meaty-handed guard, stepping in and pointing to Adelaide. “She’s to go the pound.”

      “The pound?” asked Gravelly Voice. “What in Sheol have ye done already to deserve that?”

      “Mouthy, this one,” said Meaty Hands.

      Gravelly Voice grunted her understanding. “Yeh, they’re usually mouthy when they get here. Doesn’t last though. ‘Specially when they’re sent to the pound. Off wi’ you then.”

      And with another shove, Adelaide followed quietly behind the meaty-handed guard down the quiet, dank corridors of Goleath Palace.
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      Ferryl, she thought, willing all of her thoughts, all of her mind toward her husband, wishing that even if only for a fleeting moment, she could know he felt her, could know that their bond remained.

      Please, my love. Talk to me.

      She clutched the amulet between her breasts, and it was only when she felt its comforting warmth that she remembered she had it on. That she had always had it on. And that, standing naked before several Goleath servants, not one of them had said a word about it. Not one of them had even spotted it.

      Not one.

      She hid the stone under her dress anyway, clutching it through the fabric, calling for Ferryl again.

      Sometimes, in the still of the night, she would swear she could feel a glimmer of him, of her Ferryl—spirited and joyous and beautiful. But that whisper of him would dissipate as quickly as it had come, and the resulting silence left her catastrophically lonely.

      She clenched the amulet in her hands even harder. As she followed the meaty-handed guard through the dank corridors, she silently cursed the faint glow that emanated from the stone and prayed to Providence above that by whatever miracle the amulet had gone unnoticed, it would remain so.

      They reached a quiet corridor that seemed surprisingly unused, despite the bustle of the servants’ halls beneath the castle. The guard hadn’t spoken two words to her the entire time, so when he stopped before a scarred wooden door, she didn’t bother to ask him where they were.

      Yet it wasn’t his silence that shocked her, but the abrupt force of his hands as he shoved her against the wall face first, his meaty, calloused fingers fumbling with her worn dress.

      She tried to cry out in protest but was quickly inhibited by a heavy hand on her mouth, his body pressed against hers, his breath sickening on her cheek as he said, “The king may not like ‘em plump, lass. But I do. I like ‘em mouthy too, though I’d advise ye that if ye want to keep your teeth, ye’d best keep your mouth shut for the time bein’.”

      He lifted the hem of her homespun skirt to her waist, the rush of cool air on her naked skin soon snuffed out by the heat of his thighs pressed painfully against her, pinning her to the wall. She writhed and struggled against him, hot tears stinging her eyes. She yelped against his thick hand over her mouth, the sound too muffled to be of any help. So she bit down, wincing at the foul taste of his skin. Perhaps because this was not his first attempt at such a thing, he wasn’t stupid enough to cry out as her teeth sank so deeply into his hands she tasted blood. But his growl reverberated in her ear as he tightened his grip on her face, his hand large enough that, with very little effort, he could choke the breath from her throat.

      “It’ll be over a lot faster if ye’d hold still, lass,” said the guard calmly. Too calmly. He fumbled with the weight of his massive body to keep her against the wall while still managing to unbutton his pants. His other hand remained like a vice over her mouth, the warmth of his blood dripping down her chin. Pressed so firmly against the wall, the stone ground against her cheek, scraping and gnashing.

      From between her breasts, she could feel her amulet pounding, heating with magic. But not light.

      No, as if it understood the need for discretion, the amulet did not light as usual. But she could feel it—the magic coming from it. Pouring out in a river of heat.

      Of power.

      “What’s this?” growled a flushed, angry-faced woman, shoving open the door next to them. “Shit, man. Have ye no control?”

      “New recruit, matron,” the guard answered casually, stepping away from Adelaide. He buttoned his trousers as if nothing particularly out of the ordinary had been transpiring.

      Her heart was pounding in her chest—a harmony to the rhythm of the magic emanating from her amulet.

      The matron rolled her eyes. “Men,” she muttered before shifting her appraisal to Adelaide. “What’s this one done to be sent here so soon?”

      “Didn’t sit right with Helda.”

      “Who does?” asked the matron, ushering Adelaide inside the door. “All right. In wit’ ye, then.”

      Her breath failing to recover as quickly as the matron seemed to think it should, Adelaide took a moment to collect herself from what had almost happened as she stepped behind the matron. Never would she have imagined that she would be thankful to step into such a hollow chasm of a corridor behind a gruff, angry woman with barnacles peppering her skin. But Providence help her, she was grateful all the same. And a silent tear slipped down her cheek as her body finally caught up to her mind. Even one more second with Meaty Hands and…

      “What is this place?” Adelaide asked, shoving aside the thoughts threatening to devour her, the word taunting her. Hastily, her hand trembling, she wiped the tear falling down her cheek and the blood from her chin and followed the matron down a long, cold corridor. There was little to indicate exactly where they were headed or what in heavens the pound could be, save for the faint sounds of crying.

      “In the bowels of Sheol, my dear,” was all the Matron said. “Whatever it is ye’ve done to deserve coming here so soon, ye’d best learn yer lesson.”

      “What’s that sound?” Adelaide asked. Those sounds—noises growing louder and louder with every step so that she was certain it was—

      “Yer problem now, that’s what it is,” and with a sudden stop and a shove, Adelaide found herself in a vast chamber filled wall to wall with tiny beds.

      And screaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter II

          

        

      

    

    
      “Everything all right, Your Grace?”

      “Please, you must call me Delaney.”

      “I know, I know. It just doesn’t seem right.”

      “If my uncle finds about my Har-Navarian title, Talia—”

      “I know,” said the maid solemnly. “No mistakes. I’m sorry.”

      “Here in Midvar, I’m not a duchess anymore—that title was stripped a long time ago. I’m just Delaney. Just a woman on the run. And so are you.”

      Talia nodded in agreement, joining Delaney in observing the imposing structure that loomed before them, its narrow spires like claws grasping for prey, the dark gray stone mired with lichens and worn with time and ancient battles. Heavy iron gates reached tall and formidable into the sky, shut tightly against the city that surrounded the castle, a stone wall erected around it. Not an open, breezy, inviting road to the castle like at Benalle. No, here at her uncle’s castle, only one word could describe it: nightmarish. Every menacing boulder, every towering, spindly spire, every barred window, even the black, iron-spiked portcullis at the mouth of the castle screamed terror. King Derrick of Midvar delighted in horrors as much as in power. And Goleath Palace was a haunting, beautiful, and terrible testament to that end, a fortress set amongst the breathtaking rolling hills of central Midvar. Delaney swallowed hard, hating what her kingdom had become in her uncle’s clutches.

      “You haven’t answered my question, Delaney.”

      Delaney tore her attention from Goleath to her companion on the adjacent horse, shaking her head with a furrowed brow. Had Talia asked a question?

      “Are you all right?” Talia asked. “You seem distracted.”

      “I just hope we can pull this off,” she admitted.

      “We will.”

      Faith. Talia seemed steeled with it—ready for battle with nothing more than faith and a hope in her queen, her kingdom, and her god.

      Delaney swallowed once. Twice.

      Little Hania stirred in her wrappings, bound tightly around Delaney’s chest. She had been surprisingly accommodating on the weeks-long journey to Midvar, sleeping peacefully for most of it, crying only when she was hungry or tired of bobbing along to the horse’s gait. They had spent the nights at inns and farms, two weary women and a baby taken in with care and concern by most whom they encountered. Taking the northern route had made the journey even longer than it might have been had they passed through the Wild Wood. Ferryl had suggested it, insisting that Adelaide had survived it and so would they, and that it would be safer for them than going through the Northern Pass.

      Delaney had disagreed. Wholeheartedly. Maybe Adelaide had survived the Wild Wood. But it had been by fluke or miracle. Because no one survived the Wild Wood. No one. And the stories she had been told her whole life—the wicked beasts that prowled the dark, gnarled forest…the day that was never really day…the nights that never really ended…

      She would have been the world’s biggest fool to think they could survive something as harrowing, as deadly as the Wild Wood.

      So she had taken the longer route through the Northern Pass. She would take a handful of Midvarish soldier-guards over that wretched forest any day.

      But little Hania had handled the long journey in stride, a testament to her blossoming easygoing nature. So much like Michael. The man who had once been—

      Delaney breathed, shaking her head and stopping herself from going on with that useless train of thought.

      As she was still an infant, Hania was still fairly easy to handle, anyway. Taking her meals at her mother’s breast whether on horseback or nestled in a tiny bed in a tiny inn in the middle of nowhere. And Delaney knew she would be forever grateful that the baby hadn’t proven an unmanageable burden on this, a quest that she knew would likely change their lives forever—whether for better or worse, she couldn’t be sure.

      She was equally grateful that Ferryl had insisted that Talia go with her. For while his first insistence was that Delaney travel in the comfort of royal carriages and the protection of the royal guard, it was Delaney who had pointed out the folly of such a plan. King Derrick would surely question the arrival of two supposed refugees who had been afforded all the accommodations of the court of Har-Navah. And that was their story, after all. Two Har-Navarian refugees, escaped from the oppression of one maddened King Ferryl.

      Delaney found herself praying to Providence every time she imagined telling her uncle such a story in person. And today, as the castle of Goleath loomed forebodingly close—a place she hadn’t seen in person since she was quite young—she knew that day had finally arrived.
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      “What do ye want?” the castle guard snarled, the crimson and black of his uniform crisp, his spear polished in his hand as he stood erect and determined before her.

      “I come that I might request an audience with His Majesty,” said Delaney, trying rather unsuccessfully to hide the quiver in her voice. Then again, a little healthy fear of Derrick of Midvar never did anyone any harm.

      A snorting sort of laugh was the response. “Get in line,” the guard quipped. “Ye think yourself the only wretch to crawl up here and beg? Get out of my sight!”

      “Please,” Talia tried. “We must see him.”

      “Come to complain, have ye?” the guard mocked. “Come to say ye haven’t enough food? Or your husband’s gone missing? Yeah, well, you and every other miserable wretch in this kingdom. Get lost!”

      Whether it was sheer madness or the result of a courage she had never known herself to have, Delaney simply squared her shoulders, looked the guard in the eye, and said, “I am come to call on my uncle, King Derrick of Midvar. And you, guard, would do well to remember your place. You will open this gate, and you will take me to His Majesty’s court, or I will see to it that that smart mouth of yours is removed completely along with the rest of your disproportionately small head.”

      The guard was shocked to be spoken to in such a manner by a woman, but upon further, lingering inspection, seemed to decide a visit to the king was in order after all. He smiled a greasy sort of sneer as he said, “I’m sure His Majesty would be delighted to know what else ye can do with that mouth of yours.” He turned on his heel without another word, whether because he believed her story or because he would relish watching her own head being lopped off for such cheek, Delaney couldn’t be sure. She followed nonetheless, daring a sidelong glance at Talia before wrapping her arms more tightly around the baby at her chest and walking—one Sheol-damned foot at a time.
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      Goleath was exactly as she remembered it—torchlit corridors peppered with the colors of Midvar—black and crimson flags hanging from posts, gossamer fabric floating on a phantom wind, their haunting appearance such that, as a child, Delaney had thought it was decorated with blood-soaked cobwebs. Or perhaps they weren’t cobwebs at all, but ghosts looming in the halls, warning any casual passersby to beware. Providence, she had forgotten how much she hated this place, and she quietly thanked her mother for keeping her as far from the lair of her crazed uncle as possible.

      The dismal gray stone of the castle was cold and lifeless, leaving a hollowness to her that she couldn’t shake. Where Benalle Palace was open, bright and inviting, Goleath was cold and dismal, stale and dark. The court did not bustle about with prattling gossip and merriment. No, the courtiers stood in silent clusters as if guardians of the realm of the damned, staring at Delaney and Talia as they passed.

      Perhaps this place was Sheol itself. It wouldn’t surprise her, given what she knew of her uncle.

      It was a shame, too. For beneath the haunting foreboding, there was a dark beauty to this place, as intangible as catching a wave on a shore. Maybe it was just her love for Midvar—an idyllic memory of growing up among rolling hills and abundant sunshine. Of giggling sisters and a smiling mother. Maybe it was just a longing for this place of her birth. For her mother’s arms and her sisters’ whispers. Or maybe she was missing Michael. But as she looked around, as she took in this castle, she hated what her uncle had become. What he was doing to her kingdom.

      The women followed the guard down a long, wide corridor, rounding a corner at the end only to be greeted by two stone doors opened to reveal a vast chamber. Hewn from the same gray granite, it was lavishly adorned with black marble and red draperies. Sconces hung every few feet, the wax from the candles oozing down the walls in a slow drip drip drip. Courtiers lingered in clusters, chatting and drinking heartily from goblets. The throne room of Goleath was apparently the king’s leisure location of choice, for there, sprawled across a giant throne, sat the king of Midvar.

      A dark cloak billowed behind him, and two young, supple Midvarish women perched on either side of him, fondling his cheek, his arms, his thighs with keen interest. Derrick hardly reacted to their ministrations, sipping from a silver goblet and glancing about the room, bored with his own splendor. At his feet sat a great lion, his mane thick and dark, a crown and robe of fur around his great head and thick, proud neck. He sprawled out before the throne with such casual ease, as if he weren’t deadly. As if he couldn’t destroy the entire room with one clamp of his maw. And the king—damn him—rested his foot on the beast’s back as if he were nothing more than a footstool and not a deadly killing machine. But it wasn’t just the fact that her uncle had a lion at his feet, it wasn’t just the sheer ferocity of the beast that sent a skitter of fear down Delaney’s spine. It was the beast’s eyes.

      Not molten gold or rich brown like a typical lion.

      But violet. A shade of purple so vivid, so violent, it pierced right to her soul. She knew that color. Had seen it before, when she was very young.

      Only the most foul, the most cursed of beasts bore eyes with such a color.

      Beasts subjected to the dark magic of Midvar.

      Neither Derrick nor the lion noticed Delaney walk in, affording her the opportunity to study the monster before her as she moved slowly into his presence.

      “More wine, Your Majesty?” she heard one of the decorative girls ask.

      King Derrick only grunted, making a small move to hand her his goblet. She kissed his hand rather possessively, taking one of his fingers into her mouth. Watching her with bored appraisal, he surprised Delaney when he ran a languid knuckle down the girl’s breast. She tittered, batting long lashes before walking away, his goblet in hand. The lion at his feet curled his tail in lazy flicks—like a house cat basking in a swath of sunlight.

      Delaney took a deep breath and shut her eyes for a moment, steeling herself for the performance she was about to give.

      The guard at her side took a breath as if to speak, but was cut off by a young page, short for a Midvarish male, which was probably why he had been subjected to the role of a page and not a soldier or guard. His voice, still high-pitched and creaky with pre-pubescence called, “Y-Your Majesty!”

      The guard at her side froze in his place and Delaney along with him.

      King Derrick didn’t bother taking his eyes from the woman still beside him. “What is it?” he grunted.

      Still, the young page seemed eager to share his news. “I have word that we have taken in several Navarian soldiers, including one accused of—”

      “Ilana, darling, why is it, do you think,” the king said, cutting off the eager page, “that I would give a shit about capturing a few more soldiers?”

      “I wouldn’t think you did, Your Majesty,” she said, offering him a generous view of her shapely bosom.

      His eyes lazily perused the curve of her breasts. “So why is it, then, that the cretin thinks he can interrupt me for such news?”

      “He shouldn’t,” she agreed, clearly not remotely interested in the conversation at hand, too consumed in the king’s attention.

      “Precisely,” said King Derrick, and with a near-imperceptible flick of his wrist, a guard stepped from the edge of the room to the young page, whose eyes suddenly shone with terror.

      “No!” he cried out, falling to his knees. But he had not a chance to make another sound before the guard grabbed him by the face and snapped his neck, the sickening crack echoing in the vast chamber.

      The boy fell to the ground in a heap of bones and flesh, and it was all Delaney could do to keep from falling to her knees in terror. At her side, she could tell Talia felt the same. Delaney wrapped her arms tightly around the baby secured at her breast and hugged her close, her presence a small comfort in light of such gruesome brutality.

      Then the king removed his foot from the lion’s back, leaning down with a flicker of delight in his eyes as he said to the beast, “Dinner, my pet.”

      The lion stood with a grace reserved only for the deadliest of Providence’s creations, trotting to the boy’s body, not with eagerness, but like a dog might inspect a potential meal. It made Delaney wonder just how many such meals the lion got every day that he didn’t run and devour like she expected him to.

      Instead, the lion merely sniffed the boy a few times, pawing at his limp form before beginning to consume him.

      And consume him he did, the sickening sound of tearing flesh and crunching bones the only noise in the room. After a while the quiet murmurs resumed, but Delaney was careful to keep her eyes away from the bloody feast to her side, lest she retch and crumble to the ground in a heap of broken fear. She wrung her palms before her, though she found it difficult to breathe. In that moment, she knew…she had been a fool to come to her uncle. A fool to think she could possibly outsmart him. Play him for a fool.

      She had just decided to turn and run for her life when the guard beside her spoke.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, his voice trembling with fear. Gone was the smug arrogance with which he had greeted her earlier.

      “What?” grunted King Derrick, still not bothering to turn his attention in her direction.

      “You…you have a visitor, Your Majesty.”

      “I’m not accepting visitors. I’m not in the mood.” A dark sense of foreboding washed over Delaney at the king’s manner. Not in the mood for visitors? It seemed his response was due to more than just a lack of desire to be social.

      “Yes, Your Majesty, it’s just that the woman claims—”

      “A woman?” Derrick asked, his interested slightly piqued. “And just who—” Derrick froze, his eyes meeting Delaney’s. Slowly. Appraisingly. He cocked his head to one side, his tight auburn curls, peppered with silver, unmoving across his brow. His dark eyes slid down to the baby at Delaney’s breast before meeting her eyes again. “Can it be?” he asked disbelievingly. “Can it be that my dear little niece has come home to me at last?”

      Delaney opted to bow her head in response, dipping into a deep, accommodating curtsey. Talia followed suit.

      “Delaney, darling,” he drawled, his voice suddenly thick with sensuality and amusement. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Delaney rose slowly from her curtsey, careful to maintain every element of practiced decorum her father would have demanded in the presence of her king. No, not her king. The man who used to be her king.

      When finally she stood, she raised her chin and met his eyes, careful—so careful—to maintain an air of humility as she finally said, “Your Majesty, I am at your service. And I am come, not as the daughter of your beloved sister—” Lie. Pretty little lies. Derrick had hated his sister almost as much as his sister had hated him. “—but as your humble servant and subject. I am come that I might beg of your mercy and kindness.”

      “My mercy?” the king drawled, raising his brows as if such a thing were humorous. “Delaney, darling, whatever is wrong?” The king of Midvar sounded genuinely curious.

      “I beg that you might offer us sanctuary, Your Majesty.”

      Bemused and pursing a smirk, her uncle reminded her of a cat playing with a mouse. “Why ever would you need sanctuary, Delaney, darling? The way I understood it, you were getting on quite well in your new little abode, quite fond of the conveniences afforded to the sidelined Midvarish whore. If I recall, I had made it clear that you were to return to me as soon as you gave birth. From the looks of your babe, you hesitated to obey my command, did you not?”

      She winced despite herself, wanting desperately to snap at him, to tell him what a fool he was to think that she would ever be treated like a whore in Ferryl’s court. Instead, she swallowed and said, “I know what it must look like, Your Majesty, that I did not return to you immediately. I beg your forgiveness for my failings, but I got away as quickly as I could.”

      “Got away from what?” the king asked.

      Tears welled in her eyes—tears that surely did well to enhance her performance, though they were anything but a farce. For as fear coursed unforgivingly through her veins, she could not help the silver that lined her eyes. “I had to get away from him, uncle. I had to get away from Ferryl.”

      “Why, Delaney, darling?” Derrick asked, rising to his feet at her admission.

      She shook her head, looking down, unwilling to meet his eyes as she lied. “He’s gone mad, Your Majesty. Mad with fear, with…grief. And he kept me there…as his prisoner. His prize. I was…I was afraid for my life. I and my servant. We escaped in the night as soon as we could.”

      She only saw the gleam of his polished boots as he walked down the steps toward her, surprised at the chill of his skin as he lifted her chin with a thick finger, the same finger, she realized, that his whore had taken in her mouth only a moment ago. That finger slid down her chin to her neck, lingering for a moment at the little dip of her throat. His eyes followed that finger as it dipped to the skin between her breasts. Flame burned in his eyes—a flash of lust from this, her uncle. Her mother’s brother. She resisted the urge to retch at the vileness of him.

      His grin was positively serpentine as he slowly removed his finger. “Mad, you say? Why, Delaney, darling,” he cooed, “why ever would our dear King Ferryl have gone mad?”

      She let a tear fall down her cheek as she breathed, “Because he knows he is defeated, my lord.”

      The grin slowly turned into a full-mouthed smile, his spicy breath hot on her mouth as he huffed a pompous laugh. “Such terrible, terrible news you bring us, my darling.” His court laughed with him, all eyes rapt on the scene unfolding in the middle of the throne room. “I am deeply convicted that our dear young king should suffer so. And that you should fear for your life. How dreadful.”

      Derrick took a moment to appraise again the child at her breast and Talia at her side. “And this is your servant, you say?” he asked.

      Delaney only nodded.

      “And why is it, Delaney, darling, that you—a Midvarish duchess—should be forced to carry your own child like some indigent beggar? Is this how King Ferryl treated you? Is this how he treats women in his court?”

      Delaney slid her eyes to the two women sitting around her uncle’s throne, their eyes lazy with lust and libation, their breasts hardly contained by their deeply cut gowns. Playthings for a pompous king. That Derrick should scoff at how women were treated at Ferryl’s court—

      She nodded again, knowing the lie would only buttress her paltry story.

      “I suppose next you’re going to tell me that you were made to nurse your own child as well!”

      When Delaney didn’t protest, Derrick clicked his tongue in distaste. “Servant,” he said to Talia, not taking his eyes from Delaney. “Take this child at once. My darling niece will not be subjected to such shame any longer.” Talia did as he bade, deftly untying the fabric so that she could take Hania from Delaney’s arms. It was all Delaney could do not to cry out in protest. And if not for the fact that the child was in the hands of someone she trusted, she knew she likely would have.

      Still, her arms without a child in them felt…empty and…wrong. Her nerves frayed at the ends and her emotions welled into a lump at the back of her throat.

      “There, there, my dove,” said King Derrick, patting her shoulder with something like a warped sense of fatherly affection. He cupped her cheek before he spoke again. “There is no reason to cry. You are safe now. I am glad that you came to me. You are wiser than I thought—and certainly wiser than your mother or your father. You shall have all the accommodations you need in my castle, Delaney, darling.”

      The king of Midvar bent and pressed his mouth to the corner of her lips. “We are family after all, are we not? And I think, what with the joyous news of your return and other revelations you have brought us today, that a celebration is in order, is it not?”

      With a wave of his hand and a nod to a guard, the court began to bustle about, keen to carry out his impromptu plans. Delaney watched with renewed fear as Talia was reluctantly ushered out of the room, the tiny bundle that was Hania in tow.

      Just like that, Delaney was back in the good graces of her uncle, the King of Midvar. Just like that, he had believed her story. She had expected that she would have to beg, that she would have to explain at least a little more.

      Instead, she had been welcomed with open arms and a languid kiss.

      It did not sit well.
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      Seven weeks.

      It had been seven weeks since he had seen her. Seven weeks since he had held her. Smelled that familiar lavender and honey scent that had been a promise and a prayer for as long as he could remember.

      And in those weeks, King Ferryl of Har-Navah had wondered if the queen of Har-Navah was alive.

      He had felt nothing across that bond they shared—that connection of their souls that allowed them to speak to each other, to feel each other, heart to heart, mind to mind, soul to soul. Despite a small glimmer, like the flutter of butterfly wings, Ferryl had not felt his wife again.

      That had been five days ago, when the færies had followed him home from the Secret Place. He had watched wordlessly as they had shown him their strange magic—wielding cloud and storm and thunder. Then they had promised to return to him. Soon. They had promised to help him with this war.

      But he hadn’t seen them again, either.

      And despite the bustling court at Benalle Palace, despite the people who stayed close to support him—his wife’s family, his sister-in-law—Ferryl couldn’t shake the desolation that clung to him.

      He had sent Delaney and Talia off on that fool’s mission to Goleath Palace, wondering every day if they were safe. If they had made it. If they would even survive in the web of their enemy.

      His mother remained in her prison cell in the dungeons below the castle. He hadn’t spoken to her in weeks, either.

      Yes, Ferryl of Navah, King of Har-Navah had never felt more alone in his life.

      Ferryl turned from the sea and the sunset, leaning against the balcony rail, letting the wind toss his unruly locks into his eyes as he looked back inside the castle—into the bedchamber that he had once shared with his wife. A place that had once been a refuge but which now felt like a prison.

      Something inside caught Ferryl’s attention.

      The tapestries that hung on the wall that divided his bedchamber from the privy seemed to flutter, revealing a shadow he hadn’t noticed before. He made his way back into the room, wondering if the waning evening sun was tricking his eyes.

      But it was no trick of twilight. A shadow had indeed crossed the great tapestry. And when he reached for it, he soon realized it was no shadow at all, but an opening.

      A secret door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ferryl was absolutely positive he had never seen this corridor before. In fact, he was almost positive no one had. Maybe his father. But no one had ever spoken of hidden corridors from the king’s private quarters. Not once.

      Ferryl’s heart pounded as he walked the dank, stale halls. So completely different from the cheery black-and-white marble halls of the main palace, these halls were old. Worn. Ancient stones, slick with time and the corrosive effects of the salty sea air. The only light came from small, high, glassless windows, just large enough to let a paltry, briny breeze grace the halls and enable him to walk without torchlight. But with the sun setting quickly, that light would soon fade, leaving him in complete darkness.

      So it was lucky then, that he spotted a torch and flint. He lit it quickly and continued down the narrow hall, wondering why his father had kept such a secret.

      Down. It was going down, at least. Step after worn step, farther and farther, the air growing staler, heavier with every step. And after what felt like an hour, he realized exactly where this hidden corridor led.

      The dungeons.

      It was an escape route. A safety precaution for a king, should he need it. The narrow hall led to a gate and the sound of water trickling by. An underground river.

      A boat bobbed near the stone bank on the other side of the rusty gate. He wondered why he had never known of such a corridor—why no one had told him of his own safety route, should he ever need it. But it was not that boat, that promise of escape that snagged his attention, but another hall—this one leading up and away from the gate.

      So he followed it. Upward, this time. His thighs burned with each slick step he took, his lingering limp making each step a challenge. He cursed Derwin under his breath as he followed the narrow hall.

      All the way to his mother’s chambers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Providence above, did his father know that his room secretly connected to the queen’s on the other side of the castle? Had he ever used the passage? And if so, what for?

      The door to his mother’s chamber loomed before him—an exact twin of her door in the main hall. Queen Meria’s doors had been carved with the crests of every queen who had sat on the Navarian throne—a rose, a peacock, a stiletto, a sacred heart, a clover, an eight-pointed star, and on and on. Meria’s family crest was somewhere towards the center—a fallow deer with what looked like flame or light on his proud antlers. Ferryl had never asked his mother what her family crest represented. He’d never cared.

      Now, for some reason, he wished he knew.

      

      He had completely forgotten about such traditions as the carvings when he brought his own queen to this castle so many months ago. She had never taken up the queen’s chambers, but had stayed with Ferryl instead. Neither of them had wanted to room separately. He wondered if he should add Adelaide’s family crest to the markings nonetheless—the sacred evergreen of Haravelle.

      Then again, Adelaide was not the queen of Navah. She was the queen of Har-Navah—a new kingdom. A united kingdom. Perhaps it was fitting that she should start her own traditions.

      Ferryl swallowed, unwilling to allow himself to wallow in the misery of missing his wife and equally uninterested in visiting his mother’s empty chambers. Perhaps soon he would visit the dungeons again. Perhaps soon he would find the courage to talk to her—to let go of the past and start over with his mother. Perhaps he would even let her out…

      He turned on his heel, intending to go back to his chambers. It wasn’t until he was more than halfway back that he spotted a small chest pushed into a nook in the stone near his father’s chambers.

      He had to work to pull it free, cobwebs and dust assaulting him when at last he loosened it from its hiding place.

      It was not locked. No, it would not need to be locked since it was stored in a corridor that no one knew about. Curious, Ferryl opened it, not sure what he expected to be inside. Jewels? Weapons? Some sort of treasure?

      It was none of the above.

      Inside the chest, he found letters.
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      Gods, the sounds down here. Sounds of torture. Screaming. Cries to any god that might listen. The whacks of hammers, the crunch of bones, the searing of branded flesh. It was enough to make Titus Melamed’s skin crawl.

      He cursed himself under his breath for getting into this mess as he walked silently behind the Midvarish captain and another soldier who led him deeper and deeper into the dungeons at Goleath.

      Captured. Well, not really. He had turned himself in. Pretended like he had found Michael in the tunnels beneath the castle. Perpetuated the story that Michael had been the one finding all the women—the slaves—in those shit holes and setting them free. The truth was, Titus had been as busy as a bee right beneath Derrick’s nose.

      But apparently so had Michael. And stumbling across him—finding him in those tunnels had been as much of a shock as the sight of the young, untested soldier effortlessly waylaying Derrick’s ilk like cockroaches beneath his booth.

      If there hadn’t been so damn many of them, Michael might not have fallen. And they might not have been caught. And they might not now be trudging through the dungeons at Goleath.

      But they were.

      Not for the first time, Titus wondered what in all the realms of Sheol he was going to do about it.

      Michael, too weakened from the wounds he had received thanks to the ten Midvarish soldiers he had fought, had spent most of the three-day journey unconscious, save for a few moments where he roused enough to moan. Titus had managed to get a bit of whiskey down the young man’s throat before he was out again. It was in said state of unconsciousness that Michael was now being dragged by Titus and another soldier. He could only pray that he’d actually manage to find some semblance of help in this shit hole King Derrick called his dungeons.

      The soldier holding up Michael’s other shoulder growled. “How much farther, Captain? This man reeks.”

      It was true. What with a festering infection settling in one of the wounds and the reek of old blood and vomit all over him, Michael smelled…less than pleasant.

      “Bela, if you don’t shut your damn mouth, I’ll cut out your tongue,” said the other captain.

      The idiot of a soldier didn’t seem like he was particularly worried about the validity of such a threat, for he went on. “Are we taking him to the king first or—”

      The Midvarish captain whirled on his heel, his dagger poised at the soldier’s throat as he said through clenched teeth, “Does it look like we’re taking him to the king first? We’re taking him to his cell, you imbecile. We’ll wait to take him to the king when the time is right, do you understand? You know how His Majesty hates unwanted intrusions.”

      The soldier nodded, albeit nearly imperceptibly thanks to the blade at his throat. Titus watched as the captain turned with a snarl and trudged on through the mucky slime of the dungeon corridor without another word.
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      Michael’s cell was deep in the maze of the dungeon at Goleath—so deep, in fact, that Titus couldn’t help but wonder who exactly it was they thought they had found. The soldiers threw Michael into a cell so deprived of light the darkness was nearly complete, save for one pathetic torch at the back. The skitter of rodents under the moldy straw on the floor of his cell, coupled with the drip of some foul-smelling substance and the distant, echoing cries of tortured captives, would have driven even the healthiest of men mad. If Michael should be left here riddled with fever…infection would be catastrophic.

      Titus decided to test how far his influence reached. “I’ve orders to keep him alive until the king can see him,” he said as the two Midvarish soldiers hurried to get out of Michael’s cell as quickly as possible. The captain turned to face Titus again, the light of his torch unable to penetrate very deep in the darkness.

      “Orders from who?”

      From who… From who… Titus scoured his mind to think of someone he knew from when he was actively serving in Derrick’s ranks—in those long gone days before he served as the traitorous Commander of the Navarian armies. There were likely few of them still around. So he just said, “General Melamed.”

      “General Melamed?” the captain asked, shocked at the admission. He wondered if there was a soldier in Midvar who hadn’t heard of the infamous General Melamed—who hadn’t heard of him. But whether the captain believed it or was mortified at the thought, Titus couldn’t be sure because all he said was, “Good luck,” before he disappeared into the darkness.

      Titus turned his attention to the young soldier at his feet. His skin had gone pale and sallow with the infection, a dry clamminess that could only indicate that the infection was taking its toll. Michael began to stir, a pained, labored movement, his head lolling back and forth, his breath coming up short. Titus touched his brow.

      “Michael,” he called, careful not to speak too loudly lest anyone overhear. It would not be good if word got out that Titus was on a first name basis with the Har-Navarian captive. “Michael,” he tried again, leaning closer, gently shaking the young man’s shoulders. Michael didn’t respond, didn’t seem to even know he was being called.

      His lips began moving, soundless and weak, but his face screwed up in pain, and Titus pulled a skein from his jacket, pouring more of the whiskey he had stolen from the Midvarish captain a few days ago onto Michael’s festering wound. Even the sting of the alcohol didn’t jolt Michael. But his voice grew a little louder, a garbled, gravelly sound at first. But it was the same cadence, one word he kept saying over and again.

      Delaney.

      Delaney.

      Delaney.

      He repeated the name over and again, as if his very soul were crying out though his body was incapable of working properly.

      Delusional, that’s what Michael was. And unless he got help—real help—and got it soon, Michael wouldn’t last more than a day.
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      Nearly a week. That’s how long she had been here. Nearly a week and nothing. Not a word of the war, not a hint that Derrick was even raising up an army. Nothing but dinners and audiences with the court. Mind-numbingly trite daily activities. And none of them had proven valuable. For here in this place of darkness, of whispers and secret glares, she could find no word against her uncle. Not a breath. As if everyone here knew what would become of them should they speak against the mighty King Derrick. His lion alone surely kept courtiers’ mouths tightly pursed.

      Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered if she had been able to overhear anything of import, for Delaney knew that every correspondence, every attempt to send a message from the castle was being intercepted. She knew, because she had already tried. Many times. And every time, no matter how simple the letter, no matter how trite, it had been intercepted, read thoroughly, and then burned. Every single one. All of them little more than innocuous letters addressed to her sisters for the sole purpose of testing the waters. And all of them burned without ever reaching their destination.

      So letters—even coded ones—were out of the question.

      Which meant that Delaney had already failed at her task of spying for Ferryl before she had even begun.

      She pushed her dinner around her plate with her fork and longed to be holding Hania. Her milk-heavy breasts seemed to ache with agreement. She had only seen her baby once since she had arrived at Goleath, and that was only because she had happened to stumble across the dismal palace nurseries upon one of her daily excursions through the grounds. Stumbled upon, and then been thoroughly kicked out, informed under no uncertain terms that she could not return. The worry of whether or not Hania was eating enough, considering that she had known no sustenance aside from her own mother’s breast, ate away at Delaney during the day and plagued her during the night.

      But King Derrick had been true to his word—he had afforded Delaney every luxury—lavish gowns, a vast, plush suite of chambers, a coveted seat next to him at every meal. And perhaps in her younger days, when nothing but status and title mattered, she might have reveled in it. But now, here, missing her child, her home, her friends—and missing Michael even more—it was all bitter bile. A pointless charade of decadence and debauchery.

      “Something the matter, Delaney, darling?” Derrick asked, leaning close to her from his seat to her right. She became suddenly, keenly aware of the cut of her neckline as his cheek was so close it nearly rested on her shoulder. She leaned away.

      “No, Your Majesty.”

      “You’re not eating,” he said, gesturing to her full plate.

      “I confess I don’t have much of an appetite tonight.”

      “Or any night, apparently,” he said appraisingly. “Anything the matter?”

      She turned and looked him in the eye, opting to call on that part of her that she hadn’t used in a long, long time. That part of her that knew exactly how to play court games, exactly how to get what she wanted. “If my appetite, my lord, is diminished, it is only because I am fully aware that I do not deserve such lavish attentions from such a generous king.”

      King Derrick chuckled darkly. “I do like you, Delaney. You’re much better at kissing ass than your parents were.” He lifted his goblet and handed hers to her as well. “Drink, darling. It’s time you learned to have a little fun.”

      Delaney sipped carefully, though she made it look otherwise. Derrick kept his eyes on her, leaving her to wonder if he was questioning her…or preparing to devour her.

      “I do find it interesting,” King Derrick said. Delaney met his gaze, a question furrowing her brow. “That you have been here nearly a week and have not once inquired as to the health of your father. Or his vassal.”

      With good reason, she thought. She didn’t give a damn what had become of them, either of them. Her sisters on the other hand—

      “It might benefit you to know that your father has returned to his family’s land in the east. He is destitute, you see. Poor fellow just couldn’t seem to hold on to your mother’s considerable wealth.”

      How well she knew. She had been used as a pawn for that very reason—marry the duchess off to the Navarian prince so as to clinch her father’s status and wealth.

      “As for Ravid…” the king drawled, a smirk threatening his mouth. Delaney resisted the urge to sneer. “He has apparently also collapsed his wealth from working for your father and spends his days in the taverns and his nights in the brothels.”

      Not surprising. Not surprising at all.

      “But he will be useful to me again soon enough,” Derrick continued.

      “In what way, my lord?” Delaney asked, wondering why in the world she even cared.

      “In my army, of course,” he said, raising his glass.

      “Your Majesty,” a page called just then, tearing Derrick’s searing gaze from Delaney.

      He breathed an exasperated sigh. “What?”

      “His Excellency, General Titus Melamed.”

      Derrick’s brow rose so high it melted into his hairline, tilting his head to one side like a dog appraising his master. “Titus, you say?” he asked, his voice a few pitches higher.

      The page turned to his side, revealing the visitor. The sight of him—the proud set to his shoulders, the searing gaze, the cowlick at his right temple—gave Delaney a start. For a moment, she thought she was looking at Michael.

      But while Titus shared some of Michael’s features—his smooth skin, his stance, even the way his hair laid across his brow—Titus’s hair was not the luxurious chestnut brown of Michael’s. No, Titus’s locks were that signature Midvarish auburn. The same auburn as Delaney.

      She remembered him, of course, having met him once before. Last year, at Benalle Palace—at the announcement of his retirement and Derwin’s appointment as commander. But what was the former commander of the Navarian armies doing here? And why had the page called him General?

      “Well, well, well,” drawled the king at her side. “Look what the cat dragged in. Titus, my friend, I thought you dead!”

      Titus bowed at the waist. “Dead, Your Majesty?”

      “I expected you weeks ago, General. Tell me—do you have news for me?”

      Titus stepped closer to the banquet table, close enough that the light of the candelabrum shone in his eyes, illuminating them to a silvery glow—like moonlight over the ocean.

      “I do,” Titus finally said, his voice resigned. He stole a glance at Delaney, his eyes a sea of mystery, before he looked back at the king and said, “The queen is dead.”

      A silence like the grave came over the banquet hall at Goleath, all eyes on the king, on his reaction. Delaney’s heart beat wildly in her chest.

      Titus had…had killed Adelaide? Commander Titus… He had been the one to…to abduct and murder her? Delaney’s breast rose and fell with panicked breaths, and it was all she could do to contain herself as she sat next to her uncle. Derrick, on the other hand, seemed pleasantly satisfied with this bit of news.

      “I confess, Titus, I am glad to hear it. Although I had hoped to find out about it weeks ago. Your tardiness has delayed my plans. You know how I hate delays.”

      “I sent word,” Titus said matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, well, you know how I do love a face-to-face conversation. I wanted it straight from the horse’s—or rather murderer’s mouth.” A quiet chuckle ran around the banquet table at the king’s remark. But Delaney didn’t miss the flash of disgust in Titus’s eyes. It was gone before the king took notice.

      “Well, you have the word,” Titus said. “Your plans can proceed now.”

      For a moment, Delaney wondered about the irreverent tone Titus used with the king. She wondered if he were an imbecile or if he knew something she didn’t. Perhaps the king feared him?

      “That’s just it, Titus,” Derrick said. “I cannot proceed with my plans. Not until you fix it.”

      “What am I to fix, Your Majesty?” Titus asked, his voice underlaid with disdain.

      Providence, the way he stood there, the way his hand rested casually on the pommel of his sword—he could have passed for a portrait of Michael from the future, what Michael might look like in twenty years. Delaney shook the image from her mind in order to pay attention to the conversation at hand, but lingering in its wake was an aching loneliness, a longing to see him, to touch him one more time…

      “It seems my northern legions are hesitant to march with the rest of my men. I was hoping to be halfway to Benalle by now, you see. But I can’t go, Titus. Do you know why?”

      Titus only folded his arms across his chest and waited.

      “I cannot march because my men are apparently loyal to General Melamed and are refusing to march without orders directly from him. Can you imagine it?”

      “That’s impossible,” Titus spat. “I have not commanded those legions in…in over twenty years, Der—Your Majesty. Surely you must be mistaken.”

      “I never make mistakes, Titus. The men have refused. Do you know what that means?”

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” Titus snarled, the courtiers around Derrick’s table wide-eyed and silenced by the irreverence of his tone. From her side, she could practically taste the bitter ire of the king, rising like the tides of the sea.

      “It means that you have work to do, my dear general.”

      “And what exactly would you have me do? I no longer command those men and—”

      Titus’s protest was abruptly cut off by two thick hands slamming down on the banquet table. Derrick rose to his feet, his heavy chair scraping the ground loudly as he growled, “I don’t give a shit how you get it done, Titus, only you had better fix it and fix it fast! I want my men—every damned one of them—on the march in one week’s time, do you understand?”

      Titus returned Derrick’s glare with one of his own, and for a moment, Delaney marveled at this man before her—this commander who was apparently a former Midvarish general. Friend or enemy, she couldn’t be sure. But one thing was for certain: he hated King Derrick of Midvar.

      “Implicitly,” Titus finally growled, and like a bubble bursting, the tension in the room dissipated. Derrick took his seat again with the return of his ever-present smirk on his dry lips.

      “Excellent. Now then, why don’t you have a seat with us, Titus? You have much work to do—I’d hate for you to do it on an empty stomach.” Derrick gestured for Titus to take a seat to the king’s right, and reluctantly, Titus obliged.

      “Have you met my niece Delaney?” Derrick asked, gesturing to Delaney as Titus moved to sit down.

      Titus paused mid-sit to take Delaney’s hand, pressing a surprisingly gentle kiss to her fingers. “Once before,” he said. Titus searched her intently for a moment, even as he went on. “At my retirement celebration in Navah. An honor, my lady.”

      Delaney nodded, momentarily taken aback by the look in Titus’s gaze.

      A look of apology.

      Something caught in Delaney’s throat, but Titus said nothing else.

      In fact, Titus made no attempt to look at or speak to her for the remainder of the meal, even as Derrick chatted merrily between them, as if the three of them were old friends finally getting together for a long overdue dinner party. Seated between them, her muscles tense, pondering Titus’s hatred and how the king had not challenged it…Delaney realized just how close to himself Derrick liked to keep those he didn’t trust.

      And as she sat to the left of the king of Midvar, his shoulder brushing against hers now and then, she clenched her fists in a pathetic attempt to stop trembling.
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      “Have you seen her, Talia? Is she all right?” Delaney asked, pacing the plush carpets of her lavishly furnished chambers at Goleath. Plum and crimson wool beneath her feet to match the plum and crimson damask on the windows, midnight silk damask bed linens, and black and gold candelabras on the wall…Providence, the room could have passed for a high end brothel.

      “She’s all right, Delaney. She cries a lot, though. And doesn’t eat as much as she should, I fear. But she’s all right. She’s just…not adjusting well,” said the maid, apology in her eyes.

      “That makes two of us,” Delaney said, an ache of worry tearing at her soul for the helpless little one on the opposite end of the castle. She had to find a way to see Hania. Had to, or—

      A knock at the door tore her from her harrowing thoughts. Talia answered the door with a quiet, “Yes?”

      “I am come to call on Her Grace. Is she here?” The man’s voice was familiar and…worried.

      “Who are you?” Talia asked, but he didn’t have to answer, for Delaney had made her way to the door, peering around the maid.

      Titus met her eyes.

      “Your Excellency?” Delaney asked. “What…?”

      Titus looked quickly over either shoulder. “May I come in, Your Grace?”

      Talia’s brows furrowed, but Delaney nodded, stepping back that Titus might enter. He crossed the threshold and was halfway into the room in all of two steps, apparently eager to get out of the corridors. Talia snicked the door shut quietly behind her.

      “Is anything the matter, Your Excellency?” Delaney asked.

      “It’s just Titus, Your Grace,” he said, and there was something about the way he said it, something about the concern in the tone of his voice that made her say, “It’s just Delaney, then.”

      A nod. “Delaney. Thank you for receiving me. I wanted to speak with you in private.”

      “Why?”

      Titus took a moment to collect himself, to look her in the eye before he spoke in low tones, “What are you doing here? At Goleath? Why did you come here?”

      She wondered whether to lie to him or not. She wondered why he had asked the question with such stricken concern. “I—”

      “You were at Benalle, were you not? In Ferryl’s court?” She nodded as he continued. “Did you leave of your own accord or were you forced to leave?”

      “I don’t understand. Why—”

      Titus shocked her when he stepped to her, taking both of her hands in his. His words were emphatic, despite his whispering. “I know how this looks. But you need— Delaney I am going to tell you something that will have me killed if you reveal it. You and your servant,” he said, looking to Talia before looking back to Delaney. “It must never leave this room, do you understand?”

      Delaney, too stunned to answer, only gawked at him, her mouth dropping open so that she was certain she looked like a large-mouthed fish. “Can I trust you, Delaney?”

      She nodded feverishly, his hands a vice grip on hers. “Delaney, I did not kill the queen of Har-Navah. She is alive.”

      She heard Talia suck in a sharp breath, saw the servant cover her mouth in disbelief out of the corner of her eye.

      But his eyes—Providence, Titus’s silver eyes were exactly like Michael’s—held hers in a stare so intent she was inclined to believe him.

      “I lied to him, Delaney. I lied to your uncle.”

      “Why?” she asked, her voice little more than a breath. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I can see the truth in your eyes.”

      “What truth?”

      “That your loyalties, like mine, no longer lie with the king of Midvar.”

      Was it that obvious? Was she that easy to read? And if he could read her so easily…could her uncle?

      “Don’t be nervous, Delaney. I want you to know you can trust me. That’s why I told you about Adelaide. Because I want you to believe me when I tell you that you need to get word to Ferryl as soon as possible. He needs to get off of this continent. I’ve sent Adelaide to the coast as well. All of you—your only hope is away from here.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Why are you here, Delaney?”

      “I…” Stunned. She was stunned by this man’s declarations, by the fervency with which he spoke, by the way his eyes pierced right to her soul—just like Michael’s—and before she knew it, she, too, was spilling damning evidence in a gush, a wave of words. “I’m here as a spy for Ferryl. I’m here to try to help him win this war.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Delaney. There will be no winning this war. I have seen it, Delaney. I have seen his army. Derrick’s.”

      “Where? Where is his army?” she asked, her heart leaping at the first bit of useful information she might relay to Ferryl. Though how she would relay it without it being intercepted, she still hadn’t worked out.

      “Underground. Under our very feet. In a vast network of caves and tunnels—the ancient trade routes. They run all throughout Midvar and even into some of the provinces of Old Navah. I stumbled across them a few weeks ago. And I saw just a portion of the army, Delaney. Not with two hundred thousand men could Ferryl defeat these beasts. He is breeding them, Delaney. Derrick has apparently been breeding them for decades. And there is no army on earth that could survive it. He is not looking for victory. He is looking for annihilation. Total destruction. And if you value your life at all, you will get out of here as soon as possible. You will send word to Ferryl to do the same. There will be no surviving this war, Delaney. Not on this continent.”

      “What… What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you and anyone you love need to get away from Derrick of Midvar. As far away from him as possible. It’s the only way you’ll survive this.”

      Tears. Tears welling in her eyes as she tried to take it all in. Annihilation. Total destruction. An army bred underground for decades.

      “I don’t want you to cry, Delaney,” Titus said, taking her by the shoulders, shaking her slightly. “You are brave. I can see it in your eyes. You are much braver than you think. And now you must do what you can to help the ones you love.”

      “Michael—” she muttered, her thoughts a muddled mess. How would she find him now? And how would she convince him to heed Titus’s warnings? More so, how would she ever convince him to forgive her?

      “Michael?” Titus asked, a sudden shift in his tone. “Who is Michael?”

      “He’s my—he’s a soldier. A captain from Har-Navah. He—”

      “Michael Aman?” Titus asked, and Delaney nodded, remembering that once, many years ago, Michael had trained under Titus…had even seen him as a father figure. And at the look in Titus’s eyes, Delaney couldn’t help but wonder—did Titus care for Michael like a son?

      “I have to find him. He—”

      “You’re in love with him,” Titus said. A statement, not a question. She nodded, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “I need you to come with me right now,” Titus said, taking her by the elbow, a firm but patient touch as he led her out of her chambers and down the corridors of Goleath.
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      “What are we doing down here?” Delaney asked, following Titus as he directed her down, down, deep into the dungeons at Goleath. Bile burned in her throat at the sounds, the smells of this place.

      “Just play along,” was all Titus whispered as they approached a guard standing before a formidable-looking door. A door that looked like it led to a place reserved for only the worst, the most vile of prisoners.

      “What do you want?” the guard growled.

      “We are come on His Majesty’s errand,” said Titus with authority. If this man knew Titus was a former Midvarish general, he certainly didn’t show it with any manner of respect.

      “I received no orders,” the guard spat.

      “I wasn’t aware that His Majesty was in the practice of conveying his orders to shit-covered guards these days. When did that change?” Titus asked.

      The guard merely glared.

      “You seem hesitant. Should I go and get His Majesty, then? I’d hate to bother him. You know how he hates to be bothered,” Titus drawled.

      A flash of fear shone in the guard’s eyes before he finally turned his back to them. Delaney only realized he was unlocking the doors when they suddenly, loudly creaked open.

      “It would be a pity if no one was here to let you out,” sneered the guard as they passed.

      But quick as an adder, Titus snatched the keys from the unsuspecting guard’s hands. “Pity indeed,” he said and took Delaney by the elbow without another word.

      They passed several corridors, so pathetically lit by worn out torches that the darkness was nearly impenetrable. This portion of the dungeon was even more putrid, more stagnant than the former, and Delaney gagged at the reek of vomit and feces and blood.

      But down here, so deep below the castle, the screams of torture were distant, a haunting echo that shuddered down her spine and settled somewhere deep in the pit of her gut. She clung tightly to Titus’s arm.

      “Just a little farther,” he whispered reassuringly, pulling her closer to him as if on instinct.

      It was strange that she should trust this man so, knowing what she knew of him. But for reasons she couldn’t quite name, she thought she could. She hoped he wouldn’t prove her wrong.

      He stopped before a thick, splintered wooden door, replete with severe metal spikes, rusted and worn with time but no less deadly. He inserted a long slender key from the ring he had stolen from the guard and turned the lock, which opened with an echoing click.

      And when he pushed open the door, Delaney’s heart nearly failed her.

      For there, sprawled on the floor in a pool of his own blood and vomit, was her very soul.

      “Michael,” she cried, falling to her knees beside him, pushing the blood-matted hair from his eyes, feeling frantically for any signs of life.

      He was burning with fever, his skin so flushed, so pale he looked about three breaths from death itself. She couldn’t stop the sob that poured from her throat.

      “You must be quiet, Delaney. No one must hear us,” Titus said, kneeling beside her, checking crude bandages wrapped around Michael’s gut. Bandages so thick with blood that they glistened in the torchlight. Titus poured some sort of amber liquid onto the wound from a skein he had hidden in his coat.

      “Michael,” she said, finding it difficult to speak over the choking sobs that threatened to overcome her as fat tears dropped on Michael’s cheeks. “Michael, my love. Can you hear me?”

      He didn’t move. Not even a muscle feathered in his jaw. He barely breathed.

      “Oh, Titus, is he going to die?”

      “Aye. And likely soon unless he gets serious help,” said Titus.

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      He took her face in his hands, and she tore her gaze from Michael. “I think perhaps, Delaney, that you are the only soul in this castle who can save him now.”

      “What do you mean? I can’t—”

      “I don’t…” Titus hesitated, looking at Michael before looking back to her again. “I’ve never been a very religious man, Delaney. But I think… I cannot help but think that perhaps you are here right now for a reason. And maybe I am too. And part of that reason just might be that Michael needs you. And only you can help him. You have the favor of the king right now. Use it, Delaney. Use it to your advantage.”

      “I don’t know how,” she protested. “I don’t know what to do. How can I—”

      “I told you,” he said, shaking her gently. “You’re much braver than you think, Delaney. You have to help him. You have to find a way.”

      She looked to Michael, his helpless body sprawled out like an under-stuffed rag doll, his skin so sallow, so gaunt—

      She swallowed down the tears threatening to consume her and looked back at Titus, comforted somehow by the determination, by the belief in his eyes. She realized that Titus wanted Michael to live as much as she did.

      And she would not let him die.

      So she stood to her feet, pushed an errant curl from her face and cried, “Guard!”

      Titus stood with her, his face an expressionless mask. But he gave her a nearly imperceptible nod as the guard trotted to the cell door, still ajar.

      “My lady?” he asked. This guard, mercifully, was not the same as the mouthy one they had encountered at the entrance.

      “What in Sheol do you think you’re doing?” she barked, squaring her shoulders, drawing herself up.

      “I’m sorry?” the guard asked, taken aback.

      “This soldier,” she spat, pointing a hand to Michael behind her. “He is scheduled for torture, is he not?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Why in Sheol is he being left to rot down here?”

      “He is a prisoner of war, my lady. We do not—”

      “We torture prisoners of war, do we not?” she asked wildly, hoping her guess was correct.

      “Yes,” the guard agreed, his features dripping with skepticism.

      “I don’t think His Majesty will be too pleased to find out that our prisoners are dying before they know even a taste of their punishment, would he?”

      The guard was silent for a moment. A brow raised, he finally said, “No, my lady.”

      She stepped closer, thankful that she was tall enough to stand nose to nose with the guard. She took in a breath to steel herself and ground through her teeth, “Then I would suggest you get him cleaned up, fed, and healed before His Majesty finds out about your woeful lack of concern for carrying out even the simplest of orders.”

      She had gotten to him. She could see it in his eyes—a flash. A brief moment of panic. “My lady, I—”

      “I want him healed. Completely healthy, do you hear me? He had better feel every moment of the pain planned for him, or I will see to it that you take it in his place.”

      “Yes, my lady,” the guard said with a nervous bow.

      Delaney didn’t dare look back at Michael, didn’t dare give herself cause to collapse into a heap of tears and sobs beside him. Instead she squared her shoulders more, lifted her chin, and walked out of Michael’s cell without another word.
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      I hope that when you find this, son, it is at a time when you need it most. I hope it helps you understand. And I hope someday you can forgive us both.

      

      Ferryl’s hands trembled as he read the letter at the top of the chest he had found. The words—written in his father’s neat script—practically leapt off the page, as if his father were right there, reading them to him.

      He reached into the chest, retrieving the next letter, realizing they weren’t so much letters as they were journals. Chronicles.

      The story his father had never told him.
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      It had always driven me mad—the way she could look so gorgeous and yet so stricken all at once. And that day was no different. She had shown up to the monthly audience in a black gown that hugged her wondrous figure in all the right places. To intimidate, no doubt. To keep the groveling courtiers in their place. Never mind I had never asked her to do that. I think she thought it was a service. I think she thought she was helping me.

      All she was really doing was driving me mad.

      But the way those feathers bobbed when she walked, the way that gauzy lace covered her eyes…

      Gods help me, when she sat down beside me, I had to tell her how beautiful she was. Even if it pissed her off.

      So I did.

      I think maybe that was the day something changed in her. I think that was the day Meria decided to melt the ice between us, because from then on, she was different.

      Do not misunderstand me, son. The ice melted slowly—like a glacier kissed by the first rays of the spring sun. But little by little each day, I could see a shift in your mother. And I knew it meant something, I just didn’t know what.

      Not until the day she came to me.

      I had been in my chambers sifting through reports when she walked in. You know as well as I what a shock that was to me. She never came to me. Never spoke more than obligatory words to me. But that day, she walked into my receiving room and wordlessly handed me a letter.

      But that letter… What it said… It was all I could do not to crumble it and chuck it into the fire.

      Instead I looked at her, struck by the worry in her eyes.

      “Why are you showing me this, Meria?”

      “Because you need to know. He’s your son, too.”

      “Are you asking for my blessing? Because—”

      “I’m asking you to help me stop him.”

      I couldn’t believe the words I was hearing. She was asking me to help her stop King Derrick. After what had happened between them—after their little love affair that had nearly shattered me completely—I couldn’t believe the words she was saying.

      I didn’t believe them, to be fair.

      “Why don’t you write him yourself and tell him what you like,” I said.

      “Because he will not listen to me,” she said, and her words were almost apologetic. “Because I know him, Aiken, and—”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of how well you know him,” I spat, turning from her.

      Silence greeted me for a good while before I heard her say, “He will run this kingdom one way or the other. He will not stop until it is his. But he’s much more cunning than his father. And whether by bloodshed or marriage, he will put a child of Midvar on our throne.”

      “Our throne. Is it our throne now?” I growled, turning to her again. But the tears in her eyes stopped me from spewing more vitriol. The way she kneaded her trembling hands before her stomacher.

      “Please don’t make him marry the duchess, Aiken.”

      “It seems a pretty clever plan to me, Meria. Dear Derrick writes informing you that he wants Ferryl to marry his niece when she comes of age. I’m surprised you object.”

      Meria didn’t answer me. She just looked down, fidgeting with her hands.

      “He will marry Elizabeth, I have no doubt,” I finally said. “It is only a matter of time before he admits to himself that he loves her.”

      Meria merely nodded, still fixated on her fidgeting hands.

      “You don’t want him to marry her either,” I went on. “So what is it that you want, exactly, Meria?”

      She met my eyes at that, searching them for a moment before she finally said, “For him to be safe, Aiken. I just want Ferryl to be safe.”

      So we talked. For weeks on end we went back and forth about what would be best for you. What kind of marriage would set you up for success. I wanted you to marry the girl of your choice. I didn’t want you to end up in a loveless marriage as I had. So I argued for your freedom to choose. And your mother insisted over and over again that it was too risky.

      I couldn’t see why. I couldn’t understand what risk there would be in you marrying for love. Elizabeth was always your friend, and I knew she’d make a good companion for you. And I knew how much you loved her, even when you were too stubborn to admit it to yourself.

      It wasn’t until Meria made me meet her at Bedell’s cottage one day that I understood her trepidation.

      “Are you sure of this?” I asked, my own hands trembling as they rested on the table between the three of us.

      And my advisor—the man I trusted more than any other—merely nodded his head.

      Because all this time—all these years—he had been rearing her. Here. In my own kingdom. And I had been none the wiser.

      “Does she know?” I asked, nearly frantic at the idea. The implication. The precarious position the old prophet had put me in.

      “No, Aiken. She does not know. No one knows but the three of us.”

      I looked my wife in the eye, wanting to strangle her for the secret she had kept from me for the gods knew how long. “When did you find out?” I asked her.

      “I didn’t know for sure. Not until today. But I had suspected it for a long time. It was too coincidental.”

      “And I suppose your precious Derrick knows, then,” I spat to her.

      Hurt. It was godsdamned hurt that shone in her eyes. I didn’t know what to make of it. “He does not know. He does not even suspect, or I would imagine he would have done something about it by now.”

      “And how do you know that?” I growled to her.

      But your mother held her shoulders back, her chin high. Gods above, Ferryl, I always hated how much her beauty bewitched me. How much she could get to me with just one look.

      “I swear on my life that he does not know, Aiken. I swear on my very life I have never told him.”

      I turned my attention to Bedell. I knew he’d know if she was lying. Whatever magic that was in his veins… I knew he’d know the truth. And my advisor merely nodded.

      So there it was. A damning secret that could—would change the fate of my kingdom once and for all.

      Princess Adelaide of Haravelle. Alive. And in my very own castle. Playing the part of a stable girl.

      I did not know what to make of it.
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      I spent the next few days arguing with your mother, begging her to explain to me why she had tried so hard to keep you from her. Why she insisted that the child stay out of our castle and away from you when she herself had signed the betrothal contract all those years ago. When she knew damn well that you loved her.

      “Don’t you see it, Aiken?” she said, tears in her black, depthless eyes. “If she’s alive, it will be Sheol for Ferryl. And for Derwin. If Adelaide is alive, then it will be Ferryl, not us, who will have to face war. Derrick will go wild with it. He will go mad. He knows the prophecies, Aiken. He knows what’s at stake for his kingdom should Navah and Haravelle ever unite.

      “He will not rest. Not until our son is dead. And Adelaide, too. Is that what you want? Is that what you want for him?”

      She was crying, Ferryl. And for the first time in our marriage, I saw a side of your mother I never thought existed. For the first time, I realized that she would do anything for our sons. She would give up everything to protect you and Derwin.

      That was the first day that I ever held your mother. I couldn’t believe that after all those years together, I had never stopped to find out what she felt like in my arms, that I had never allowed myself to find out how perfectly she fit. She wept in my arms for a long time that night.
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      We spent three days devising a plan. We talked through every detail, every caveat, every possibility until we landed on what we thought might give you a fighting chance.

      She would learn dark magic. She would let Sir Thomas teach her all he knew. And then she would let the world think she was using it on me. To control me. She would let the world—and particularly King Derrick—think that she had me in her thrall.

      And the only way it was going to work was if you and Derwin thought the same.

      So she began cursing me. It was nothing at first. Just a cold chill down my spine that made me a little drowsy. But she hated it, Ferryl. She hated every damn minute of it. And even though I promised her it wasn’t that bad, she argued with me every night that we should think of another way.

      But in my heart I knew she was right. I knew Derrick would not rest until he thought he had this kingdom in the palm of his hand. And I knew that if I could buy you some time, you would figure out who Elizabeth was and marry her yourself. If I could buy you some time, you could face all of this as a man, not a boy. I hated it—that all of this had to be your burden, not mine. But Bedell had showed us. The prophecies were clear. You were to face this, not me.

      All I could give you was time.

      I did not know your mother would curse you. That was not part of our plan. When I realized what she had done, I could have strangled her. I nearly did. Until I realized why she had done it. Until I realized that in her mind, she was protecting you from a fate far worse. So I said nothing.

      And I gambled all of that on the hope that Derrick would think the kingdom was his anyway. That Meria still loved him. And that she was controlling me for the sake of him.

      There were days when I wondered if she did still love him. But I stayed the course and ignored the lingering headaches that plagued me as a result of the magic she was using, reminding myself every day that as long as Derrick thought I was useless, you were safe. The kingdom was safe. As long as he thought he was in control, I could keep you safe a little longer.

      I even let him think he had gained a foothold. I let him think that we had agreed to your betrothal to Delaney, knowing all the while that it was invalid. That you could not be betrothed to her while your first betrothed lived.

      But he had to think he was in control. So I let him.

      It wasn’t until after you had left for Haravelle that everything really changed.

      What I am about to tell you, Ferryl, is difficult for me to share. But you need to know it. You need to understand what happened in order to understand the truth.

      You see, before your mother and I married, there was someone else. Someone I wanted to make my queen, though she was too common for me to marry. My mother refused, no matter how much I begged her. Her name was Anne, and when I found out she was carrying my child, I thought for certain I could put her on my throne next to me.

      Until she lost the child.

      I was devastated beyond belief. I could hardly get out of bed for the grief of it. And as a consolation, my mother betrothed me to Meria, thinking she would prove a distraction. In some ways, she did. Until I realized she was in love with another man.

      So when I found out that Anne was coming to Benalle Palace—that after all these years, the girl I had loved was coming back to see me, I did not know what I would do.

      She had been recently widowed, and while the visit was customary, I knew it was more. For her, it was more.

      And you were gone. You and Derwin are still in Haravelle as I write this letter. So I welcomed the girl—the woman who had been my first love. The woman I had wanted to be my queen. I welcomed her to my home, right in front of my wife.

      I was glad that Delaney had refused to come to dinner that night. I was glad she had used her pregnancy as an excuse to stay away. Because I wasn’t sure what would happen. I wasn’t sure what I would do when I saw Anne.

      And worse, I wasn’t sure what it was doing to Meria. Or why I cared.

      So when dinner was over, and Anne invited me to a private audience with her, I surprised myself—no, that’s not true. I shocked myself when I refused.

      I shocked myself even more when I used the very halls you have now discovered to make my way to Meria’s chambers in secret. And when she welcomed me into them, when I could see the relief in her eyes that I had not gone to Anne, I understood something I had never understood before.

      I was in love with your mother.

      Maybe it’s why I claimed Derwin as my own. Maybe it’s why I never divorced her. Maybe it’s why I hated her so much for bearing Derrick’s son.

      But I woke in your mother’s bed the next morning. And every morning after that.

      And today, I woke early and kissed your sleeping mother before I made my way back to my chambers so that I could write this before the servants stir. Because I know something is happening. I know that I may not be here to tell you this in person, Ferryl. I know something drastic is coming for me. For you. For all of us.

      So if you get nothing else from this, Ferryl—if you understand nothing else of everything I have just told you, please understand this, son. You face a great burden. The greatest our kingdom has known. But I know you. Better than you know yourself, I think. And I know there is no man better suited to rid this kingdom of the blight of Midvar than you.

      I want you to face it knowing the truth—that I love your mother. I have always loved your mother. And she loves you. Ferryl, never forget that. And though I suspect you will discover the truth in Haravelle, I will reinforce it all the same. Elizabeth is Adelaide. She is the lost princess. And you do not only marry the girl you love, you marry a destiny that will define this entire kingdom. And hers. And knowing that, your mother and I did everything we could to buy you time. As much time as possible.

      All of this—every bit of it has been for you. And Princess Adelaide. To protect you both. To keep you safe until you are ready. Because you have a destiny to face. And you have to face it.

      The prophecies have foretold it. And even if they hadn’t, we all know it.

      This blight must end. And you must end it.

      End it knowing that you are surrounded by people who would die for you.
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      Ferryl collapsed to the floor, his knees hitting the cold stone with a sickening crunch, pain firing through his still healing leg as the reverberation of the fall sang through his bones. Bile burned in his throat—no, not bile. Vomit. He retched onto the ground, the puddle of sick splattering with a heavy wetness that sprayed his face, his arms. He heaved again, willing himself to breathe, to calm down, to collect the shattered pieces of his soul scattered about the ground.

      Of all the things he had expected to find here, never—never in his wildest imaginings would it have been this.

      He had not stopped reeling over the letters his father had left him. The information they contained. That Aiken had known all along. Known that Elizabeth was the lost princess. Known that his own wife was cursing him. Known and commissioned it himself.

      It was all so much. Too much.

      So when Ferryl had woken this morning, he knew he needed to see her. He knew he needed to speak to her. He had left his chambers and practically marched—as well as a king could march with such a limp—to the dungeons.

      His heart had thundered in his chest as he took each step closer and closer to her, his damned limp slowing him down more than he cared to admit. What would he say to her? What should he say to his mother, the woman who had betrayed him in every possible way?

      She had admitted her truth to him. Her warped sense of motherly protection. She had admitted that everything she had done, every curse she had cast, had been to protect him.

      To protect him from the wrath of King Derrick of Midvar.

      But it had hardly sufficed as an excuse, and Ferryl had wrestled with his warring thoughts ever since last he had spoken to her. Because despite it all, despite every lie she had uttered, every web she had woven, somewhere deep in the recesses of his soul, Ferryl still loved his mother. Still though, he knew he needed to at least see her again. Speak to her. Begin the process of…of what? Healing? Forgiving her?

      Perhaps.

      Perhaps someday. Reading his father’s letters had changed something. And yet they changed nothing. So many secrets. So many lies. So many tangles in this web she had woven—that his father had woven with her! Maybe…maybe someday he could figure out a way to forgive her. Forgive them both. For now, a conversation would have to suffice.

      But when the guard had opened the door to her dank cell, nothing in all of the realms of heaven or Sheol could have prepared him for what he would find.

      Her bed in the corner, mussed and rumpled but missing linens, her desk, empty save for one solitary parchment and quill. And there, in the corner of the gray room, a shaft of golden sunlight shining directly on her, as if to illuminate how horrifically he had failed her, hung Queen Mother Meria of Navah, her body gray and limp, swinging from her makeshift noose with haunting slowness back and forth, back and forth, her head lolling sickeningly to one side.

      After he managed to stop vomiting, after he managed to breathe again, he crawled across the floor, sobs pouring from him as he heaved himself upright so he could reach the parchment she had left on her desk.

      The note contained only one sentence in perfect script, his mother’s flourished handwriting. A note he knew was meant for only him.

      It’s better if he doesn’t know the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter VII

          

        

      

    

    
      The pound had been appropriately named, for when the cries and squawks and screams got started, the place sounded a lot more like a room full of howling dogs than a cramped room full of the bitterly neglected. It was ironic, Adelaide thought, that the worst punishment the servants could think of was to send someone to work here. In a room full of infants.

      But as she felt her amulet pulse yet again, the faint warmth remaining steadfast in the days since she had arrived at Goleath, she again felt that for her, it was no punishment. Rather, it was a protection over her that kept the servants from thinking of a far more harrowing assignment.

      For the pound… It was not exactly pleasant here. Not by a mile. The air was stale and thick, reeking of the smells only infants are capable of. And the servants were gruff and short-tempered, uninterested in helping the twenty-something tiny, unfortunate humans that called this dungeon their home.

      But of all the places Adelaide could have ended up, she figured the pound was likely the least worst. Though she doubted the infants would agree.

      Bastards, the lot of them. Children born of the affluent revelry in this castle. Despite the abundant rumors that the king had sired most of these babies, Adelaide knew better. For she had witnessed herself the courtiers who flitted about from door to door through the night like bees in a field of blooms. Adelaide privately wondered if their liaisons were the only sort of comfort they could find here in such a dark, despondent place. If these unwanted babies were nothing more than a symptom of the utter lack of any kind of joy at Goleath Palace.

      She held one of those infants in her arms now, bobbing the child up and down as she tried and failed to soothe her. Of all the babies in this place, this one was particularly inconsolable. She hadn’t taken to the gruff nursemaid’s breast for more than a few seconds here and there, and the lack of sufficient nourishment was beginning to take its toll.

      Like most of the infants here, the child was beautiful, with piercing eyes and radiant skin. But those eyes had sunken in more and more with each day, her bright features fading with every passing hour that she screamed her protest of this Providence-forsaken place.

      And it was worrying Adelaide out of her mind, though she couldn’t quite be sure why.

      Her own belly hadn’t grown much in the weeks since she had been taken from Benalle. The only hope she clung to was the appetite that did not cease. But her nausea was waning more and more, and still there had been no indication that the child in her womb had survived the attempt on her life at the Coronation ball.

      Had that really been only two and a half months ago? It seemed more than a lifetime since the last time she had held her husband, walked the black-and-white marble floors of Benalle, and known the comforts of the place she called home. The place of her sweetest joy.

      And here in Goleath, with the restless, inconsolable infant in her arms, Adelaide couldn’t help but sympathize, for she wanted to wrestle and cry and fuss every day, too.

      But she had chosen this.

      She had asked for this.

      For now, she was no longer Adelaide of Haravelle, Sovereign of Har-Navah.

      Here, in Midvar, that queen was dead and only a nobody remained.

      And that was how it had to be in order for this to work.

      Providence help her, she prayed it would work.

      Caring for these infants afforded her the opportunity to prowl the halls of this castle in the wee hours of the night. To listen. To learn. To observe. Anything she could learn that would prove to be a weakness. A hole in Derrick’s plans.

      A way. A hope. A prayer.

      For all of them.

      Days bled into days. She had been careful to count them lest she forget how long she had been here. The darkness, the loneliness, the fear… It might as well have been a millennium.

      In her usual fashion, the matron—the gruff, sour woman who was in charge of the pound—barged in just then, a scowl on her aged face to match the slump to her shoulders. As if they could sense her presence, the infants in their beds immediately began to stir. Some even whimpered.

      Adelaide bobbed the infant in her arms as she made her way to the woman who hadn’t bothered sharing her name.

      “My lady,” Adelaide tried.

      The woman didn’t look up from the shelf where she was now sorting through vials, scoffing at each one that didn’t meet her needs.

      Adelaide tried the honorific again.

      The woman only grunted.

      “I’m concerned about this one,” Adelaide said, looking at the little bundle in her arms. Though the matron seemed indifferent to Adelaide’s presence, she went on.

      “She won’t eat. She barely sleeps. I’m afraid… I’m afraid she’s going to get very ill if we don’t do something.”

      “Take her to the nursemaid, lass,” said the matron, still going through vial after vial.

      “I have, of course,” Adelaide protested. “I’ve tried and tried again. But I’ve only seen the child suckle a time or two. She won’t survive much longer if we don’t do something.”

      “It’s not our concern.”

      “I thought you said my job was to keep them alive.”

      “They won’t all live, lass. It’s just the way of the world.”

      “Please,” Adelaide said, placing a firm hand on the matron’s shoulder. The matron finally turned, fire in her eyes. Adelaide removed the hand from her shoulder, but continued her plea. “Let me take her to her mother. Surely she would care to know. She’s in the castle, I’m assuming.”

      The matron took a better look at the child in Adelaide’s arms, a wicked smile slowly curling her mouth. “Ye want to go to the mother of that one, then?”

      “Yes, please,” Adelaide nodded fervently, wondering what that look was for.

      The matron patted Adelaide’s shoulder in a mocking sort of agreement as she said, “Well then, lass, let’s get ye to her then, shall we? And best of luck to you, at that.”
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      “Hello?” Adelaide called, peering carefully into the vast, plush chamber of the courtier that was supposedly the mother of the child in her arms.

      There was no answer, nothing to indicate anyone was in the room.

      “Please. Is anyone there?”

      The baby fussed weakly in her arms, and she bobbed her up and down, shushing her as she pressed a concerned kiss to her brow. “It’s all right, little one. We’re going to find your mother. Surely she—”

      Adelaide froze in place, her words lost in the shock of the sight before her. The woman who emerged into the sitting room seemed to feel the same.

      “Adelaide?” the woman asked.

      It was one of those moments where, upon seeing a person out of their usual context, the mind cannot explain the familiarity fast enough. It was with that little shock that Adelaide finally realized who stood before her.

      “Delaney?”

      Hands over her mouth, a silent tear falling down her cheek, Delaney froze in place.

      It took Adelaide a moment to remember to speak.

      “Oh Providence, it’s really you!” she finally managed, pouring herself into the Midvarish duchess’s chambers and into an embrace so fierce she momentarily forgot about the little one pressed between them.

      “Oh,” Delaney said, taking note of the baby. “Hania!” she cried, taking the squirming infant without hesitation. “Hania, my love. Oh, sweetheart!” Delaney was near hysteria with her sobs, the trembling kisses she rained on her daughter’s brow.

      “How did you find her? How did you get her here?” Delaney tore her eyes from her child with a sudden question. “What are you doing here, Adelaide?”

      “You mustn’t call me that, Delaney. Not here. No one must know I’m here.” Adelaide took a moment to ensure that the chamber door was snugly shut and locked before continuing.

      “I’ll tell you everything. But you must tend to Hania first. She needs you.”

      “Yes. Yes, of course,” Delaney said, nodding frantically as she unbuttoned the top of her dress. She pressed the little one to her breast with a panicked sort of hurry, but Hania continued to fuss, refusing to latch onto the salvation waiting for her.

      “She won’t eat, Adelaide. She—”

      “Lizybet.”

      “What?” Delaney asked, her eyes lined with tears.

      “Call me Lizybet here. And you must calm down. You’re too upset, and the baby will sense it. She won’t relax if you don’t.” Thankful—so very thankful for her baptism by fire tending to a brood of screaming infants in the pound, she knew her advice to be sound. She placed a reassuring hand on Delaney’s shoulder. “Just breathe,” she said, calming her own voice for the sake of everyone.

      Delaney did as she was bade, breathing and closing her eyes, exhaling through her mouth and wiping an errant tear from her cheek. It was a moment later, with a shocked little “oh” that Delaney suddenly looked down to find her daughter feverishly suckling on her breast. She opened her mouth with silent joy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Some time later, a soundly sleeping infant nestled safely in her mother’s relieved arms, the two women conversed in hushed tones as they sat opposite one another in Delaney’s lavish sitting room at Goleath Palace, filling each other in on everything that had transpired since that fateful day when the child had been born and the queen had been stolen.

      “But why, Ade—Lizybet? Why didn’t you sail to the western continent? Titus told me that’s where you had gone.”

      “Titus? He is here?” Adelaide asked.

      “He was. But my uncle sent him on a mission to the northern armies.”

      Adelaide looked at Delaney for a moment before answering her original question. “I almost left. I thought perhaps he was right—that hiding until this war is over would be my only chance to survive it.” She had followed the trail north as Titus had insisted—she had begun the journey hundreds of miles north to the seas that surrounded Haravelle and Midvar. It had sounded better than going home anyway. Anything but trying to sneak home through the Wild Wood. If she never had to face that Providence-forsaken nightmare again, it would be too soon. The memories of it still haunted her dreams.

      “I had been riding for three days with a band of refugees bound for the coast when I realized something.”

      “What?” Delaney asked, absently stroking a tender finger down her daughter’s arm.

      “Titus might be right about the fury of King Derrick. And he might be right that there is no army in the world that could defeat him. But there is something he does not know.”

      Delaney furrowed her brow, her head tilting to one side.

      “This war was decided a long time ago, Delaney. I’ve read the ancient texts. It won’t be easy. And it won’t be without loss. But the prophecies are coming true. My father—the man who reared me at Benalle—was right. About everything. War is coming for us. For all of us. And while we must still be careful, while we must still be shrewd and clever, we must not cower in fear. So I left the refugees and took a wagon back to Midvar, deciding that perhaps the best place I could be was exactly where the king would never expect to find me. I followed a band of Midvarish soldiers. They were transporting women here to be slaves. So I joined them. Though they apparently didn’t like my attitude very much, because they assigned me to what they thought to be the worst kind of punishment.”

      “What?” Delaney asked, something like awed disbelief in her eyes.

      “The castle nursery,” she said, and both women couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Don’t you see it, Delaney? There is none but the hand of Providence that could have brought me straight to you. The battle has been fought. And the victor has been declared. It was declared a long time ago. In the prophecies of old.”

      Delaney’s eyes opened wide, an understanding coloring her features. “It was you. The book was about you.”

      “What book?” Adelaide asked. “The ancient texts?”

      “No,” Delaney shook her head. “It was a book I found in Michael’s chambers. An old færytale. About a king and a queen who loved each other despite many obstacles. A war that was fought and won by impossible miracles. It said that the king and queen ushered in a golden era for their kingdom. The era of the Mashiach.”

      “The Promised One,” Adelaide marveled.

      “Who is he, Lizybet? Who is the Promised One?”

      Adelaide placed motherly hands over her womb, looking down at it as she said, “He shall come from our bloodlines, Delaney. Mine and Ferryl’s. And he shall usher in the redemption of the world.” She prayed to Providence that the child still in her womb had survived. That she would feel it moving soon and know. She prayed all was not lost yet.

      She looked up to meet Delaney’s eyes again before she said with a confidence she did not feel, “So you see, this war; it is already won, if now in word only, but soon in deed. And we need only have faith. We need not fear.”

      A tear-stained nod from Delaney was her only answer before Adelaide finally asked, “Who wrote the book, Delaney? The færytale you found?”

      “It was written by a man named Bedell.”

      And Adelaide let out a little laugh, wiping a tear from her cheek before she said, “Of course it was.”

      “That was your father’s name, wasn’t it? The man who reared you?” Delaney asked, to which Adelaide nodded. “But the book, it was very old. Centuries old. How—”

      “So was my father,” said Adelaide.

      A knock on the door tore them from the moment. Delaney rose and handed the sleeping bundle to Adelaide.

      Adelaide only worried when she saw the sudden shift in Delaney’s stance, the stiffness to her back when she opened the door and said, “Your Majesty!” She fell into a deep curtsey before saying, “To what do I owe such an honor?”

      Heart pounding, Adelaide took a deep breath, hoping against hope that the dye on her hair and her ragged clothes would act as a sufficient disguise. Never mind that the faint glow from her amulet wouldn’t be noticed…Providence above.

      She had met the king only once before—a few months ago at her coronation. Would he recognize her now—in a homespun dress and badly colored hair?

      She was about to find out.

      “Delaney, darling,” the king drawled, still hidden from Adelaide’s view behind the door. But that voice—so full of secrets and horrors… “I was worried when you didn’t come to dinner tonight. You haven’t been eating enough, my dove.”

      “Oh,” said Delaney, pausing to formulate her story, no doubt. But masterfully, she made that pause sound like contrition. She worked every word to sound like groveling courtier. “I was—”

      “And what’s this?” the king asked, stepping into the room and planting his gaze on the child. Slowly, painstakingly, he then slid those black eyes to Adelaide, who stood stock-still with the child in her arms, wondering if the babe could feel the pounding of her heart. The hair on her arms stood on end, and the world went very still.

      The king held her gaze with unblinking vigilance.

      “A nursery maid?” he at last asked, furrowing his auburn brows.

      “Y-yes, Your Majesty,” said Delaney, trepidation coloring her tone.

      The king held Adelaide’s gaze, slowly tilting his chin to one side. Adelaide steeled herself, schooling her features to that same neutrality she saw on his face, willing her pounding heart to calm, praying that the tremble settling in her arms would not be visible to this king before her.

      “Servant,” the king finally said. His words were soft. Low. “What are you doing here?”

      He did not blink. He barely moved. And she wondered…she wondered what he saw. What that cunning mind was thinking as she finally stammered, “I—”

      “I summoned her, Your Majesty,” Delaney interrupted.

      “Oh?” said Derrick. He blinked once, holding Adelaide’s gaze a bit longer before finally turning to Delaney. “Whyever would you do that, darling?”

      “Because,” she said, and Adelaide could see an idea forming as quickly as her words. “Because I am not comfortable with the idea of my child suckling the breast of a servant. She is a daughter of Midvar, Your Majesty. The purest blood flows through her veins. And seeing as I am not privy to the lineage of your nursemaids, I thought it best that she should not be subjected to inferior sustenance.”

      “I see,” he drawled, curious. “And just whose breast would you find suitable for your progeny to suckle, my darling? Your own?”

      Delaney nodded. “I thought Your Majesty would like to know that his great-niece will only be fed the purest milk.”

      A serpentine smile curled his mouth, a dark chuckle rumbling in his throat as he observed Delaney for an uncomfortable moment. “She is a clever one, my niece, is she not? Such a sacrificial mother she is,” he said, not bothering to turn to Adelaide even though he seemed to be addressing her. He clapped his hands before his mouth. “You are right, of course. Only the best for our dear Hania. What a clever girl you are, darling.” And then he ran a featherlight finger along Delaney’s mouth, her shoulders tensing as the king of Midvar leaned to press a kiss to the lips of his niece. Delaney only shut her eyes in stoic silence, and Adelaide understood that there was likely little Delaney would not endure for the sake of the child in her arms.

      “I have decided,” the king said, standing erect and turning to address both women, “to make an announcement, sweet niece. I have plans for you, Delaney. You and your little one. Plans I shall announce tomorrow night.” So triumphant, so final was his tone that Adelaide could only wonder what manner of plans this man would conjure for his own family.

      “As for you, servant,” he said without bothering to look at Adelaide, opting instead to keep his searing gaze on his uncomfortable niece. He took one of her curls, wrapping it around his finger as he spoke to Adelaide. “You shall bring our little Hania to her mother whenever she desires. Day or night, no matter the hour. You are at her beck and call, do you understand? My little dove shall not want for anything.”

      “I understand, Your Majesty,” Adelaide said with a bow.

      “Then I shall leave you, my dove,” he said to Delaney, running the back of his finger along her cheek. “And Delaney,” he added, turning back to her before he disappeared behind the door. “Don’t forget about tomorrow night, darling.”

      With a turn on his heel and a swish of his cape, the king disappeared.
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      The ride should have been more comforting, the briny ocean breeze cleansing. But as Ferryl crossed through the hazelnut forest atop his steed, the only thing he could feel was numb.

      One fitful night had bled into another until Ferryl could no longer tell when day began and night said goodbye. That image—his mother’s lifeless body swinging from her linen noose—would be forever branded in his mind, there to haunt him any time he closed his eyes, mock him every time he drew a breath.

      His mother was dead. And in the depths of his soul, he knew it was his own fault.

      The heaviness under his eyes and the weight upon his shoulders were the only reminders that he was still real, still alive, the sounds of Erel’s hooves on the forest floor a distant clop, as if Ferryl were somehow both present and absent, alive and dead. Even the cheerful sounds of the bustling spring forest couldn’t rouse him from his stupor. His wife was gone. His mother was gone. His father was gone. And his brother was a bastard born of his greatest enemy.

      The world, it seemed, had indeed come crashing in around King Ferryl.

      The queen’s note, the one sentence she had left in farewell, had been meant as a warning, a reminder that Derwin was liable to break as completely as Ferryl should he know the truth. The truth of his parentage. Ferryl was inclined to agree, though he couldn’t be sure what exactly he would say to his brother if ever he saw him again.

      It hardly mattered anyway. None of it really mattered. Not anymore.

      Absently, weakly, he tugged on the bond with his wife, not surprised when he felt nothing on the other end.

      Adelaide, he said in his mind, his throat closing. But she made no response, sent no wave of love or need or even a hint that she was alive down that bond they used to share.

      He had mounted his horse and headed into the forest this morning, not knowing what exactly he wanted. A moment alone? He had a lifetime of loneliness ahead of him. An absolution? No, guilt would plague him, haunt him for the whole of his days. An answer? Maybe. But he ventured to guess that even if he did run into the old man he had found in the Secret Place a few days ago, he already knew what he would say.

      You failed, Ferryl. You should have forgiven her. If you had, she’d still be alive. Your father would still be alive too, if you hadn’t been so selfish, if you hadn’t insisted on going to Haravelle. Because the truth is, you didn’t really go to find help for your kingdom. You went hoping you’d find a way to marry Elizabeth. And you did, didn’t you? You married her, too selfish to even invite your mother and your father, to even tell them. And your wife? She wasn’t really taken. She left. She left of her own accord. Do you know why? Because you failed her too. You failed her when you refused to be the king your kingdom needs. When you refused to be the man she needed. When you could think of nothing but your own life, your own needs. You’ve always been selfish, Ferryl. You’ve always kept your own pleasure, your own needs the highest priority. And now you’ll pay the price. You’ll pay it the rest of your life.
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      He hadn’t even realized he was on the ground at the mouth of the cave, hadn’t even realized he was crying, weeping until a sob—a sudden gasp for breath—wrenched him from his own wretched thoughts. He lay on his side like an infant, curling his knees into his chest and weeping, deep overwhelming sobs that seemed to come from his very soul.

      Failure, indeed.

      His shoulders trembled, each breath catching in his throat, threatening to cease, to end him.

      “Mother,” he cried, his voice wrecked and hoarse. “Mother, I’m so sorry.”

      A gust of wind, warm and breezy, caught his blond locks and tossed them wildly across his brow, kissing his cheek. He didn’t open his eyes, didn’t care to look and see the source of the wind. An oncoming storm, perhaps? It didn’t matter. He would weather it here, alone. And if he survived…

      “Ferryl,” came a voice. Deep, resonating in his chest. A soothing, fatherly voice. But not like the voice of King Aiken. No, this voice was familiar, but different. A warm hand on his shoulder had Ferryl opening his eyes.

      A figure hovered over him, a solid and soothing presence, like the spicy vapors of mulled wine, like the embrace of a concerned mother. He found himself breathing deep of the scents of crackling fires and spices, his tear-filled eyes unable to focus on the presence above him. Fire surrounded him. Fire that soothed, purged, but did not burn. He sat up suddenly at the realization, thinking he should be afraid and wondering why he was not.

      The old man before him was smiling.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?” Ferryl asked. “You’re Providence.”

      “I Am.” Providence smiled. “I am, at least at present, what you think I am.” He sat down before Ferryl, knee to knee, and clasped his hands in his lap. The fire burned in cool hues of blue and silver around them, a circle of soothing warmth obscuring the two of them from the rest of the world. The old man’s presence was such a comfort, his eyes so deep with concern that Ferryl did not resist the urge to bury his face in his hands and weep. The warm hand returned to his shoulder.

      “Why do you weep, my son?”

      “You know,” Ferryl breathed. “You know why I weep.”

      “Yes,” he said. “But I wonder if you do.”

      Ferryl met his eyes, momentarily lost in their depths. Like an ocean of stars in the firmament were the old man’s eyes. Sparkling and shimmering orbs in the encircling firelight. No color could describe them, no adjective could contain them, define them. All of history past and all of time to come could be found in his eyes. On his shoulder sat two færies—his two tiny friends, bathed in splendorous light. Their wings glowed with that light, though they hung limp from their tiny shoulders. But even with their broken wings, they were no less beautiful. Fa and Meren. Ferryl had met them once before. They had followed him home. Shown him a terrible, impossible kind of magic. Providence had a particular fondness for the beauty of broken things, it seemed.

      The old man smiled. “Weep, my son. Weep for what you wanted. Weep for the life you thought you would have. And once your soul is purged, look into my face and let me show you what I had for you all along.”

      For the life he had thought he would have. Was that why he wept? Did he weep for the loss of his own plans? For the death of what he had thought his life should look like? Here, in the presence of this man, it seemed such a trite concern.

      “I will take you farther than you imagined, if you would only let me. You will soar on wings, but only if you trust me. That’s the thing, you see. You have to let me. I will not make you do anything you do not wish to do.”

      “But what about the war? What about the prophecies and—”

      “Do not worry for the things that are not yours to worry about. You’ve tried that. Has it been worth it?”

      Ferryl shook his head, keeping his eyes on Providence. On the wise old man who sat before him. Only he wasn’t quite so old anymore. Somehow…somehow he looked…younger. Stronger. Not just a keeper of ancient secrets and a teller of wise tales. But a warrior. A god blooded and constructed for might and power, wisdom and strength, and endless, depthless mercy.

      Ferryl found that he was weeping again.

      “You were born into this time, in this place, in this family for a reason. I do not make mistakes, Ferryl. Listen. Listen, and you will hear the song. The song you are to sing. And then sing it, Ferryl. Sing it for the world to hear. And make no mistake, my son. The world will hear it. They will hear it and will not be able to deny it.”

      The song? The song he was to sing? What—?

      The fire burned higher around them, licking in whorls and tendrils of supernatural heat. An eternal flame, purging and refining, cleansing and making new. But never burning. Providence stood to his feet, the two færies remaining on his shoulder, and extended his hand to Ferryl that he might do the same. And there, surrounded by might and magic, he placed his hands on Ferryl’s ears, meeting his eyes with a searing gaze as he said, “Listen, Ferryl. Do you hear it? Listen to my song. It has always been with you; you need only learn its melody.” Ferryl could have sworn that, at his words, the two færies smiled.

      And then in a flash of heat and light and almighty spectacle, Ferryl heard it. He understood it, what Providence meant. The song—an eternal story, an everlasting melody, churning in his very soul. A song of Providence. The flame of his protection. The sword of his truth. The storm of his fury. Ferryl wept for the terrible beauty of it, closing his eyes and breathing as he listened.

      The song went on and on, weaving and flowing, an undulating current of the ecstasy, the impossibility, the wrath and veneration that was this Being before him. Ferryl listened and listened more, letting each note fill him, each tendril of flame lick at his soul, cleanse away the lies that had plagued him. He breathed in every note, an ancient melody of the dance, the entwining of eternal and temporal, creator and created. He knew then that every note, every harmonious phrase presented him with a choice. Through the cleansing and purging of flame and rhapsody, his destiny, his very eternity depended on that hour. On the choice before him. A choice that would define him forever.

      Without warning, it was gone—the flames had disappeared, the warrior had vanished, leaving nothing but a mere king in a cave somewhere in the middle of the forest. In a strange moment of normalcy, Ferryl gazed upon his horse grazing nearby, at the dawn only beginning to break, and thought how simple the world looked in comparison to the eternity he had just encountered. And that’s when he realized—the flame was gone and so was the man, but not the song. No, the song lingered on, clear and beautiful in his soul. A melody of Truth and light, not darkness and lies, swirling and curling about him, devouring every moth, every dark thought, every lie, with staves of eternal harmonies.

      The tiny færies, Fa and Meren, lingered, somehow hovering above him without the use of their broken wings. Light—glorious and pure erupted from their minuscule hands, and Ferryl wept joyous tears as only the shimmering clarity of Truth remained in its wake.

      If Providence was right—if Ferryl had become king, had been born at such a time to remind the world of magic once again…

      The implication overwhelmed him. The idea that Providence would appoint him to such a task.

      But the song… Providence’s song played in his mind, his heart. An eternal melody. Fa smiled, nodding to the human king and the queen of the færies.

      “We will sing that song until it is no longer night, Majesty,” said Fa, the færy king. “We will sing it until the world is filled with Light once more.”

      And then Meren leapt—floating across the gap between them on a magic wind, she landed on Ferryl’s hand, just before his heart. Her eyes shone bright and true as she placed a tiny hand on his chest.

      Light erupted. Golden. Splendorous. It seared him straight to his heart, warm and luminous.

      And that’s when he felt it—the most precious soul he had ever known, a heart pure and beautiful, tethered to his soul on a golden, glittering tendril of destiny, of eternity.

      He laughed through the tear that fell down his face as his heart cried out to his wife—his own Mate.

      Hello, Lizybet.
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      Adelaide of Har-Navah tumbled to the floor, her skin slamming hard against the cold stone, her teeth singing with the impact. Her heart pounded mercilessly in her chest, but her soul…

      …her soul had come alive again. That feeling.

      Not words.

      Nothing more than an essence.

      Ferryl. Calling for his Lizybet.

      Her love, her very heart.

      Ferryl? she tried.

      And had she not already been on the floor, she would have fallen out of the miserable bed again when she felt his answer. Not words, not even her name.

      But love. Simple. Eternal. Overwhelming and reckless. His love for her flooded her soul.

      He could feel her again—that thing between them, that bond was alive again, glittering and perdurable.

      Oh my love, she thought. Oh my love, I miss you.

      She could feel him, could feel how he felt the same. How alive he felt. New. Like something had happened to him—something altering. Like magic.

      Like that kiss that had given him back to her not so very long ago. She could feel the very same kind of magic flowing through him again. Awakening him. Reminding him. Lifting him out of the pit into which he had crawled upon the death of his father.

      She cried out—little more than a breath, but enough that she slapped a hand over her mouth when her roommate, a mousy, bitter girl, sneered, “Keep it down. Some of us are tryin’ to sleep.”

      Adelaide nodded silently in the dark, unable to stifle the wide grin that had curled her mouth, the tremble in her hands, her whole body.

      She could feel her husband’s heart beating in time with her own, as if they shared a soul. She could feel his joy. His shock. Providence, she could feel it again! Not just raging fear and devastation. But hope. Budding, blossoming hope. A quiet joy. And there was something more in that essence of Ferryl’s soul. That essence she had known and cherished for so long. The undercurrent of unwavering faith—that river had receded to little more than a trickle in those months after they had returned home to Benalle. But now… Now it wasn’t a trickle, a spring stream cutting through new grasses. Now it was a raging river, a force unto itself, churning and carving, cutting through him. A depthless river of the purest kind of faith. And it forged a path through him straight to her soul.

      What happened to you? she asked, her mind scrambling to take it all in, not sure where to even begin.

      He could not answer. Not in the way he once would have when their minds could carry on a conversation. And whether he could hear her thoughts in sentences anymore, she did not know. But he answered her question nonetheless. Not with words, but with a feeling. The purest, deepest kind of trust. She knew that feeling. She had felt it before. She felt it even now.

      She bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud and instead sent a rush, a mighty wave of the joy, the love, the need she felt for him.

      Ferryl returned the feeling tenfold.

      So many things. She had so many things she wanted to say to him, so many questions, too. She wanted to tell him that she still hadn’t felt the child in her womb—that she still was not sure if it had survived the attack. But she had not shown any signs of losing the baby, either. She wanted to tell him that she was frightened and alone and worried that she had made the biggest mistake of her life in coming here. In hoping to outsmart their enemy on his own turf. She wanted to tell him about the amulet and how it seemed to be protecting her—that the king of Midvar himself didn’t seem to recognize her, and how that both thrilled and terrified her. She wanted to tell him about Delaney and the baby. About Titus and about the servants and their hints, whispers of gossip. About how scared she felt.

      But above all else, she just wanted him. She just wanted to lie in his arms again, to feel the sureness of his abiding love as he wrapped himself around her. She just wanted to rest beside him again, to sleep the kind of sleep that only comes with the assurance of lying beside the one you love.

      A deep breath and an ache tore at her heart, a deeper longing to be home than ever before.

      She could feel it from him—he felt the very same.

      That’s when she noticed something else. Some other ache in his heart. Not just for her. But for something else, someone else. An ache borne from a love lost, ripped away. A love not like that of a lover.

      Like that of a mother.
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      This damned dress. Of all the things Delaney could worry about, she knew a dress was a petty concern. And yet when the servant had arrived at her chambers earlier, a swath of fabric like a river of midnight slung over her arm, Delaney couldn’t have imagined…this.

      Then again, knowing her uncle, knowing his…tastes…should she really have been surprised? All she could think as she walked alone down the cold corridors of Goleath to join her uncle for dinner was how grateful she was that Michael couldn’t see her like this.

      Michael.

      A pang of fear and worry welled in her gut at the thought of him. Was he all right? Was her cryptic warning to the wide-eyed guard working? Had they fed him, tended to his wounds, kept him alive?

      She had heard nothing. Not a single word about him since seeing him on the brink of death days ago. Oh, but she had thought of him, obsessed over him was more like it. And her restless, sleepless nights were as much frustration that for all the time she had spent in this Sheol-hole, she hadn’t found a single way to get information to Ferryl that could help him win this war as much as they were fear over what was happening to Michael. Sweet Michael.

      She didn’t even let her mind wander into wondering what would happen between them if he were to somehow survive her uncle’s maddened clutches. If he could ever forgive her for what she had done—for lying to him, telling him she didn’t love him just to hurt him. No, her sole worry right now was just to keep him alive. And since Titus had not been around, she had no one to ask about Michael’s well-being. And she didn’t dare try to brave the dungeons alone.

      So she had put on the ridiculous dress her uncle had sent her and held her head high as she emerged into the dining hall at Goleath—a vast, narrow room dotted with candelabras along the walls and hanging candelabras from the ceiling. Black iron, curled and wrought into wickedly beautiful sculptures to light the haunting space.

      The courtiers tittering about the palace were dressed almost as ridiculously as she was, and she wasn’t sure what it said about her that she was relieved to see it. But the two women—King Derrick’s current paramours—were not sitting on either side of him tonight like they usually did in the throne room. No, they had been moved down the table from their beloved king, and if the scowls on their faces were any indication, they were none too pleased with the new seating arrangement.

      Delaney was standing at the entrance to the hall, taking in a deep breath, readying herself for whatever announcement her uncle had this evening when Derrick spotted her. His lusty eyes slowly took her in, starting with the spill of auburn curls that cascaded down her chest, lingering at her generous, milk-laden breasts, shamelessly peeking over the top of the rather revealing black swath of fabric that was hardly an excuse for a gown. It hugged her so tightly, covered so little. This…this form-fitting, flimsy, black silken thing…she might as well have been naked. She felt like she was anyway, the way her uncle looked at her. No, devoured her.

      Gods above, what was his announcement going to be?

      Surely…surely he wasn’t thinking of naming her—

      “Delaney, darling,” the king cooed. “Come. Sit, my dove. Let us feast together on this joyous night.”

      The king stood, extending his hand to her, and as she walked the long length of the room to take her uncle’s hand, she wondered if she wasn’t walking to her own death sentence.
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      “You look positively sinful, darling,” Derrick said, running a featherlight finger across her shoulder as he leaned toward his niece. Delaney attempted a smile that she knew came off as lame at best, hoping she wouldn’t vomit right onto the table every morsel of the dinner she had just made herself eat.

      The king huffed a laugh that sent a puff of his warm breath down her bare arm. “You needn’t be nervous, darling. We are family, you and I. Family takes care of each other, do we not?”

      “You are too gracious, Majesty. I am none but your humble servant.” The words burned in her throat but she knew that if she and Hania were ever to get out of this place alive, she had to take Titus’s advice and keep her uncle eating out of her hand.

      “Tell me something, Delaney, darling, do you like it here at Goleath? I was always sorry my sister insisted on keeping you away from my court when you were young.”

      For good reason, she thought. This court of fear and indulgence. Of fury and fornication. No wonder her mother had kept her far, far away from such a place. Still, she found it within herself to lie, to play the game. Whatever game it was they were playing tonight. “I am eternally grateful to Your Majesty for your gracious generosity.”

      A sensuous laugh skittered down her bones as her uncle toyed with the gold bands gripping her upper arm. “Delaney, darling, you are the only woman I know who can make bullshit appealing. It is one of my favorite qualities about you, my dove.” He pressed a kiss to the place where her shoulder met her neck, and she was so repulsed, so disgusted by his touch that she did the only thing she could think to do.

      “Your Majesty,” she said, lowering her voice to a sensuous drawl, taking her turn to toy with a toggle on his jacket sleeve. If he was going to play this damned game, so was she.

      At the shift in her tone, the king seemed suddenly eager to hear what she had to say. And she knew that if given half an invitation, the man would eat out of her hands. Bullshit or not, Derrick liked a certain type of woman. Delaney stole a sidelong glance at his whores down the table, noting the way they narrowed their eyes at her like she was prey. She only winked at them before turning her attention back to the repulsive man beside her.

      “Tell me, my liege, what news of your northern legions? Has General Titus managed to do his job, for once?”

      “And why should you worry yourself with such concerns, my darling?” he asked.

      To tell Ferryl everything I can find out about your damned army. To use your disgusting infatuation with me to get every drop of information I can out of you. Because if you’re going to treat me like a whore, then I’m going to get something out of it, you bastard. But she said, “Isn’t the glory of her king the only concern a subject should have?”

      He bellowed a laugh, running a knuckle across her shoulder, down her chest, down, stopping just before— “My court could learn a thing or two from you, Delaney. You’re very good.”

      Delaney smiled, an oily greasy gesture to match how disgusting she felt under his attention.

      “You’ll be pleased to know,” he went on, removing his knuckle from the top of her breast, “that I am not waiting on the incompetent to show my glory, darling. My army is already on the move. The first of the legions marched weeks ago. They will be arriving to send a message to our dear King Ferryl very soon.”

      “And what message would that be?” she asked, doing everything—everything—within her power to keep her voice calm, casual.

      “That his kingdom is mine.”

      She managed to smile, somehow. Managed to act as if the news were good.

      “And in addition to the little skirmish he shall face, I’ve sent word ahead with one of my messengers to let Ferryl know that he ought to look for another Lord Chancellor, as it were.”

      Breathing…breathing became difficult as she let the words sink in. Another Lord Chancellor? Another? As in…

      “Another Lord Chancellor, Majesty?” she managed.

      “Oh, yes, it was his Lord Chancellor my guards captured and imprisoned. Did you not know who he was? They thought he was only a soldier, a captain. They were just going to let him die down there. But someone apparently thought he would be better suited for torture instead. Which, of course, was a brilliant idea.”

      Pounding, pounding of her heart, ringing in her ears as she realized…

      “So I’ve had Ferryl’s little pet sent to my pets instead.”

      “Your pets, Majesty?” Delaney managed.

      “Yes, darling,” he said. “Some of my lions haven’t feasted in weeks, I’m afraid. They were rather thrilled to have such fresh meat.”

      Some of his lions? Some? As in…more than one? She could barely breathe, let alone see through the tears stinging her eyes, the panic that welled higher and higher—

      “Delaney, darling, you seem piqued. Whatever is the matter?” King Derrick asked, taking her by the chin and turning her to face him.

      She swallowed once. Twice. Taking the moment to attempt to regain some semblance of composure. If the king got even a hint of her grief, Providence only knew what he would do to her. To Ferryl. To the whole damned world.

      “Blackberries,” she said, clutching her throat. “Were there blackberries in the dessert?”

      The king’s brows furrowed as he looked at his half-eaten tart. “They made your mother sick as well. I had forgotten, my darling.”

      She would forever be thankful that she had thought of the lie. Yes, blackberries had always made her mother sick, but not in any life-threatening way. More a I don’t like these, so I’m going to make a fuss about it kind of way. Delaney had always laughed as her mother would choke and gag and make a fuss any time the tart little fruit appeared at a meal. Tonight, that little charade had likely saved her life.

      “Get her some wine,” said the king, looking at Delaney with sudden gentleness. He placed a hand on the nape of her neck, using the other to stroke her hand as it rested on the table. “I’m sorry, my darling. I didn’t know they bothered you.”

      She shook her head, letting the lingering tears fall down her cheeks, her outburst a disguise for the grief that threatened to consume her.

      Michael had been…had been…eaten. Alive.

      Another wave of emotion, another suffocating bout of tears and breathlessness.

      King Derrick tipped a goblet to her lips. “Drink, my dove. A little wine is good for the stomach.”

      And she did, hoping that the wine would go straight to her head.
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      Delaney had managed to compose herself again, but only by not allowing herself even a fleeting thought for Michael. She couldn’t, for she would shatter—shatter in front of her uncle’s court if she thought of him right now. Of his lazy smiles, his chestnut hair, the way it caught on a breeze and stood on its end like a porcupine. The way he would hold her hand in his. The way he’d held Hania so closely, kissed her brow so many times. Her true father. No, no, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow herself even a moment to think of him. To think of the man whom she loved more than her own life. The man who had brought her out of darkness, who had loved her at her worst, who had seen the best in her. She would not think of the fact that she would never see him again, never hold him again, never hear her name on his lips again. She would not think of him or she would shatter and never come back together again.

      So instead she pushed it away—every thought, every choking tear—put her simpering smirk back on, and resumed the dangerous game she had been playing, all while her traitorous, broken heart pounded in her chest.

      King Derrick had been surprisingly aware of her needs in a way that set her teeth on edge. She hadn’t known him capable of genuine concern. But that’s exactly what he seemed to have for her when he thought her to be sick from blackberries.

      But now that she was recovering—the wine working miracles, as she had assured him—he seemed to be back on task as well, and he sat upright in his ornate chair at the head of the long dining table, commanding the attention of every single guest with nothing more than a casual flick of his wrist.

      Such dog-like obedience from these grasping courtiers around them. Bile stung her throat.

      “My loyal subjects,” he said. “As some of you know, I have an announcement to make tonight.” The king’s voice was no longer the low, sensuous baritone he had been using with Delaney but a deep, bellowing rumble. A lion on the hunt.

      “The subject of my own succession has been a topic of discussion for many years here at Goleath. And elsewhere,” he added pointedly. “As my poor wife and son died upon his birth, I have been heirless since. There has been much speculation as to what I will and should do. And while remarriage is certainly an option, it does not guarantee that I will have an issue in a manner timely with our current situation.”

      The war, he meant. He wanted an heir before the war commenced, lest something happen to him. It shocked Delaney that this arrogant, smug bastard beside her thought of himself in such mortal terms. That he was realistic enough to know that he might not survive this imperial mission of his.

      Even so, Delaney found herself worried again, sensing…somehow knowing what was coming and wondering how in Sheol she would get out of it.

      “Which is why, after much deliberation and discussion with my most trusted advisors, I have come to a conclusion regarding my heir. And tonight…” He picked up Delaney’s hand from where it rested on the table between them but didn’t look at her as he continued, “I am pleased to announce that I have chosen my heir. The one who will succeed me to the throne of this great kingdom. She is noble born, of the purest Midvarish blood, and from my bloodlines.” It was then that he turned to Delaney and looked her dead in the eye, an expression of utter delight, of triumph on his dark face as he said, “My great-niece, Lady Hania Dupree, shall be my heir and future sovereign of Midvar.”

      There was a ringing silence in the room. Or maybe it was just the ringing in Delaney’s ears as she let it sink in, let herself understand exactly what her uncle had just said.

      No, not her. He hadn’t named her his heir.

      He had named Hania.

      Innocent Hania.

      An infant.

      “Congratulations, my dear,” Derrick said, lifting her hand to his mouth and pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “You are the mother of the future queen of Midvar.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “But why, Your Grace? Why Hania? She’s just a baby!” Talia said, her voice laced with ire and frustration as she paced Delaney’s chambers at Goleath.

      The young mother sat on an armchair, rocking the swaddled baby in her arms as silent tears fell onto the child. “I don’t know,” was all she could manage. “I don’t know.”

      “I know,” Adelaide said, standing across from the two of them, the truth of it sinking into her bones, her soul. “It’s because she is only a baby.”

      “I don’t understand,” Talia said, stopping her pacing to face the queen of Har-Navah.

      “Because she is too young to refuse. If he had named Delaney his heir—the logical choice—when the time came, she could refuse. But Hania cannot. He knows, Talia. He’s not stupid. He knows that he could die in this war. And while I am sure that is not in his plans, if I have learned one thing about King Derrick of Midvar, it is that the man is full of contingencies. He’s been breeding an army for decades. Even before he was king. He will not go to war with no one to whom he would pass his kingdom. And Hania is the perfect choice right now because it keeps Delaney in his clutches.”

      She could feel a question, a worry in Ferryl’s mind. She had made sure to keep their bond in the forefront of her mind, her thoughts. Because if they couldn’t speak to one another, at least she would let him know as much as she could through her reactions, her mind’s eye. And maybe, just maybe, it would help him somehow.

      She answered his question the only way she knew how. Ferryl, I think Derrick knows that Delaney is a spy.

      Ferryl answered with worry, but she did not let herself linger on the thought. She did not dare let him linger long enough to figure out that she was here at Goleath, too.

      “There is more,” Delaney said, her voice strained with tears and weeping.

      “More?” Adelaide asked.

      Delaney’s tears welled again, her face dark, her eyes shut as she finally said, “It’s Michael. He…”

      “What about Michael?” Adelaide asked.

      “I’ve sent him to his death,” Delaney said, unable to control herself any longer. She wept, grief washing over her in waves of sobs. She buried her face in her hand while she held Hania ever closer to her with the other.

      “What do you mean?” Adelaide asked.

      The bond, she was beginning to realize, might not have been such that they could speak to each other in words anymore, but Ferryl could certainly understand quite a bit from his wife’s emotions. And now she could feel his worry, his longing to understand what was going on. She wished she could tell him… She wished she could hold him… But for the moment, she was glad she could not explain that his best friend…

      His best friend was dead.

      A wave of nausea washed over her, and she clutched her stomach through the homespun dress.

      “Adelaide?” Talia asked, coming to her queen’s side. But Adelaide waved her off, swallowing back the feeling before recovering herself. She walked to Delaney, kneeling beside her, placing a warm, trembling hand on her arm. “What happened to Michael? He was here? At Goleath?”

      Red-rimmed eyes met hers as Delaney finally managed to speak again. “He was,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, rough with emotion. “He was captured by some soldiers. Wounded badly. They brought him here because they thought the king might be glad to know they had captured a captain. But then Titus told me—”

      Delaney stopped herself for a moment, hiccoughing before she could continue.

      “Titus brought me to the dungeons because I had mentioned Michael and he thought maybe I knew him. And he was down there, Lizybet. It was him. He was so… So…” Overcome with her tears again, Delaney choked on a sob before she finally said, “He was dying, Lizybet. The wound was infected so badly he couldn’t… He wasn’t even conscious. So I ordered the guards to help him. I told them to clean him up, heal him, prepare him so that he…he would be healthy for torture.”

      A harrowing cry escaped her lips as she buried her face in her hands again. The baby stirred, at last agitated from a deep sleep by her mother’s distress. Adelaide reached for Hania and took her in her arms, bobbing her gently. Delaney didn’t object, too overcome with grief.

      “I didn’t know,” Delaney went on. “I didn’t know they would really torture him. I just thought… I thought it would buy me some time to find a way to get him out. But Derrick must have… He found out, Adelaide. Lizybet. He must have found out I had helped him, because he sent him… He sent him to the lions.”

      “The lions?” Talia asked in shock. “He has lions?”

      “He has at least a dozen of them,” Adelaide said solemnly, repeating the prattle she’d overheard on a daily basis in the servants’ quarters. Derrick’s lions were his prized possession. His favorite of all his torture devices, kept near starvation in a pit just outside the castle walls. He treated them like pets and used them as brutal executioners for only the most hated, the most vile of prisoners. That he would use them on Michael…

      There was only silence for a long while—both in the room and across the bond the queen shared with her king. The kind of silence wrought by shock. And grief.

      And deadly fear.

      “What else have you learned, Adelaide?” Talia asked, half shocked, half terrified of her queen.

      “Derrick plays his cards close to his chest,” she said, wishing she knew more. Tidbits. That’s all she had found out. Pieces of information here and there. The real information she sought was much harder to come by than just bits and pieces about his arsenal and armies.

      The real truth behind this war was the mystery that drove Adelaide as she prowled the halls of Goleath whenever she had a chance. It was what had brought her here to begin with.

      What drove Derrick? Yes, he was an heirless king, provoked by an age-old imperialistic mentality. And perhaps those truths had become part of his mission. But she had seen him—she had watched him when he came to her castle. And Adelaide had known in the very depths of her soul…there was something else driving Derrick of Midvar.

      Something deeper. Something much more powerful.

      “We have to get out of here,” Talia finally said, her voice laced with dire warning.

      “We are going to need a plan,” Adelaide said. “Now that Hania is his heir, Derrick will not let the child out of his sight so easily. Even tonight, I was escorted here by two guards, when before, I could come and go whenever the child needed. He will keep a close eye on all of us now. Much closer than before. So we need to be careful. And we need a plan.”

      “What do we do?” Talia asked, her eyes wide.

      Adelaide stood again, holding Hania close, taking absurd comfort from the peace in the infant’s face—her closed eyes, her tiny lips puckering as if suckling at her mother’s breast, oblivious to the storm brewing around her. She paced the floor as she held the child securely in her arms. “We need Titus,” she finally said. “You said he left days ago, Delaney?”

      Tear-stained eyes met hers from across the room. “The king sent him north to secure some disloyal legions.”

      “Disloyal legions?” Adelaide asked, surprised at the news. “His own legions disloyal?”

      Delaney shrugged. “Apparently they have sworn loyalty to Titus, not Derrick.”

      The tiniest spark of hope flickered in Adelaide’s soul at the news. Maybe…maybe Derrick wasn’t quite as invincible, quite as unbreakable as he seemed. Maybe he, too, had his weaknesses. And maybe they could find a way to use them against him.

      Ferryl’s answering whisper of hope settled deep in her soul.

      “We find Titus and we make a plan to leave as soon as possible,” the queen said.

      “Adelaide,” Delaney suddenly said, her countenance shifting from grief to dread. The queen could only guess as to why. “They are marching for him. They’re marching now.”

      “Marching where?” Adelaide asked, her heart suddenly thundering to a gallop.

      “The first of his legions. They are marching to Benalle. They will be there any day. The war has already begun.”
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      He should have known.

      He had felt a sudden pang of terror from Adelaide only two days ago, like a dagger to his gut. And a lingering worry ever since, wrenching at his soul.

      But he had not wanted to admit what it had meant.

      Not until he had been yanked from sleep by the warning bells. War was upon them.

      And if the deep bellow of the bells hadn’t been horrifying enough, then the sight of the warning beacons lit on the distant hills had turned his bowels to water.

      Midvar was coming.

      Midvar was already here.

      Ferryl strapped on the last of his weapons and leapt across his chambers as fast as he could. Fa and Meren had left a few days ago, promising to return with more of the færies—an army of them.

      He prayed to Providence they would come soon.

      Guards bustled about the castle, barking orders and running to warn the courtiers—ripping them from their chambers and bustling them down, down, down to the dungeons—to the hidden places where they could be safe from the oncoming army.

      Ferryl ran down corridor after corridor, down a level until he came to a familiar door, pounding hard. As if waiting for him, the door flung open and King Aaron stood on the other side, fury and fire in his emerald eyes—his daughter’s eyes.

      Aaron only nodded once before turning to his wife, who was fastening her robe around herself. Her eyes were grave but her shoulders were back, her midnight hair spilling down her chest, still down from the sleep that had been stolen from her. Avigail nodded once as well, and within seconds, the three of them were off, dropping Avigail off with the rest of the guards taking the women and children to the safe rooms before the men sprinted back to the turrets and the battle that awaited them.
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      Ferryl stood with Aaron and a general on the top of the northeastern turret at Benalle, leaning on the ledge, his field glasses extended, watching the blur of black on the horizon grow and grow like a festering plague across his lands. Benalle Province. His home. A snarl ripped across his lips as he watched the dark army descend upon the place he loved.

      The enemy’s forces were no more than an hour away.

      Some of his men, thankfully, were already marching outside the city, prepared to stop as much destruction as possible. Not for the first time he reminded himself that his father had trained these men from the time they were boys. They were ready. As ready as they could ever be. And with the Haravellian army to join them, they were fortified. Numerous.

      But still, horror flashed in his mind as he remembered facing these Midvarish wraiths only a few months ago—once on their journey home from Haravelle and once in Ramleh with Derwin. Those were only a few at best.

      Today there was an army of them.

      “Their numbers are not as large as we had anticipated,” said General Baum with a smug confidence that reminded Ferryl of his little brother. The old Haravellian general had faced the Midvarish in the war nearly twenty years ago. He had continued to face their lingering threat in the years that followed.

      That fact should have given Ferryl more comfort than it did.

      “They don’t need numbers,” Ferryl pointed out. “They outmatch any man five to one.”

      “Ten to one,” General Baum corrected with a smirk, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. Eager. He was eager to cut them all down.

      King Aaron and King Ferryl faced the old general with raised brows.

      “Doesn’t mean we won’t beat the shit out of them today,” the general went on. “We’ve five times as many men. And ten times as many balls.”

      Even five to one, the king wasn’t sure if his men could withstand the wraiths that slowly crept towards them. A storm creeping up the horizon.

      Ferryl could only pray it wouldn’t be a slaughter.

      “We have something to fight for, Ferryl,” said Aaron, wisely. “Our men believe in you. They believe in this kingdom. What do Derrick’s monsters fight for? A better world?”

      Ferryl breathed once, letting out a shuddering sigh as he turned his attention back to the smear of black on the horizon. Marching toward his people. His kingdom. He looked down to the lines of his men, standing erect and fearsome, their spears pointing to the sky, their shields in a perfect line before them.

      They would defend this castle—these people to the death.

      Ferryl prayed again it would be enough. They would be enough.

      “Received word from Commander Prince Derwin this morning, Your Majesty,” General Baum went on.

      Ferryl reminded himself that Aaron trusted the man implicitly. It wasn’t until recently that Ferryl had learned why; the old general had sworn a sacred oath—the oath of blood and bone—to Aaron years ago in Haravelle. Ferryl thanked Providence that the surly old brute next to him was now on his side. Even if he was perhaps a bit overconfident.

      “Any change?” Ferryl asked.

      “They’re still sweeping in from the north of Midvar, Majesty. Taking out cities as they go. His plan, at last report, is to be here by the end of the month. I have sent word, however, of the Midvarish arrival.”

      “As of now, there is no need for him to change course. This is merely to toy with us, Baum. This is by no means the bulk of Derrick’s army,” Aaron said.

      Ferryl nodded, knowing it was true. He wished the thought comforted him more.

      “Of course, Majesty. Still, it can’t hurt for him to at least make his way westward as he pillages the entire country of Midvar.”

      The way the general said it—with a smirk on his lips—Ferryl could see the mirth in the old man’s eyes. Baum liked Derwin’s methods.

      “General,” Ferryl said, and the old buzzard next to him gave him his full attention. “I’m counting on you today.”

      “I won’t let you down, Majesty.”

      Ferryl merely nodded.
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      General Baum had been right.

      Ferryl had underestimated the abilities of the Midvarish soldiers by half. They didn’t outmatch them five to one. It was ten to one. Easily. And within half an hour of the arrival of Derrick’s army, most of the Har-Navarian legion had been flattened. Decimated. Squashed like nuisance bugs.

      The Midvarish were ruthless, slicing Ferryl’s soldiers in half like stalks of wheat, lopping off their heads with wicked scythes in their left hands, and massive double-edged swords in their right. They waded through the battlefield, effortlessly taking down the meager mortal men who defended Benalle. Ferryl had trained with most of them. He knew their strengths, their fearlessness, their sheer fervor.

      But it was not enough. Not against these monsters.

      Ferryl could hardly think straight as he ordered wave after wave of arrows—flaming arrows, no less—shot from the towers of Benalle Palace across the field that stretched ahead of him. Flame, it seemed, was little deterrent to these creatures wrought from the bowels of Sheol.

      But he would hold this palace, damn it. He would not let it fall. It would remain a symbol, a beacon to his people. Benalle Palace had always been a symbol of hope. Of peace. Today, he would make sure it was also a symbol of solidarity. Of victory.

      So he pressed on; he held the line. He did not retreat, even as he watched the Midvarish slaughter his men in the valley below. General Baum stood by his side, weighing and assessing, fully clad in battle armor, itching to watch these enemies fall. The general had made every call Ferryl had suggested, had agreed with every one. But Ferryl knew that his own training was only in lessons, in conjecture, in practice. Not on the battlefield. Not in a real war. Not like General Baum beside him.

      So he turned to his general and said, “Tell me, Baum. Tell me how to end this.”

      Baum drew in a breath to speak, but didn’t utter a sound before a sword tore through his throat, the wicked blade pointed straight at Ferryl’s face. It disappeared again as quickly as it had appeared, and the old general collapsed in a heap of flesh and blood before the king, revealing his murderer behind him.

      Or rather murderers.

      Three.

      Three Midvarish soldiers. Giants. Wraiths appearing out of nowhere. Poised to kill the king of Har-Navah and the former king of Haravelle, smiles on their black mouths.
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      “Providence,” Ferryl breathed, drawing his sword, readying himself for the battle he faced. The battle for his life. The giant men stood before him, calm, casual, as if they knew the truth—Ferryl would die here.

      “Providence, help me,” he said again absently. A prayer. A plea. One to one, maybe. Just one of these, he might be able to take. But three? Three and with a lame, limping leg? The chances of survival were—

      “Troubling news, princeling,” said the wraith in the middle, his eyes limned with fury. “Your god will be no help to you now.”

      Another of the wraiths chuckled. “Such an innocent little king. So young. Untested.”

      The third wraith soldier merely grinned. “It’ll be a pity to have to tell him.”

      “Are you here for chitchat, or were you planning to kill us?” asked Ferryl as Aaron stepped to his side, sword drawn.

      “Eager to die, princeling?” asked the middle one.

      Ferryl merely held his ground, his sword at the ready. Hot. He was hot in his armor, in the heavy steel made to fit his body like a second skin.

      “His Majesty sent us here with a message,” said the middle one.

      At the mocking look in his eyes, the way he said it, Ferryl had a fairly good idea what the message was.

      “First of all, he’s terribly sorry to hear about the death of your dear little wife.”

      Ire burned in Ferryl’s blood at those words.

      “And secondly,” the wraith went on. “Of the death of your dear Lord Chancellor. Michael was his name?”

      The world froze for a moment as those words sank in. As Ferryl let them settle.

      Michael.

      Michael was dead.

      Michael was dead.

      He didn’t know why he said it. He knew that as long as the king of Midvar believed Adelaide was dead, she was safe. As long as the world thought she was no longer a contender in this game, she could survive. Maybe it was madness. But he said anyway, “I’m sorry to tell you that neither of them are dead. Neither of them. Do you know why? Because your pathetic excuse for a king lost this war long before he waged it. And soon—very soon—you will all learn just how powerless you are. And you will know, by the end of this, that there is only one power in this world. And it is not yours.”

      He trembled as he stood before them. Because while he knew his wife was not dead…he could not say the same for Michael. And that devastation…that sudden sorrow that had washed over Adelaide a few days ago. Had it been for Michael? Had she found out about his death and grieved for him?

      Ferryl had wondered what it had meant. He had nearly gone mad trying to figure it out. As the Midvarish soldier stood before him, a smug grin on his black mouth, Ferryl hated the power it gave him…knowing he had dealt a devastating blow without lifting a sword.

      He could not let them see it—the grief, the sorrow that threatened to swallow him. Michael, his best friend. Another brother. A loyal, faithful confidant for as long as he had known him. His heart tore, bled at the thought of saying goodbye to such a man.

      But he could not let these beasts before him see how much the news affected him. He could only let them see one thing. One answer.

      One truth. The only truth that mattered.

      And as if in response, his amulet—the twin to the one that hung from his wife’s neck, a gift from one king to another—grew stiflingly hot. Searing hot, like a branding iron against his flesh. Except…except it didn’t burn. It didn’t hurt. It wasn’t his armor that was making Ferryl hot. It was—

      Light, blinding and impossible, poured from the amulet in a shaft so brilliant, so bright that the three giants that stood before him grew suddenly invisible. The heat, the Light consumed, purged. Ferryl stumbled back at the power of it, the pure, impenetrable power. The magic. The protection.

      The beasts before him snarled, gaining their footing once more and advancing across the small tower, poised to end Ferryl.

      For reasons he couldn’t name, Ferryl held his sword aloft. So did Aaron, who stood wide-eyed beside him. They held their swords high, side by side. As if blades were anything more than trinkets compared to the magic that poured from the amulet.

      The beasts stalked like wildcats, sunken on to their haunches, their rotting, black teeth glinting from under their snarling lips. Three swords drawn, pointed straight for Ferryl’s heart. Three beasts stalking slowly towards him, uninhibited by the blinding light around them.

      Ferryl should have been pissing his pants.

      Instead, he merely looked the middle one in the eyes and said, “I hope you came prepared to battle a god today.”

      “You have a high opinion of yourself, princeling.”

      “I’m not talking about me,” he retorted.

      And then, like thunder answering lightning, the ground shook, the skies parted, and in one wave, one stroke of that providential fire, the three Midvarish beasts were incinerated, leaving nothing but ash in their wake.

      And not just the three wraiths on the turret. All the Midvarish soldiers. Every single one of them had been incinerated. As he looked out across the palace grounds, the battlefield bloodied before him, Ferryl realized that in one fell swoop, in one single wave of his fire, Providence had destroyed this first wave of Derrick’s army.

      Ferryl fell to his knees and wept.
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      She still trembled when she thought of it. Delaney had been right—the first of Derrick’s army had already marched on Benalle. Ferryl had faced them. She had known from the moment the amulet had begun to glow. To glow and writhe around her neck as if in response to a call. That sudden heat, that glow that had bathed her tiny little room beneath the castle in searing light. Thank Providence she had been alone when it had happened or she would have had questions to answer. Questions she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to explain.

      She had wondered at the time if Ferryl’s was doing the same. And if so, what did that mean for him? Had he survived the battle unharmed? And what about the rest of the Har-Navarians? Benalle? She knew Ferryl was alive, at least. She knew because she still felt him. Felt his heart calming slowly, slowly, slowly. As for the details of the battle, what really happened, well…she supposed she would learn of those when she returned home.

      If she ever returned home.

      She still trembled when she thought of it.

      Escorted by two guards, one of whom was the meaty-handed one who had tried to have his way with her when she first arrived, Adelaide held Hania close to her breast and walked quietly to Delaney’s chambers, ignoring the sidelong ogling from the guard who was apparently keen for attempt number two.

      Three days. It had been three days since they had found out about Derrick’s marching army, three days since they had found out about Michael’s execution, three days of listening, of putting together bits and pieces as they could—Adelaide from the gossiping servants, Delaney from the whispers she gleaned from the courtiers who did not know she listened. Together, they could surely find a way to get out of here. Alive.

      They made it to Delaney’s door and one of the guards knocked gruffly. Meaty Hands still looked at Adelaide as if he’d devour her with his eyes if not his body. She ignored him, determined not to let him see an ounce of her fear.

      Mercifully, Delaney, answered quickly. Within the safety of her chambers—the only place in which Adelaide could somewhat relax—Delaney took the baby from her arms without preamble, settling down to nurse her infant in a comfortable chair while she said, “You’ve been summoned tonight.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The king wants his heir with us,” she said, her emphasis on the word telling of her disdain.

      Adelaide’s palms grew slick with sweat at the thought of spending the evening in the presence of the king. No, he hadn’t recognized her before. But would that hold? Perhaps last time had been a fluke. Perhaps he hadn’t really paid attention. Put two and two together…

      “Your hair is fading,” Delaney pointed out unhelpfully. Adelaide hadn’t seen a looking glass, hadn’t caught a glimpse of herself since she left Benalle Palace nearly three months ago. She imagined her hair, among many other things, needed severe attention.

      “How bad is it?” she asked.

      “It’s still a little red. But not like it was.”

      A little red. A little.

      She prayed to Providence a little would be enough.
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      Another stupid, embarrassing gown—if that’s what she could call it. It was more like a shift. A form-fitting shift for a harlot. Made of silk and lace—and little enough of either. This one in a crimson so deep it might as well have been blood. Fitting, Delaney thought, considering that she had Michael’s blood on her hands. She was responsible for his murder.

      She had wept all last night. And the night before. She hadn’t slept for the mourning that had overcome her so deeply, so thoroughly that she could do little else but cry. And cry. And ask Providence over and over again why he would let it happen. Why he would let someone like Michael die so needlessly.

      She had tried to save him. She had tried to help him. She had tried, but it hadn’t been enough. She had failed him. In more than one way, Delaney had failed Michael completely.

      And she wondered what Titus would think of her when he found out the news. When he learned the truth. He had wanted Michael to live just as much as she had. Why, she didn’t know. Perhaps he admired Michael as much as Michael had admired him. Their years together in training had wrought a mutual affection that Michael certainly had never denied. A father—that’s how Michael had viewed Titus. Like the father he had always wanted. The kind of father he’d never had.

      But it didn’t matter now. It didn’t matter because Michael was gone, and he’d left a gaping hole in his absence. A hole that would never be filled again. Never again would she find a love like that. The kind that made her better for it, that consumed completely. The kind of love that only comes once in a lifetime.

      The king, of course, was seated at the head of the dining table, eyeing her like his own courtesan, come to serve and satiate. She swallowed the bile in her throat and smiled at him as if he were the only one in the room. She wasn’t a fool. She knew that part of Derrick’s reason for naming Hania his heir was because if he had named Delaney, he couldn’t very well have bedded her. Even Derrick had some scruples.

      But as the mother of his heir? As the mother of his heir, Derrick could use Delaney like a whore. Her only guess was when he would call on her. When he would bring her to his bed. To be used and then tossed aside when the novelty had worn off.

      And she would let him. She would have to. Hania’s survival depended on Derrick thinking he had the upper hand. So Delaney would let him think he had beaten her. She would let him use her so that when the time came, she could destroy him. So that she could shatter him as completely as he had shattered her. She would ruin him, ruin herself for the sake of her daughter. She had lost Michael because of this monster. But there was nothing Delaney would not do to protect Hania. Nothing. There was no realm of Sheol she would not suffer for the sake of her child. She was the only thing left of any value anymore.

      So she would to play this damned game tonight. And she would play it well.

      Adelaide stood by her side, Hania in tow, her infant daughter a comfort, a calming presence here in this den of monsters. Hania was the only thing that mattered now.
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      They had made it through everything but dessert. Made it through without the king paying attention to the obviously Haravellian woman behind him, the one holding his great-niece in her arms. As Delaney picked through the last of her meal, she wondered if it weren’t some sort of magic protecting the young queen. Keeping her hidden. Keeping her unrecognizable.

      Delaney was just about to dig into her dessert—her plate conspicuously missing blackberries—when one of the courtiers at the dining table—a middle-aged nobleman with harsh features and an even harsher mustache—drawled in a most unpleasant manner, “Majesty, have you heard the news of the skirmish at Benalle?”

      “I am still waiting,” said the king, not bothering to take his eyes from the berry he was currently stabbing with his fork. “My messengers seem to be delayed.”

      “Interesting,” said the courtier, a smug grin on his mouth.

      “Oh?” said the king, lifting his eyes to finally assess the man. “Tell me what it is you know, Riese.”

      The courtier Riese could barely contain his grin. “Only, Majesty, that there was little left of the young king’s legion. It seems he was…most completely decimated.”

      “Is that so?” asked Derrick, an unreadable expression on his dark face.

      “The word is that poor Ferryl is in a state of utter shock. And grief.”

      “Can you blame him? Facing a war he cannot win. His poor wife dead. And so young, too,” drawled Derrick.

      Delaney didn’t dare to turn and look at Adelaide behind her.

      “Yes, but apparently he is not just mourning his wife,” said Riese.

      King Derrick only furrowed his brows.

      “Apparently,” said the courtier, his voice bordering on delight, “the poor little king is also mourning his mother.”

      “His mother?” asked Derrick, his words a suddenly deadly whisper.

      “Yes,” said Riese, apparently oblivious to Derrick’s…what was it? Shock? Rage? “Apparently the queen mother couldn’t stand to be around the pathetic king, either, Your Majesty. For the rumor is she took her own life just to rid herself of him.”

      Still. As still as death. That’s how Derrick was beside her. He didn’t move. He didn’t say a word, and Delaney wondered why. Wondered at the reason for his sudden shift in demeanor.

      “Majesty?” said another courtier—a woman.

      “Are you certain of this? Of her death?” Derrick breathed, ignoring the concerned noblewoman.

      Riese, suddenly keenly aware of how not humorous his news had been, stiffened and said, “I am, Majesty.”

      Derrick gripped his napkin on the table so brutally he drew blood from his own palm. His fist trembled violently, his jaw tight.

      “Uncle?” Delaney asked in a low voice, placing a hand on his arm. At his reaction, at his…shock?…she felt suddenly worried for him. Sorry for him, almost.

      It was as if the death of Ferryl’s mother was…more than he could bear.

      Absently, he placed a hand over hers. Absently, he stared before him, not saying a word. Barely even breathing. The court around the table seemed to be doing the same.

      An excruciating pause stretched the room as taut as a bow before King Derrick finally turned to Delaney, drawing in a breath to speak, only to be interrupted by a page bursting into the room, panic all over his face.

      “Majesty!” he said. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      The shell of ice around Derrick seemed to shatter. “What?” he growled.

      “You have a visitor, Your Majesty.”

      “Boy, are you a complete fool? I do not accept visitors at dinner!” he bellowed.

      The bow cowered. “I…I know, Majesty. But…”

      It was the courtier, Riese, who spoke up. “But what, boy? What is so important?” He spoke in such a way as to deflect from whatever unknown blow he had just delivered the king. He spoke as if relieved that the boy had been stupid enough to interrupt such a moment.

      “He is from Haravelle, my lord,” the boy said. “He is insisting on an audience with His Majesty. Now.”

      “From Haravelle, you say?” asked Derrick. It was a moment and then, “Tell the bastard I have no interest in traitors. Send him away.”

      The page merely bowed, backing out of the room, not daring to turn his back on the king.

      “Uncle,” Delaney tried again, her voice only for him. “Are you all right?”

      He looked at her for a long moment, his eyes somewhere lost in a world between his usual smirk and something else. Something more like…gratitude. Then, “I am glad you are here, Delaney.”

      She was so engrossed in what her uncle said, in what in all the realms of Sheol he could have meant that she didn’t bother to turn her attention from him, even as another guard dared to interrupt dinner. She kept her eyes on her uncle beside her as he growled to the guard to leave him alone.

      “Majesty,” she heard the guard’s trembling voice across the expanse of the long dining hall. “I beg your apologies, but…”

      “But what,” Derrick growled, the muscles of his jaw flexing, the veins in his neck throbbing with the lingering effects of whatever had consumed him so thoroughly regarding the death of Meria.

      “Majesty, the captain. From Navah. He is…”

      As if the words had been launched through tar, it took them a moment to sink in, to register in Delaney’s ears. To understand what he was saying.

      “He is what, guard?” Derrick growled again.

      “He is…alive, Majesty.”

      Maybe his words were a cowering whisper. Or maybe it was that Delaney could hardly hear for the roaring in her ears, the pounding of the blood in her veins as she began to understand. As she slowly, so slowly, slid her gaze to the end of the room.

      And the chestnut-haired man who stood solemnly beside the trembling guard.
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      Adelaide blinked. And then she blinked again just to be sure. And as the baby cooed and wiggled, suckling on her fists and making her first attempts at communication, Adelaide absently bobbed the child in her tired arms, too engrossed in the phantom that stood before her. Before them all.

      Surely Michael was nothing more than a figment of her imagination.

      The king of Midvar lifted his gaze slowly to the Har-Navarian soldier at the end of the room, surveying the proud set to his shoulders, the determined set to his jaw, the way he held his chin high.

      Not as if he had survived from the brink of death. But as if he had vengeance to exact.

      “Well, my friends,” the king finally drawled, easing into his typical smug demeanor like a snake in oil. “It seems we have a bonafide miracle in our midst, do we not?”

      The courtiers around the table didn’t dare react, too shocked to know whether to laugh…or run.

      The king cocked his head to the side. “Well, well. Michael, isn’t it?”

      “Lord Chancellor Michael Aman,” Michael retorted, his voice as cool as death.

      “Yes, that’s right. Lord Michael. I almost forgot. Tell me, Lord Chancellor Michael. What is the Lord Chancellor doing parading as a mere captain?”

      Michael dared to look at the king with disdain, dared not to answer immediately. Then, “I serve my king and kingdom in any way that is asked of me.” Coolly, carefully, Michael slid his eyes to Delaney. And while she tried not to show it, tried to remain in that careful mask she wore around her uncle, Adelaide could see the duchess shrink at Michael’s gaze as his eyes raked over that ridiculous gown she had been forced to wear.

      “Of course,” said Derrick. “Of course. You must be quite loyal then, to be named Lord Chancellor. And at such a young age. Why, I don’t believe there has been a chancellor in this realm for…at least three centuries.”

      Michael only glared, his hands bound before him, his emerald-and-black-and-white uniform stained with blood and dirt and vomit. But not fresh blood. Not from what Adelaide could see. No, Michael looked…unharmed.

      “So you are the Lord Chancellor of King Ferryl and a captain in the Navarian army. How quaint,” drawled Derrick.

      “Har-Navah.”

      “What?” Derrick asked, a smirking laugh on his face.

      “It is Har-Navah now,” Michael said curtly.

      “Ah, yes,” said Derrick drumming his fingers before his face. “I had forgotten. Your little king has been quite busy this last year, hasn’t he? Expanding his empire and whatnot. It does seem a little unfair to me, I must say, that he should gain so much—a whole kingdom—just for fucking his wife.”

      Adelaide winced at the icy coolness with which the king had spoken, at the ire and disdain with which he spoke of Ferryl. And of her.

      Michael only glared, tight-lipped.

      “Tell me, Lord Chancellor Michael Aman of Har-Navah—” the way he said it, the way he drew out Michael’s name made Adelaide’s skin crawl. “How is it that you survived my lions after three days? Did you have help?”

      To her surprise, Michael said, “Yes.”

      Another cock of his head and Derrick said, “Do tell. I’m going to kill you, you see, but I’d love a double execution. There’s nothing I love more than slaughtering traitors.”

      “He who helped me can never be slaughtered. Not even by you.”

      “And exactly who is that?”

      “Providence.”

      A choke that was a laugh caught in his throat, and then Derrick said, “I’m sorry. I could have sworn I heard you say ‘Providence.’ “

      Michael only glared. And then Adelaide understood it. The buzz, the heat she had felt from her amulet for the past few days. She had thought it was only lingering from what she had felt while Ferryl faced the Midvarish soldiers.

      But the heat hadn’t died. The buzz hadn’t subsided in the three days since.

      But now she knew it wasn’t just coincidence.

      It was magic. Protecting Michael, too.

      Another laugh, this one high and colored with disbelief…and fear. “Gods, I had forgotten how stupid these Navarians can be.”

      “Har-Navarians,” Michael quickly corrected, and Derrick didn’t miss the reminder of the two kingdoms Ferryl ruled. The ones Derrick didn’t.

      Derrick took a moment to soak Michael in, to meet his eyes glare for glare. And then, without batting an eye, without missing a beat, without taking his eyes from Michael, he dragged a lazy finger to Delaney. To her chin, to her neck, across her breasts, visibly piqued under the flimsy gown.

      Michael seemed ready to claw the king’s eyes out.

      “Do pardon me, my lord,” the king cooed, triumphant mirth returning to his eyes once more. “Old dogs and all that. Well, it seems, Michael, that if you’re not going to tell me who helped you, then I have no further business with you. Which is too bad, because I was going to make your death a quick one, if you had been willing to tell me who the traitor is in my midst. As it is, you’ll be drawn and quartered, you see. Although I must apologize, as my guards inform me that they haven’t had a chance to sharpen their saws in…years. It might take a while, what with the rust and such, but they’ll get those beautiful limbs removed eventually.” Derrick turned his pointed gaze to Delaney, who to her credit, held her shoulders steady, her gaze unflinching. The Midvarish king kept his eyes on her as he finally said, “Take him away.”

      Quickly, brutally, the guards who had brought him in shoved Michael back out of the room, his chains clinking in the stark silence of the dinner that had been interrupted.

      But Delaney shattered the silence, her voice broken as she said, “Wait.”

      Slowly, so slowly, the king cocked his head, lifting his brow as he surveyed his niece. “Yes, darling?” he drawled.

      “If…” she panted, her eyes darting between her king and her love. “If you execute him right away, the name of the traitor will die on his lips. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t think you should let a traitor get away so easily.”

      Quiet. Too quiet was the king of Midvar as he surveyed his niece, a serpentine smirk curling his mouth. “How thoughtful of you, darling, to be so concerned about traitors in my midst.” His gaze upon her was piercing. Too piercing. But Delaney did not back down. “You are correct, of course. We should find out who helped Michael.”

      Delaney didn’t break the king’s gaze, even though Adelaide could see how desperately she wanted to look out the door, to see how far Michael had gone.

      “Guards,” King Derrick said casually. The guards who had started to haul Michael off stopped and turned to face the king again. Again, the king didn’t take his eyes off of his niece as he said, “Clean up the soldier. Give him some fresh clothes and deliver him to my niece’s chambers. She will see to him momentarily.”

      The guards nodded without word, turning and hauling a stoic-faced Michael away.

      Perhaps the king meant only for Delaney to hear his words, but Adelaide didn’t miss them all the same as he laughed, “I can see that you want him. There is no need to apologize, my dove. He is quite beautiful, even covered in shit.” A throaty chuckle. Then, “Take him to your bed, enjoy the spoils of my kingdom. But Delaney, darling, I will expect a name by morning.”

      Delaney only nodded, turning her gaze toward the now empty doors where Michael had just disappeared.

      “And Delaney,” the king said, turning her chin to him again. He pressed a possessive kiss to her mouth before he crooned onto her lips, “I’ll know if you’ve lied to me.”
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      “Michael,” Delaney cried as she burst into the plush, obnoxious chambers she now called home. She spilled into the rooms and onto him, wrapping her arms around his waist, resting her head on his chest as she breathed, “Oh, Michael. I thought I’d never see you again. I thought…I thought you were dead.”

      Her nearness, it was…too much. Too much.

      He gripped her arms, pushing her away from him as he raked his eyes down that disgusting dress once more. “What in Sheol are you wearing?”

      Heat kissed her cheeks as she looked down, her arms instinctively crossing over her torso. “It was my uncle’s idea.”

      “It’s repulsive,” he growled, crossing his arms. She was a fool. A damned fool for consenting to wear such a thing. It left so very little to the imagination. Her uncle, on the other hand, didn’t seem to mind the dress at all. And the way he had looked at her, the way he touched her… Like he owned her, wanted her… It made Michael’s skin crawl just thinking about it.

      What in Sheol was she doing here?

      Her eyes held a question behind unshed tears. “How?” she breathed. “How did you survive?” She moved to place her hand on his cheek, a tear falling down her own. Michael moved just out of her reach.

      “I’ve already said how I survived. I’m sorry if you don’t believe me either.”

      “Michael?” she asked, her brows furrowing even as her hand—the hand that had tried to touch him—froze in the space between them. “Of course I believe you. Of course I do. I just… I just meant how you survived. I mean… What happened? What happened to you?” That delicate hand trembled as she slowly dropped it back to her side.

      He met her eyes again, taken aback at the relief he found there. Relief and worry. But it made no sense. “I thought you, of all people, would know exactly what happens to traitors in Midvar.”

      “Michael, I don’t—”

      “When I came to,” he said, cutting her off, exacerbated by her game, whatever it was. He couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand looking at her, not after this. He turned on his heel, pacing the tacky, lavish room. “I realized I was being tended to; my wounds were being dressed, cleaned. The guards around me were grumbling their disbelief that they had been subjected to such orders. I couldn’t… I couldn’t figure out where I was. I was still so dazed, so disoriented. But then…then I heard one of them mention the king, and I realized I was in the dungeons at Goleath. And I was being healed. For torture. At the king’s niece’s command.”

      He dared to meet her eyes, pausing his pacing and glaring at her for a moment before continuing. “I didn’t want to believe it, you know. I didn’t want to believe that they had meant you. Because I thought surely you wouldn’t have been the one to call for my torture at the mouths of the king’s lions.

      “But when I saw you tonight…when they brought me before him and the first thing I saw was the king’s niece nestled closely by his side looking like…looking for all the world like you wanted him…” His hands fisted tightly at his sides.

      She took a tentative step towards him. “Michael, I was trying to help—”

      “You certainly helped,” he sneered, turning towards the window, taking in the ocean of stars before him. “My wounds are sore but healing. I was thrown in with the lions three days ago.”

      “They didn’t harm you,” she said quietly. It wasn’t a question.

      “Sorry to disappoint, but no, they didn’t touch me.” He crossed his arms before him, staring blankly at the night sky.

      Soft steps padded across the room toward him. “How? How did it happen?”

      “I don’t know, I…” He thought about it again, the way their teeth glistened in the afternoon sun, the way they stalked the entrance, prowling back and forth, back and forth, licking their maws and looking ready for a kill. Nearly a dozen lions, three of them male, and all of them hungry. Michael had never been more terrified in all his life than when the guards finally opened the door to that den.

      But then… “They were hungry. Visibly so. And when I entered, I thought they would devour me. But then they just…calmed. I didn’t know how to explain it. I didn’t understand. Until I looked in the corner of the den and saw him. A fallow deer. As white as freshly fallen snow with a proud set of antlers that seemed too much of a burden to bear. He lay in the corner, resting. He did not move. He only looked at me once. And then he slept.

      “But the lions…it was as if they feared the stag. One minute they looked ready to tear me into ribbons, and in the next breath, they were lying on their bellies and flicking their tails like contented house cats.”

      He turned to face her, but she had chosen a healthy distance from him. It was almost too far. “I don’t… I don’t know why Providence saved me. But I know it was him.”

      “Providence?” she whispered. Such awe, such…reverence in her eyes. As if…as if she actually believed him. He turned his gaze from her again, opting to face the windows instead.

      “I knew it was him.” So warm and powerful…like…like fire. “The lions didn’t so much as touch me, not even a curious sniff for three whole days. And then when the guards came to check on me—to remove the remains of my carcass, no doubt—the lions seemed to come alive again. One of them even snapped at a guard who opened the door. But they never, not once, showed any aggression towards me. And the stag…he simply walked out. The guards were too dumbfounded to do anything about it. They were as shocked as I was.”

      He swallowed, still unable to comprehend it all. “That’s when they took me straight to the king.”

      And that’s when he had seen her. Walking into the home of his greatest enemy, and lo and behold, who did he see? None other that the woman he loved. No, the woman he thought he loved. The woman he thought had loved him.

      The woman who had lied.

      About everything.

      And if the way the king had looked at Delaney made his skin crawl, it was nothing compared to the way Delaney had looked at him. Like…like she wanted him. Dressed like a whore, sitting beside him, devouring him with her eyes.

      Maybe if he got out of here… maybe if he survived all of this, he might just burn down the whole world for spite.

      “I don’t know why Providence saved me,” he said, releasing his death grip on the stone windowsill when his hands started aching. “But I’m glad, if for no other reason than the look on Derrick’s face when I told him.” All of his life, he would never forget it. The fear. The downright fear that washed over the man who had commissioned those tunnels…tunnels full of innocent girls and the monsters who devoured them.

      Well, Michael had news for King Derrick of Midvar. As long as he lived, as long as there was breath in his body, he would not allow the monster to hurt another soul. No, Michael would fight with every breath, die if he had to, to stop this sycophant, this murderous bastard from gaining any more power. Especially after what he had seen in those caves, those tunnels. And after what he’d seen here today.

      Michael would give his life’s breath to make sure that King Derrick of Midvar was ended once and for all.

      And the same went for anyone who helped him, present company included.

      He slid his eyes to Delaney, contempt and rage boiling in his veins at the sight of her—her lies, her treachery, stretched over her body in form-fitted silk and lace.

      She had lied to him. She had lied to everyone he loved. Her presence here was proof.

      “I don’t now why he saved you either,” she finally said, her voice small. She made no move toward him, careful to keep her distance. “But I’ll be forever grateful.”

      “Why?” he snapped, whirling to face her fully. “So that you can think of a more clever way of having me killed next time?”

      She studied him with those chocolate eyes of hers, thick with unshed tears and hurt. “Is that what you think?” she asked. “After all of this. After everything…you think I sentenced you to be eaten by lions?”

      “Do you deny your orders to the guards?” he spat.

      She took a step toward him—so small, so tentative, it was barely more than a nudge, as if her body were at war with her mind. “Michael, I was trying to help you. I was trying to save your life. When Titus told me—”

      “Titus? The commander is here?”

      “He’s the one who brought me to you. He said you were crying out for m— When I saw you…when I saw you like that…so close to death, I… It was all I could do to keep myself together. And I did the only thing I could think of to keep you from dying from that wound.”

      A pause, as he took in her words. “By sentencing me to be tortured?”

      She fiddled with her hands, looking down at her fidgeting fingers. “I was hoping… I was hoping I’d figure something else out before that happened. I didn’t know they had sent you to the lions until it was too late. My uncle, he must have… He must have figured out that I helped you.”

      “Yes. You seemed quite close to your uncle tonight,” he sneered, turning his attention back to the windows.

      “I think he knows, Michael. I think he knows that I’m up to something. It’s why he let me bring you here, to my chambers. He’s testing me, seeing what I’ll do.” It was she who turned this time, she who started walking about the room. “And the trouble is, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to outwit him. I can’t… I can’t think like he thinks. He’s always a step ahead. I came here hoping to make a difference in this war and instead all I’ve done is trap myself in a game I don’t know how to play.” She stopped behind a chair, resting her hands on the back.

      “Trying to help who?” Michael asked as he turned to face her.

      She looked up, meeting his eyes. “Ferryl,” she said. “I came here as a spy for Ferryl.”

      A spy? She was here as a spy? To help Ferryl?

      No, no, that couldn’t be. Not after what he saw tonight, not after she had called for his torture…

      Guilt nudged at Michael, lapping at his feet like the waves of the Great Sea. Guilt that he would jump to such conclusions about her. That he wouldn’t have given her the benefit of the—

      No. It didn’t matter. Not really. Because in the end, she had still wounded him more deeply than he had ever thought possible. Wounded him when she’d said…those words that changed everything—

      “I’m not very good at spying, it turns out,” she went on, fiddling with the tufting on the back of the chair. “I can’t even figure out how to get word to him without it being intercepted. I’ve failed, Michael. I’ve failed Ferryl. I’ve failed my daughter,” she said, looking up at him again before she added, “and I’ve failed you.”

      She let the silence speak for a moment, tears falling down her cheeks as she held his gaze with her own. She did not blink, did not flinch, not even as tears fell faster and faster down her soft cheeks.

      “I lied to you, Michael,” she breathed, the whispered words that might as well have been a clap of thunder, shattering the silence.

      “What?”

      Another gaze, this one excruciatingly long. Then, “I lied to you when I said I never loved you. I—”

      “Don’t,” he said, cutting her off. “Delaney, don’t do this.” He turned his back to her, unable to hear it.

      He could hear her footsteps coming towards him, hear his own heart pounding like a drum in his throat, his temples. “Michael, I—”

      But he stepped away and away some more, widening the chasm that had opened up between them. The gap that could never be bridged. “Maybe you lied, Delaney. But as long as I live, I will never forget it.”
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      It was a broken sound—like a whimper—that had woken him. No, not a whimper, a cry. A harried, desperate cry.

      Michael tore up from the plush settee on which he’d been resting, fumbling with a blanket he didn’t remember having when he went to sleep. He stumbled through Delaney’s sitting room—he’d had no other choice of where to sleep, considering that he was still technically a prisoner—and through the threshold of the adjoining bedchamber. Her bedchamber, his hands fumbling in the dark as he tried to feel his way through the night that swallowed them.

      He eventually found his way to her bed, the sounds of the cries she was making tearing at him in a way he hadn’t expected. A few candles guttered about her room, wax dripping down intricate candelabra. Delaney was writhing and breathing frantically, sweat pouring from her brow, her breast, as she flopped like a fish out of water atop black silken sheets.

      Where was her blanket?

      She still wore that ridiculous excuse for a dress, as if she hadn’t bothered to ready herself for bed. And judging from the redness around her eyes and cheeks, he gathered she had likely cried herself to sleep.

      A fitful sleep, it seemed.

      He took hold of her wrists, trying to force her to calm, to slow her erratic movements, her labored breathing. But still she writhed and screamed calling out, calling out a name that—

      “Delaney,” he cried, his heart pounding in his throat. “Delaney, wake up!”

      She didn’t.

      “Delaney,” he tried again, shaking her hard. She still did not wake from whatever nightmare plagued her. “Delaney, you’re dreaming. It’s a dream. Wake up!”

      She let out a hysterical cry, pleading, “Don’t take her! Please don’t take her!”

      “Take who?” he asked foolishly, as if she could hear, as if she could understand. She writhed in his grip, nearly breaking free. So he climbed onto the black silken sheets of her bed, bracing her with a knee on either side of her hips, her arms held firmly by her side as he tried again, “Delaney, please wake up. It’s a nightmare. It’s only a nightmare.”

      He could see her heart beating so hard, throbbing in her chest so fast he feared it might fail. Might stop completely.

      “Delaney!” he tried once more, shaking her again.

      Her eyes shot open, so haunted, so tortured that they froze in time, fixated on a place that was not there.

      “It’s me,” he said softly. “It’s Michael. You were dreaming, Delaney. It was only a dream.”

      Slowly, too slowly, her eyes focused on him, narrowing on his face even as tears welled fast, falling down her temples. “Don’t let him,” she begged. “Please don’t let him take her. Don’t let him take Hania!”

      “Hania?” he asked, shocked to hear his mother’s name from Delaney’s lips. “Where is Hania, Delaney?”

      “She’s here, Michael. He has named her his heir. Please!” she cried again. “Don’t let him take her from me!”

      As if the pieces fell into place one by one, he began to understand. “The baby? He has named the baby his heir?”

      More tears fell as she nodded.

      “You named her Hania?”

      She only met his stare, her eyes trying to tell him something he didn’t understand.

      She trembled violently, even as he still pinned her beneath him on her bed. He realized his grip was still strong enough to keep a grown man down and relaxed, sitting down beside her…reeling.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he finally said. “It’s all right. It was just a dream, Delaney.”

      “Don’t let him take her from me, Michael. She is all I have.”

      “I won’t,” he swore. “On my life, Delaney. I won’t let him keep her here.” And he meant every word. Maybe what he had with Delaney had been forever severed. And maybe the baby—

      Hania.

      Providence above, she had named her Hania. Did she know that was his mother’s name? Did she know that he had wanted to name her so? Maybe the baby would never be his. But he would always love her. From the day she was born, from the first time he had held her in his arms, after helping to bring her into this world, she had been forever branded on his heart. A bond, a tie he would not, could not break.

      And on his life, he would always protect the child.

      So he meant every word when he said, “I won’t let anything happen to her, do you hear me?”

      Delaney nodded, still trembling violently as she lay beside him.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said again. “It’s all right, Delaney.”

      “I’m cold,” she finally said, and when he scanned her room for her blanket, it was nowhere to be found. That’s when he realized she had given him hers. Some time in the night, while he slept, she had covered him with the blanket from her bed.

      The guilt burrowed a little more deeply into his chest.

      He padded his way back to her sitting room and retrieved the blanket she had given him, returning and covering her spent body with it, tucking her in tightly.

      But still she shivered. Still she shed her silent tears.

      He didn’t know why. He couldn’t have explained it if he tried, but for some reason, he could think of nothing else. No other way to help her. So he crawled under that blanket with her and pulled her into his arms, wrapping himself around her, giving her his warmth.

      She did not object.

      And the feel of her. The feel of her skin, the way she smelled.

      His iron will was unraveling fast.

      Very fast.

      He pushed an errant strand of hair behind her ears and just…looked at her, his mind and heart flooding with memories of holding her all night in his chamber at Benalle. Of the damned restraint he’d had to use night after night just to keep from touching her. But he hadn’t wanted to put her in any kind of danger, hadn’t wanted to risk hurting the baby. So he had kept his stupid hands to himself.

      But now…

      Now she was not with child. Now she lay before him, her haunted eyes limned with worry, remorse, fear, and Michael was nearly drowning in his need for her. In the desire that threatened to consume him, despite the fact that she had torn him in two.

      He understood it then. That though she had torn it in two—ripped it in half—she still held the pieces of his heart in her bloody hands.

      He wondered what it said about him that he could still want her so, could still be thinking of how warm she was, how soft her skin, how supple her lips.

      He wondered what kind of fool he must have been.

      A pathetic fool, it seemed, for he stopped the war in his heart and mind long enough to let his lips find hers.

      And Providence above, her lips were softer than he had remembered.

      So he kissed her fiercely, savoring the taste of her as she returned the kiss with equal fervor. He let his hands roam. He pulled her closer to him, lost somewhere in a world of silk and lace and curves that devoured his reason.

      He gave and gave and gave of himself. And Providence help him, she gave and gave and gave in return. Heart pounding, breath coming up heavy, he felt himself slipping into a complete loss of control. He felt himself sliding dangerously close to that threshold where reason gives way to desire. And when his hand finally found her breast, when his thumb grazed that little apex, firmed with her desire, something tore wide open in Michael.

      He pushed himself away, ripping his lips from hers, his hands from her body. He made himself sit up as he said, “I’m sorry, Delaney.”

      “Michael, it’s all right, I—”

      “No,” he said with finality, dragging a trembling hand through his hair. “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      And then he disappeared into the darkness of the sitting room beyond.
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      There was something broken in Delaney’s countenance when she answered the door of her chambers. Something shattered so thoroughly Adelaide could only wonder what had happened between her and Michael.

      Adelaide had thought she would have to wake them, coming to them at such an ungodly hour. Instead the door had been opened by two broken souls whose faces shone with unspoken sorrow, flickering in the wan candlelight.

      Borrowed time, that’s what they were on. Borrowed time that Delaney had somehow bought with her dignity, in negotiating with her uncle at dinner—in sparing Michael’s life. Again.

      So why was she so completely shattered? And when she entered the darkened chambers and saw Michael sitting alone on the settee, his shoulders slumped, his face drawn with guilt, Adelaide wondered what had shattered him too.

      Michael lit a few candles, staving off the darkness as Delaney answered the door.

      “Your Majesty?” Michael asked incredulously, slowly turning as Adelaide entered the room, Talia trailing behind with the baby in her arms.

      Adelaide winced, praying against all hope that the two guards who stood in the corridors hadn’t heard her title. That title that could damn them all. But she didn’t dare look back at them. Didn’t dare correct Michael. Not while the door remained open, while their listening ears might still hear. She did however, suck in a sharp breath between her teeth and utter a silent prayer that the miraculous protection they had experienced thus far in the home of their enemy would continue.

      Delaney closed the door behind them before she finished tying a robe around her waist.

      “Not here,” Adelaide said under her breath, hoping the guards couldn’t hear her now. “My name is Lizybet.”

      “It’s you? You’re…alive? The guards—it’s all they talked about. That the western queen had been slaughtered.” Michael said, stepping to her, one unbelieving step at a time. Apparently whatever magic had been upon her at dinner tonight had disguised her from Michael too. She silently thanked Providence for that little bit of foresight, for had Michael noticed her there, in the presence of the king…

      “I’m alive,” she breathed, a lump catching in her throat at the tears that welled in Michael’s grateful eyes, at the firm kiss he pressed to her hands when he took them in his. He fell to his knees before her.

      “My queen,” he breathed. “You are alive! I’ll thank Providence every day that you are alive!”

      He kissed her hands again, still on his knees. She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Get up, my friend. We’ll make time for tears later. Right now, we need to come up with a plan.”

      “A plan?” Michael said as he stood.

      “The king,” Adelaide said, “is in rare form.”

      “What do you mean?” Michael asked.

      “Someone started a rumor,” said Talia. “A rumor that Queen Meria took her life. And when it reached the king’s ears tonight he was…”

      “He was truly devastated, wasn’t he?” Delaney said.

      Adelaide nodded, guilt washing over her.

      “Why? Why would he be devastated?” Michael asked.

      “Because,” Adelaide said, wondering how she would bring herself to say it. Did she really believe it? “Because I think…he was in love with her.”

      “But why? Why would someone start a rumor of her death? And why tell him?” Michael asked.

      “It’s not a rumor,” said Adelaide. “It’s true.”

      There was silence between them for a moment, looks of disbelief exchanged before Michael said, “How do you know for certain?”

      “Because Ferryl told me. Well, showed me, I suppose.”

      More silence. More incredulous looks. Then, “Showed you?” Delaney asked.

      “Through their bond,” Michael said, his eyes fixed on Adelaide in awe, in disbelief. “They can speak through a bond only they share.”

      “Is it true?” Talia asked, stepping closer to them.

      Adelaide nodded solemnly. “It is true we share a bond. Although we cannot speak through it. Not any longer. But we can still feel each other. What is in our hearts. I can feel his grief over losing her. I think something terrible happened to her.”

      “No wonder,” the servant breathed, absently fiddling with the baby’s fingers. “No wonder I would hear him call to you, whisper to you. At all hours of the day and night. He was trying…he was trying to…”

      “He was trying to speak to me. And I to him,” said Adelaide. When more questions lingered in her friends’ eyes she went on. “The bond fell into place upon our marriage. But when Titus took me from the castle—”

      “Titus?” Michael interrupted. “Commander Titus? He’s the one who took you?”

      “He’s the one who saved my life,” Adelaide corrected. “But after we left the castle, I couldn’t speak to Ferryl anymore. Not through the bond. At first I thought it was only because of the distance between us. We had not been apart since marrying, you see. But I soon realized it was more when I could still hear him, feel him. But he could not feel me. It was only a few days ago when he could feel me again.”

      “Why? What changed?” Delaney asked.

      “Providence,” she said. “It was Providence who saved your life, Michael. It was Providence who saved mine too. And it was Providence who got ahold of my husband and reminded him of who he is.”

      “But Titus—” Michael said.

      “Titus is not the man we thought he was,” said Adelaide. “He was working for Derrick all while he served as the Navarian commander.” Eyes widened in disbelief. Michael reeled before his queen as she told him the story of the man who had all but reared him. “But twice he was commissioned with the task of murdering me. And twice he did not take my life.

      “And I don’t think it was because he was afraid or even torn. I think it was because all along, Titus was a better man than the life he had chosen. And when the time came, when the ultimate decision had to be made, he made the right one.”

      “He stole you away from your kingdom, your husband, and you say he made the right decision?” Michael seethed.

      “He helped me escape the clutches of a maddened king,” Adelaide said, instinctively placing her hands over her swollen belly, wishing she could feel the baby move. Just once. “He made that king believe I was dead when I am not. He and he alone could have done that. And therefore he has my faith and trust. And I will not allow anyone I love to think less of him. And that includes you, Michael Aman.”

      Michael didn’t say anything, didn’t utter a word, only closed his gaping mouth and heaved a heavy breath. Delaney’s warm hand found Adelaide’s, and she squeezed it.

      “But with the news of Meria’s death, the king is…crazed. Maddened. I fear our time here has come to an end. We must find a way to escape. Immediately,” said Adelaide.

      “But who would spread such a story about Queen Meria? And for what purpose?” asked Talia.

      Adelaide wondered what they would think of her, wondered if they could understand, but she said anyway, “I did.”

      “Why?” Delaney asked.

      “Because I had to know. Because despite everything, all that she did, my husband still loves his mother. I can feel it in the way he mourns her. And I had to know the truth.”

      “What truth?” Michael asked.

      “If they truly loved each other,” she admitted. “Or if they were nothing more than monsters.”

      Delaney furrowed her brows even as she squeezed Adelaide’s hand again.

      “You think he loved her?” Michael asked.

      Adelaide nodded, still unsettled from the way the king had reacted. Still reeling from the grief she had seen in his eyes at dinner tonight. For one moment he had let his guard down, let his court see his true feelings. He had loved Queen Meria of Navah. It had been love that motivated him. And her in helping him. In cursing her own husband for his sake.

      Love. Not greed. Not ambition.

      Love.

      “I wanted them to be monsters,” Adelaide admitted. “I wanted him to react flippantly, to act as if he didn’t care that she was dead. So when I saw him—when I saw his grief, I didn’t know what to think. What does it say about them that they loved each other? What does it mean that it was love that motivated them? And how am I any different from them? How is Ferryl any different? Or any of us? If it is love that drives us to do what we do, aren’t we all monsters?”

      It was Delaney who answered, her head shaking as a silent tear fell down her cheek. “No, I don’t believe that,” she said. “I don’t believe we’re all monsters, Lizybet. Because I don’t believe all love is the same,” she said, swallowing down her tears. “There is the kind of love that heals. It mends and soothes. It builds. That’s the real love. That’s the true kind of love.” At this, Delaney cut a glance at Michael, so fleeting Adelaide might have missed it. But Michael’s eyes had been fixed on Delaney, as if he had forgotten whatever wall stood between them for a moment. As if she was again the star around which he orbited. But then Delaney went on.

      “But there is another kind of love, Adelaide…a love that breaks. A love that kills. A love that is counterfeit. Maybe Derrick loved Meria. And maybe he mourns her. But his love for her was not the kind that sacrifices, the kind that is unselfish. Whatever love he bore her was the kind that he thought would benefit him. That is the only thing Derrick of Midvar truly loves—himself. And if he mourns her, it is because he mourns whatever it was he thought he would gain from her.

      “Perhaps you’re both motivated by love, Adelaide. But you are no monster. And you are not the same as him. You are not.”

      Adelaide wiped a tear that fell, mustering the resolve to finally say, “We must find Titus. We must find him, and we must leave Goleath and Midvar before it is too late.”

      “I don’t know where he is. I haven’t seen him in days,” said Delaney, taking Hania from Talia’s arms and kissing her baby’s brow before cradling her in her loving arms. A longing, a need like Adelaide had never seen before shone in Michael’s eyes as he beheld the mother and child, and the queen had half a mind to slap the man for whatever pride was keeping him from them both.

      “Talia and I will keep our ears open and try to find out where he has gone. In the meantime, I need you both to see if you can figure out what the king’s next move is. We are running out of time. Whatever is going on, something shifted in Derrick tonight. We cannot risk being blindsided by whatever he is planning next.”

      It was Michael who met her eyes, steely determination shining in the depthless silver, despite the darkness of the night. “I won’t let you down.”
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      She would hardly have called it sleep.

      If it weren’t for the fact that she had convinced Adelaide to let her keep Hania all night, she might never have settled down. But somehow, holding her little one in her arms had been the only thing that would ground her, the only thing that allowed her to even doze off. Because after what happened with Michael…

      Delaney stroked the impossibly fine downy hair on her little one’s head as she lay next to her on the plush bed. The baby suckled lazily at Delaney’s breast; more than satiated, Hania was simply enjoying her mother’s comfort. And Delaney didn’t mind one bit. She smiled at the sight of the little one, her lips puckering now and then as she intermittently remembered the pacifying presence at her mouth, her eyes shut against the morning light peeking into the chamber, her long dark lashes resting against her plump cheeks. If Providence had ever made a more beautiful child, Delaney was sure she had never seen it. She sighed contentedly at the peace of her daughter’s nearness, at the rightness of the world when she was in her arms.

      She heard murmurs from the adjacent room, a reminder that the world outside wasn’t quite so peaceful, quite so calm. No, the world outside was a bubbling cauldron, waiting to boil over.

      She shut her eyes, pretending that world didn’t exist just a little longer.

      It wasn’t long though, before the worry began gnawing again, the reminder that their time was running out. And they needed to get out of Goleath.

      Before something catastrophic happened.

      Delaney reluctantly stood from the warm bed, leaving Hania to doze peacefully while she dressed in something that wasn’t made of silk or lace or paltry amounts of fabric. She found the most conservative of her dresses—a black and indigo gown that buttoned all the way up her neck—and donned it. She ran a brush through her tangled locks and stole a glance in the looking glass.

      Tired. Tired and broken.

      And wondering how in the world she would face Michael. How in the world she would face a life without him. Because if there was one thing in her life she knew for certain now, one thing that was no longer up for debate, it was the fact that Michael was wholly and completely done with her.

      And there would be no turning back.

      She squared her shoulders and wiped away an errant tear, determined to be brave if for no other reason than the little one snoozing on her bed. So she scooped up her daughter and emerged into the sitting room of the chambers in her uncle’s dark palace, knowing she wasn’t ready for whatever she was about to face.

      And knowing it didn’t matter anyway.

      Michael sat at a chair, looking out the window at the courtyard beyond. The day had dawned surprisingly bright and cheery, a mockery of the prison that was currently her chambers. For while she was there, while Michael was with her, the task of coming up with the name of the so-called traitor who helped Michael survive the lions loomed over them both. And she knew her uncle wouldn’t tolerate any more games.

      And therein lay the problem. For she knew Michael hadn’t been playing a game. She knew it was Providence and Providence alone that had saved him from the mouths of the lions.

      And she knew full well that such an answer would never suffice where her uncle was concerned.

      Michael turned from his window to face her, a look she couldn’t quite read on his face. What would she say? What should she say? She fumbled with words in her mind, trying to form a sentence, an idea, something that didn’t sound pathetic.

      I’m sorry I kissed you like that last night.

      I’m sorry about that stupid dress. I hated it too.

      I’m sorry I lied to you.

      I’m sorry. For everything.

      But then he surprised her completely, shattering her thoughts when he said, “May I see her?”

      It took Delaney a moment to understand that he meant the baby, but when she did, she didn’t hesitate to walk to him and place the little one in his arms.

      He seemed relieved to hold her, to see her little face, so innocent and soft in the milky morning light.

      “I was so worried about y— About her,” he breathed. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of her. “She’s so beautiful.”

      “She looks just like you,” Delaney said, hoping she wasn’t saying something she shouldn’t, something that would hurt him. But it was the truth. For reasons she would never understand, the child who wasn’t Michael’s looked as if she had been sired by him nonetheless. From her cheekbones to her brow, down to her striking silver eyes, Hania was a duplicate of the man currently holding her.

      Michael only huffed a breath through his nose before he pressed a kiss to the baby’s brow. And something within Delaney ached at the sight. At the sight of the father Hania would never have. Not because he had been murdered by her uncle, but because he had been shattered by Delaney herself. All that time worrying about whether he would live through her uncle’s clutches, never considering that it was her own wounds from which he would never heal.

      She wished she could convey how sorry she was. She wished words would suffice.

      A knock tore her from her thoughts, and Michael met her eyes briefly with a question. “I’ll get it,” she answered, taking the baby from his arms before turning to her door. Where was Talia this morning? Hadn’t she heard her murmuring with Michael earlier? And if it was Talia at the door, why was she knocking?

      “Your Majesty!” Delaney exclaimed, shocked at the sight of her smirking uncle at the door. She dipped into a curtsey, Hania securely in her arms.

      “Delaney, darling,” the king drawled, lifting her from her curtsey with a finger to her chin. “You look surprised to see me, my dove. Did you think I would delay in coming to you? I am most eager to find out who the traitor is in my midst.”

      At the way he looked at her, at the way his eyes lingered in hers, she knew…she knew he suspected her. Her heart pounded in response. “I—”

      “You do have a name for me, don’t you, darling?” The king strolled his way into her chambers, his black cape trailing behind him, stopping at the sight of Michael standing resolute on the other side of the room.

      “Leave her alone,” Michael growled.

      A cock of his head, and then the king said, “So brave you are, Michael. So gallantly you defend the fair maiden. I’ve always found it amusing how bold a man can become when a woman spreads her legs for him.”

      It was a snarl on Michael’s mouth as he breathed, “Get out.”

      A few clicks of his tongue. “I will be the one determining who stays…and who goes.”

      Panic rose in her gut at the king’s words. If he hurt Michael… “Please, Your Majesty, I—”

      “Ah,” said the king, turning back to face Delaney. “So the fair maiden defends her white knight. How quaint. Do you fancy yourselves to be in love, then? Or are these just the remaining vestiges of a lust-addled night speaking?”

      “You’re a rutting bastard,” said Michael, taking a step toward the king.

      A serpentine chuckle. “I do like you, Michael. You have balls. Then again, there is many a fool with a set of balls. It’s just that they often don’t have the brains to know what to do with them.” The king slid his eyes to Delaney, to her mouth, down, down farther. He slid a finger along her décolletage, hidden behind her neckline as he drawled, “I confess, your gallant defense of my darling niece has me intrigued, Michael.” He stepped close enough that he pressed his nose, his lips to her hair. “I am curious to know what all the fuss is about.”

      “Take your filthy hands off of her,” Michael seethed, closing the distance between him and the king.

      “I am trembling in my boots, Michael,” the king mocked, tilting his head ever so slightly. Two broad-shouldered guards pushed into the room, grabbing Michael by the arms. “But I do tire of these idle threats and pointless games. Take him away,” he said to the guards, who practically dragged Michael through the room to the door.

      “Uncle, please,” Delaney gasped, grabbing his arm. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      “Don’t worry, my darling,” said King Derrick. “His death will be swift. Well, fairly swift, anyway.”

      Michael was nearly to the door, a look of apology, but not fear in his eyes. And whether she should have or not, whether it made a damned difference or not, she blurted out the truth to him anyway. “Michael, I love you!”

      But Michael said nothing as he disappeared behind the door in the hands of the guards.

      “Such a pity,” said the king, stepping closer to Delaney’s side, running a hand along her waist before taking her elbow. “I had thought for certain that he returned your sentiment. Ah well. Young love is fickle.”

      He dragged her across the room, his grip powerful and possessive.

      “Where are we going?” she managed to ask, fearful for the child in her arms. Terrified about what her uncle had up his sleeve.

      “To satiate my curiosity, darling.”
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      “Where are we?” she asked, taking in the dark chambers around them. The walls were bare save for a few candelabra and the heads of several great male lions mounted and snarling. Severe red velvet furniture was grouped around the room—settees and armchairs, lounges and black marble tables. Busts of ancient kings adorned every surface, statues of the long, dark legacy of Midvar. Black velvet drapes hung from stained glass windows, images of monsters and battles of old. “Is this—”

      “My private sitting room, yes. Count yourself among the privileged, my darling. Few ever see these chambers and survive,” said the king, a cold, merciless smile on his mouth.

      At the look of terror in her eyes, he added, “My darling, you needn’t fear. I have no plans to kill you. Not as long as you do as you’re told.” He stepped close behind her, pressing his lips to the back of her head, smelling her hair as he breathed, “I have other plans for you, my dove.”

      Plans. Yes, she could imagine exactly what kinds of plans he had for her.

      He took her by the hand, a gentle, sensuous kind of touch, and led her through the sitting room to an ornately carved door on the far wall. Delaney glanced at the child in her arms and prayed silently that whatever was about to happen, whatever this was, Hania would be spared.

      Through a small corridor and then through another ornate door, she found herself standing in the king’s own bedchamber, closing her eyes lest her fear consume her.

      She was surprised then, to feel the king take Hania from her arms. “What are you doing?” she asked, unable to stifle the panic in her voice.

      “She looks tired, darling. I think she needs a nap.”

      She needed no such thing, smiling and playing idly with her fists. Hania was nowhere near tired. Still, the king, in his oily sort of way, placed the child in a lush golden bed, adorned with twin gossamer swaths of fabric draping from the ceiling and down the sides, two wicked, membranous wings carved and curling around the base.

      He watched the baby for a moment as he leaned over the cradle, giving Delaney’s blood reason to boil as he played with Hania’s fat little fingers. “Such beautiful eyes she has, my darling. Strange though, I don’t remember Ravid having eyes so striking. So silver. Like…moonlight spilled across the sea. Why, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say her eyes were more like…like dear Michael’s, wouldn’t you say?”

      She would not answer. She would not say a word, truth or not. She would not risk her own child for whatever games this monster was playing.

      So instead she only asked, “What is this?” She gestured to the tall bed in which her child had been placed, taken aback at the idea of the king having a cradle in his bedchamber.

      “A bed fit for a crown prince,” said Derrick, staring at the monstrosity in which Hania now lay, cooing from behind the dark gossamer fabric that covered the bed. “It was fashioned for my son upon his birth,” he went on, his eyes distant. Cold.

      “For three days, I did not leave this room. For three days, I watched my son sleep, imagining that he had not failed me as his mother had. Imagining that my heir had not been born dead. For three days I let myself pretend that my legacy had been sealed.”

      Delaney shut her eyes and swallowed back the nausea at the idea of her daughter lying in the bed where her dead cousin had been.

      “They tried, darling. They tried to take him from me. I would not let them.”

      The words…they sank in slowly. Delaney lifted her eyes to the ornate bed again, a cobweb flapping lazily in the morning light that streamed through the colored glass windows, staining the room in violent shades of crimson and emerald, sapphire, and amber. She dared to lean closer, to look into the bed.

      But before the scream could tear from her throat, before she could finish sucking in a breath, her uncle slipped his arms round her from behind, covering her mouth with his heavy hand. He whispered soothing words into her ear.

      “Hush, my child. He is still sleeping.”

      The remains of her cousin lay in that bed beside Hania—nothing left of the king’s legacy but bone and dust and spiderweb. Vomit burned her throat as she heaved, that scream having found its way to her chest. The king ran his hands along her ribs, her stomach, his thumbs occasionally caressing the bottom of her breasts as he soothed his niece.

      “You see, my dove. You see how perfectly your little miracle fits in her new throne. She shall suffice as my heir for the time being.

      “And as for you,” he said, turning her to face him. He laughed, running a knuckle down her cheek. “Don’t look so forlorn, my little dove. You must know by now how much I love you. How much of a treasure you are to me. You remind me so much of her.”

      “Of who?” Delaney managed, tears stinging her eyes as her uncle held her close. Too close. Poised to indulge in his bounty.

      “Your mother. I wanted it to be her, you know. Did she ever tell you that?”

      Wanted what to be her?

      No sooner did she wonder than the answer burned in her mind.

      No. No, her mother hadn’t ever told her that her uncle had been so depraved, so maddened…

      “She vehemently refused, unfortunately. My sister kept her belly full of babies just so that I couldn’t have my way, the selfish little whore.”

      He pressed a possessive kiss to her brow before he went on. “But then one day, as fate would have it, my beautiful little niece came crawling to my door, begging for sanctuary. I had wondered, you see, what exactly it was that you were up to, for I knew your little story of running from terrible King Ferryl was a lie.

      “But only once did my spies report to me any attempt on your part to deliver messages to Ferryl, clandestine or otherwise. So if you are here as his spy, my darling, you’re piss poor at your job.”

      At this, he wrapped his arms around her, a smile of satisfaction, of victory slowly growing on his lupine mouth. “I confess I am still trying to figure out exactly why you’re here. But you see, I didn’t really care what it was you were up to, because I had much more important plans in mind for you.

      “You with your…supple skin and soft features. Your fertile womb. With my sister’s blood in your veins. My blood. Untainted blood. Yes, my darling, you will do quite nicely. My dynasty shall continue under pure royal blood.”

      She shut her eyes, steeled herself as he began working the buttons on her gown with agonizing slowness, starting with the one at her throat. “Your daughter, of course, can only be a temporary solution, you see. For while she is pure-blooded, she is not my issue.” Another button. “And her heirship could be contested should something happen to me before she comes into her majority.” Two more buttons. “So as it is, I am still in need of an heir.” Three more buttons, his eyes raking over the skin he slowly exposed, lingering at the space between her breasts, heaving silently with her shallow breaths. “You needn’t be afraid, my darling. I want you to enjoy this as much as I will.”

      And then the king backed her slowly across the room, step by agonizing step, until her thighs collided with plush velvet. His bed. He braced his hands at her waist and leaned to press a kiss to her décolletage. Except he didn’t kiss her. Running his tongue along her collarbone, along the length of her neck, his heavy hands finished the task of the numerous buttons along the front of her gown.

      She did not weep. She did not whimper.

      No, Delaney just shut her eyes, shut out the world as her uncle lifted her onto his bed and pushed her skirt to her waist. She did not think of the child across the room. She did not think of her sisters whom she missed so terribly. She did not think of Michael, of the way he had looked at her as he was dragged from her chambers—like he wished he could do it all over again, wished he could go back to the beginning, start all over with each other. She wished the same thing.

      But she did not allow herself to linger on anything in her life that brought her joy. Instead, she burrowed down deep into herself, into the darkness from which Michael had dragged her in their time together at Benalle Palace. She shut off her mind, her very soul as her uncle hovered over her, as he set about the task of sealing his legacy in her womb.

      He grabbed her throat with enough force to bruise as he fumbled with the buttons of his trousers. But she did not scream. She did not beg for mercy.

      There would be no mercy here today.

      He ripped at the bodice of her gown, tearing the last few buttons from their place and exposing her to the biting coolness of the room. She drew a sharp breath.

      “Scream all you want, my darling. It won’t bother me. In fact, it might make it a little more interesting.”

      She would do no such thing. Nor would she cower. Nor would she weep.

      She merely shut down. And let the darkness consume her.

      “Scream,” he said again. A demand.

      She kept her silence.

      “Beg, you little whore!” he growled. “Beg for my mercy!”

      It was not the pain she was expecting—waiting for—that suddenly drew her from her cocoon of darkness. It was not her uncle’s rough force that made her open her eyes. It was the quiet snarls that sounded in his throat, the fumbling of his hand as the truth slowly dawned on her.

      She dared to look at him, to look down and confirm her suspicions.

      “So this is how it is, then,” she said, surprising herself at the coolness of her tone. At the indifference that was in stark contrast to the adrenaline flowing through her veins.

      The king snarled, baring his yellowing teeth.

      She cocked her head, mocking his signature gesture with a voice that was not her own as she said, “The truth comes out. The great King Derrick of Midvar. It’s not that he was just too busy to sire an heir or that he was too picky to choose the right mother. His great secret,” she drawled, letting her lips curl into a mocking grin, “was that he was no longer capable. Or perhaps, he is only capable under…particular circumstances.” She narrowed her eyes as she added, “Oh, your poor wife must have loved you.”

      “Bitch,” he growled.

      “Ah, but you’ve forgotten one thing, dear Uncle Derrick. I took the soldier to my bed last night. At your behest, of course. So even if you were able to sire an heir off of me,” he remained hovering over her as she slid her eyes down his body and back up again before saying, “which seems unlikely, you’d never know if the child was truly yours. Or his. Would you?”

      She let her eyes slide to the cradle across the room—the cradle that carried the only thing left that mattered—as she added, “Then again, when he was born with eyes like moonlight spilled across the sea, you’d know for certain that your legacy had died with you, wouldn’t you?”

      Derrick slapped her so hard she tasted blood. “You’re a fucking whore,” he growled.

      She didn’t bother wiping the blood she could feel sliding from her mouth. “Maybe I’m a whore, Derrick. But at least I’m not a coward. And at least I’m—how did you put it?—capable of sealing my own legacy.”

      The king spat in her face before striking her again—so hard that she tasted more blood, saw it spatter from her nose and mouth and onto his shiny, silken sheets. He removed himself from the bed, disappearing from her line of sight for a moment as she shook off the shock, the pain of his blow. He returned soon though, snarling as he said, “This is not over, you little bitch.”

      He smothered her nose and mouth with his massive hand, and as she struggled against him, a strange, singeing sensation spread from her face, down her neck and body, down her limbs.

      All she could think of was Hania. Of those piercing silver eyes of hers, those tiny hands and rosebud lips.

      And then there was only blackness.
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      A sense of urgency boiled in Titus’s veins as he rounded the last corner of the corridors at Goleath. A foreboding. Something—something wasn’t quite right. The way the courtiers skittered about like insects exposed to torchlight. And there was only one thing that would get them in such a state: something was wrong with the king. What could have happened to set the whole court of Goleath in such a hushed frenzy?

      Nine days. More than a week he had been gone, making his way north to get to the bottom of the mystery of the so-called disloyal legions. He had arrived near his estate and met up with an old friend—General Penzik—who had been stationed with his troops near the village of Choshek and the Dawm River for the last twenty years. The general had seemed glad to see Titus. Relieved, almost. As if he thought Titus would have been long-since dead by now.

      A sentiment Titus shared.

      And King Derrick, to Titus’s shock, had been right. The northern legions held their allegiance to General Titus Melamed. He had only been their commanding general for a year. One year before he was plucked from the comfort of familiarity and sent on the mission of killing a princess and destroying a kingdom from within. He had failed at both tasks. And it was not as if he had been that remarkable of a general either.

      But for some reason, those soldiers had remained loyal to him after all these years, adamantly refusing to serve the interests of King Derrick of Midvar without the direction of Titus. Even General Penzik had shared the sentiment.

      “He’s a rutting bastard,” Penzik had said over ales and smoked trout at a tavern near the river bank. “My men hate him. Can’t blame them.”

      “Maybe so, but he’s still their king,” Titus had pointed out.

      “He may be their king, but he doesn’t pay their salaries.”

      “Who does?” Titus asked.

      “I do,” Penzik had said proudly. “My men are loyal soldiers, Titus. But they won’t serve this power whore of a king or his damned sickening ideas of the superiority of pure blood. The pure blooded, Titus, they’re not nearly as prolific as Derrick likes to claim. Most of us are just men. And among those of us with tainted blood, we’re not so easily fooled. In fact, some of my men share a downright hatred for anything that has to do with Midvar, not just our king. So when I realized I had been commissioned with the task of commanding a legion of stubborn mules, I figured I had a choice. I could either bitch about the hassle of it, or I could do something productive.”

      “Productive?” Titus has asked.

      A roguish grin and then, “We’ve been busy, Titus.”

      Busy indeed. Penzik and his men had been quite busy, freeing every single woman they could find—Derrick’s pure-blooded broodmares. Finding them, freeing them, getting them the rutting Sheol out of this godsdamned kingdom. And killing anyone who had gotten in their way.

      “Some of the women have even joined the cause,” Penzik went on. “They’re vicious fighters, the lot of them. Men always underestimate them, which happens to be my favorite part of the whole bit.” Penzik grunted a throaty laugh at his own words.

      “My lord?”

      Titus took his attention from the general across from him to the bright, familiar voice. He looked up, only to see—

      “Daphne?” Titus asked, standing.

      “My lord!” Daphne exclaimed, throwing herself into his arms. Covered in armor and flecked with dirt, the young servant girl looked very different from the last time he had seen her in his home.

      “You…you were taken,” Titus said stupidly. Taken the very same day that Penelope was…

      “The general got me out. I’d be dead if it weren’t for him,” said Daphne.

      “She’s been helping the cause ever since,” said Penzik proudly, slapping the girl a little too hard on the shoulder. But she did not flinch. “She’s a damn good fighter, too.”

      “Daphne, I’m so glad you’re all right. I’m sorry… I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to help you,” said Titus.

      Daphne pressed a sweet kiss to Titus’s cheek. “I know what happened, my lord. And I’m so sorry. For all of it.”

      Penelope, she meant. Somehow, she knew what had happened to Penelope. Titus swallowed back the lump forming in his throat.

      “You’re a good man, Titus,” said Penzik, clasping Titus’s shoulder. “My men have never forgotten it,” Penzik had said. “We’d be damned proud to have you with us.”

      So Titus had returned to Goleath, not with news that he had convinced the northern legions to march with the rest of Derrick’s army, but with a secret destiny ahead of him. To continue his task of freeing Derrick’s slaves, but with the help of a legion twenty-thousand strong behind him.

      Maybe he had ruined his chances at any kind of military glory. Maybe he was a traitor to both Har-Navah and Midvar now. But this way, at least, he could do something worthwhile. This would be how he lived out his days. Not as the glorious soldier he had envisioned in his youth, but as the soldier of the night. Needing no one and nothing but a bow in his hands and a quiver at his back. Answering to no one but himself. Free. For the first time in his life.

      And after this final task to keep Derrick at bay long enough to help the young duchess and her friends escape unscathed, he would at least have his freedom.

      Perhaps nothing would ever fill the hole left after Penelope’s death. But he would learn to find peace again. Somehow. And if he could help the innocent along the way, then he would.

      But this…feeling. He couldn’t shake it. Even as courtiers kept their heads down, hardly acknowledging him. Even as he heard the frenzied whispers, the questions of what had put the king in such a state.

      What, indeed?

      Titus emerged into the throne room at Goleath to find Derrick not at his throne, but pacing about the room.

      The only time Titus had ever seen Derrick pace—the only godsdamned time—the king had been thoroughly and completely pissed off. And the reason then had been because he had found out that Queen Meria of Navah had conceived Aiken’s second child. A child that turned out to be another son.

      Titus had never seen Derrick more enraged than at the fact that the queen carried her own husband’s child.

      Except for maybe now. Because it was rage, fury, that burned in Derrick’s eyes.

      Something or someone had failed him. Completely.

      Shit. Titus’s timing was horrifically, catastrophically off, it seemed. But he had no choice. Titus had to get the duchess—and Michael—out of here as soon as possible. Because when Derrick got enraged, he didn’t get over it. He got worse.

      Much, much worse.

      So now was certainly not the time to remind the Midvarish king of the rebellious northern legions, even if his plan was to lie and say that they had agreed to march with the army. Any reminder of problems, of failures right now could be detrimental to Titus’s true mission, his real reason for returning. And he was not inclined to let anything happen to Delaney. Or to Michael. They were both so young, both with so much life yet to live. They both deserved a chance at something more.

      As it turned out, Titus didn’t have to come up with a reason for his presence, for Derrick didn’t notice it, too consumed in his own rage, in whatever had set him off. And it was only then that a panic-stricken guard emerged into the throne room, eyeing the lazy lion curled up at the foot of the throne before squeaking out an entirely unmanly, “Your Majesty.”

      “What?” Derrick growled under his breath, still pacing. Still seething.

      “I—” The guard was abruptly cut off by an eager young man, elbowing his way into the throne room. He wore an emerald cloak around his shoulders and a shiny, obviously little-used sword at this side. But it wasn’t his cloak or his sword that struck Titus, but the sheen of his black boots. So bright they might as well have been looking glasses. The perfect mirror to the sheen of his perfectly-combed hair.

      His raven-black hair. The trait of a Haravellian.

      And with those emerald eyes and alabaster skin, the man could have passed for a brother to Queen Adelaide, the woman who, with any luck, was safely sailing to the western continent right now. The same place he would be sending Delaney and Michael tonight, if he could. Far, far away from Derrick of Midvar.

      “Your Majesty, I beg your pardon,” said the black-haired young man. “But I must speak with you.” He sounded urgent, desperate almost.

      “Get this fool out of my presence,” Derrick growled, still pacing.

      The guards made to remove him, but the black-haired man fought them off with surprising strength, saying, “Your Majesty, my name is Lord Adam of Haravelle, and I am cousin to the queen of Har-Navah.”

      At this declaration, Derrick ceased his pacing, shooting his gaze to Lord Adam. “What do you want?” the angered king seethed.

      At Derrick’s searing glare, the Haravellian lord seemed to lose his gumption. But he swallowed and pressed on. “Your Majesty, I have been trying for an audience with you for weeks. I come with important news.”

      “Well?”

      “Your Majesty, I recently overheard a conversation between the king of Har-Navah and one of his advisors that I think you might find interesting.”

      “You came all the way here to convey an interesting conversation?”

      Lord Adam only nodded, cowering before the growling king.

      “Then you are either a fool or a traitor. I can tolerate neither,” said Derrick, motioning for the guards to take Lord Adam away.

      But as they grabbed him, as they dragged him a few steps, Adam called out, “Your Majesty! You should know that the prince, the commander of the Har-Navarian armies, he is not the son of the late King Aiken!”

      As if the world had suddenly slowed, King Derrick turned in one fluid movement to face the young lord again. The guards ceased their dragging.

      As the lord hung between their arms, heaving terrified breaths, he struggled to say, “Commander Prince Derwin, Your Majesty. He is your son.”
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      The throne room was a blur of scattering courtiers and guards. The king’s lion feasted lazily on the body of the Haravellian lord on the ground before them, his neck having been snapped only moments before at the behest of the king.

      “Is that so?” the king had asked casually. “Such interesting news you bring. You who claim to be the cousin of your queen. Is it true?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the raven-haired lord had said. “I swear it on my life.”

      “I would hope so,” Derrick had said, tilting his head in silent command. The guard had snapped the lord’s neck before the king even finished saying, “Nonetheless, traitors must die a traitor’s death.”

      And then the lion had feasted and all Sheol had broken loose.

      Derrick tore through the throne room, bursting through a hidden door behind his throne. A few guards had followed him as he barked orders. The commotion had ensued so quickly Titus had only caught a few of those orders. But he had heard enough to know that Derrick wasn’t resting on his laurels any longer.

      He was marching to Benalle. And he was marching today.

      Titus didn’t care how it made him look, didn’t care if people wondered what he was up to. He turned on his heel and ran as fast as he could for the duchess’s chambers.
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      She wasn’t there. Damn it, Delaney wasn’t anywhere to be found. It was her maidservant who emerged, her eyes wide with fear and shock.

      “Titus,” the woman said. Gods above, she looked too much like Adelaide. She could have been the queen’s mother. “Oh, thank Providence. You have to help me!”

      “What’s wrong?” Titus said, clearing the room in three strides, gripping the woman by her arms.

      “He’s taken them. He’s taken them both,” she said, her whole body trembling.

      “Michael and Delaney? He’s taken them where?”

      Tears fell hard and fast down the woman’s cheeks as she said, “Michael, he…he’s been taken for execution, Titus.”

      Panic like he had never known coursed through his blood. “We have to find him. Now.” He tore back across the room and to the door.

      “But Delaney...” the maidservant said, and something in the way she said it had Titus stopping in his tracks and turning to face her again. “We have to help her.”

      “Where is she?” he asked, his voice low with icy rage.

      “With him.”
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      He was a godsdamned fool to be here. No one was allowed anywhere near the king’s rooms. In the twenty plus years he had been serving this bastard, never once had Titus seen these hallowed chambers. Yet here he was, picking a lock and praying to any god—no. Praying to Providence himself, if such a god listened to men like him—that he and the servant beside him wouldn’t be caught. Or worse.

      A faint click, and then the door opened to reveal what looked more like a shrine to the kings of ages past. Titus didn’t take the time to observe much more before he called for the duchess. He heard no response.

      It was the maidservant who inclined her head, furrowing her brows. Then the woman tore across the room to a carved door, pushing through without fear. Titus followed her into a corridor, an identical door just on the other side. The servant went through it as well, and just like that, Titus found himself inside King Derrick’s private bedchamber.

      Shit. If they were caught in here…

      It was her prone form sprawled across a giant bed that caught his eye. He raced across the room, absently registering the maid hissing in disgust as she retrieved a crying baby from the cradle in the corner.

      “Delaney,” Titus said, shaking her softly. She didn’t stir. He shook her again. “Delaney, it’s me. It’s Titus. I’m here to get you out but we need to leave now.”

      Still, the duchess did not respond. Titus rested his hand on her brow, muttering words—ancient words his father had once taught him. It was magic that had earned him his reputation as the cunning general, the ruthless mercenary.

      Dark magic.

      But today, Titus did not use the magic that would have stolen her mind, her memories away, as Derrick had. As Titus once had on a young princess. No, Titus used words he had never uttered before—words said to be capable of reversing even the most gripping darkness. Words he had learned years ago—taught to him by the only woman he’d ever met who knew such things.

      “Lod vir haschgich,” he breathed.

      By the Light of Providence.

      Slowly—painstakingly slowly—the young duchess began to rouse, and as she rolled to her back, revealing a torn bodice, bruises blossoming on every inch of her exposed skin, Titus understood exactly what the king had wanted with her.

      Red rage colored his vision as he covered her with his cloak and scooped her into his arms.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered, carrying her across the room. “You’re safe now.” The maidservant followed, determination in her emerald eyes as she carried the baby in her arms.

      “Sick bastard,” she muttered as she worked to swaddle the baby properly. “What are we going to do?” Talia whispered as she looked up to Titus, following him back though the king’s chambers and into the corridors beyond.

      “We need to find Michael. And we need to get out of here.”

      “What about the queen?”

      He wheeled round to face her, the skirt of Delaney’s gown fluttering around them both as he said, “What queen? What do you mean?”

      The servant stepped closer, whispering so faintly he almost missed it. “Queen Adelaide. She is here.”

      The words fell like stones. Like boulders.

      This day just got infinitely worse.

      “Where is she?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her all morning. I’ve been so afraid. When he took them, when he took Delaney and Michael I just… I just panicked and…” The words started pouring out of the woman. “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t reveal myself because I didn’t want him to take me too. I’m a coward, Titus. I could have helped and instead I—”

      “You are not a coward,” he said, cutting her off. “You are smart. The gods only know what that man would have done to you, too. I’m glad you hid yourself. Because now—now you’re going to help me, and we’re going to get out of here. Do you understand?”

      “Where are you going, then?” The guttural voice that sounded behind him might as well have been a dagger in his side. They had been caught. At least it was a guard and not the king. A small consolation.

      “Don’t get in my way,” Titus said. “You won’t like the result.”

      The guard didn’t budge, didn’t move a muscle as he stared down Titus and the girl. “What were you doing in His Majesty’s chambers?”

      Shit. He needed to put Delaney down and get a sword. A dagger. Something. But one move to discard her, and the guard was going to destroy him. All of them.

      “I’ll ask you again, Titus. What were you doing in His Majesty’s chambers?” The guard closed in on them, his sword drawn, his mouth twitching in anticipation of the kill he was about to make.

      “Getting what was taken from us,” Titus heard as the guard whirled, greeted by a dagger to the gut.

      He dropped like a stone, to reveal none other than the queen of Har-Navah standing before them, icy calculation in her green gaze.

      “Lizybet!” the servant breathed, running into the queen’s arms, crushing her with the baby between them. Adelaide smiled warmly at the servant.

      “Talia,” she said.

      “Lizybet?” Titus asked, too stunned to think.

      A guilty grin. “Long story, even longer explanation of the nickname. What are you doing here, Titus?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “Apparently, I needed a little more adventure in my life.”

      “Apparently, so do I,” Titus remarked, lifting the limp duchess in his arms.

      “What is going on? Why is the castle in such an uproar?” Adelaide asked.

      “We’ll explain on the way. We need to find Michael,” Titus said. “But first, we need to get her somewhere safe. Any ideas?”

      The queen observed the limp duchess in his arms, her eyes lingering on the torn bodice. “Come with me,” Adelaide said. And despite the fact that he had never been one to follow blind orders, never been one to assume someone else had a plan worth following, he followed the young queen without hesitation.
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      “What is this place?” Talia asked, following close behind Adelaide, Hania wrapped snugly in her arms.

      “The pound,” Adelaide said. “Some call it the bowels of Sheol. But one thing is for certain, no servant ever willingly comes down here.”

      “Why?” Titus asked as he followed behind them, still carrying Delaney in his sure, steady arms.

      Adelaide gave them both a knowing smirk. “You’ll see.”

      She opened the door to reveal a room full of sleeping babies. “This,” she said, gesturing to the cold, stark castle nursery, “is considered the worst kind of punishment for the most rebellious of castle servants.”

      “And you found yourself here how?” Titus asked.

      “Another long story,” said Adelaide, ushering them into the room and across to a small infirmary on the other side. While it was cramped and cold, it was also rarely used or visited. It would have to do as a hiding place for Delaney while they searched for Michael. Adelaide immediately began rifling through a cabinet of old medical supplies.

      “Whose babies are these?” Talia asked in awe as they tiptoed across the room.

      “Many of them are rumored to be the king’s,” said Adelaide.

      “That’s doubtful,” said a rough voice, and they turned to find Delaney rousing in Titus’s arms.

      “What do you mean?” Titus asked.

      “He’s not nearly as virile as he’d like you to think.” Delaney said blandly, gripping her forehead.

      “Are you all right?” Adelaide asked, whirling around and rushing to her friend’s aid.

      “I’m all right. But my head is pounding.”

      “That’s likely from the magic he used on you,” said Titus, guiltily eyeing Adelaide. For he had used the same magic when he stole her away from Benalle what seemed like a lifetime ago. She brushed off his comment, preparing a wickedly curved needle and some gut—it would have to do.

      “Where is Michael?” Delaney suddenly asked. “Where is he?” She tried to squirm out of Titus’s arms, to stand on her own. He allowed her no such liberty, carrying her into the adjacent infirmary and setting her down gingerly on the small cot.

      “We’re going to find him,” Titus said reassuringly. “I swear it.”

      Then Delaney took Titus’s hands in hers, meeting his eyes, a conversation between them that Adelaide didn’t understand. “Find him, Titus. Before it’s too late.”

      “I won’t let you down,” he said, kissing her hands before standing again. “But we need to go. Now.”

      “Talia, stay here with Delaney,” Adelaide directed, handing Talia the makeshift sewing supplies. “If anyone comes, say that Macaroons set you to the task of watching the babies for a while. Whatever you do, don’t let anyone in this room. Understand?”

      “Macaroons?” Titus asked incredulously.

      “Don’t ask,” said the raven-haired queen.

      Talia nodded nervously, giving the baby to her mother before hugging her queen again. “Please be careful, Adelaide.”

      And at the sound of her name, an ache tore at the young queen’s heart. An ache for what would happen to her friends should she fail.

      Talia took the needle and gut, turning to kneel before Delaney. Adelaide knew the dressmaker’s skilled hands could, at the least, make Delaney’s dress decent again. It was better than nothing. But fear bloomed in Adelaide’s heart. For these people. For her kingdom. For her husband somewhere on the other side of the continent.

      But by Providence, she had made it this far. They all had. So she would not fail them. Not as long as there was breath in her body.
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      “Where did you learn to wield a blade like that?” Titus asked as they crept down a hidden corridor—one Titus had assured her was widely unused by both servants and guards. An old escape route, he’d said. Today it would be their path to liberating Michael from the clutches of a maddened tyrant. If they made it in one piece.

      “My mother,” she answered sheepishly as she padded beside him, trying not to breathe too deeply of the dank, musty air.

      “She told me once that men are always surprised that women are capable of such things, which is why we should learn to be capable of such things.”

      “It was most certainly a surprise,” he said. “I would likely be dead if not for you. All of us.”

      “Well then, now we’re even.”

      “Hardly,” he muttered.

      She stopped walking, taking hold of Titus’s arm, making him look her in the eye. “You’re not going to die here, Titus. Not today. You and I, we have too much of our lives ahead of us.”

      “I’ll never know why you’ve been so kind to me, Adelaide. Not after…” Titus trailed off, unable to finish his thought.

      “You are my friend. And I hope that you consider me your friend as well. We’re in this together now.” She let a smile curl her lips as she said, “There are only two people in the whole of this world who could do what we’re doing right now: the dead queen and the faithful general. So let’s finish what we’ve started and end this once and for all.”

      Titus’s bow was slung across his back, his features pensive as the two of them crept down the corridor. “Why did you come back, Adelaide? Why didn’t you leave the continent?”

      “I was going to,” she answered honestly. His advice to escape the clutches of Derrick of Midvar had seemed the most reasonable, the most logical.

      But reason and logic had failed her too many times before. And it seemed that bald logic, void of any real magic, was not the way of Providence. So she had turned around and decided to face her fate instead of running from it.

      “Why didn’t you? If for no other reason than the child in your womb, why didn’t you escape to safety?”

      “It is precisely because of the child in my womb that I came back, Titus. Because I realized that if I didn’t face him, my children would. If I didn’t end this threat, I would be passing it onto my children. And I want better for them. I wanted for them what I did not have—a world unthreatened by the madness of the Midvarish kings.”

      He shook his head, puffing a laugh as he said, “You may very well be the bravest person I’ve ever known, Adelaide of Haravalle.”

      “I’ve discovered there’s a fine line between bravery and idiocy. I think the only difference is that, in the end, those who succeeded at their tasks are called brave. I figure the only way we’ll succeed, Titus, is if we stick together.”

      “Yes, but to come back here, to risk what you’ve risked, I don’t know if I would have had the balls.”

      “I’m not sure exactly what I’ve accomplished in that regard.”

      “You saved your friends’ lives. I would say that was worth it.”

      And maybe—just maybe she had been able to warn Ferryl of the first wave of Derrick’s army. Maybe that alone had made all of this worth it. Still, she could not help but wish there was more. Something else she could do in this war they faced.

      Adelaide looked over at Titus. “Aren’t you doing the very same? Risking it all for those you love?”

      He did not look her in the eye as he pressed forward, closer and closer to the dungeons. “I have no one left.”

      “And what of Michael? What of Delaney? What of me? Are we not your friends?”

      He met her eyes for a disbelieving moment before looking ahead once more.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not determined to find Michael right now. Don’t tell me it wasn’t love that motivated you back there, the promise you made to Delaney. Whether you want to admit or not, Titus, you’ve found friends. You’ve found people you care about. And who care about you. And it scares you, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t want the duchess to worry, that’s all,” he said quietly. “I see how she cares for him.”

      “That is hardly reason to put your life on the line, Titus Melamed. No, I don’t believe you. Because if you didn’t love Michael, you wouldn’t bother. You wouldn’t bother helping me, either.”

      “I admit that I care for the boy. I have since he was under my command at Benalle. But I’m not stupid enough to think any of you should ever see me as anything but the traitor that I am. If I could go back, if I could change who I was, what I’ve done… I would do many things very differently, that is for certain.”

      “You can’t go back, Titus. But neither you nor I are going to fix our problems by running from them either.”

      A guilty look washed over him, and he took his gaze from her. “Together, Titus,” she emphasized, squeezing his hand. He squeezed hers in return before a sound—footsteps—directed their attention down the narrow, darkened corridor. Apparently this route wasn’t as forgotten as they had hoped.

      Titus carefully, quietly drew an arrow from his quiver, nocking it on his bow as he lifted his weapon, aiming it down the corridor. Adelaide gripped the dagger in her hand as they tiptoed forward, down, down, down into the depths of the castle.

      If they found Michael in time, if they found him before he was executed…

      She would not let herself think of what they would do if they were too late. She would not let herself consider any alternative but finding him and freeing him.

      He was not dead. He was not.

      The footsteps grew louder, and Adelaide stole a glance at her companion. He merely glanced at her for a second before fixing them on his target ahead. Whenever it would appear.

      Moments later, preceded by a bout of blinding torchlight, a guard appeared around a corner. He stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the queen and the general, preparing to shout.

      But he made nothing more than a guttural noise before an arrow found his throat.

      Titus already had another nocked and ready to fly before the guard had even fallen to the ground.

      “Where did you learn to wield a bow like that?” Adelaide asked, half shocked at how easily the guard had fallen.

      “Some have said it is a gods-given gift.”

      “Not arrogant at all, I see,” Adelaide said with a throaty chuckle.

      A smirk—one of those lazy smirks that only a man who had heard his praises sung a thousand times could make—and then, “Someone once told me that I was the best archer she had ever seen.”

      “A woman told you that," Adelaide said, leveling Titus a flat look.

      Titus lifted an innocent hand. “I’m not saying she was right.”

      “You still didn’t answer my question.”

      A sigh. “Practice. And a lot of it. Where the other boys were wielding wooden swords from the time they could walk, once I found a bow, I did not put it down. My father insisted I learn the blade, but when he was not watching, I practiced with my bow into the quiet hours of the night.

      “See? The real story is much less glamorous than all those legends about me.”

      “You are a legend, apparently,” Adelaide offered with a smirk. “Especially with the ladies. Or one, anyway.”

      Titus did not bother to look at her. “Long story. And a very long time ago.”

      “But you’ve never forgotten it,” Adelaide said, remembering the way Titus had tossed and turned during those nights under the stars after he took her from Benalle. The name he called into the night over and over again. Not his wife’s name. Not Penelope. But— “What else did Hania have to say about you?”

      His eyes, as wide as two harvest moons, shot to her, to the smirk on her own face. His features relaxed only a bit as he drew in a breath to quip a response.

      But he didn’t get to reply before another guard rounded the corner they had reached. Adelaide nearly collided into him. Into his broad, thick chest and arms like tree limbs. And his meaty hands.

      She slid her eyes to his, and he grinned with wicked delight.

      “I was wondering when I’d run into ye again, Macaroons.”

      “Another name you’ll have to explain, Majesty,” said Titus, drawing his sword.

      “Majesty?” asked Meaty Hands, letting his eyes rake her greedily from head to toe.

      Adelaide only palmed her dagger and held his gaze. “If you had known you were trying to have your way with the queen of Har-Navah, would you have been so brazen?”

      “Tried to have his way with you, did he?” asked Titus, stalking to the guard, poising the tip of his blade at the man’s throat.

      Meaty Hands tried to step back…and found himself against a wall. “Please. I didn’t know—”

      “So as long as you thought I was just a lowly servant, it didn’t really matter,” said Adelaide.

      “It seems the men in this kingdom, as a whole, need to be taught a lesson in chivalry,” said Titus, baring his teeth as he bore down on the nervous guard. “I think we’ll start with you.”

      Blood dribbled from the place where Titus’s blade dug into Meaty Hands’s throat, but he did not back down, did not move. It was a moment before Adelaide realized why.

      Six more guards poured into the corridor from the corner around which Meaty Hands had appeared. But they did not seem as if they were poised for attack, ready to defend their comrade.

      No, these men were running.

      But running from what?

      It was the look in their eyes—the unadulterated panic as they tore down the darkened hall—that gave Adelaide’s heart reason to pound. Titus kept Meaty Hands at bay with his sword while he, too, assessed the panicked guards.

      “Run, you fools!” one of them shouted, pushing past Adelaide with a such force that she fell back against the stone wall. Titus lunged to steady her, leaving Meaty Hands to escape certain death at the hands of the former general. He followed his brothers, running down the corridor, away from Titus and Adelaide.

      And away from the door through which it seemed they were about to go through themselves.

      Adelaide stole a panicked glance at Titus, who seemed to have settled into some kind of calm. He took her by the elbow and simply said, “Come on,” leading her through the door and straight to whatever terrors from which the guards had been running.
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      “Where are we?” the queen asked as they crept quietly through the dungeons.

      “The execution block,” Titus said gravely, hoping against hope that they weren’t too late for Michael. And that they wouldn’t run into whatever had set those guards in such a panic.

      Too quiet. This place was much too damned quiet.

      What in Sheol had they been running from?

      “Where are all the guards, Titus?” the queen whispered.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. But he knew that whatever had given them reason to run had to have been more terrifying than whatever punishment they would face from the king for abandoning their duties.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      Some maternal instinct—so much like he had seen from Penelope a thousand times—had Adelaide absently covering her rounding belly with her hands as she followed beside him, and for a moment, he understood himself to be the world’s biggest fool for coming down here. And for doing so with a pregnant queen in tow.

      “Perhaps we should get you back to the nursery with Delaney and Talia. I’ll come back for Michael myself.”

      Titus realized that he felt sorry for Ferryl if he ever had to suffer the look that Adelaide was currently leveling on him because, gods above, it was enough to kill.

      Point taken.

      So he pressed on and prayed silently that they wouldn’t run into whatever terrors the guards had found.

      “Where is he, Titus?” Adelaide asked, following his lead and peering into each cell as they passed it. Empty. Every damned one of them.

      So Derrick had made swift work of cleaning out his dungeons before departing for Har-Navah. Titus supposed the nuisance of bothering with leaving guards behind to ensure prisoners didn’t escape in his absence had been motivation for the king to simply clean house. Which meant that unless some miracle occurred, Michael was likely already…

      “I don’t know,” was all he could say, sick to his stomach.

      He had promised her. He had promised the duchess that he would find Michael.

      But the promise had been as much to her as to himself. Because he couldn’t lose anyone else. Couldn’t let his own stupidity destroy anyone else.

      “We’ll find him,” the queen said, the sureness in her voice such that Titus understood that while he might have been trained and honed to wield steel from the time he was young, this queen beside him, she was fashioned from it.

      No wonder Derrick feared her so. No wonder he had wanted her dead. Prophecy or no prophecy, a great destiny awaited such a woman.

      There was a sudden flash of light, heat so powerful, so engulfing that it should have melted his bones. He whirled to see the queen standing beside him, clutching her necklace in her hands, the light pouring through her fingers in great shafts of white-hot radiance.

      Her eyes were wide as she slid them to Titus. “We need to find him. Now.”

      Indeed.

      They ran as if on a phantom wind, ignoring the remaining cells, knowing Michael was probably not in any of them. The silence alone should have told them so. They called for him nonetheless, but heard nothing. No answers. Not from anyone.

      Not anyone human, anyway. For it was soon that Titus heard another sound.

      Not of dying prisoners, not of desperate men, not even of yelling guards. But of…

      …boars. Snorting, squealing boars.

      And from the raucous sound of it, from the feral cacophony of blood curdling shrieks, there were too many of them to count.
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      “I found something!” the queen called, pointing to the floor near the end of the dungeon corridor. A hidden door. That led down…

      The tunnels. Of course. Of course they connected to the castle. And after searching every other possible place in these damned dungeons, there was only one other option for where Michael might be…if he was still alive.

      She heaved the door open with a great cry, and Titus sprinted to her side, grabbing a torch from the wall that he might peer down into the hole, to whatever terrors awaited them.

      The piercing shrieks only got louder.

      What in Sheol was Derrick going to do with feral boars?

      “You stay here, Adelaide. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You’re not going alone, Titus. We have to find Michael. We’ll find him faster if there’s two of us.”

      “I’m not letting you go down there. Not in your condition.”

      She grabbed the torch from his hand, hiking up her homespun skirt just enough that she could more easily descend the ladder, a sound like thunder pouring from beneath them. “Providence hasn’t failed us yet, Titus,” she said as she found purchase on the first rung. “I don’t see why he should start now.”

      “You are one stubborn woman, do you know that?”

      “It’s a trait of the Haravellians. When we get back to Benalle, you can sing your woes with my husband. For now, we need to find Michael.”

      Her amulet still shone brightly, a searing kind of heat that should have burned them both alive. Instead, it only felt like…like she was right. Like they were under some sort of Providential protection.

      He shook his head quickly, wondering to what sort of madness he had descended that he would possibly entertain such an idea.

      Maybe the queen deserved such protection, but Titus…?

      Titus stepped onto the first rung, torn between leaving the queen behind or subjecting her to whatever punishments he would surely face for the sins of his past.

      The ladder, it turned out, wasn’t terribly long, ending on a small landing jutting out from the rocks that formed the cavern walls. And just high enough that they could get a good view of the Sheol that awaited them.

      There, spread out before them, was a sea of feral boars. By the thousands. Squealing and shrieking about, a myriad of bushy black hair and deadly tusks as they stampeded through the cavernous tunnels, around stalagmites and glittering boulders below Goleath Palace. Pouring into tunnels and openings with a kind of maddened frenzy that made one thing clear: for whatever reason they had been kept here, for whatever sick purpose Derrick had dreamt of breeding these violent beasts, they were done with their captivity. Done and ready to exact their revenge on any helpless soul who stood in their way.

      It was then that Titus found him. Michael. Chained to the wall of the cavern just below where Titus and Adelaide stood.

      Inches from a gruesome death.
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      He pressed himself against the slick cave walls, his boots slipping in the mud and Providence knew what else, the chains around his wrists and ankles pulling taut as Michael attempted to cower from the oncoming stampede. His back screamed at him, the wounds from the whips the guards had used this morning searing with pain as raw flesh scraped against hard, crystalline stone.

      But what was he going to do—disappear into the wall behind him? There were no tunnels nearby, otherwise he was fairly certain he would already be trampled to death by these damned beasts.

      Boars.

      Thousands of them.

      Cursed boars. He knew it because he remembered how Adelaide had described the eyes of the winged horses of the Wild Wood—violet, feral eyes. A sure sign of the dark magic of Midvar. Pressed against the wall of the underbelly of Goleath Palace, a maddened sort of laugh escaped him. For Michael had survived ten Midvarish wraith soldiers, he had survived a wound that should have killed him and an infection that should have finished the job, he had survived a dozen of Derrick’s lions, had survived the whips of the guards eager to kill him this morning.

      But this—thousands of feral boars.

      This would be his death.

      “Well, have at it then!” he raged, waving his chained hands as if begging for release. He was so damned tired he could barely see straight. And the exhaustion was dragging him down, down into hysteria.

      He had been too much of a damned fool to tell Delaney the truth this morning. When they dragged him away, when he saw her stricken face over the shoulder of the guard, when he heard her call out to him. “I love you, Michael!”

      He had been too much of a coward to tell her that he loved her too. That he was sorry, so sorry that he had failed her so completely. And now, facing his death, he knew he deserved it. Because he sure as Sheol didn’t deserve her.

      And then amid the cacophony of shrieks and scudding hooves, Michael thought he heard his own name. Again and again, he could hear it.

      Death, calling to him.

      And he would greet it gladly.

      So he drew in a breath and called out, “Here! I’m here,” surprised by the raspiness of his voice.

      And Death came for him. Death in the form of the biggest liar he had ever known. A bastard. A manipulating, traitorous bastard.

      Death looked a Sheol of a lot like Commander Titus Melamed.

      So Death had a sense of humor, then.

      Warm, radiating heat surrounded him—the fires of Sheol, no doubt—engulfing him as Death-like-Titus plucked a set of keys from his jacket and set about unlatching his chains.

      Bright, white light blinded him, and in a rush of fury and frenzy, he was scooped up into Death’s arms and delivered from one Sheol to the next.
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      We have to hurry.

      This way.

      Is he alive?

      The voices washed over Michael like the waves of the Great Sea; each word, each sentence caressed his mind and then ebbed away again, leaving him in a chasm of darkness. Darkness and pain.

      So he would have his wounds in Sheol, then. Of course. Eternal damnation apparently included eternal pain as well. The wounds would probably fester too.

      Wonderful.

      Why isn’t he saying anything?

      He’s in shock, that’s all. We need to get him out of here. Now.

      Get him out? Out of where? And why were the voices in Sheol so…familiar?

      Where are we going?

      The stables are this way. We need to find some horses. We’ll never make it out of Midvar alive on foot.

      Midvar? Midvar? Not Sheol, then? Did that mean—

      “Where am I?” he heard himself ask with a voice he didn’t recognize. Gravelly, rough with disuse and pain.

      It was then that he realized he was being carried. Dragged, really, his arm slung over Titus’s shoulder as the man he hated gave him his strength. His other arm was across the shoulders of—

      “Delaney,” he heard himself say, her name, her presence a kind of balm, bringing him up out of the fog and into reality.

      He wasn’t in Sheol, then. He was being dragged across the palace lawns.

      Of Goleath.

      The familiar smells of hay and horse dung greeted him as his eyes struggled to adjust to the sudden darkness of the stables.

      “Stay with him,” Titus said, gingerly setting Michael down on a soft bale. Delaney nodded, her warm hands finding his face, his brow.

      “Can you hear me, Michael?” she asked, her voice laced with worry.

      He felt himself nod, a sudden panic washing over him. “Where is she? Where is the baby?”

      “She’s here, Michael,” said a familiar voice, and he turned his stiff neck to see Talia emerge into a shaft of light, a tiny bundle in her arms. Queen Adelaide stood beside her, a concerned smile on her face.

      “We’re going to get out of here,” said his queen. Heavens above, she was as brave as she was beautiful. Even in a homespun dress and disheveled hair, Adelaide of Haravelle was every inch a queen in command. He felt the urge to bow, to kiss her feet.

      Delaney pressed something to his mouth—a skein, the cold metal rim biting into his lip. He drank generously, the water washing away the last vestiges of the fog, only to be replaced by a crippling wave of nausea. He had drunk too fast.

      “He’s still bleeding,” Delaney said, fussing with the shreds of his shirt, the wounds across his back. “He needs a healer.”

      “We’re going to have to tend to him until we can get somewhere safer,” said Adelaide. “We don’t have time for a healer.”

      A shrill, satisfying sound jarred Michael a little more. Tearing. Something was tearing. He turned to realize Delaney was ripping strips from her petticoat, laying them across her thighs. It was only when she moved to remove his shredded shirt that he understood what she was doing.

      He leaned forward to give her better access to his wounds as he said, “What happened?”

      “You were nearly killed,” said Adelaide.

      Michael saw Titus hand Delaney something small, and she winced out of the corner of his eye as she poured its contents onto his back. He jumped at the biting cool sting. And that smell…whiskey.

      “Sorry,” she muttered.

      Michael only nodded, wishing someone else would tend to him. Because this…her…the attention, the softness of her fingers, the gentleness…it was too much.

      Too damn much.

      Delaney began tying the strips of her petticoat around Michael’s back while Adelaide continued, “Titus freed you from your chains just in time. He got you out of the tunnels below the castle before you were both trampled to death.”

      “We would both be dead if it weren’t for the magic in that amulet of yours,” said Titus, coming up from behind, reins in hand, leading horses behind him.

      “If you hadn’t kept those keys you had stolen from the guard when you first visited Michael in the dungeons, I don’t know what we would have done,” said Adelaide.

      “You visited me in the dungeons?” Michael asked, his back smarting when Delaney tied a bandage a little too tightly across a particularly deep wound. This time, she didn’t bother with the indignity of apologizing. Instead, she just placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. He resisted the urge to reach up and take that hand. Kiss it.

      “We’ll fill you in on everything later, Michael. Right now we need to leave. We have to get home before Derrick reaches Benalle. And he’s already on the move,” said Adelaide. “Thankfully, five horses can move a lot more swiftly than an entire army. In theory, anyway.”

      “Three,” said Titus apologetically. “I could only find three horses.”

      A quick assessment, and then Adelaide said with finality, “That’s fine. Titus you will ride with Talia. And Michael, you will ride with Delaney. Do you think you can manage a horse?”

      Michael moved to stand, unwilling to let his queen down. He was surprised to find that he could stand. For a moment, anyway. Weariness, exhaustion tore at him.

      “I’m not coming with you,” said Titus, and even Michael was surprised enough at his declaration that he turned to face the traitorous former commander.

      “You most certainly are,” said the queen.

      “Adelaide, you know as well as I do that I am not only a traitor to this kingdom, but to yours as well. There is no place for me there. Or here. I have accepted the fate I have sealed for myself.”

      “And what exactly is it that you plan to do?” Adelaide asked skeptically.

      “The general that commands the northern legions of Midvar has set his men about the task of freeing the women whom Derrick has captured and enslaved. Even some of my own servants were taken. I intend to help him.”

      Freeing the women? The women like Delaney’s sisters? Titus wanted to help them?

      “I am glad to hear that there is an entire legion that does not pledge loyalty to Derrick. They can help us, Titus,” said Adelaide.

      “They are not loyal to Derrick but they are not loyal to your husband either, Adelaide,” said Titus. “They cannot be counted on.”

      Adelaide thought for a moment, weighing before she said, “A whole legion, you say?”

      Titus nodded.

      “Then that is more than enough men to succeed at their task. A task of which I approve wholeheartedly. But as for you, General Titus, you are coming with us.”

      “Your Majesty, I—”

      “I will not take no for an answer, Titus. It is true that you were once a traitor to my kingdom. But so was Delaney. And in case you haven’t noticed, neither my husband nor I are the type to bother with semantics. You are a friend to me and therefore a friend to my kingdom, and you are coming back to fight with us.”

      “Adelaide—”

      “We need you, Titus,” she said, placing her hands on his arms. His resolve seemed to melt at her touch. Titus was captivated by this queen before him. Not in love with her. No, Titus Melamed was in awe of her.

      A sentiment Michael could completely understand.

      Titus looked into the queen’s eyes. “If I leave now, Adelaide, if I leave with you, Derrick will know for certain on which side I stand.”

      She met his gaze with piercing calm, the emerald of her eyes blazing despite the lack of light. “Then let him know that he has lost his greatest asset.”

      Asset. Adelaide considered Titus Melamed, the commander who had been a traitor, who had lied and cheated and tried to kill her—twice—she considered him an asset.

      Titus seemed equally shocked that she should call him such a thing, and even in the poor light of the stables, Michael could see the thin line of silver in Titus’s eyes as he took Adelaide’s hands from his arms, bent low to kiss them fiercely, and said, “I am yours to command, my queen. I will not let you down.”

      When Titus finally rose to meet Adelaide’s eyes again, she did not smile. She did not comfort or soothe. She merely met his gaze with emerald determination as she said, “You never have.” Then without further comment, she turned to face everyone and simply said, “We must ride. Now.”

      “Can you ride, Michael?” Delaney asked quietly from beside him, placing a warm hand on his arm.

      He did not meet her eyes, did not think he could stomach her concern. He didn’t deserve it, though even at something as simple as her touch, he craved it. Craved her. He merely nodded, bending to reach for his tattered shirt. If he was going to have to share a horse with Delaney, he was most certainly not going to ride shirtless.

      Talia helped wrap the baby securely around Delaney’s chest before Titus helped the duchess hoist herself into the saddle. Michael, determined to climb into the saddle himself without help—especially without help from Titus—gripped the worn leather and heaved himself behind Delaney, winded and drained even from such a move. But he had made it on his own, thank you very much. Never mind his back was screaming with pain from the effort.

      He gripped the reins, ignoring how good Delaney smelled, the way her hair tickled his cheek, his neck. Ignoring how pleasant it was to feel her pressed so close to himself. But at his nearness…she tensed. As if she couldn’t stand it. And when he settled his arms around her that he might steer the horse with the reins, he could have sworn she jolted a fraction, as if his very touch…

      He ignored it, kicking the horse into a canter without concern for whether his party was ready to follow.

      It turned out they were, and he soon found himself at full speed as the motley crew tore across the grounds of Goleath Palace in broad daylight like brazen fools.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part II

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XXII

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are we going?” Talia asked from behind Titus, her thin arms wrapped tightly around his torso as the five of them raced across Midvarish countryside atop their stolen steeds, the sun setting before them, a blinding bath of golden splendor.

      Delaney had been wondering the very same thing for the past several hours as they had ridden west. Away from Goleath Palace. Away from King Derrick. Away to their freedom.

      “We’ll need to turn north if we’re going to take the pass,” said Titus. “General Penzik will give us clearance to—”

      “We’re not going to the pass,” said Adelaide.

      “We’ll have to,” Titus countered. “There is no other—”

      “It’s too far north,”Adelaide interjected, her face set. Determined.

      “Adelaide,” Titus said. “You do realize what that means.”

      “Yes,” she said flatly. “I do. We will not take the pass. It will be too much of a delay.”

      “But that means…” said Talia, reflecting the sentiment currently settling over the faces of everyone in their party.

      The Wild Wood.

      If they didn’t turn north then they would be forced to go through the Wild Wood. There was no other alternative—the cursed forest ran nearly the entire length of the border between the two kingdoms, a natural, ancient barrier. And while Derrick and his army were surely marching through the network of caves and tunnels he had been utilizing right under their feet for decades, the queen of Har-Navah and her unlikely companions had no such option. It was either the northern pass…or a forest so cursed, so feared, fables and færy stories had been written of it for centuries. Songs and folklore…the stuff of nightmares.

      Because no one survived the Wild Wood.

      A chill spider-walked down Delaney’s spine.

      Michael must have sensed it. That, or he had had the same reaction, for his arms tightened at her waist. The movement drew her closer to him, closer to his broad chest, the solid sureness of him, and she shut her eyes, shut out the hope that he might have made the move on purpose, drawn her into his embrace on purpose. For she knew the truth. She had seen it in his eyes when he had been dragged away this morning, when he hadn’t responded to her desperate cry for reconciliation.

      She clamped down tightly on the tears that threatened to escape. At her breast, the baby fussed.

      “Is she all right?” Michael asked softly.

      “I think she’s just a bit road weary,” Delaney admitted, wishing they weren’t traveling at such breakneck speeds, wishing she could just stop and hold her little one, rock her, sing to her in peaceful stillness.

      As it were, Hania shifted and fussed, an angry discontentedness to her tiny features. Delaney had tried to feed her a while ago, but with the jostling of the horse as it galloped, the baby would have nothing to do with her mother’s offers of comfort.

      And thus they rode for several hours, the little one in her arms only growing more and more agitated as the time wore on.

      “We’ll have to make camp soon,” said Titus, helpfully.

      “Not until we reach the Wild Wood,” said Adelaide, and the finality with which she said it…

      “If we go in there now, we won’t make it out by nightfall,” Titus pointed out.

      “We’re making camp there,” said Adelaide, ignoring the wide eyes, the exchanged glances around her.

      “Adelaide,” said Titus. The queen kept her face forward. “Your Majesty,” he tried, his words harder. “You know the stories. No one survives the Wild Wood. Certainly not overnight.”

      “My queen has survived it,” said Michael, his voice a rumble against Delaney’s back.

      Titus only donned a vaguely guilty look, knowing that he had been the reason she had had to survive it as only a child.

      “We will make camp in the Wild Wood. It is the only safe place for us tonight,” said Adelaide.

      And that was that.

      Adelaide pulled her horse ahead of the rest of them, leaving Delaney and Michael’s horse even with Titus and Talia’s. Titus leveled a look at Michael that let Delaney know it wasn’t going to be a quiet night. And when Titus tossed a quiver and bow to Michael, who caught it effortlessly with his free hand, Delaney knew for certain they were in for a long night.

      So they rode on, closer and closer to that damning darkness on the horizon, closer to whatever fate awaited them in the Sheol-wrought forest.
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      “Touch nothing,” said Adelaide ominously as the five of them crossed into the forest. Everything changed. Dramatically. Suddenly. Gone were the sounds and sights of the bustling sunset—crickets and birds, fireflies and swaths of gnats.

      Here it was quiet.

      Not that there was no noise. It was not silent in the Wild Wood. Not in the normal sense of silence. No, here in this cursed place it was eerie. Mad. Unnerving.

      The silence brought with it a tangible buzz. A resonance of something ancient and powerful. Long ago spent magic, its haunted vestiges clinging to every branch, every rock, every blade of black grass.

      Even the fauna seemed to understand the strangeness. For while the forest was certainly not empty, void of life, it was not normal.

      Black birds flew overhead, skittering about in frightened flocks as if shocked by some preternatural offense. Owls hooted. Owls. While the sun still shone. But even the sunlight didn’t seem natural here, throttled by whatever curses plagued this place. The lingering rays of sunlight from the dying day couldn’t quite penetrate, couldn’t quite illuminate like they might outside the labyrinth of dark brambles and branches.

      Even the air itself seemed rife with darkness.

      The hair on Delaney’s arms stood on end. She noticed that Michael’s did the same.

      “Everything here is cursed,” said Adelaide quietly as her party trotted quietly astride, the stillness not soothing. Not at all. “Touch nothing. And do not venture away from me.”

      No worries there, Delaney thought, eyeing the subtle glow to Adelaide’s necklace, the rock a warmth, a heat that spread about them like a blanket of fire.

      They trekked their way through the gnarled brambles for quite some time, penetrating deeply into the wicked forest as the sun waned ever more with each clop of the horses’ hooves. Once the last rays of gray light had vanished, they finally stopped to make camp in a circling of trees near a stream, unhorsing themselves with careful restraint. Not a word was spoken as beds were unrolled, skeins were drawn from, and horses were unsaddled.

      “Should we find something to eat?” Talia asked, shattering the unnerving silence.

      “I would not eat any creature we might find in these woods,” said Titus. Adelaide seemed to agree.

      “We’ll have to make do tonight,” said Adelaide. “We’ll wake at first light and head west. Hopefully, we will be out of here by midday tomorrow.”

      Hopefully.

      If they survived tonight.

      “Should we make a fire?” Delaney asked, bobbing a fussing Hania in her arms.

      “We should do nothing to draw attention to ourselves,” said Titus. “There are ancient creatures here. Creatures long ago cursed and discarded. We should stay together and remain as untraceable as possible.”

      And so they did. Little was said as the five of them bustled silently about, each preparing a nest for themselves in which to bed down for the night. But Hania would not calm, not even when Delaney offered her breast.

      Apparently, the infant was keenly aware of just how dangerous their settlement was.

      Delaney stole a glance at Michael across the way, uncoiling one of the stolen bedrolls that had been attached to the saddle of their horse and wincing periodically with the lingering pain from his back.

      Whoever had whipped him had been thorough. And violent. His wounds were deep and numerous, and the bandages she had tied around him shone with streaks of glistening crimson.

      She padded silently to him, absently bobbing her fussing baby in her arms. “You’re in pain,” she said.

      He turned to face her, his expression blank. “I’ll be all right.”

      “Let me tend to you.”

      He turned to fuss with his bedroll once more. “There’s nothing more you can do right now. I’ll survive.”

      “Michael, they’re—”

      “It’s fine, Delaney.”

      And at his tone, the finality, Delaney nodded, turning to leave him alone.
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      Damn it, he was such an ass. Why did he have to snap at her like that? She had only tried to help.

      But Michael wasn’t sure he could take any more of her help. Not after hours with her leaning against him, hours of holding her steady between his arms as they made their way to freedom.

      He couldn’t take her soft hands at his back again. Couldn’t take her fussing. Her kindness.

      Yes, his back had been in pain. But it was true that without a healer, without a way to properly clean the wounds, there wasn’t much more that could be done right now. And it wasn’t any kind of pain he couldn’t handle.

      But the look in her eyes when he had snapped at her…

      It was sometime later, when it seemed that most everyone was asleep, that Michael sat up, understanding the noises he had been hearing. Little Hania wouldn’t settle, wouldn’t stop fussing.

      She wasn’t crying, keeping everyone up with a piercing sort of protest. She was just…unsettled. And so was Delaney.

      So he stood from his bedroll and crept to Delaney’s side.

      “Why don’t you let me take her?” he asked softly, kneeling beside where Delaney sat on her bedroll, careful to heed the queen’s advice and not touch any trees. He could practically see the trepidation coursing through Delaney’s bones at the thought of letting the little one out of her arms.

      “I won’t go far,” he added, laying a hand on her shoulder despite himself. But he did not reach for Hania, did not push Delaney to do something she did not want.

      “You need to rest, too,” Delaney pointed out.

      “We’ll take turns then.”

      At his offer, her eyes lined with tears, effectively tearing Michael’s already torn heart in two. So he sat down beside her instead, meeting her eyes. “Are you all right, Delaney?”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve just been uptight since we left Goleath.”

      Uptight only began to describe it. She had been jumpy. And tense. As if…as if she were afraid. Afraid of him? Afraid of being hurt? Or was it something else?

      A shrug. “I’m just worried, that’s all. Worried for all of us.”

      That wasn’t all of it, Michael could see it clearly.

      But what else could it be? Had she…had she been hurt? His eyes snagged on the front of her dress—on hasty stitching with thick, rough-looking thread. As if…as if she had to repair a rip. A rather vicious rip down the front of her bodice.

      A vision of Delaney ripped through his mind’s eye—her face as the guards took him from her chambers; the look in King Derrick’s eyes as he said, “I am curious to know what all the fuss is about.”

      Something tore wide open in Michael.

      “It’s nothing.” Delaney dismissed, bobbing Hania in her arms, exhaustion pulling at her shoulders.

      Michael blinked once. “Please let me take her for a while. You need to rest.”

      To his surprise, Delaney finally obliged, her hands trembling as she handed him the fidgeting bundle.

      “I’ll just walk her around right here, all right?”

      Delaney nodded, turning to reconfigure her blanket, unwilling or unable to look him in the eye. Even in the darkness, he could see the exhaustion dragging her down. He took in a breath to say something—anything, but thought better of it as Delaney closed her eyes, pulling her blanket up to her chin.

      So instead he looked at the little one in his arms, pressing a kiss to her feather-soft brow. Hania’s chubby face turned into a gummy smile, and Michael thought he might burst at the sight of it.

      “You are beautiful, did you know that?” he said, slipping softly away from the makeshift camp sight. He didn’t go far, as promised. But far enough so as not to disturb the rest of the slumbering refugees as he spoke in low tones to Delaney’s daughter.

      Hania visibly relaxed in his arms, grabbing his nose with her fingers, opening her little rosebud mouth as if she had something to say. Her eyes—silver like forged steel—pierced right to his core.

      She did have his eyes. And while he would never understand why, he loved it all the same and pressed another kiss to her brow in approval.

      “You don’t ever have to be afraid, little one,” he said. “I will always protect you, do you hear me? I will always watch after you.”

      And maybe it was only his imagination, but Hania seemed to understand, seemed to bask in the protection of his arms, for it wasn’t long before she relaxed, puffing soft little coos as she nestled into his embrace.
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      “And just where do you think you’re going?”

      The young queen jumped at Titus’s sudden presence by her side. He knew Adelaide had thought she had gotten away from the camp without anyone noticing. And he also knew by the look in her eyes that she wasn’t just up for a midnight stroll through the forest.

      “Adelaide,” Titus tried flatly, taking hold of her elbow.

      “I’m looking for something, Titus,” she said cryptically.

      “What exactly are you looking for in a cursed forest? Alone? In the dark?”

      The queen walked on without trepidation, her eyes scouring the moonlit forest. “Some old friends.”

      “Do you have a death wish? Or do you purposely put yourself in life threatening situations with insurmountable odds because you know that I’m just stupid enough to follow you? Is this perhaps your clever way of killing me off?”

      A chuckle. “Titus, if I wanted you dead, I would have killed you a long time ago.”

      Well that was the damned truth and he knew it.

      “Then what are you doing?” he asked.

      “I told you, Titus. I’m looking for something. Are you going to help me or are you going to prattle all night?”

      He pursed his lips and puffed a chuckle at this unbelievable woman beside him. “Your husband must love you very much, indeed, Adelaide of Haravelle.”

      “Why? Because that’s the only way he could put up with me?” she quipped.

      “You are rather stubborn,” he said.

      “And you’re not?”

      “I never said I wasn’t. But I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you.”

      “And what exactly does that mean?” she asked, peering around a clearing of trees, her eyes keen and bright even in the muted moonlight.

      “Do you fear anything?” he asked.

      “I fear a great many things, Titus. Much more than you think.”

      Her hands, whether she realized it or not, rested on her rounding belly as she continued to walk. She never spoke of it—the child in her womb.

      “But you do not fear for yourself,” he said, and as if in response, he could have sworn the amulet around her neck glowed faintly. “I saw the look in your eyes when I came for you at Benalle. There was no fear there. Not for yourself.”

      It had shaken him, that fearlessness in her eyes. Shaken him to his core. Changed him forever.

      Adelaide didn’t say anything for a moment, her hands still resting on her belly as she walked. But then, “I haven’t felt it. The child.” When he looked to her, she went on. “It has yet to quicken. And I don’t know if it’s too late. I don’t know if…”

      She couldn’t finish the thought, the words that hung between them. She couldn’t know for certain if the child in her womb had survived all they had been through.

      The thought tore at him in a way he hadn’t expected, a picture of Penelope in a sky-blue gown swimming before him.

      He cleared his throat. “You only fear for those you love,” he finally managed. Something about her countenance changed at the truth of his words. “And you love your husband very deeply.”

      She swallowed. “I have loved him my whole life, Titus. He is my heart, my very soul. I have been so worried about him. This separation has been…hard on him.”

      Guilt tore at his gut. The separation he had inflicted on them. “He is lucky to have you,” Titus said solemnly, and meant it.

      Those hands on her belly rubbed the swell absently.

      “Penelope was lucky to have you,” she said, surprising him.

      At the mention of his wife, at the sound of her name, his heart ached anew.

      “You miss her very much.”

      “Every day,” he admitted quietly. “Every moment.”

      He wondered if the queen knew, if she could read him so easily, if she understood that half the reason he had wanted to protect Adelaide so fiercely was because he couldn’t protect Penelope anymore. Because he had failed to protect her. Not only her, but his child in her womb. He cut his eyes to her—to her swelling womb and the hands that protected it. He would stand by the young queen, offer her his blade and bow to the bitter end if for no other reason than because he no longer had the privilege of doing so for his wife.

      The queen stopped walking for a moment, turning to face him. “She would be proud of you, Titus Melamed. She would be proud to know what has become of you.”

      It was in that moment that Titus realized that while Adelaide might have been the bravest person he had ever known, she was also the kindest. He merely nodded, unwilling to be overcome by the grief that lapped at his soul.

      “I never thanked you for staying with me,” she said as she resumed her search of the woods. Some errant nocturnal animal skittered away from their path.

      “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, falling into step beside her.

      “I do, actually. I have known few in this world as loyal as you, Titus. You’re a good man, whether you like it or not.”

      He huffed a laugh at that, at her words—so much like someone else might have said to him. Someone from a thousand lifetimes ago. From a time when the world was so much simpler.

      “You’re not thinking of Penelope just now,” the queen said, and Titus shot his gaze to her. “You’re thinking of someone else.”

      “Do you read everyone like a book, then?”

      She smirked. “It’s not hard to read a book when the pages are open before you. And after having spent many nights listening to you talk rather loudly in your sleep, I know that you, Titus Melamed, have had two great loves in your life. One you lost…and one you gave up.”

      A distant sound captured their attention. A rustling in the leaves. The queen and the soldier froze side by side, stock-still in the gray moonlight, scouring the forest for any sign of the source of the sound.

      They found nothing.

      Carefully, every step silent, Adelaide walked on, Titus faithfully by her side.

      He could have sworn her amulet glowed faintly brighter.

      “Do you deny it?” she said, resuming their conversation in more hushed tones.

      “Hmm? Oh.” He fumbled, wondering what to say.

      The young queen pursed a smile. “Perhaps when this war is over, you’ll find her.”

      “I would hope that she has long since found something better.”

      “And if she hasn’t?”

      Well.

      That was a scenario he hadn’t ever dared consider. Not once had Titus ever considered what he might do if he ever saw Hania again. What he might say to the woman he had abandoned. “Why do you ask, Your Majesty?”

      She let her piercing gaze fall on him once more. “Don’t make the mistake I did of assuming there is no purpose to all of this, Titus. There most certainly is. And the sooner you recognize it, the sooner you will see that the plans are good.”

      Plans. Good plans.

      His life could not exactly have been described as good. And as for plans, well, nothing in his life had gone according to his plan. Did she—the kidnapped princess—really think her life had gone according to some sort of plan?

      The rustling sound returned again, only this time it was much closer. The queen stilled along the path, a predator searching out her prey, listening, looking. And then—

      “Did you hear that?” she whispered.

      He most certainly had. And whatever had made the sound certainly wasn’t small.

      “We should go back,” he said.

      “Keep looking.” The queen pressed forward.

      This time, she must have noticed the amulet, for she took hold of it in her hand, its glow showing through her fingers.

      “What is that?” Titus asked, gesturing to her necklace. She had worn it when she was a child, too. A curious gem, a half-stone, glittering with its crystalline center.

      “It is the Amulet of Haravelle. It has been in my family since the founding of my kingdom nearly a millennia ago. And it holds ancient magic—the provision of Providence.”

      “I don’t remember it being so active when you were little.”

      “It slumbered then. It has only awoken recently.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know why Providence chose this time. Chose me and my husband. But he has. And so I will trust him, his magic.”

      “May I ask you a question, Adelaide?”

      “Of course.”

      “This god of yours, if his plans are so good, if his magic protects you, then why would he let anything happen to you at all? Why would he let a monster like me take you from your home, your family? And then curse your memories of it all?”

      She paused, meeting his eyes. “I see no monsters here, Titus. And besides that, I do not think it is a matter of what he allows or doesn’t. I don’t think he works that way.”

      “Then how does he work?”

      “He is good. That is all. He is good. Perhaps our problem is that we think of life as a series of obstacles to overcome, when in fact it’s nothing of the sort. When we see the darkness coming towards us, we often pray for light again. We pray to be spared from obstacles. From hurt. From pain. From loss.

      But maybe it’s in the darkness that we learn the beauty of light. And maybe even in darkness we see that it bears its own sort of beauty. Maybe it’s our darkest hours that allow us to appreciate the depth of the brightest light.

      Perhaps joy in life is not when we avoid pain, but when we learn to find beauty in it. In this, I’ve come to believe that life is nothing more than what we choose to believe about it.”

      Well. He supposed that was one way of looking at it.

      “I suppose there are two ways one might see my life,” she continued. “On one hand, I am nothing more than the purloined princess, the child who just couldn’t seem to catch a break, one unlucky turn of events after another. Stolen from my family, a nameless child with no story, no real family. Then the man I love was cursed to forget me and I was forced to flee the only home I had ever known or face dire consequences. And then, just when things seemed to be going right, my king was murdered, and once again, I was stolen from everyone I love, taken to be killed.

      “But that’s not really my story is it? I’m not just some unlucky princess, Titus. No, my story is the story of a girl who was protected the only way she could have been—right under everyone’s noses. The princess of the promise, the child of the prophecies who was hidden away until such a time as she would rise up and fight for everything she loves.

      
        
        
        ‘A queen in the shadows

        Who will bring forth the light

        A king’s song sung through the night

        On the wings of eagles they would fly

        That the way for the promised one would be made.’”

      

        

      

      He had heard the prophecy before. Heard it his whole life, actually. But it was nothing more than a poem, a song, a fable. It wasn’t the story of the woman before him.

      Was it?

      “And you, Titus. What is your story? Are you the traitorous general? The soldier who destroyed a kingdom?

      “Or are you also the instrument of Providence? Are you the man who will rise up with the king and queen of Har-Navah and change the world? The only man in all the world who could have saved the life of the prophesied queen?”

      His blood raced through his veins, his heart pumping in the rhythm of the battle cry this queen of his was singing, chanting, beckoning to his broken soul.

      You shall do something that will change the world forever.

      The words spoken to him so very long ago. A dream long-since dead. A past long abandoned. Hania had said those words. A lifetime ago.

      He could not help but wonder if perhaps those immortal words had been true after all.

      “You cannot tell me, Titus Melamed, that you are not an integral part of this plan. I do not believe it.”

      The rustling in the leaves grew louder, their gazes shooting to a spot in the forest not far ahead where eyes glared back at them. Purple eyes. At least ten sets.

      And then a growl tore across the forest, a deep rumbling warning that death awaited them.

      “Wolves,” Titus breathed. “Are these the friends you were looking for?”

      Adelaide flung him a look that said a resounding no before she growled, “Run,” and turned on her heel, sprinting back the way they had come.

      As if of one mind, the wolves all materialized out of the brambles and bushes of the forest, the trees, even the leaves coming alive with ancient curses—grabbing, reaching, desperate to devour right along with the wolves.

      Titus tore after his queen, grabbing hold of her elbow. “This way,” he breathed. “I spotted a cave just up the—”

      “We must get back to the camp,” she protested, pulling out of his grip as she continued to run at full speed, the wolves in hot pursuit.

      “Adelaide,” he protested, “we will only lead them straight to everyone. Straight to the baby.”

      Still, the queen ran with determination. “To the camp, Titus.”

      And there was no arguing with her, so he followed at a run, drawing his bow and blindly releasing an arrow behind them. At the shriek that echoed through the forest, he knew he had found his mark. He nocked another arrow, relishing the feel of the pheasant feathers between his fingers as he sent another death promise to their pursuers.

      Another satisfying shriek, a quick easy death.

      The speed of their pursuit left them no room for careful maneuvering through the cursed trees, and soon Adelaide collided with a low-hanging branch.

      Only it did not grab her, did not devour her as Titus had always heard. All his life, the fables and ghost stories of the Wild Wood held only one thing in common—the trees that devoured anything they touched.

      But not this queen before him.

      The branch swung in her wake, slicing across his arm and—

      He could not help the growl that escaped him as the rough tendril of the tree curled and gripped his arm, devouring like an asp might constrict its prey. Too powerful for him to have any hope to overcome.

      There would be no escape for him now.

      Adelaide, several paces ahead, stopped in her tracks, her eyes alight with determination as she made to run back to his rescue.

      “No!” he cried. “Run, Your Majesty!”

      She did no such thing, reaching him momentarily, somehow uninhibited by the pack of pursuers closing in on them.

      To his shock, she took hold of the branch currently eating him alive, her deft fingers growing bright and hot as they seared the tree’s grip.

      Just like that, Titus was free, falling to his knees at the tree’s sudden release. Adelaide gripped his elbow and heaved him to his feet once more, and the two of them raced on towards the camp, bringing a pack of cursed wolves with them, hungry for a kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XXIV

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael wondered if perhaps a sleeping child was nothing more than an angel on loan from heaven to remind its bearer that Providence is good, for as Hania snoozed in his arms, her perfect pink lips like the petals of a fresh spring rose glistening in the moonlight, he had known no sweeter contentment.

      It had taken quite a while before the little one had finally given up her battle and succumbed to the sleep that had beckoned her. Michael had cooed and sung too many verses of the only lullaby he could remember—a song his mother sang to him as a boy. Of horses and wings and battles and storms.

      
        
        
        The mighty wings above the clouds

        Soaring as ancient rains poured down

        A battle cry would shake the earth

        And mighty steeds in a wide berth

      

        

      
        A song will rise above it all

        Penned by ancient lips

        A melody of victory

        The sailing of warships

      

        

      
        Sing, O King of your victory!

        Sing, O King of your valor!

        The wings that carry you will not falter

        Though winds will rage and stir

      

        

      
        Sing, O King this ancient song

        And finish the battle strong

      

        

      

      Michael kissed the child’s soft cheek and padded quietly back to Delaney, who slumbered fitfully on her side. He knelt down, delivering the child back into her mother’s warmth, nestling her into the underside of Delaney’s breast.

      He paused a moment, knowing he was a damned fool but taking a moment to push a strand of Delaney’s hair behind her ears, to touch her impossibly soft cheek, to pretend for a moment as if a world of hurt did not stand between them. She shuddered softly at his touch, even in her sleep. He remembered those nights—those nights that seemed a thousand lifetimes ago—when she had lain beside him, the child between them as they slumbered on his bed, his arm draped across them both, resting on Delaney’s hip.

      They had been a family then, if only for a moment. For that brief little window in time, the world had been right.

      He breathed a heavy sigh, wishing he could go back.

      But if there was one thing he knew for certain, it was that in life, there is never any going back. There is only going on. And on and on.

      An ache tore at his heart for this woman beside him, this love that was no longer his. That he no longer deserved. He leaned to press a kiss to her temple anyway, ignoring the pain lacing down his wounds, but at his touch, Delaney started in her sleep, gripping Hania close to her, a small cry escaping her lips. She was not awake. But in her sleep, in her dreams, something haunted her, something—

      Thundering footfalls tore Michael’s attention from Delaney as he scrambled to his feet, scouring the dark forest for any sign of the source of the sound. Running to his bedroll a few feet away, he grabbed his weapons. Drawing an arrow from the quiver he slung over his shoulder and poised it at his bow—the weapons Titus had given him only hours ago.

      It wasn’t a predator that finally appeared before him, but his queen and the traitorous soldier. And they were running from something.

      He kept his bow drawn, scouring the forest for whatever was pursuing his queen even as he realized that a faint preternatural glow, like a candle in the darkness, enveloped the camp. Adelaide did not seem eager to kill whatever pursued them, only eager to get to the campsite.

      Only once she made it to the center of the bedrolls and turned back to face the forest that Michael dared breathe, “What in Sheol—”

      But he couldn’t finish his sentence, couldn’t breathe as the reason for their panicked sprint appeared. Wolves. Eight of them. Ravenous. Feral.

      Cursed—their violet eyes telltale. Their fur stood on end, shades of black and gray, matted in clumps that only heightened the madness in their eyes.

      Michael released his arrow, and it found its mark between the eyes of the closest wolf. He fell to the ground with a great thud mid-stride. Titus shot as well, his aim true, his mark stopped dead in his tracks.

      But it was soon that Michael realized their shots were unnecessary.

      Unnecessary because…

      “You knew, didn’t you?” Titus asked, panting. “You knew Providence would protect us.”

      Sure enough, the wolves had long-since reached the camp. But they did not come close, did not cross. Instead they only prowled about in a circle. As if an invisible barrier stood between them, the glow of preternatural light like a dome over them.

      Providential protection. He recognized the feeling—it had been the very same in the den of Derrick’s lions.

      “I guessed,” Adelaide said.

      “You staked our lives on a guess?” Titus asked, but he wasn’t perturbed. No, Titus was slightly amused at the queen beside him.

      “I staked our lives on Providence,” she said matter-of-factly, plopping herself down on her bedroll without another look at either of them.
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      Killing the rest of the wolves had been something like spearing fish in a barrel. They had not run, even as they fell one by one. They had stayed, prowling about the camp, their minds too addled with dark magic to know that they stood no chance of feeding. And with a covering of the magic of Providence, Titus and Michael had made something of a game of finishing off the pack of feral animals.

      But even so, Michael had not slept well, his back aching nearly as badly as his mind reeled. And even as the five of them had mounted their stolen steeds and pressed westward at the break of dawn, he still could not find peace or calm.

      But it wasn’t because of the dark forest that seemed to stretch ceaselessly before them; it was because of the woman nestled before him on his saddle. It was because despite having slept through the entire wolf debacle, she was still sorely tired, an exhaustion that devoured her, that sank deep into her bones, that had nothing to do with lack of sleep. And judging from the way she had smarted at his touch, Michael couldn’t help but worry for what she wasn’t telling him. For what she couldn’t bring herself to face.

      He could feel the weakness tearing at her, pulling, dragging her down. So he wrapped her waist with one arm, pulled her closer into him, and said quietly in her ear, “Rest, Delaney. I won’t let you fall.”

      He could tell that she tried to relax, her arms wrapped instinctively around a sleeping Hania at her chest. But still, she did not rest. Not really.

      Worry gnawed at him like a feral wolf at his kill.

      “I thought we would be out of here by now,” said Talia, clinging to Titus’s waist as they rode cautiously through the cursed forest.

      “So did I,” admitted Titus.

      “I think the Wild Wood is bigger than anyone guessed,” said Adelaide. “Hopefully, we will not have to spend another night here.”
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      By midmorning, Michael’s empty stomach had begun to growl. By late afternoon, it was barking in protest. But the forest around them seemed endless, and some dark part of him wondered if indeed it was.

      Twice now they had turned around, retracing their steps upon the realization that they were going in circles. Because, apparently, wretched trees and beasts were not the only things waiting to devour any hapless soul who dared enter the Wild Wood. Apparently, the forest itself was capable of confusing any traveler—leaving them circling around themselves for hours on end.

      Michael wondered when they would all go mad from it—their keen silence a haunting companion. He certainly felt like he was on the brink of madness. They trudged on and on and on—over brambles, over crags and thick roots. Around wicked, gnarly trees, their horses startling from growls and snorts, caws and hoots.

      Providence help them all.

      Titus shattered the quiet worry plaguing them when, some time near sunset, he said, “Do you see that?”

      He pointed ahead at a pinpoint of light, so golden and glorious that it could only mean one thing—there was an end to this cursed forest after all.
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      The gnarled trees of the Wild Wood grew thinner, the brambles less dense with every step.

      Hope.

      It was hope blooming in Michael. In all of them. He could see it in the way they rode, the way they each held their shoulders a little farther back, their chins a little higher.

      They would survive this place, after all. Despite the stories, the terrors of the Wild Wood, sung for a thousand years, they would walk out alive. They would walk out thanks to a queen and her amulet. Out of the shadows and into the light.

      Perhaps the songs would be written not just about his queen, but about all of them. The motley crew that had braved the cursed forest to outrun the mad king and save the world.

      Michael and Delaney’s horse was the first to reach the edge—to that glorious sunset that washed over the demarcation between the black forest and the golden plains beyond. Light flooded the land like a painter had spilled his palette. He took a deep breath, unconsciously pulling Delaney closer as he did.

      “I was beginning to wonder if we’d ever see the light of the sun again,” said Talia, a smile curving her mouth as Titus’s horse made his way to Michael’s side.

      “A welcome sight,” said his queen atop her own horse. The sun spilling on her raven locks, illuminating her emerald eyes…

      Michael was glad he had lived, if only for this moment. If only to see his queen emerge from that unholy forest. To follow her. Wherever she would lead, Michael would gladly follow Adelaide of Haravelle, Queen of Har-Navah.

      “I have a friend who lives not far from here,” Titus said. “Let’s go and find her. Perhaps she will have a place for us to bed down tonight.”

      “You have a friend here?” Adelaide asked. “In Old Navah?”

      Titus only grinned. “I’ve been busy, Princess.”

      Michael could certainly imagine what kinds of women friends Titus had here in his kingdom. If the former general was anything like his king, he likely had many friends in both Midvar and Har-Navah.

      Michael resisted the urge to snarl at the man.

      “What is it?” Delaney asked quietly, sensing his tension as she still nestled at his chest. She had been snoozing off and on for the better part of the day.

      “I’m not sure I understand why the queen trusts him, that’s all,” he whispered.

      “You don’t?” she asked.

      “Not for a second.”

      Titus set out ahead of them, trotting his horse through thick conifers. It was with an aching sense of familiarity that Michael finally asked, “Where are we going?”

      “Just this way,” was Titus’s only response.

      Soon, very soon, they cleared the grove of evergreens to see a small thatched farmhouse nestled in the middle of a field, an old barn off to the side. A barn so very much like the one Michael had—

      “You’ve a friend here?” Adelaide asked.

      Titus nodded. “She’s been helping me for the last several months.”

      Helping him? Titus? With what?

      Michael got the answer to his question soon enough. For as they dismounted their horses and walked the remaining steps to the old farmhouse, it was a portly woman who answered the door, as he’d suspected. A woman he had met before.

      “Adina,” Titus said, and at the sight of the soldier, the woman’s eyes lit up before she threw her arms around his neck.

      “Titus, me friend,” she cried. “I wasn’ sure when I’d see y’again!”

      “You know this woman?” Michael asked in shock.

      And when the kind old woman caught sight of Michael, a smile grew on her mouth. “Well, heavens above, this is a reunion, isn’ it?”

      She pulled Michael into her thick arms, burying him in her rather generous bosom, patting his back. The familiar smells of freshly baked raisin cakes and cinnamon wafted from the door behind her. She pulled back and patted Michael’s cheek. “Such a handsome thing. I tell you, I don’t know what yer doin’ here, but I’m sure glad t’see you!”

      “Titus, how in the world do you know her? And you too, Michael?” Adelaide asked, stepping up to the scene.

      But at the sight of the queen before her, Adina froze, her eyes as wide as two saucers as she said, “Elizabeth? Is it really you?”

      Adelaide smiled familiarly at the old woman, stepping up that she might hug her too. The old woman didn’t let go for a long time.

      “What in all the heavens is this?” Adina asked, taking in the unlikely scene before her.

      “I’d like to know the same thing!” said Adelaide.
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      Michael supposed he should be grateful that the wounds on his back were now properly tended to. But considering that Adina had used something she had called fire potion to clean them, presenting it to him with a crooked smirk on her face, he supposed he should have also known that tending to said wounds would be…less than pleasant. Still, they would not get infected. And aside from the lingering sting, it felt good knowing they had been carefully stitched with gut and would heal properly.

      Over a glorious dinner of roasted venison, root vegetables and enough bread to feed an entire army, the dots were connected, that the connections had been made to this kind woman before them. How Adelaide—Elizabeth—had been rescued by young Joseph and taken refuge under Adina’s wing last year while exiled from Benalle. How Michael and his regiment had stumbled across their land and been given a warm meal and kindness for a night before Michael had been wounded and stolen away to Goleath. How Titus had been using the door Michael had discovered in her barn as a way to smuggle women out of the tunnels beneath Midvar. Smuggle women out of the clutches of Derrick.

      Michael still wasn’t sure he could really believe it.

      Adina had been kind enough to warm up what had remained of her dinner for her surprise visitors, who were more than ravenous from an entire day on the road without a speck of food. But Adina seemed most intrigued by Adelaide.

      “Did you go back to him, then, huh? Yer prince?” Adina asked, dipping a piece of raisin cake in her tea.

      “I did,” Adelaide said with a blush.

      Adina eyed the swelling belly protruding from under Adelaide’s tattered dress.

      “Yeh married him, then?”

      The queen nodded, a proud smile on her lips.

      A slow, dawning awe crept over Adina’s features as she said, “Then that makes you… Yer the…”

      “The Queen of Har-Navah,” said Talia proudly, squaring her narrow shoulders.

      “The lost princess…” Adina said absently, as if shocked to finally realize who sat at her table. “I wondered why the royal family kept sendin’ me a monthly allowance like I were some great lady.”

      Adelaide clasped a loving hand over Adina’s as it rested on her scarred table.

      “You saved my life. You and your son. It would seem I am in great debt to you, Adina. For all your kindness, not only to me, but to my friends. Thank you for taking in Michael’s regiment. And thank you for helping Titus. If he hadn’t discovered that the Midvarish tunnels connect to your land, I don’t know that he would have been able to help as many women as he did.”

      “Bah,” said the kind old woman, her cheeks heating with the queen’s words. “It wasn’t nothing to it.”

      “You have done much more for your kingdom—and for this war—than you know, Adina.”

      Adina smiled toothily. “Little Jo’ll be so glad to see yeh!”

      “Is he here?” Adelaide asked brightly.

      “He’s just in the barn with the girls.”

      “The girls?” Titus asked.

      “Yeh. A few of ‘em yeh sent the last time, they got nowhere t’go,” said Adina. “So I took ‘em on until we can find somewhere for ‘em to go. But I don’ think Little Jo minds it, all the same. Not with four pretty girls followin’ him like a gaggle o’ geese. He’s as pleasant as a peach these days, I tell yeh.”

      “Four girls?” Delaney asked, perking up. “From Midvar?”

      “If yer any indication o’ what a girl from Midvar ought t’look, then I’d say so,” laughed Adina. “Well, speak o’ the Darkness, here he is!”

      Michael turned to see Joseph—the boy who had found his battalion in the nearby woods weeks ago—emerge into the warm candlelight of his mother’s home, a sheepish grin on his young mouth.

      But it wasn’t the boy who caught his attention, who gave his heart reason to pause, but the young girl beside him, her loose auburn curls spilling wildly about her shoulders, her almond eyes upturned in a grin as she huffed a carefree laugh saying, “See what we found? Jo found him for me! Isn’t he sweet?” She held a fluffy orange kitten aloft for everyone to admire before rubbing her cheek against the downy fur.

      Beside him, Michael felt Delaney stand. He turned to see her shocked eyes study the girl before her. Then the three that followed. Their auburn tresses all so similar, a trait of the Dupree family.

      Delaney placed a trembling hand on the back of her chair to steady herself as she finally breathed, “Demelza?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XXV

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael crashed to his knees beside Delaney, wrapping a steadying arm around her waist where she had collapsed to her knees, her eyes pouring with tears as she took in the sight before her. The sight of her sisters. Alive and well and whole. She breathed a cry that was almost a sob, burying her face in her hands as her sisters rushed to her, crowding Michael out as they flung themselves on the eldest Dupree.

      Michael too, breathed a heavy sigh, a tear escaping despite himself as he took it all in.

      “Delaney!” the littlest one—Dysis—cried. “Oh, Delaney!”

      The girls were a tangle of sobs and laughs and auburn curls as they reunited. Even Adelaide barked a little laugh at the happy sight.

      “Where is she?” Demelza asked, the first to pull away from the fray. “Where is the baby?”

      Delaney looked to the blanket across the room—the place where they had left Hania to play with her toes and stretch out, a luxury the little one had not been afforded in quite some time. Demelza promptly crossed the room and scooped the little one in her arms, cooing approvingly over her infant niece.

      “What is her name?” Dabria, the second-eldest Dupree girl, asked.

      “Hania,” Delaney managed through her tears. From the corner of the room, Michael could have sworn he spotted Titus start.

      “Hania?” Dinah asked, her young brow rising skeptically. “Where’d you come up with that?”

      Delaney’s cheeks heated, but she did not look at Michael as she said, “I wanted her to have a name that meant something.”

      Dinah only furrowed her brows for a moment before she was swept into the fray of kisses and coos as the aunts fawned over their new little obsession, the fluffy orange kitten hopelessly abandoned to his own fate somewhere in the cramped living room.
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      Belly full and mug fuller, Michael watched the Dupree girls scattered on the floor around Hania, laughing and tickling the infant as they prattled and cooed with admiration. He chuckled, sipping from his mug of surprisingly smooth ale. He had never been much for libation, but considering the lingering ache in his back, he hadn’t balked when Adina had promised it would help.

      The old woman, Adelaide, Talia, and Titus sat quietly on the few chairs in the room, sipping tea and chatting, and Joseph, Michael noticed, sat dangerously close to Demelza on the floor, playing absently with the little orange kitten and eyeing the middle Dupree sister as if she were the very center of his young existence.

      Michael repressed a throaty chuckle as he leaned against the wall where he stood, Delaney still as a statue by his side. She had been quiet all night. Pensive. As if—despite the joys of the evening—that heaviness that had burdened her since they left Goleath would not relinquish its hold on her soul.

      “You all right?” Michael asked her, leaning close that he might speak in low tones in her ear.

      Delaney only shrugged as she stared absently at the scene before them.

      Michael turned his head to look her in the eye. She did not meet his gaze.

      “Delaney,” he tried again, taking hold of her elbow. She smarted at his touch and that’s when he knew—knew what must have happened to her. Fear boiled in the pit of his stomach.

      He placed a gentle hand on the small of her back and simply said, “Come here,” gesturing with a nod of his head toward the door and the porch beyond.

      She quietly obliged.

      It was only once they were outside under a sea of glittering starlight—in stark contrast to the complete blackness of the night they had spent in the Wild Wood—that Michael dared ask, “What happened to you, Delaney?”

      She did not look at him. Did not meet his gaze.

      Even so, he could see the thin layer of silver in her eyes.

      “Delaney,” he tried again gently, his shoulder grazing hers. The quiet night seemed to engulf them both. So he asked it. The question that had been taunting him. “Did he…did your uncle hurt you, Delaney?”

      Still, she did not respond. Did not even blink.

      But the silent tear that fell down her cheek was answer enough. His eyes caught on that hastily-stitched rip down her bodice…

      Rage and hatred boiled in his veins. He would kill that man. Slowly. Meticulously. He would relish every drop of blood, every scream as he destroyed the king of Midvar.

      “I don’t want my sisters to know,” Delaney finally breathed.

      When Michael tried to touch her, to comfort her, she recoiled, stepping away from him, her eyes still fixed on some distant nothing before them.

      “Delaney, did he…” He swallowed back bile as he brought himself to finally ask, “Did he rape you?” The word…so ugly…so dark. He blinked once, willing away the pictures it tried to paint for him.

      She was silent, her eyes fixed on an unknown point in the distance before she breathed, “He tried.”

      “But you fought him off?” He tried to be relieved. Tried to let her words be a balm. Somehow, they were not.

      She shook her head. “I did not fight him.”

      “But he didn’t—”

      “It’s not that he didn’t want to. It’s that he couldn’t.”

      Couldn’t.

      The truth dawned on him, a sunrise slowly peeking over the hills. “You mean he—”

      “I mean exactly that.”

      He moved closer to her again, tried to place his hand on the small of her back. Still, she recoiled.

      He stopped his hand, fighting tooth and nail against the urge to hold her, to comfort. Then, “But you did not fight him?”

      It wasn’t grief in her eyes. It wasn’t even defiance. It was a dark bitterness he found there. So very similar to the darkness that had plagued her when he had first met her. The darkness he had seen in her eyes the day she had stood on the edge of the cliff at Benalle, looking out over the ocean, contemplating an end to it all. The darkness that comes from a deep wound. The kind that takes its damn time to heal.

      He should know. He had the very same kind of wound.

      He ran his fingers absently along the jagged scar on his forearm—a gift from his father—before he said,  “Why? Why did you not fight him?”

      “Why should I? He was right, wasn’t he? So was my father. So was Meria. I am nothing but a whore. Might as well be the king’s whore.”

      “Delaney, that is not true.”

      “Isn’t it?” she asked, finally meeting his eyes. “Even you can barely look at me anymore.”

      Guilt crashed down over him. Guilt and hatred of himself for not being man enough to tell her the truth. For not telling her when she had cried out to him at Goleath, saying she loved him. Shame that he hadn’t been man enough to tell her the same.

      “I don’t blame you, Michael. I know what I am. All my life, I’ve been nothing but a selfish, hateful person. I took Ravid to my bed just to wound my father. And Ferryl. I pushed you away before you left for the war just to wound you. It worked marvelously. And all I’ve to show for it is a little girl who hasn’t a fighting chance. In my blindness, my selfishness, I’ve robbed her of the only father she would have ever known.” She finally tore her gaze from Michael, tears streaming as she continued. “I am a selfish, hateful person Michael. If that doesn’t make me a whore, I don’t know what does.”

      “Delaney, I—”

      “I don’t want your pity, Michael. That’s not… I know the truth. I could see it in his eyes. In the dead eyes of my uncle as he hovered over me.”

      Michael shut his eyes, shut out the image she painted for him as he asked, “What truth?”

      “That I deserved it—whatever ways he could hurt me. I deserve that kind of pain. Because I’m not worth it, Michael. I’m not worth trying to love.”

      Those words again. The same words that had been branded on his very soul. The echo of what his father had said to him over and over again when he was a boy. The man who had hated him just for being born. His mother’s husband who had branded his soul with his hatred just as he had branded Michael’s arm with iron.

      His tears were hot as they poured down his cheeks, as his heart tore and tore again for this woman beside him. For the wounds she, too, had suffered under a father who had used her as nothing more than bait. Used her and then tossed her away when he had no more use for her.

      They were the same, Delaney and Michael. The very same broken vessels just tying to keep themselves together.

      And here she was, thinking she was the one that had failed, she was the one who had destroyed everything.

      But Michael knew the truth.

      It was him who had destroyed everything. He had filled her with ideas of hope for a future and love that wouldn’t fail and then ripped them out from under her at the first test of honor. Because when he had seen her at Goleath—when he had seen her beside her uncle, draped in silk and lace and looking for all the world like she belonged there—hadn’t he too thought her nothing more than a whore?

      He had been too prideful—too damned prideful—to see that she was playing a part, doing whatever she could, not only to help Ferryl, to get information for her king, but to keep her daughter safe. To play along with the enemy king’s sick games if for no other reason than to make sure Hania came out unscathed.

      And by the time he had realized it, by the time he had pulled his damned head out of his damned ass, the damage had been done. And he had wounded her to her core, let her think he couldn’t stand the sight of her, let her think she was worthless to him when, Providence above, she was everything.

      Everything.

      If only he could go back. If only he could do it over again.

      But he couldn’t go back. He could only go forward.

      “Delaney,” he said softly, opening his eyes, turning himself to face her.

      But she was gone, leaving nothing but a gaping chasm of guilt in her absence.
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      The boy had been in a state all morning. Through breakfast he had been little more than a ghost, absently answering as food was offered and passed in front of him. It was entirely evident that something had torn Michael in two.

      And judging by the way the duchess had not had three words to say all morning—particularly to Michael, Titus had a pretty good idea as to who was the culprit of Michael’s brokenness.

      Titus wondered how long the two of them would remain stubborn enough to keep the truth from each other. And themselves.

      Gods. How very much Michael reminded him of himself. The quiet brooding. The damned foolish stubbornness that would cost him everything if he didn’t swallow his pride.

      But neither Michael nor Delaney were the topic of conversation around the breakfast table this morning. Instead, they talked about the absent queen. The queen who had risen at dawn with young Joseph and disappeared with him without a word. All Titus had heard as he listened through the door that separated them was, “There’s somethin’ I need t’show yeh, Lizabeth.”

      And the next thing he knew, the queen and the pubescent boy had disappeared into the dawn.

      He’d had half a mind to follow them. And perhaps if it weren’t for the fact that he trusted Adina, and therefore her son by extension, he would never have let the queen venture off on her own.

      But he had.

      And now he was as antsy as a schoolboy waiting for the day to end as he wondered and wondered what in Sheol they were up to. And what was keeping them.

      To his shock—his utter shock—none other than Michael himself pulled Titus aside after breakfast. Michael, who since the moment Titus had pulled him out of the path of an oncoming stampede of boars had seemed as if he’d rather throw Titus off a cliff than look at him, was now apparently eager for a conversation.

      Women, it seemed, had a way of bringing a man to desperation.

      How well Titus understood the sentiment.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Michael said.

      “Of course.”

      He didn’t miss how the duchess watched them without watching, keeping their conversation carefully in view of the corner of her eye as she sat across the room talking with her sisters and playing with her infant. The baby with the most beautiful name he had ever known.

      Hania.

      Strange, he had thought, that the duchess should name her child such a rare name. An old name. In the old language, it meant grace. And certainly enough, the most beautiful, the most graceful woman he had ever known had had the same name. Perhaps also the most smart-mouthed, insufferable woman. But without a doubt the most unforgettable as well.

      Michael had led Titus to the edge of the small room, moving to sit down near the fireplace. Titus sat across from him, startled by the eyes that stared back at him. The very same silver as his own.

      He had always thought of Michael like the son he never had. Training him at Benalle from the time he was eleven years old, Michael had always secretly been Titus’s favorite. But sometimes, now that Michael was a man, now that he had come into his own, Titus wondered if he weren’t looking into a mirror.

      Maybe his training had influenced the boy in more ways than just wielding weapons. They certainly seemed to be cut out of the same stubborn cloth.

      “Do you think we’re ahead of them?” Michael asked. By the tone of his words, Titus didn’t have to guess who he meant.

      “It’s impossible to know for sure. An underground army is meant, at its very base, as a surprise tactic. I’m holding on to the hope that our three horses are a bit more nimble than an army weaving through caves and tunnels. That and the fact that we’ve seen no destruction so far.”

      “Here’s to praying we won’t see any across the plains ahead.”

      Titus nodded once, curtly. Hope. A fool’s hope. It seemed to be their only tactic in this war they faced.

      “I know this is going to sound strange,” Michael said, his tone shifting entirely. He did not meet Titus’s quizzical stare. “But I just wondered where you got your arrows.”

      “My arrows?” Titus asked, half tempted to laugh at the non sequitur.

      “The ones we used in the Wild Wood. Are they Midvarish made?”

      He chuckled despite himself. “I suppose,” Titus said. “Considering that I’m Midvarish by birth.”

      “You made them?” Michael asked, his eyes wide.

      Titus nodded. “I’ve been making my own arrows for almost as long as I’ve been wielding a bow. Don’t like the ones that are provided, you see. They don’t—”

      “Fly as true,” Michael said, finishing his sentence. “I know. I’ve never used anything like them. Can you show me?”

      “What?” Titus asked.

      “Can you show me how to make them?”

      Titus was…well Titus hardly knew how to answer. It would be a great honor to show Michael how he made his arrows. He had never shown anyone before. Well, anyone except—

      “The fletching,” Michael said. “Do you always use pheasant feathers? Do they make that big of a difference?”

      “How did you know those were pheasant feathers?” That Michael recognized them seemed odd.

      “Oh,” said Michael. “Funny, but my mother had a few of them that she kept in a box in her bedchamber. She said they were her favorite feathers. Her father raised fowl, you see.”

      “Your mother grew up on a pheasant farm?”

      “A strange life, isn’t it? I cannot imagine it smelled very good,” Michael said, laughing softly.

      “Michael, how old are you?”

      “I’ll be twenty-three next month. Why?”

      Twenty-three. An early summer birthday. Which meant he was conceived at the end of the summer twenty-four years ago.

      Titus watched the young soldier drawing idly on the table with his finger. He was drawing an eight-pointed star.
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      “Titus.”

      A soft, small voice called to him from behind as he leaned against the porch rail, breathing in the fresh air, the glorious late spring morning.

      He looked over his shoulder to see the duchess standing behind him, fiddling with a small piece of paper in her hands.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” he said, half hoping to speak it into reality.

      Soft footfalls and then she was standing beside him. “I have something I think belongs to you.”

      She handed him the small piece of paper, yellowed with time, the crease of the fold crisp—as if it hadn’t been unfolded many times. He furrowed his brow as he took it from her. “What is this?”

      “I was hoping you might know.”

      He opened the little paper to find a handwritten note—the flourishing handwriting so achingly familiar:

      
        
        Love changes everything, Titus. ~H

        

      

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, unsure if he could remember how to breathe.

      “It fell out of a book in Michael’s chambers.”

      “A book? What book?”

      But he knew the answer. Even before she said it. He knew what the book was. The only book she had ever given him. Except that he hadn’t taken it. He had left it with her, left it when he left her. His only indication to her that he was leaving. Because he had been too much of a damned coward to say goodbye to her face.

      “It was a færytale,” the duchess finally said.

      And the world, it seemed, shifted on its axis.
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      He could almost feel her in his arms, smell the lavender in her hair, taste the honeyed, silken sweetness of her alabaster skin.

      Soon. She would be home soon. They had departed from Midvar weeks ago; he had received the concise little letter sent by the raven, written in Delaney’s perfect script. All it had said was, “West and soon.” But he had known what it meant, despite the fact that it had been written in such obtuse language in case of interception. He had known because before Delaney departed Har-Navah, she had said she would write him when she was returning. And those three words would be her only message.

      Except that Delaney had added one more sentence at the end of that letter. “We have retrieved the evergreens.” One more sentence that let him know she had found someone else in her journey to Midvar. How or where or when, he didn’t know, but somehow, Delaney had found Adelaide.

      And because of it, because of that Providential mercy, Ferryl would see his wife soon.

      Never mind that it utterly terrified Ferryl to think that Delaney might have found Adelaide in Midvar. He would think about those implications later.

      Nearly four months apart, and Ferryl was finally going to see the person that mattered most, the best part of him, the love of his life.

      My Lizybet, he thought. Her answering sentiment was a rush of abiding love, of unfettered joy, and of unwavering desire.

      Providence above, she would be home soon.

      “Your Majesty.” Ferryl turned from the target at which he had been aiming, lowering his bow to face the page boy at the door of the armory.

      “Is she here?” he asked.

      “Your brother, Your Majesty. The Commander Prince is home.”

      Derwin. His half brother. The bastard son of his greatest enemy.

      Derwin who had attacked him only a few months ago—attacked and left Ferryl broken. Left him with a limp that would forever brand him. Forever mark their relationship.

      Brothers. Half brothers.

      Because Derwin’s father…

      Ferryl discarded the bow, removing his vambraces before turning to leave the armory where he had been training all morning. Heading to greet the man who would either be his saving grace or his greatest downfall.

      But he didn’t get more than two steps before that man darkened the door, meeting Ferryl’s eyes with weariness, with exhaustion, and with that unwavering stubborn determination that was what made Derwin the man he had become.

      A good man, Ferryl reminded himself.

      Born the son of his enemy, and he didn’t even know it. But he had been reared by the greatest king Navah had ever known. Maybe it was the loss of his mother and father, maybe it was the absence of his wife, or maybe it was the way Providence had shaken some sense back into him, but when Ferryl looked upon his little brother—his friend for most of his life—he smiled.

      He had lost enough.

      He could not lose Derwin, too.

      To his utter relief, Derwin smiled back.

      Perhaps the only thing now would be to decide whether or not to tell him. Did Derwin need to know who his father was? The letter—the only thing Meria had left behind—had certainly made it clear that Derwin didn’t need to know his true parentage.

      It’s better if he doesn’t know the truth.

      “Brother,” Derwin said, his tone warm with a sense of gladness and relief.

      Ferryl said nothing. He just crossed the gap between them and embraced his little brother who was anything but little. His blood, his family.

      The only family he had left.

      “I’m sorry,” Derwin said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you were attacked. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when Mother…” Derwin couldn’t finish the sentence. He only grabbed Ferryl’s shoulders, pushing away enough that he might meet the king’s eyes before he added, “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      “I have a permanent limp, you bastard,” said Ferryl.

      Derwin held Ferryl’s gaze for a long moment before the brothers relaxed into laughter, into relief, into that bond they had always shared. The bond that only brothers understand.

      Because he didn’t care that they didn’t share a father. They still shared blood. And what else really mattered? He draped an arm across Derwin’s shoulder, guiding him back through the door and toward the palace. “We have much to discuss.”
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      “The bastard has a rutting network of tunnels that cover the whole of Midvar and even reach into the old country. There’s no way he could have planned this only during his reign. This started with his father. Maybe even his father’s father,” said Derwin, drinking heartily from a mug of wine as the brothers sat across from one another in Ferryl’s receiving chamber.

      “It’s no wonder we couldn’t find the army,” said Ferryl.

      “The army is not the only thing he keeps down there,” Derwin continued, repeating the news Ferryl could only assume his ruthless brother had learned in his progress across north Midvar. “He’s been kidnapping every woman in his kingdom of childbearing age. Let me correct that—he’s been kidnapping every pure-blooded woman of childbearing age. He’s using them, Ferryl. To breed a new generation of monsters. He’s forcing them against their will.”

      Monster. Plain and simple, King Derrick of Midvar was a savage monster. The thought of any woman in those clutches made Ferryl furious. And he had sent Delaney right into his hands…

      “We need to help them,” Ferryl said. “We need to help get those women out of there.”

      “There’s a legion already doing that.”

      “An entire legion?” Ferryl asked, torn between wanting to help the helpless and not wanting to have to lose so many men to do it.

      “Not ours,” Derwin said, to Ferryl’s shock. “One of Derrick’s.”

      “They’ve betrayed him?”

      A nod. A nod that curled into a wicked grin. “Some of my men even tell me that Titus Melamed himself has been helping the women escape.”

      Titus? But Titus had been the one to take Adelaide. Their own mother had told him so, in the last conversation Ferryl had with her before she had taken her own life.

      “What?” Derwin asked.

      “I just… I’m not sure what to think of Titus. He—”

      “He was working for Derrick the whole time he served us, Ferryl. He’s a lying bastard. But he at least has a line even he won’t cross.”

      “Titus was betraying us? And you never said anything.”

      “I tried to tell Father over and over. But he kept Titus here no matter what I said.”

      “Why? Why would Father insist on keeping a traitor in his midst?”

      “I asked him the same damn question many times, Ferryl,” Derwin said. “And all he would say was that he trusted Titus. That Titus was not the man he seemed.”

      Indeed. Indeed, Titus Melamed was not at all the man he seemed.

      Ferryl wondered what in Sheol it meant for him. His kingdom. His wife.

      As if Derwin read his train of thought, he said, “We still haven’t found her, Ferryl. But one of my scouts told me that she is rumored to be on a ship headed for the western continent—”

      “She’s not. She’s alive. She’s headed this way even as we speak.”

      “Adelaide?” Derwin said, his eyes shooting to his brother’s. “How do you know? Y—” Derwin’s eyes widened as the truth sank in. “The bond. You can truly hear her thoughts.”

      “And she can hear mine,” said Ferryl, his heart aching to just…touch her again. For while the bond was a golden, eternal strand between them, it wasn’t quite the same as holding her in his arms, feeling her warmth, the softness of her skin…

      Soon. She would be home soon, he reminded himself. He would hold her. Soon.

      “The reason I couldn’t hear her that day—the day she was taken—was because I had let my own fear, my own worry silence the bond. And as a result I thought… I thought she was dead.”

      “Damn it, Ferryl. I’m sorry I was such an ass to you. I should have believed you when you said you could read each other’s thoughts.”

      “Derwin, don’t. It’s all right.”

      “It’s not. Your vice is that you worry too damn much. But my vice is that I’m a stubborn asshole most of the time. Just ask my wife.”

      Ferryl chuckled. “Speaking of which…”

      Derwin turned so quickly he nearly fell out of his chair as the door to Ferryl’s chambers opened and in walked the smiling blonde princess. He ran to her. Derwin ran to his wife and smothered her into his embrace.

      Ferryl smiled to himself, turning to face the windows and afford his little brother some semblance of privacy while he reunited with his wife, wondering just how he would feel when he saw his own wife again. What he would do when she finally walked up the palace steps. He wondered if he’d let her make it even two steps before he kissed her breathless and just held her. Felt her heart beat against his chest. Pressed his lips to her neck, to her jaw, to her ear. The feel of her, the smell of her, the taste of her.

      “Perhaps it is improper for the commander to brush off the king so that he might take refuge in his wife’s arms, but that is exactly what I intend to do, Ferryl. And I’m not even sorry about it,” said Derwin.

      Ferryl chuckled as he turned to face them again, finding Leala tucked tightly against Derwin’s side, happy tears on her flushed cheeks.

      “Go, Derwin. These moments are few and precious these days. Go be with your wife. We can discuss everything later.”

      Derwin didn’t even bother with a goodbye before he turned his wife and ushered her out of Ferryl’s chambers.
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      After a quick lunch and a brief meeting with his council, Ferryl found himself pacing the floors of his sitting room that afternoon, waiting, waiting, waiting. Maybe she would be home today. Somehow, the return of Derwin had only heightened Ferryl’s need for Adelaide. His need for everyone to be home again. Even though Michael would never return…

      It was late afternoon—that moment when the sun shines most gloriously in shades of gold and amber—that a knock came to his door.

      “Your Majesty,” said the servant.

      Ferryl didn’t even bother responding as he brushed past the young man and rushed down the corridors of Benalle, straight down the main stairs that spilled into the front entrance. The bright day greeted him with the cheery sounds of chirping birds and rustling winds. He took each step down the palace entrance gingerly, careful not to make a fool of himself thanks his weakened leg and its accompanying limp. For while he had adamantly refused a walking stick to help him even out his gait, when it came to stairs, he wished he had one every time.

      Derwin and Leala soon followed behind him, hands clasped, followed by Aaron and Avigail, eager smiles about their wise faces. He didn’t bother inviting the rest of the court. If Adelaide really was home, he knew she wouldn’t want it to be a spectacle. When it came to her return, she would want nothing more than to just settle in with family and address the court later.

      When he caught his first glimpse of the five horses that made their way up the palace path, his heart threatened to run away with him. Two men. There were two men riding atop two horses. But who they were…

      And five women. Talia, of course. And Delaney and Adelaide. But who else? And who were the men accompanying them?

      But the closer those horses got, the faster his heart beat. The better he could see what was coming toward him, the more he understood.

      Delaney had found her sisters. Three of them, anyway. And she was bringing them home with her.

      And the men? Providence above, that was Titus Melamed.

      And…and Michael.

      Michael was alive! His heart leapt, his stomach clenching as he realized his best friend, his other brother had somehow lived. Somehow…somehow Michael had survived!

      The party neared, though it seemed like a thousand miles that separated Ferryl from his wife. Providence above the need for her…it was overwhelming. A few more yards, the distance shrinking more and more. Ferryl made his way down the entrance steps at Benalle, practically running down the gravel pathway to the party that approached him. His eyes scanned the horses, looking for her. Looking for Adelaide. For his Lizybet.

      He didn’t give a damn what anyone thought. He was going to sweep her into his arms and kiss her breathless for all to watch…

      “Where is she?” Ferryl asked, scanning and scanning again. He couldn’t see her. He couldn’t see Adelaide among the riders.

      Adelaide, he tried.

      He could feel her—that love and that cleverness and that stubborn will. But he could not see her. Not among the riders.

      Nor could he make sense of it—what he felt down the bond. Michael lobbed himself off of his horse, his eyes conspicuously not meeting Ferryl’s, and turned to help Delaney and her sisters down. Titus helped Talia, and it was only then that Ferryl could see their faces clearly. The apology in their eyes.

      “Michael, where is my wife?”

      He tugged again on their bond, taking small comfort from the overwhelming sense of his wife on the other side.

      It wasn’t Michael who answered, but Titus Melamed. Titus the traitorous commander who had stolen his wife from her family. Twice. Titus the man his father had inexplicably trusted.

      “Your Majesty,” said Titus, bowing low in reverence. It wasn’t until he rose again that he said, “We have ridden hard from Goleath to reach you before the Midvarish king. We are here to serve you, my lord. And we come at your wife’s request.”

      “Where is she? Where is Adelaide?” Ferryl asked again, disinterested in his loquacious preamble.

      “She stayed behind,” he said, bowing his head.

      “Stayed behind? Where?”

      “At the home of a friend and ally. A farm woman on the border of Har-Navah and the Wild Wood. Her name is Adina and—”

      “I know who she is,” Ferryl snapped. “Why? Why did she stay behind?”

      Titus looked guiltily to Michael who returned his helpless look before finally saying to Ferryl, “She only mentioned that she had found some old friends.”
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      Adelaide, Ferryl barked down their bond as he paced the marble floors of his bedchamber. He had come here to get away from all the questions, all the prying and just…talk to her. Ask her why, damn it.

      Adelaide, he tried again.

      It was apology he felt across the bond. Apology and longing. She missed him. That much was clear.

      But why hadn’t she come home? Why hadn’t she been with Delaney as the letter had implied?

      He tried again to get an answer from her.

      But it was only feelings, only their hearts that spoke, no words possible. And all he knew was that she felt very strongly that she was doing what she needed to do, whatever that meant. And that she missed him. Terribly.

      And that had been that. She hadn’t given him any more. And while he had tried and tried, scratched and scraped against the walls of her heart, she could explain no further. The heart, it seemed, could only say so much.

      He could feel it though, the guilt she felt. The wishing she had been there to greet him today. The longing to see him again, to hold him. That guilt, that longing, was the only thing that placated his frustration with this bull-headed wife of his. This stubborn, ridiculous, beautiful, precious wife that he would gladly lay down his life for.

      But despite the frustration, he knew what she meant. He could feel it all over her. She couldn’t pick up a sword, couldn’t wield a bow. Wouldn’t, either. Not with their child in her womb. When it came to finishing this between the Midvarish monsters and Har-Navah, she would have little to do once she returned home, aside from moral support. And while selfishly he had longed for that support, longed just to have her near him again if only so that he could draw from that strength of hers, that iron will he had come to rely on, he knew he couldn’t deny her this. She needed to help, needed to contribute.

      So he would lay aside his selfishness and give her his blessing, no matter how much that part of him that longed for her day and night kicked and screamed.

      And then she had sent a rush so strong it coursed right through his veins. As if to say, I’ll make it worth your while.

      Providence above, the desire, the need she had sent through their bond… His blood came alive in his veins, his whole body responding with a need for her so great, so consuming, he could barely think. And her answering chuckle, so rich with sensuous beauty, with her own longing, only set him on fire.

      Woman, you are insufferable, he thought.

      He could practically hear her response, one of her usual quips, in that glittering joy across the bond. And you are in love with me.

      Helplessly. Madly. Eternally, he said to her, even though she could not hear his words.

      You are a flirt, King Ferryl of Har-Navah. That’s what she would have said had she been here. She would have accused him of being a shameless, hopeless flirt.

      And he would have no protest.

      He chuckled aloud at that, making his way back into his receiving chamber, having almost forgotten the party of confused guests waiting for him.

      “What is going on, Ferryl?” Leala asked, her arms akimbo, her brow furrowed. “Why didn’t she come back? And why are you laughing?”

      Ferryl only smiled at his sister-in-law. “She’ll come back when the time is right.”

      “And you’re all right with that?” Derwin asked in disbelief.

      Ferryl nodded, casting his attention to his mother-in-law and father-in-law across the room. They gave him an incredulous chuckle, and Ferryl knew they understood his plight completely—no one save Providence himself could convince Adelaide to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      “Ferryl,” said Leala, disbelief coloring her tone.

      “Now is not the time to speculate about the reasons for my wife’s decisions. She is the queen of Har-Navah. Your queen. And you will not question her. And right now, we have more pressing issues at hand. I need to know how much time we have.”

      “My scouts inform me that some of Derrick’s army have been spotted emerging from caves. Assessing the lay of the land. Burning homes. Our best guess is that they are no more than two days away,” said Derwin.

      “And your men?” Ferryl asked.

      “I have legions from the southeast arriving within a day. The remaining legions from Haravelle should arrive within the next day as well. That, combined with the men already camped in the valley, means we’re one hundred eighty thousand strong, with more arriving by ship from the northwestern Haravellian provinces soon.”

      “And Derrick’s men?” Ferryl asked, turning his attention to Titus.

      “Your Majesty, the numbers are not clear as the army has been hidden in caves and tunnels. It has been impossible for me to get an accurate count. But from my estimates, I would put the numbers around…” Ferryl could see the trepidation in Titus’s eyes, the wish that he had better news to report as he finally said, “Two hundred thousand.”

      And Ferryl knew why he had said it in such a way. Knew what that look meant. It didn’t matter that their numbers were comparable. With the Midvarish wraiths, numbers did not matter. For any Midvarish soldier could outmatch a Har-Navarian man ten to one.

      Titus might as well have reported that King Derrick marched with an army of a million men.

      “The king of Midvar is not looking for mere victory,” said Titus. “He is looking for annihilation. Total conquest. This war began long before many of us were born. Even before Derrick was born.”

      Ferryl squared his shoulders, breathed once and said, “Then we shall be the ones to finish it. Once and for all.”

      A palpable silence blanketed the room as the men exchanged glances, the anticipation of what they would face in the coming days and weeks hanging over them like a black-bellied cloud, the promise of a torrential storm.

      This would be a war determined not by the winners of battles…but by the survivors. Ferryl cast his attention to Michael—to his friend who had somehow survived. He would hear the story later, he would let Michael tell him everything. Later. But even just seeing him, seeing his friend…hope that blossomed in his soul. Precious, fragile hope.

      “Derwin,” Ferryl finally said, “prepare your men. The camps are already forming in the valley east of Benalle City. We will wage the final battle there, in territory we know well.”

      “Ferryl,” said Michael, and all eyes turned to him. “There is more.”

      Michael and Titus exchanged a glance, a silent conversation, and something like a stone dropped in Ferryl’s gut. He held Michael’s eyes as the Lord Chancellor finally said, “We do not just face Derrick’s men.”

      It was Titus who finally finished the dire warning. “King Derrick also brings with him an army of cursed boars. By the thousands.”

      Boars. Cursed boars. Feral and rampant. And strong. Even without dark magic coursing through their veins, a single boar could destroy a dozen grown men in one fell swoop.

      Add dark magic to the mix? It was a recipe for a bloodbath.

      Another heavy silence, the seconds ticking by in hushed fear.

      “Then we must pray to Providence that he will give us the weapons we need to fight and to destroy this enemy. In its every form.”
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      “Titus,” Ferryl said as everyone dispersed from his receiving chambers. “I want to speak with you.”

      The former commander gave nothing away in his expression, but even so, Ferryl could see the trepidation all over him, his shoulders, the set of his jaw. Titus stood by as the door was finally shut, leaving the two of them in contemplative silence.

      Ferryl clasped his hands behind his back and squared his shoulders as he faced the man who had stolen his wife. Twice.

      “My wife is alive, Titus. You had better thank whatever gods you serve that I know it to be true. Otherwise, you would already be dead. So I want you to tell me. I want to hear from your own mouth why you are here, Titus. Why did you come back to my kingdom? And why did you spare my wife’s life?”

      Titus’s mouth was a thin line as he considered his answer. Ferryl supposed Titus had probably been expecting such a conversation, considering that he had dared return, but even so, he likely also knew that his future depended on the words that would come out of his mouth right now.

      “Your Majesty, I will not do you the dishonor of asking you to trust me or my word, as I am keenly aware of just how little trust I have left with nearly everyone I’ve known. I’ve been a scoundrel and a liar most of my life. But I will correct you when you say that I spared your wife’s life, because indeed, the opposite is true.”

      Something changed in Titus’s countenance as he pressed on. He was not a man standing before a king that he might prove his worth. He was a broken man, a humbled man. A man keenly aware of his own shortcomings as he said, “Your wife, Your Majesty, is the one who saved my life.

      “I took her from her home and family twice with the intention of carrying out the will of a madman. And twice I was unable. The first time, because I was too much of a coward. But the second time, because I was already so thoroughly broken, so completely lost in my own misery that by the time I found her it was she who rescued me, she who brought me up out of the pit of my own making and reminded me that as long as there is breath in my lungs, there is a chance to do what is right.

      “Of the people in this world who should call for me to hang from the highest branch, she has that right above all others. And yet it was she who showed me a mercy I did not deserve. It was she who gave me the grace to believe that there might be something more to my life still.”

      At these words, at the silent tear that slid down Titus’s cheek, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head deeply. “It is for these reasons, King Ferryl, that I have returned to your kingdom, that I might offer myself to your service. Because as long as there is breath in my lungs, I will gladly serve Adelaide of Haravelle, and I will gladly serve her kingdom.” He pulled a dagger from his belt and promptly carved a gash in his palm before laying his fist to his heart, the blood dripping from his hand as he said, “By blood and bone, I swear my eternal fealty to you, King Ferryl of Har-Navah, that I will serve you and your kingdom all the days of my life.”

      Never. Not once in all his days at the court of Benalle had Ferryl ever witnessed a man take the oath of blood and bone.

      It was…it was sacred, for one. The ultimate covenant between a man and his kingdom. Not even the king took such an oath at his coronation. It was meant only for those who did not have to swear fealty, for those who swore it as a choice, not a birthright. As a sign—a promise—that he who took it meant to give his very life’s blood for the cause he pledged.

      Ferryl swallowed once. Twice. His father had trusted this man before him. His father had seen something in him, even knowing his transgressions. So had Adelaide.

      Carefully, one step at a time, Ferryl closed the gap between them and placed a steady hand on Titus’s shoulder. “Well then, Titus Melamed. Rise before your king.”

      The former commander obeyed, standing humbly as he met Ferryl’s determined gaze. Ferryl removed a dagger from his belt—a gift from his father when he was a boy—and handed the hilt to Titus. “You will command the legions of southern Haravelle. My men are without a general after the recent skirmish at Benalle. I need someone I can trust to lead them into battle. Will you do this? Will you serve your king in this way?”

      Someone who knew the Har-Navarian army. Who knew his men. Who knew his father’s war tactics and battle secrets. Someone who knew Derrick’s secrets too.

      For a moment, Ferryl thought Titus might protest, might ask for a lesser task. But then the soldier squared his shoulders, steeled his gaze, and said, “It would be an honor, Your Majesty.”
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      Michael had a fairly good idea as to why Ferryl had asked Titus to stay behind. He could see it all over his friend. Maybe Adelaide trusted Titus, but Ferryl still had his doubts.

      Michael couldn’t blame him. For while, in the weeks since leaving Goleath, he had certainly warmed to the former commander, Michael hadn’t quite found a way to simply trust to the man who had betrayed his kingdom for the better part of his life. The man who had trained him from the time he was a boy. Trained him under false pretenses.

      No, it was not easy to trust Titus Melamed.

      But he was trying.

      And as Michael passed through the halls of Benalle Palace, the familiar smells and sounds of his home filling his soul again, he understood that Ferryl was trying to learn to trust Titus too.

      But trust, like love, is built over time. If Titus could understand that, then maybe they stood a chance at some semblance of a friendship again. Because the thing that probably annoyed Michael the most was that despite his lies, despite his treachery, Michael actually liked Titus Melamed. Respected him. He was a good man. And an even better soldier. So it was a different kind of battle that Michael faced every time he was in the presence of the commander who had stolen his queen and betrayed his kingdom.

      Queen Adelaide trusted Titus. He had seen that clearly at Goleath. She trusted him implicitly.

      Which meant that through the remarkable bond they shared, she had likely convinced Ferryl to do the same. No matter how much he might have protested.

      Michael huffed a chuckle at his friend, his king who was so helplessly in love with his wife. It never ceased to amaze him, the power a woman could have over a man. And he could hardly fault Ferryl. Delaney had a similar power over Michael’s heart.

      Never mind that they were hardly speaking these days.

      His absent thoughts had found him walking as if on instinct towards not his own chambers, but hers—the very path he had taken so many times before this war had begun. Straight from Ferryl’s chambers to Delaney’s. A refuge. A place to just be with her.

      Except now he knew she wouldn’t be alone. No, in those chambers with her would be three of her sisters. And her precious daughter. And perhaps Michael should have left them to settle in, to just enjoy each other’s company after the days of breakneck travel, but he knocked on Delaney’s door anyway.

      Nothing could have prepared him for what he saw inside.
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      “Mother?” Michael asked, frozen on the threshold, staring into the eyes of someone he hadn’t seen in nearly two years. The woman who had reared him, had loved him. The woman he had quietly shut out of his life in order to protect her from the monster she called her husband. Because with him, there would always be a choice. And if Hania didn’t choose her husband, there were dire consequences.

      Michael would know. He bore the scars of those consequences on his arm, in his very soul.

      “Sweetheart,” she said softly, crossing the gap between them, her wild golden eyes—like those of a lioness or a caracal on the hunt—lined with unshed tears. She pulled him into a tight embrace.

      “What are you doing here?” Michael asked, burying his face in her shoulder, savoring the warmth of her arms, the familiar smell of his mother.

      She kissed his hair, his temple as she rubbed his back. “I came here at Delaney’s invitation.”

      “At Delaney’s invitation?” he asked, pulling away that he might look at his mother, at Delaney who stood silently across the room, her eyes alight with an emotion he couldn’t read.

      “She invited me to stay here until you returned,” said Hania.

      “I don’t understand. Why did she invite you? I didn’t even know you two had met.”

      Hania smiled in that motherly way of hers—a slightly irritating grin replete with pity and mirth at her son’s helplessness.

      He repressed the urge to roll his eyes as she patted his shoulder.

      “I wrote to you,” Hania said. “And she received the letter after you had already left for the war. She took it upon herself to make sure I knew why you wouldn’t be able to respond.”

      “You did?” Michael asked, looking to Delaney. She only nodded, her sisters scattered about, playing with the baby and silently watching the scene unfold.

      “She cares a great deal about you, Michael,” said Hania. “And I daresay you feel the same.”

      “Mother,” he said flatly, a warning to keep her nose out of it. “Why did you write to me?” he asked by way of changing the subject.

      “You did not have a chance to discuss it?” Hania asked, turning to Delaney. The duchess’s cheeks heated.

      “We did not get a chance. I—”

      “What was it about, Mother?”

      Hania turned back to her son, her piercing gaze telling him the story long before her words began. “Your father—my husband,” she clarified. “He has passed on.”

      Passed on. Dead. Her husband—the man who had married a young pregnant girl and given her a chance at something more than the life of a whore, the man who had turned out to hate the child she had birthed, the man who had made her choose between him and her only son—he was dead.

      “The ale?” Michael asked quietly.

      Hania nodded solemnly. “Finally got the better of him.”

      Michael clasped his mother’s arm. He wouldn’t say he was sorry. In truth, he was not. But still. “Are you all right?”

      She covered his hand with her own, an apologetic smile on her mouth. “I’m with you. How could I be better?”

      And so Michael poured himself into his mother’s arms once more, savoring her warmth, her steady embrace. He hadn’t understood just how much he had missed her, how much his heart had ached for her until he had felt her warmth once again.

      “I love you, sweetheart,” she said softly, stroking his hair.

      “I love you, Mother,” he breathed. “I’m so sorry.”

      For long moments he held his mother, taking her in, remembering what it felt like to be in her arms. But in truth it was she who was holding him, she who was refilling his soul with the love that only a mother can give, the kind of love that gives a man his sense of strength and self.

      But strangely, his mother suddenly stiffened in his arms, an unmoving statue, pausing the absent circles she had been rubbing along his back. He pulled away a bit that he might assess her.

      “Mother?”

      But she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at the door.

      Looking for all the world as if a ghost stood before her.

      And when Michael turned so he could see what apparition was currently haunting his mother, something within his heart froze. Silver eyes stared back at him. At his mother.

      “Titus?” She breathed the question like an answer to a prayer.

      When Michael returned his stare to the man in the door, he did not find confusion in those silver eyes. He did not find a question. He found…shock. Shock mixed with disbelief. A kind of disbelief that rests somewhere between profound relief and overwhelming joy…and humorous incredulity.

      “Hania,” Titus breathed, shaking his head ever so slightly. “Of course,” he said. “Of course you are here.”

      “Mother, how do you know him? How do you know Titus?” Michael asked, somewhere between his own shock and disbelief. Across the room, Delaney eyed the scene with a knowing Michael couldn’t quite place.

      Hania didn’t answer, so Michael shot his glare to the soldier instead. “How do you know my mother?”

      “I knew her a very long time ago,” Titus answered, unable to take his searing gaze from the woman before him. Hania seemed unable to turn away from Titus either, a collision of silver and gold gazes. Silent tears lined his mother’s eyes.

      “How long ago?” Michael asked, his own heart thrumming more and more wildly. He knew—somehow he knew the answer to the question, but felt the world shift anyway when Titus answered, “Twenty-four years ago.”

      Breathe. He needed to breathe. He needed to—“Mother,” he heard himself say, needing someone to speak, needing someone to say aloud what he already knew.

      “Michael,” Hania said. “Meet your father.”
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      “You said my father was dead. You said he died before I was born,” Michael seethed, pacing the room, unable to look at her, to look at him. Too much. It was all too damn much.

      “She thought I was,” Titus answered for her.

      “Why?” Michael growled. “Why did she think you were dead?”

      “Because I let her.”

      Hania only tilted her head as she waited patiently for Titus to explain himself. So he did.

      “When I was eighteen, my regiment was stationed in Benalle City. That’s when I met your mother. We spent a summer together before the regiment departed the city and I with them. It was only a few days after we left that the entire company was slaughtered at the hands of the Navarians. There were no survivors. What I never told your mother was that I had departed my regiment the day before on word that my parents were dying. I let her think I was dead along with my regiment. And I haven’t spoken to her since.”

      A tear slipped down Hania’s cheek. But she did not seem angry at Titus for his lies. His rutting, damned lies. She seemed grateful that he was alive at all. Michael’s blood boiled in his veins. The guilt on Delaney’s face told him that she knew more than she was letting on.

      “Did you know this?” Michael turned on Delaney. “Did you know he was my father?”

      “I suspected,” she answered quietly.

      “You suspected?” he barked. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

      “Michael, don’t take this out on her,” Hania said placatingly. “She is not at fault here. No one is. It’s—”

      “No, you’re wrong, Mother. He is,” Michael seethed, pointing a finger at Titus. “He is guilty. Of all of this. Do you even know what the truth is, Titus? Or do you only know how to lie? Have you ever told the truth a day in your life? How long were you going to let her believe you dead? Until she was dead and gone and no longer your problem?”

      “Michael, I know—”

      “No. You don’t get to talk. You don’t get to explain yourself. Maybe you’ve fooled my mother. Maybe you’ve fooled my queen. Maybe even my king. But you haven’t fooled me, Titus Melamed. I know exactly what you are. And I’ll be dead before I ever trust you.”

      And with that, Michael marched out of Delaney’s chambers without a backward glance.
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      “Michael?”

      At the soft voice that called to him from his doorway, he did not bother to look, to invite her in. He knew who it was.

      She entered anyway, choosing a seat across from him in his sitting room.

      “I’m sorry,” Delaney breathed, fiddling with her fingers, unable to meet his eyes.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know how.”

      “And you didn’t think I’d want to know that you thought Titus was my father? You didn’t think I’d want to know that my mother’s husband had died either?”

      For a moment, he saw that old fire in Delaney, that righteous indignation that had welled in her anytime her father would scold her. He hated himself for bringing it out of her as she spat, “When exactly would you have liked to have the conversation, Michael? Sometime between not speaking and not looking each other in the eye? I’m so sorry that I didn’t take the time to sit you down and expound on my wild theories about your parentage while we were in the middle of fleeing for our lives and ignoring each other. Please forgive me.”

      Guilt. It was guilt that washed over him as he saw the grief in her eyes, the remorse. He was being irrational, of course. Flying off the handle like an idiot. For what? So his mother could feel guilty for the choices she’d made? So he could make Titus feel badly? Delaney, too?

      He knew she hadn’t meant to keep it from him. He knew Delaney well enough to know that she hadn’t meant to hurt him.

      But she had. So had his mother.

      And Titus.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his shoulders dropping. And at those words, at that admission, Delaney’s own temper vanished. “I’m sorry, Delaney. You’re right. My mother is right. I shouldn’t blame you for this, I just…”

      “I know,” she said carefully, leaning forward to place her hand over his where it rested on his knee. “I’m sorry too, Michael.”

      “I’m not sure which is worse,” he said morosely. “To grow up with a father who hated you, to find out your real father is a liar, or to realize you’re no better than either of them.”

      For he was the same, wasn’t he? Just the same as Titus? A traitor and liar who had left the woman he loved behind? Maybe Titus had thought it the noble, the right thing to do to leave Hania to a better life. Not the life of a soldier’s wife.

      But not Michael. He had hated Delaney the moment he saw her in that lace dress in Midvar. He had hurt her, too. Just so she could know the feeling.

      Just so she could feel even a bit of his pain.

      “I don’t think he meant to hurt you, Michael. Or your mother. I think he had his reasons for staying away.”

      “And what could they possibly be?”

      A shrug. “Maybe he didn’t think he was good enough for her.”

      “That’s hardly an excuse to abandon her with his child in her womb.”

      “Maybe he didn’t know, Michael. He said the regiment left at the end of the summer. Maybe he didn’t even know about you before he left.”

      Maybe. It was possible, he supposed, considering the time of year he was born. But it still didn’t excuse anything. He slumped onto his settee, resting his brow on his hand, his elbow propped on his knee.

      He felt her warmth as she moved to sit beside him, a gentle hand on his other arm. His scarred arm. As if she could see it beneath his shirt, she traced idle paths along the scar with her fingers. He nearly fell apart into a thousand pieces at her touch.

      Instead, he leaned slightly closer to her, letting his shoulder rest against hers.

      “Talk to them,” she said, her words soft. Gentle. As if she didn’t want to hurt him.

      Something inside of him tore wide open.

      “Talk to your father and your mother, Michael. Ask them what happened. Hear them out.”

      “Do you trust him?” he managed to ask. “Do you trust Titus?”

      “I do,” she answered quietly.

      “Why?” he asked, turning to meet her eyes.

      She held his gaze for a moment. Then, “Because he helped me find you. He helped me help you. I think…I think he wanted you to live just as much as I did. And when he heard you…when you had a fever you were…you were calling my name. So he found me and brought me to you. He risked everything, his very life, to get me down into the dungeons at Goleath to help you. And I figure anyone who is willing to risk so much for you, Michael, is someone worth trusting.

      “Maybe…maybe he didn’t know he was your father. But I think he has loved you like a son for as long as he’s known you.”

      He was at a loss, and he knew it. Michael was at a crossroads he had never expected to face, sitting side by side with the only person in the world who understood him, who could possibly understand what he was going through.

      So he leaned and pressed his brow to hers, wrapped his arms around her slender waist, and drew her into himself so that for one moment—just for one moment—the world could feel right again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XXIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Delaney’s sisters had made themselves scarce—perhaps retreating into her bedchamber, perhaps finding a way to disappear into the ether. Titus didn’t really give a damn.

      For standing before him was the most beautiful creature in the whole of the world.

      She stood motionless across the room from him, her honey eyes glowing like molten gold in the sunlight, her blonde hair cascading wildly down her breast with the same careless curls as when she was eighteen years old, smiling that crooked smile of hers like she could see right through to his very soul.

      Perhaps she could.

      Gods, this woman. A ghost—no, an angel from the past, standing before him once more. And when he had seen her, when he had let his eyes fall on her and understood that she was here, she was really here, the only words he could summon, the only words that would suffice were, “Of course.”

      Because of course she was here. Of course. Because if he hadn’t deserved the kindness of the young queen, if he hadn’t deserved the trust of the young king, then he certainly hadn’t deserved to walk in and find the woman he had loved a lifetime ago embracing the boy he had loved for as long as he had known him.

      The boy who had turned out to be his own son.

      Of course.

      If this was Providence; if, as his queen would say, this was some kind of plan on the part of this god of hers, then Providence, it seemed, had a sense of humor.

      “Hello, soldier,” Hania said, smiling through the tears that lined her eyes.

      He crossed the room in all of two steps that he might take hold of her hands and kiss them thoroughly. It was only when he pulled her into his arms that he finally said, “I’m sorry, Hania. I’m so sorry I lied to you.”

      She shook her head as she held on to him just as fiercely. “Why did you want me to think you were dead?”

      “Because you deserve better,” he said, meaning every word. “You deserve better.”

      “That’s what I thought,” she said, and at the hint of humor in her voice, Titus relaxed his arms just a bit, pulling back to see her face.

      “What do you mean, that’s what you thought?”

      “I knew you were alive, Titus,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “You knew? How could you have known?”

      “When your regiment was attacked, I thought perhaps you had been lost along with them. And I worried we had missed it—that it was all over.”

      A million questions began swirling in Titus’s mind. But he kept his mouth shut so that she could keep talking.

      “But then I started hearing them—stories of a Midvarish soldier who had sworn his fealty to King Aiken. Who had been appointed Commander of his armies. And I wondered…” Her eyes wandered off, staring into nothing and yet into everything. “In the early years, when Michael would write to me from Benalle and tell me about you, I knew for certain. Long before he ever mentioned your name, I knew who you were. And I knew Providence hadn’t been wrong.”

      “You knew Michael was training under his own father?” Titus asked the question before he could stop himself.

      Hania only nodded.

      “Why didn’t you at least tell him?”

      She raised a brow. “Because I didn’t want him to be angry with you. I was in no position to explain things to him. Not with my husband…” She didn’t finish the thought. But the words—the horrors of what she had faced all those years still played in her eyes. Titus swallowed back his emotions. Hate and rage, and most of all, disgust with himself for abandoning her. For abandoning his own son.

      “Why didn’t you tell him when he was a boy, then?” Titus asked. He kept his arms around her, afraid that if he let go, she’d disappear. Or worse, she’d walk away.

      “He knew my husband was not his father. But I did not tell him who you were. I let him believe what you thought I believed—that you had died before he was born.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he would have gone on a foolhardy mission to find you, I’m sure of it,” she said. A chuckle shook her shoulders as she said it.

      “I don’t understand any of this, Hania,” he said. “If I would have known…”

      “I know,” she said, placing her hands on either side of his face. “Titus, I know that. But you had a path to take. So did Michael. You both needed to take it.”

      “What path? What are you talking about?”

      “The Promised One, Titus.”

      She said it like he understood. Like it all made sense.

      “You’re a part of that story. You and Michael. And the young king and queen. All of us.”

      He didn’t understand. Not any of it. But she did. And the peace in her eyes— “I swear, if I had known,” he said. “If I had known about him, I would have come back. I never would have left.”

      “I know,” she smiled softly. “I know you, Titus. Better than you think.”

      He huffed a laugh and pulled her back into his arms, resting his cheek on her head.

      Gods above, he was holding Hania. And in his arms she felt…she felt just like she had felt nearly twenty-five years ago. Like she belonged there.

      He pulled her away that he might look at her again. So he could make sure she was real. Here. Not a dream.

      “I don’t even know what to say,” he said. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Why don’t you start by telling me what happened? Where you’ve been.” She smiled.

      So he did. He sat down on the settee and told her everything. He told her about the war. About what he had done and where he had gone. About Penelope. To his surprise, she seemed glad. Not angry or jealous. Glad that he had married. That he had found love.

      “She sounds like she was a wonderful woman,” Hania said as she sat across from him on the plush furniture.

      “She was,” he said. “She was a light in the darkness.”

      “I’m glad you found her,” Hania said, placing a hand over his. He covered it with his other hand.

      “I found her because of you, Hania.”

      Her eyes asked the question, and he answered, “I would never have believed in love if it weren’t for you. I never would have thought to look for it with my own wife if I hadn’t realized somewhere down the line that I had had it with you. That it was real. That love changes everything,” he added, repeating the words of the note she had written him nearly twenty-five years ago. The note he hadn’t received until only a few weeks ago.

      She smiled at that. A genuine smile. The kind of smile that made his heart feel lighter than it had felt in years.

      “And she loved you in return?”

      He nodded. “ She reminded me a lot of you, actually. I think that’s why I fell in love with her.”

      “Ah. So you finally admit you were in love with me?” She laughed.

      “It only took me twenty-five years.”

      “Twenty-four,” she corrected.

      He laughed as he pulled her hand to his mouth to kiss it once more. That’s when they both spotted the blood.

      “What happened?” she asked, exposing his gashed palm—the palm where he had pledged his life to a queen, a king, and a kingdom. A pledge the likes of which he had never taken before.

      He hadn’t told Ferryl as much. Hadn’t told the young king that he had never sworn loyalty to anyone before, not even Derrick. Because he would prove his loyalty not with empty words but with his very life.

      “Long story,” he said.

      She cocked a brow before surprising him when she suddenly reached into his jacket pocket.

      “What are you doing?”

      She pulled out his handkerchief with triumph in her eyes. “You always had a handkerchief in your jacket pocket. Thought I’d see if you’d managed to change at all.”

      He laughed as she set about tying the worn cloth around his hand. “You haven’t,” he said.

      “You have.”

      “Have I?”

      “You’re a lot uglier than you used to be,” she quipped, not bothering to meet his eyes as she tied the handkerchief in a knot at the back of his hand. When he saw her smirk, he barked a laugh.

      “That I cannot deny.”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, you were unfairly handsome in your youth. It’s only fair that you should lose at least some of that swagger to old age and hard living.”

      He shook his head as he pursed a smile. “I missed you, Hania. I thought of you so often. Wondered if you were well and happy.”

      She didn’t say anything, and he knew why. He knew from the few things Michael had let slip over the years about the man he had called his father. He remembered how nasty the burn had been on the boy’s arm when he’d first arrived at Benalle. Hania might have been well, but she hadn’t been happy. And behind the mirth in her eyes, he could see a current of the pain she had endured over the years.

      The pain he had subjected her to. By abandoning her.

      “I’m sorry I left you, Hania. I’m so sorry, I—”

      “I wouldn’t change any of it, Titus. I knew. I knew even back then that you weren’t ready. That you would never have been happy if you had stayed with me. You needed more than what I could have given you. But I wouldn’t change it. Not for the world. Because you gave me the sweetest gift I’ve ever known, Titus. You made me a mother. And for that, I will be forever grateful to you.”

      He kissed her hand again. “Gods, woman, I think you’ve only gotten more beautiful.”

      “The gods have nothing to do with it,” she said.

      “You know, I think you might be right.”

      “I usually am.”

      It was as if…sitting before her, seeing the sparkle in her wild eyes, the hope that lingered despite the horrors she had faced…it was as if Providence himself had handed Titus a second chance on a golden platter. As if, despite it all, he had been given a precious gift.

      A gift he wouldn’t take for granted again. A gift he would savor. The son he never knew he had. The kingdom he would gladly serve. This woman…

      Yes, Titus Melamed had been given a second chance.

      He would not let them down.

      Nor would he hide behind his lies any longer.

      “Hania, I need you to know the truth. I need you to know that I’ve done some terrible things. Things I regret, and—”

      “And you’re the only one, right? The only man who has ever made mistakes?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then how about instead of raking yourself over the coals, how about instead of hating yourself for your past, you start living for the now and looking to the future you could have? You’re alive, Titus. There’s a reason for that. Perhaps you should go find out what that reason is.

      “I don’t need to know the details of your past to see the regret in your eyes. I don’t need to know the mistakes you made in order to understand the guilt you carry. It’s written all over you. Like I said, I know you better than you know yourself. And I know that you, Titus the Soldier, are prone to self-loathing. The truth is black and white, darkness and light. But all of us, we exist somewhere in shades of gray. What it comes down to is how much of that light we’re going to live in.

      “Maybe you’ve lived in the darkness most of your life. But there is light in you. Let it out, Titus. And let it glow. Because whether you like it or not, you’re a good man. A man I happen to be proud to call the father of my son.”

      He touched her cheek with his unbound hand, and she held his eyes. He could have sworn she leaned into his touch when she finally said, “Tell me something, Titus. Why weren’t you more surprised? Why didn’t I see shock in your eyes when I said he was your son?”

      He breathed a laugh as he looked down to his bound hand. “I think I knew. Or at least, I wished it was possible. I took to him, Hania. I took to…to our son from the very beginning. He was…we just understood each other. I don’t know how else to explain it. He was a good soldier, and he was smart. Hania, when I was training the boy to wield a bow, I used to even imagine he was my own son. Can you believe it? I was imagining my own son was my son!”

      Hania placed her hand in his, squeezing gently as he went on. “But it wasn’t until a few weeks ago, when we were still on our way back here, that I truly wondered if it were possible.”

      “What gave it away?” she asked.

      “Pheasant feathers,” he said, almost laughing.

      “Pheasant feathers?”

      “He said his mother kept some in a box in her bedchamber. That they were her favorite. And then he told me that she had grown up on a pheasant farm.”

      Hania shook her head, a smile threatening her mouth.

      “I have a son, Hania.”

      “You have a son, Titus. And he’s a good man. He’s much like his father in that regard.”

      It was Titus’s turn to shake his head. Hania placed a soft hand on his cheek, lifting his chin so that he might meet her eyes again before she said, “And he will forgive you, Titus. Just give him time.”
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      It had been raining all morning. And not just a breezy spring kind of rain, but a torrential downpour. The kind that darkened the skies and made day feel like night. The storm had been such a surprise to everyone, no hints of it in the air. It was only when Dinah had spotted the black blanket on the horizon just before sunset last night, spilling into the sea with ominous darkness, that anyone had realized a storm was coming.

      And storm it was, indeed.

      It rained. And rained. And rained. And did not relent, did not falter, an oppressive sort of darkness that so befitted the news they had gotten. Derrick’s army wasn’t still a day away. It was upon them. It would arrive at Benalle by midday.

      And so the castle had been in an uproar, the remaining soldiers who had yet to march to camp bustling about, shouting orders, preparing for the battle—no, the war that loomed before them.

      This final stand that would determine the fate of their entire world.

      Delaney’s stomach churned again, fear and worry a lingering friend, reminding her of her own helplessness. And of all the things she should have said, she still had yet to say to Michael.

      There would be no time for them now. No. For at this very moment, Michael was in his chambers, preparing to depart for the camp. For the battlefield. For the stand he would make with king and country.

      The fight he might not survive.

      It was little Dysis, playing quietly with baby Hania on the settee of her sitting room who spoke up as Delaney suddenly crossed the floor. “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I have to see him,” Delaney said. And then she was out the door and marching across the palace, down the black-and-white corridors until she was standing before his door.

      She only had to knock once before he answered.

      “Delaney,” he said as he stood before her, his shirt untucked, his boots unlaced. He was getting dressed. Preparing face the enemy. Dressing for war.

      She couldn’t think of anything to say, any explanation for her sudden presence.

      But Michael didn’t seem to need one.

      So she just threw herself into his arms and held him tightly. His breath was warm in her hair as he held her close to his chest, his strong arms a fortress around her back. Tears threatened to choke any chance of conversation from her, sobs bubbling in her belly as she held Michael. Held him because after this, after today, she might never hold him again.

      He stroked her hair and pulled her more tightly into him as if he understood.

      He gently ushered her inside. And when she spotted the polished armor laying about, waiting to be donned, the reality of it all came crashing down on her.

      She turned to face him and reached to tuck his thin black shirt into his pants. She took her time as she worked, making sure it was perfect, making sure she savored this moment—the feel of him so close to her, the way he smelled of salt and wind, the firm muscles that stretched across his belly, and the way they shifted under his shirt as he turned to aid her in dressing him. She let her hands linger for a moment at his waist, but could not summon the courage to meet his eyes even though she could feel his own boring into her. Instead, she spotted his hauberk on the back of a nearby chair. She reached to lift it, straining under its weight, the tiny links of metal clinking as she—with his help—pulled it over his head. It fell across his shoulders with a great thud, a burdensome reminder that it was his life on the line, his very heart that the shirt of metal protected. He stood still before her, devouring her with his searing silver eyes as she kept her attention rapt on his broad chest, on making sure the hauberk was hanging just right. Then she reached for his belt and slung it around his hips, buckling it carefully, taking her time, unwilling to let this moment become a blur of memories, but a brand, seared on her very soul. This silent moment, filled with a thousand upon a thousand unspoken words.

      She strapped his armor around his broad chest next—a work of art unto itself, finely crafted to fit the contours of his sculpted body with a craftsman’s precision. She took her time to ensure a snug fit around his shoulders before buckling the leather straps under each arm. Then she fastened the leather vambraces at his arms, clad in matching sculpted steel, taking just a moment to run her trembling thumb along the ridge of his scar under his shirt before finally covering it with the supple leather and polished steel. His weapons were last, slung across his shoulders, sheathed at his belt, tucked in his boots. And finally, a quiver of handmade arrows, with fletching of speckled pheasant feathers peeking out of the top.

      Her warrior. Her soldier. Her friend and companion.

      The only man she had ever loved.

      He stood before her like a mountain of strength and courage. A statue carved and created for this. For this moment. For this war.

      She would not do him the dishonor of telling him to be careful. Of asking him to stay safe.

      She knew there was nothing careful or safe about war.

      So all she did was touch his cheek, let her thumb linger along his jaw, let her eyes get lost in the depthless silver, a perfect match to his intricate armor.

      Michael was a warrior. And all of his life had been leading up to this moment.

      She let a feeble smile turn the corner of her mouth before she rested her hand on his breastplate, leaning that she might press a soft kiss to his cheek. He did not move away. He did not move at all.

      But when she pulled back that she might meet his eyes again, she found unshed tears there, telling the story in lieu of the words neither of them were brave enough to utter. Tears for all they had broken, torn between them. Tears for all they had lost.

      Tears for all they had yet to lose.

      He placed a trembling hand at the small of her back, bringing her in to him, the coolness of the metal a shock as he pressed his breast to hers.

      He had drawn a breath to finally speak when there was a knock on the door.

      It was Titus. Titus and Hania. Delaney stepped back from Michael. He did not grimace before his father, clad in similar armor, did not show even an inkling of the ire he had poured out upon him last night. Instead, he merely nodded his head, and Titus nodded in return, one soldier to another.

      “It’s time,” Titus said.

      Hania crossed the room and drew her son into her arms, kissing his cheek once, twice before holding his face in her hands. “Don’t do anything stupid, do you hear me?”

      Michael nodded his head, but Delaney could have sworn she spotted a ghost of a smile curl his mouth. He kissed his mother’s brow and then looked to Titus once before turning his beautiful eyes back to Delaney. Hania gave them a wide berth, but Michael did not use it. Did not cross the distance even as the room went taut between them. He just looked at Delaney.

      She did not falter from his gaze.

      He let the silence linger, let the moment settle between them before he finally spoke. Before he uttered the words she would cling to for the rest of her life.

      “It will always be you.”

      And then he was gone and Titus with him.

      And in the silence of their wake, in the eerie stillness that blanketed Michael’s chambers, the rain pitter-pattering on the windows behind them, there came a clap of thunder and a flash of lightning.

      Hania took hold of Delaney’s hand and did not let go for a long time.
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      The rain stung Ferryl’s face and hands as it fell in sheets, clanking off of their armor and blinding them on the journey that felt like a death march to the valley beyond Benalle City. To the place where they would each meet their own fates. Even Erel seemed to understand what awaited them, his every step a labor, every clip-clop of his hooves heavy with foreboding. Ferryl stroked his stallion’s mane, his trusted friend for so many years, and marched onward.

      Michael, as Lord Chancellor rode to his right, his shoulders back, his face solemn as he kept his eyes forward, his gaze steeled as if on the valley that awaited them, any sight of it still obstructed by the buildings and homes of the city before them. General Titus Melamed, to his left, had slithered into the calm Ferryl had only ever seen from the man once before, when he and the Navarian armies had marched to the border years ago, King Aiken’s first inquiry into the so-called rebel attacks that had begun to plague his people. Titus had led his men with unwavering determination then. Ferryl knew he would today, too.

      Now, riding in the pouring rain, a portion of his army marching behind him in perfect formation, Ferryl was finally facing the culmination of all those years of attacks, of all the speculation about Midvar.

      Ferryl’s destiny would be to finish what his father had started. Because the Great War hadn’t ended fifteen years ago. It had only just begun.

      And this time, they would end the threat of Midvar. Once and for all.

      A captain rode just down from Titus, holding the banner of Har-Navah—the proud emerald, the depthless black, the regal white and gold—a symbol to the world that victory awaited them so long as they stood firm, fought hard, and believed unwaveringly in the god they claimed.

      As they trudged through the rain-slicked streets of Benalle City, onlookers gathered, waving flags and tossing flowers. Some wept. Some offered prayers and blessings, gathering in droves along the street edges, despite the pouring rain. Ferryl nodded as they rode along. Nodded to his people—to the kingdom he would protect on the battlefield.

      He had been praying every moment since this morning that he hadn’t been wrong. That Providence wouldn’t choose now, this moment, to change his mind.

      He won’t, Ferryl, he felt more than heard Adelaide say. And her thoughts were sure, her faith steady. This woman of his, this love he called his wife, she had become a fortress, a pillar of unwavering faith. A faith he had learned to call his own. And by that faith he would wave that Har-Navarian banner high. Because if she could believe so fiercely, then so could he. Providence had brought them this far. He would take them the rest of the way.

      It was the how that scared the breath out of him.

      And the probable price of it all hung on his shoulders like the black clouds hung in the sky above them.

      How would they ever defeat an enemy that so grossly outnumbered them? An enemy corrupted with half-demon monsters, giants blooded for one thing and one thing only: annihilation. An enemy they had yet to see. Yet to hear sign of their arrival. Like the eerie calm before a black-bellied storm, they waited, wondering. Worrying.

      How would they defend themselves against whatever manner of feral, cursed creatures Derrick brought with him? Ferryl at least knew about the thousands of boars tearing across his kingdom. Benalle had already received reports of the destruction in their wake. Entire villages trampled to the ground, destroyed by a stampede of vicious, ruthless creatures, with tusks that could rip apart a home at the seams, with bodies so powerful they could take down a grown man like a beetle under boot.

      And Michael had told Ferryl about the lions. About the cursed beasts Derrick kept as his pets. The beasts that should have killed Michael. There was no doubt in Ferryl’s mind at all that Derrick would bring those beasts with him.

      But what else? What else would Derrick bring? What other terrors had he prepared for this, his moment of conquest and glory?

      Yes, the how gnawed at Ferryl like a wolf at his kill.

      To make it worse, there was no sign of the færies. No sign that the tiny creatures had kept their word to Ferryl to aid in this war.

      Bile stung the back of his throat at the thought—that here, facing this giant enemy, the tiny færies hadn’t come to his aid. That he had hung his hopes on such tiny, tattered wings.

      Commander Derwin had departed for camp after dinner last night. One brief afternoon with his wife and family and then he was back to the battlefield, readying his men for the coming attack. Ferryl would thank Providence every day of his life that his little brother was his commander. That it was he who would lead these legions in battle. There was no one better suited for the job.

      And Ferryl had decided last night, sitting around the table with his family and closest friends, watching the way Derwin ate up his wife as if she were his whole world—the radiant joy that shone on his harsh face when he merely looked at Leala—that he would never tell Derwin who his true father was. Ferryl would die with it on his lips; he would keep the secret his father had kept unto his dying breath. Because his mother had been right.

      It was better if Derwin didn’t know.

      It was better because Ferryl knew that such news could break him. Such news could shatter a man irreparably. He would give his mother this one final gift, this one promise after all the hurt between them. He would fulfill her wish and let Derwin live his life never knowing her damning secrets.

      The Har-Navarian army marched through the mud and muck gathering on the streets of Benalle City until at last they reached the eastern wall and the valley beyond.

      The location of the great battle that awaited them.

      It was impossible to see any sign of Derrick’s army ahead. Not with the rain pounding so heavily, the visibility inhibited by the gray that blanketed the earth like a harbinger of doom.

      But it wasn’t the impending army that caught Ferryl’s attention anyway, but a great white beast coming from the southern hazelnut forest.

      A lithe, preternatural creature birthed from the heavens, running at a canter straight for them.

      Eagle.

      Faithful, constant Eagle.

      Adelaide’s mysterious winged horse. Eager to join the battle ahead.

      Ferryl had half a mind to shoo her away, to tell her to go and hide and spare herself the devastation, the bloodshed that surely awaited them all. But he knew better. For Eagle, like her rider, had ideas of her own and was never one to be swayed by another opinion, no matter how sensible.

      And selfishly, Ferryl relished the sight of the majestic beast now trotting alongside his army, her broad wings expanded as if she might take flight at any moment. He could practically see Lizybet atop her, smiling wickedly, her inky black tresses tossing wildly behind her. A stable girl winning the day’s race. A princess at play with a prince. Yes, having Eagle nearby felt much like Adelaide were right here. Alongside her king, her husband. Readying for battle.

      “Majesty,” said a captain, riding up beside him.

      Ferryl was torn from his imaginings as the soldier went on, “The Commander awaits you in the royal tent.”
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      “The rain is getting worse,” said Hania, arms crossed as she looked out of the great windows at Benalle. As if she could see all the way to that valley where Michael, Ferryl, Derwin, Titus, and the soldiers faced their fates.

      “It seems an awful turn of luck,” said Dinah, playing with the baby’s toes as she lay on the ground. Delaney watched her three sisters fuss over the baby. Their contentment. The joy on their faces. The joy in her own heart since seeing them again.

      She would be forever thankful to Michael for finding them. For helping them. For bringing them to safety. She only prayed that whatever it was that had given Demelza a reason to stay behind with the queen and the boy was worth it. She prayed they were all safe.

      “I wish I knew what was happening,” Delaney admitted, following Hania’s gaze out the windows. The rain pounding on the glass made it almost impossible to see, but it didn’t matter. The picture of the battle she had painted in her mind’s eye was bad enough.

      “Well then, why don’t we find out?” Hania asked, turning to face Delaney.

      “What?”

      There was a wildness in the older Hania’s eyes. A fire that had not been snuffed out despite the darkness she had faced for so many years.

      “Girls,” Hania said, turning to face Delaney’s three younger sisters. “Can you take care of the baby for a while?”

      “Of course,” said Dinah, scooping the infant into her arms as if it were her own. “Why?”

      “Because there is something Delaney and I need to do.”
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      “Have we lost our minds?” Delaney asked as yet another flash of lightning spooked her horse.

      The winds whipped wildly, mud flinging with every step down the eerily quiet streets of Benalle City, but Hania’s determination did not waver. “Likely, yes. I am certain Michael will kill us. Probably Titus too.”

      “Why are we doing this again?” Delaney asked.

      Thunder rumbled, the rain coming down in stinging sheets.

      “Why should the men have all the fun?” Hania asked. And the way the quiver rested on her back, that wildness in her eyes… There was something other about Hania. Preternatural. She was a warrior. A lioness. A goddess riding into battle atop her mount. No wonder Titus had looked at her as if she were his whole world. Delaney wondered if perhaps Hania was the only woman in the world who could bring such a stubborn man to his knees.

      “Do you know how to use that thing?” Delaney asked, gesturing to the bow Hania carried.

      “I was taught by the best.”

      Delaney prayed to Providence that was true, because when they reached the edges of the camp, when they began to hear the sounds of the battle raging not far away, her stomach found a new home in her throat.

      Hania must have noticed—or at least come to her senses because she said, “Perhaps you should wait here, Delaney. Unless you’ve some skill with a blade.”

      “None. I have not an ounce of skill with a blade or bow. My father would have flogged me for it.”

      Hania’s furrowed brows let Delaney know exactly what she thought of that. “Then stay here,” she said, bringing her horse to a stop in front of a particularly large tent in the army encampment. “Don’t come out until I come back for you. Understood?”

      “Why are we here, again?” Delaney asked.

      “Because you and I both have too much at stake to stand by and watch. You stay here and keep your ears open. You never know what information you’ll learn when people think no one is listening.”

      It was Delaney’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

      Hania smirked. “I’ll be back soon.”

      And before Delaney could protest, Michael’s mother swung herself down from her mount and disappeared into the rain like a wraith.

      Delaney tied the two beasts to a nearby post and then dutifully obeyed her orders, slipping into the tent Hania had chosen for her.

      It was large—probably some nobleman’s tent, what with its two rooms: one for receiving, and one…that was a bedroom in the back. Furs lined the soggy ground, but aside from that, the tent was mostly barren. So it was not the most ostentatious of noblemen who owned this tent, but a nobleman all the same. No regular soldier stayed in such a large space.

      She sat down in one of the two chairs in the front room, listening. Waiting. Hoping against hope that she and Hania hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of their lives.
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      “This damned rain has made a mess of the battlefield,” Derwin grumbled. “And it’s only getting worse. It will be a wonder if my men can march without falling on their asses in the mud.”

      “If it’s a pain in the ass for us, it will be a pain in the ass for the Midvarish, too,” Titus pointed out helpfully as he, a few other generals, Michael, Derwin, and Ferryl stood around a table in the king’s meeting tent, a map spread out before them.

      The rain pelted the canvas so loudly it made for difficult conversation.

      “Two hours. At most. If my calculations are correct, we have two hours before the first wave arrives,” Derwin said, pointing to a place on the map where two hills fed right into the fated valley. “They’ll come through here. They’ll have to.”

      “They’re underground,” Ferryl pointed out.

      Derwin leveled his brother a flat stare. “Unless they plan to drill up through the bare earth like moles, the last of the caves end here,” he said, pointing to the map again. “They’ll come through here,” he said again, emphasizing the last word as if more hopeful than confident.

      Ferryl could not help the chill that shuddered down his spine at that small glimpse of fear Derwin had let slip.

      “And the boars?” Michael asked.

      “They’ve been tearing through the valley since nightfall. Though they’re not exactly in formation,” Derwin said. “They’ll arrive from all over. The word is they have scattered a bit since the rain started.”

      “Well, that’s good,” said one of the generals.

      Derwin seemed unimpressed with the general’s positivity. “Arrows will hardly take them down. These boars are much larger than most.”

      “So how do we stop them from destroying our men?” another general asked.

      “The sword,” Derwin said grimly. “Beheading.”

      Which meant only one thing: a soldier had to get close—fatally close—to one of the fell beasts in order to kill it. And there were reportedly thousands of them.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      “We’ll deal with them as they come,” said Titus, not an ounce of fear on his face. “Where are the legions?”

      Derwin explained where the legions were stationed, from where more would come, and where he had a few hidden for good measure. “The key is to keep Derrick’s men here,” Derwin said, pointing to a low spot in the valley. Large enough for a hundred thousand men at least, but where Har-Navah would have the geographical advantage. “We’ll use the first wave of attacks to channel them into this area of the valley. Levitan, your men will march from the south side of the valley. Segal, your men will march from the city. And Melamed,” he said, meeting Titus’s eyes, “your men will march from this area to the north. We’ll surround them. And then we’ll destroy them.”

      Titus nodded curtly, not at all balking at taking orders from the man who had replaced him—a younger, less-experienced soldier, to boot. Ferryl couldn’t help but respect him for that nod alone.

      The captains departed to carry out Derwin’s orders—all except for Titus, who lingered for a moment, meeting Michael’s eyes across the tent. Michael said nothing to the man who was his father. Showed no sign of worry that he was marching into a battle that may or may not be his own death. And no sign of remorse that he and Titus were still at odds with each other.

      Without a word, Titus finally pushed through the flap of the tent and disappeared into the falling rain beyond.

      “It’s getting worse,” Derwin pointed out, his attention on the map before him. “The rain is not letting up.”

      “Titus was right,” Ferryl said. “It will be a disadvantage for them, too.”

      “Except that this army has been training in murky, damp darkness for the entirety of their existence. It’s hardly a disadvantage to them,” Derwin said, pushing around the tokens on the map. Contemplating. Strategizing.

      It was Michael who squared his shoulders. Michael who said, “Those who are born in darkness only fear the light.”

      Ferryl nodded as Derwin looked up, taking in a breath to respond.

      But his response was cut off by the sound of cries—bellows, really.

      “Take arms!”

      “Volley!”

      Derwin grabbed his weapons so quickly he was a streak of light across the tent. Ferryl turned to strap on his quiver when an arrow thudded into the sodden ground before him. Not one. Three.

      Three arrows. Searing through the canvas tent with the flame on their tips. Within seconds, the entire tent was in flames.

      The battle had begun.
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      Michael was running as fast as his legs could carry him across the muddy field. Ready. He was so damned ready for this moment. To fight. To end this. To rid the world of the blight that had ripped so much from him. Too much.

      Delaney’s face swam before him as he ran—the feel of her hands as she had strapped his weapons on him only a few hours ago.

      He would fight—and he would win. For her.

      To end this.

      To start anew.

      For her.

      His voice was a great roar as he tore across the field, mud slinging from under his boots—from all of the soldiers as they flooded the rain-sodden valley, eager to engage the black wraiths across the way. The rain pounded, stinging as it drenched them.

      He heard someone cry, “Take cover,” just in time to lift his shield over his head, just in time to deflect the first of what seemed like a thousand flaming arrows as they showered around him. Men—his men—fell like stones around him, going up in flames despite the downpour. Whatever magic kept those arrows aflame…

      But Michael kept running. Running until he met the first of the Midvarish soldiers. He brandished his sword and sliced through flesh, through armor and bones. He had trained for this his whole life.

      And by this, he would end this war once and for all.

      He whirled and parried, ducked and thrust his sword. And when the men around him had all fallen, he retrieved his bow and nocked his first arrow, taking out enemy soldier after enemy soldier with ease.

      Too much ease.

      He frowned. This was too easy. These were not the monsters he had fought in the catacombs of Midvar. These were not the pure-blooded demon-beasts that had nearly ended him. These were men. Covered in mud and blood and shit and Providence knew what else. But nothing more.

      The grunts. Sent to tire the Har-Navarian army before the real battle began.

      Michael swore, a yell tearing from his throat as he plowed through the fray and fought with all his might.
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      The battle was slowing. The Midvarish grunts that had been sent in the first wave had been bested easily enough, but Michael was tiring all the same. He had been out here five hours, at least. For the Midvarish army might have only sent the expendable first, but they were in no short supply. Wave after wave, the soldiers kept coming. Derrick must have forced every breathing male who could hold a sword to fight, for they did not stop coming. But Derwin had been right—that part had gone according to plan at least. They came from a dip in the valley, between two hills. And they flooded the battlefield like ants on a upturned hill.

      The rain only pounded harder, a merciless deluge across the blood-stained valley before him. Thunder grumbled and pounded, one clap after another. Lightning pierced the ground in terrible bolts, striking men without remorse. The wind tore through the valley, bending trees in half. But Michael pressed on. Wielded his sword and delivered blow after blow. Strike after strike.

      Somewhere in the fray fought his king. And Titus. He hadn’t seen them once the battle had begun, but he knew they were out there, likely covered in as much blood and mud as he. He had only stopped to catch his breath when he heard a familiar laugh. A sensuous sort of chuckle.

      He knew who was behind him before he turned to confirm. A weasel. A bastard he hadn’t bothered to think about in months.

      Ravid was grinning like a caracal when Michael at last faced him.

      “I was hoping I’d see you,” said the man who had betrayed Delaney. Who had sired Hania. Sired her and left her as if she were nothing.

      Michael bared his teeth at the twit.

      “Too pathetic for the real army, I see,” said Michael, twirling the tip of his sword in the mud. “I suppose your blood is mostly mud after all.”

      Ravid breathed another throaty chuckle. “Tell me, guard. How is our sweet little duchess? I do miss her. Such innocence. Such sinful curves just begging to be licked.” Ravid grinned, toying with his sword in his hand. He kept his eyes on Michael as he cocked his head to one side.

      “Tell me—does she still make that delicious little whimpering sound when you fuck her?”

      Red. Michael could only see red as he lifted his sword and plowed toward Ravid. But his blade was deflected. Deflected by someone else. Someone he hadn’t seen.

      “Hello, dog,” said Duke Hevel, his sword poised between Ravid and Michael. “I see little has changed.”

      “Go to Sheol,” Michael growled, and lunged again. He was going kill Ravid. And Delaney’s father. Both of them. And take his damn time about it.

      He hardly registered what happened next—a blur of events too quick to decipher. The sword that came for his throat. The blow he wasn’t fast enough to deflect. The man who pushed in front of him, taking that sword to his shoulder. The blood that sprayed. The arrow that whizzed by his face and the sickening thud when it found its mark in Ravid’s left eye.

      Ravid crumbled to the ground in a heap of flesh and blood. Another thud and an arrow protruding from Duke Hevel’s throat before he, too, collapsed to the mud.

      Michael blinked.

      Blinked again.

      Caught his breath. Collected his thoughts. Put the pieces together.

      The man who had taken the blow for him lay prone in the mud, his breaths shallow, blood pouring from his shoulder quickly. Too quickly. Pooling in the mud like a flooding, dark lake. He would bleed out and die if he didn’t get help. Soon.

      Michael knelt down, his knees splattering mud everywhere as he went to flip the man over, to see who his savior had been.

      “Father!” he cried, the word out of his mouth before he registered what he had said.

      Titus lay beneath him, struggling for breath, his shoulder a tide of crimson.

      “Father, no,” Michael whimpered.

      “We need to get him to safety. Now.”

      Michael whirled toward the familiar voice, the warm hand on his shoulder.

      Her rain-sodden hair hung limp around her shoulders, her bow slung across her back, a quiver of pheasant-feather fletching peeking over her shoulders. But her eyes were no less fierce in the dark rain.

      “Mother,” Michael breathed.
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      “What in Sheol are you doing here?” Titus growled as Hania doused his shoulder in what felt like liquid fire. She handed him a strip of leather to bite down on.

      “Apparently, saving your life,” she said, cleaning his wound. “Now hold still.”

      “Hania,” Titus tried.

      But this woman—this lioness did not back down. “This is going to hurt.”

      “No shit,” he growled. Around his peripheral vision, stars swirled and darkness beckoned. Titus heard himself groan.

      She poured the remainder of the liquid onto his shoulder, the relentless wind whipping tendrils of her gold locks across her lips despite the fact that they were protected by the thick canvas of the infirmary tent. Outside, the rain continued to pound.

      “How did you get here?” he tried again, grinding each word through his teeth, through the pain that stabbed from his shoulder and down his arm, radiating through every fingertip.

      “Horseback,” she said sweetly.

      “Hania,” he growled.

      “Hold still, Titus. You are the world’s worst patient.”

      A needle. Godsdamnit, she pulled out a needle.

      “What the—”

      “If you don’t lie still, I’m going to stitch your shoulder to your throat,” she said.

      And Titus believed her.

      The needle felt like a caracal ripping through his flesh, one tooth at a time. But he bit down harder on the leather and endured it. One stitch at a time with that wicked, curved needle until at last she finished sewing him up.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” he ground through clenched teeth, hoping the diversion would keep him from passing out. Or worse—retching all over her.

      She ripped some white cloth with savage precision. Strip after strip until she was satisfied. Then she set about tying the cloths around his shoulder. Titus bit down on the strip of leather between his teeth, refusing to let on just how badly his shoulder still burned.

      “Well, I’ve sewn enough buttons and hemmed enough dresses to get the general gist,” she said.

      “But you’ve never stitched a wound before?” he asked, half terrified of the woman who hovered over him.

      She smiled an adder’s smile with perfect red lips, tying the last of the strips. “I have now, haven’t I?”

      Titus moved to sit up, growling, barking as pain like fire burned down his arm, his side.

      Hania pushed him back down. “Stay still, you brute. Do you want me to have to sew that again?”

      No. Gods, no. Titus obeyed Hania. He even allowed her to tip a skein to his mouth as he drank.

      “This isn’t water,” he finally managed, coughing as the liquid burned down his throat.

      “For the pain.” She smiled savagely. “I figure if it will work on your shoulder, it will work in your belly all the same.”

      “You poured whiskey on my shoulder?” he asked incredulously.

      “Delaney told me you poured whiskey on Michael’s wounds back in Midvar. I figured I’d return the favor.”

      Yes. Yes, he had. It had been all he had—all he could do to help Michael.

      But here? In the infirmary?

      “King Ferryl of Har-Navah can’t afford anything more than whiskey for his healing tents?” Titus asked.

      “Oh, no. He has plenty of supplies,” Hania said nonchalantly, not bothering to meet his eyes as she folded the strips of cloth she hadn’t used.

      Despite the searing pain, despite the blood that coated his neck and shoulder, drying despite the thick humidity, Titus Melamed laughed.

      Hania looked up, glancing over him once before she laughed too.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Titus attempted to turn toward the tent entrance, sucking in a breath as another slice of pain shot through his arm.

      “Your mother is a sadistic comedian,” Titus offered Michael. “But as fun as this is, I need to get back out there. My men need me. I—“

      “The battle is over for now, you brute. Lay back down,” Hania scolded.

      Michael rubbed his hand on the back of his neck as he made his way into the tent. “She’s right,” he said. “The fighting has stopped. For now.”

      Titus collapsed back onto the hard table, his shoulder singing with all manner of pains he never knew possible.

      “What’s wrong, darling?” Hania asked Michael, completely ignoring Titus. And the way her whole demeanor shifted, the way she looked at her son… that tenderness, that motherly concern… Jealousy. It was jealousy Titus felt. Jealousy for the life he had abandoned. The life that might have been his. With her. And with Michael.

      “Mother,” Michael said, worry like Titus had never seen plaguing the young man’s eyes. “Why are you here? Why did you come here?”

      “To help,” she said matter-of-factly. “Why must you men do all the work?”

      Michael crossed his arms. “This is war, Mother. You could have been killed.”

      Titus raised a brow, pursing a smirk as he folded his good arm behind his head.

      “Yes. And so could you. But thanks to me, you weren’t.”

      Titus sucked in a breath to protest. “Ha—”

      “And before you say a word, Titus Melamed,” she said, cutting him off with a pointed finger, “Always have to be the hero, do you? Jumping in and taking the blow for Michael like that? You’d be dead if it weren’t for me, you ass!”

      “That is hardly the point,” Titus protested.

      “It is entirely the point,” she countered.

      “Mother,” Michael said.

      And one word—one damned word from her son—her beloved son—and Hania gave in. “All right,” she said, her shoulders relaxing. “All right, it was stupid.”

      “You are not trained in battle,” Michael pointed out.

      “I know,” she admitted.

      “You are an excellent shot,” he offered. “But it’s more than good aim that keeps you alive on a battlefield, Mother. You are lucky no one spotted you.”

      “I know,” she repeated. “You know me, Michael. I couldn’t stand being cooped up in that castle with all the women and children while everything is happening out here.”

      Michael crossed the gap between them, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I need you to stay with Delaney at the castle. She needs you right now,” Michael said.

      Guilt flashed in Hania’s eyes, words she wasn’t saying coloring her features.

      Michael pressed a kiss to his mother’s brow. “You did make me proud,” he said. “But I cannot lose you, too.”

      Hania patted his cheek, motherly concern all over her face. Perhaps Titus expected some maternal speech about the possibility of losing her son in battle. He certainly did not expect Hania to say, “If you’d pull your head out of your ass long enough, you’d see that you haven’t lost anyone. Not yet.”

      Titus snorted, immediately suppressing his laugh when Michael directed an incensed gaze at him.

      Gods, he wondered how one man could be so stubborn. So godsdamned blind.

      And when Titus realized he was looking in a mirror, the smirk disappeared from his face.

      “I’m going to get some more supplies,” Hania said, kissing Michael’s cheek before making her way back to Titus. She checked his bandages and fussed over him for a moment before she seemed satisfied, then disappeared behind the flap of the tent without another word.

      Titus breathed in deeply. “Your mother is…”

      “Worse than you,” Michael said, plopping himself down on a nearby chair. He took the quiver from his back and set it down next to his bow, leaving the rest of his weapons strapped to his body. With slumped shoulders, Michael fidgeted with his fingers for a good while before he said another word.

      “Did you love her?”

      It wasn’t the question Titus had been expecting. He looked at his son, really looked at him.

      “My mother,” Michael went on. “When you…when you knew her. Were you in love with her?”

      Titus went still with the question—the weight of it—letting it sink in before he answered. Before he spilled his guts to the man who was his son.

      “I didn’t know what love was back then. I was too young and arrogant to understand what I had. It wasn’t until many years later, when the fighting grew to be too much. When my role as the two-faced commander took its toll. When I was weary with exhaustion and loneliness. Then I thought of her. Of those stolen days we spent in each other’s arms making l—” Titus stopped himself at Michael’s wince. He cleared his throat before he went on.

      “And when I realized that I wasn’t thinking of my own wife—I was thinking of Hania—that’s when I realized I had loved her. That what we had was real, that Hania had taught me what love is. And I think…I think it was that memory, that longing for her that finally gave me the courage to try and find it with my own wife.”

      Michael was quiet for a long time, the silence a weight between them.

      “But you loved her,” he finally said. “You loved Penelope.”

      Titus nodded, tears stinging his eyes. “I love her still. I miss her every day.”

      He wondered what Michael was thinking. Was he asking himself how a man could love like that more than once? How it could be possible?

      Titus would be damned if he understood it himself, but he knew he owed this to his son, so he said, “I could no more explain it than I could explain the stars, Michael. But I’ll tell you this, my love for your mother is not the same as my love for Penelope.”

      Is, Titus had said. Is. Not was. Titus surprised himself with his own candor.

      “Do you love my mother still?”

      Titus looked long into Michael’s eyes, the mirror to his own—like liquid steel, like silver caught in the moonlight. “There are a thousand and a thousand more stars in the sky, each of them beautiful of their own accord. And while they bear many similarities, Michael, they’re each different, each demonstrating their own brand of eternity.

      “Some stars…some stars flicker and wane, weakened and obscured by even the smallest clouds. Some stars shine brightly in the night, blazing a path across the sky in a nightly parade. Some stars shine steady and constant, never moving even as the world turns around them.

      “And some stars…some stars shoot across the sky so fast they’re gone before you even thought to notice them. My Penelope, she was a shooting star, Michael. Beautiful, vibrant, searing the sky with a rare kind of grace that few ever see. But I didn’t appreciate her, not until her journey was almost complete. I almost missed her, like catching a falling star out of the corner of your eye. If I had blinked, I would have missed her. I almost did. But her beauty remains in my soul, Michael. I’ll never forget what she was to me. The memory of her will remain long after her light disappears.”

      Titus looked away for a moment, catching himself. Breathing in before the memory of Penelope swallowed him whole. Gods, he loved her. Still loved her. And he would always miss her. But a strange peace had settled on his soul where Penelope was concerned. A knowledge that they had made something beautiful together. Even if it had taken him too damn long. He had made things right. And perhaps that small grace was enough. Enough to see him through. Enough to give himself the courage to say what else he wanted to say.

      Enough to know it was the truth when he told his son, “But your mother, Michael, she was not a fleeting moment. She was the North Star. The constant. She was the light that never faded, the light that led me home. In my darkest moments, it was her light I clung to, her light that gave me the courage to look for that shooting star. To dare to look for something beautiful again.

      “Your mother, Michael, is the kind of star that never fades, never flickers. Sometimes we forget they’re there. Sometimes we grow so used to their presence that we think them gone. But like any star, their light is usually brightest when you look away. When you set your eyes on something else, only then do you realize the parallax, the splendor of what was before you all along.”

      A tear fell down Michael’s cheek. A lone tear he didn’t bother to wipe away. Michael just held his father’s gaze for a long moment, unspoken words between them, too many to count.

      “Why did you do it?” Michael finally managed. “Why did you save my life? After the way I’ve treated you…the things I’ve said…”

      Titus almost shook his head. Did Michael think he didn’t deserve it, that he wasn’t good enough for someone to care? Gods, it was like looking in a mirror. So Titus looked his son in the eye and told him the truth.

      “Because you’re not just a star, Michael. You’re the very sun itself. Even before I knew you were my son, I wanted you to be. You were a dream I never thought I’d have. And you have always been the brightest part of my life.”
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      The sun had begun to set by the time Ferryl and Derwin found Michael, Hania, and Titus in the infirmary tents, but the rain had not bothered to let up, the wind still whipping wildly, the thunder still raging on.

      “The first battle is over,” Derwin offered. “And I suppose you could call it a victory.”

      “We lost a lot of men,” Ferryl said.

      “Too damn many,” Derwin added, drinking long from the bottle of wine they were passing around before finally handing it to Michael. He, too, took a long drag from the green glass vessel.

      His mother sat close to Titus, who was now sitting up in a chair, doing his best to hide the winces that seemed involuntary any time he moved his wounded arm.

      He had taken that blade for Michael. He could have died. For him. Michael still hadn’t fully processed it. That Titus had so willingly offered his life for him. And the fact that he had called him Father…that when he thought he might lose Titus, the only word he could think to say was Father…

      Michael took another drink of the wine before he passed it to Titus, who gave him a knowing glance before tipping the bottle to his own lips.

      “What I don’t understand is how you got here,” said Derwin to Hania.

      She merely smirked and said, “I’m just trying to keep you boys in line.”

      And at that, Derwin laughed. Actually laughed.

      So Michael let himself laugh, too. And it felt damned good.

      “The scouts say another wave should be here by dawn,” said Ferryl, his declaration immediately shifting their moods. “And this one…”

      “I know,” Michael said. “We were only fighting the throwaway soldiers today. To tire us, wound us before the real army arrives.”

      “I heard you killed Ravid,” said Derwin to Michael. “And that bastard duke.”

      “That would be my mother,” Michael admitted, and all eyes turned to her.

      She offered a feline grin before she said, “Like I said. Someone has to keep you boys in line.”

      “She’s leaving in the morning,” Titus countered flatly.

      And the look she gave him… Michael was glad Titus was on the receiving end of that glare and not he.

      But out of the corner of his eye Michael did not miss the hand Titus rested on Hania’s knee, the thumb he idly traced on the fabric of her pants—an evergreen tree, a clover, an eight-pointed star. The same symmetrical patterns Michael had idly traced all his life. Had traced on Delaney’s hand or arm so many times. And Michael wondered how after all these years, he had never seen the similarities between them, never noticed that Titus was his mirror image. The man he had looked up to, envied his whole life—that man was his father.

      Not the drunk who had bruised and branded him throughout boyhood. Not the ass who had hated him just for existing.

      Titus. The soldier. The good man. The man who had offered his life for him.

      Titus Melamed was his father.

      His name was not Michael Aman.

      His name was Michael Melamed.

      And he was damned proud of it.
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      Despite the fact that it was nearly summertime, the rain had cooled Benalle Province considerably. Even through many layers of armor and mail, and despite the wine he had shared with his friends and family, Michael was cold. To his bones. Cold and longing for the one person who wasn’t here.

      The one person with whom he still needed to make things right.

      So it was to his eternal shock that he pushed through the flap of his tent to find her standing there, eyes wide with her own surprise.

      “Michael?” she asked.

      “Delaney? What are you doing here?”

      “Is this…is this your tent?”

      He stepped to her. One step. Another. Afraid he was seeing things. Afraid he was imagining her, imagining her glossy auburn curls spilling down her generous curves.

      “Let me guess,” he said. “My mother brought you here.”

      He knew—even before Delaney nodded, he knew the answer.

      Hania hadn’t just come here today to try her hand on the battlefield. She had brought Delaney here. To his tent.

      Because it was time he pulled his head out of his ass.

      “The soldiers…the things they were saying,” Delaney began, her delicate hands trembling before her. “They said that Hevel, that Ravid…” She looked down, fidgeting with her fingers before she finished. “They said the Lord Chancellor finished them.”

      Hevel. Not Father. She had called him Hevel.

      Regret washed over Michael. He hadn’t ended them—the man who had sired her and the man who had sired her child. But they were dead. And he wondered if she’d hate him for it.

      “Is it true?” she managed to ask.

      He nodded. So did she, looking down again. Swallowing back tears. “They also said that the Lord Chancellor almost died…that the retired commander…”

      Michael stepped closer, a tremble settling into his own hands. “I called him Father,” he said.

      Delaney held his eyes with her own.

      “When I thought he had been killed, I called him Father.”

      It was understanding—sweet understanding in her eyes. “I’m glad, Michael. I’m glad they’re gone.”

      Michael closed the gap between them, taking her arms in his hands.

      “I’m so sorry, Delaney. I’m so sorry. For everything.”

      “I’ve been so terrified. I thought you were wounded. They were saying something about the infirmary. And she asked me to listen, to learn what I could. I thought the duke had hurt you and…”

      “Delaney,” Michael said, running a hand over her hair. “I’m all right. I’m here. I’m not hurt.”

      “You’re not?”

      He cupped her chin, lifting her face that he might meet her eyes. “I’ve hurt you. I’ve been so unfair to you. When you needed me most, I pushed you away. And you’ll never know how much I regret—”

      “Michael, I’m the one that lied to you,” she interrupted, shaking her head, tears falling as she spoke. “I lied to you to hurt you. Because I was so afraid. Afraid of losing you and—”

      “Well then, I suppose we are both liars.”

      “We are?” she managed, her voice so small, almost a breath.

      “I lied to you when I said I could never forgive you. When I said I could never forget it. I lied to you, Delaney. And I’m so sorry. I’m so—”

      His words were cut off by her kiss. Fierce and consuming, she pressed herself against him, pouring herself into his arms, kissing him with reckless abandon. But the armor, the barrier between them…

      Michael pulled away, taking her face in his hands. “I know you’ve been hurt. I know. I know you’ve been through so much. And I wasn’t there for you. I didn’t stop him. I…” He swallowed, pushing away the thoughts, the horrid pictures that tried to play in his mind. “I will wait for you, beautiful. As long as you need, I will wait for you. Until you’re ready. And I’ll walk that road with you. We’ll climb out of the darkness together. I’ll wait as long as you need.”

      “Michael,” she said, a kind of peace, a kind of calm to her eyes he hadn’t seen in months and months. “You already have.”

      It was him who kissed her this time—as if he’d never tasted her before, never touched her, held her. She pulled back from that savage kiss long enough to begin unfastening his armor, working one leather strap at a time, the heavy metal falling off of him in great thuds. When she finally made it to his hauberk, Michael couldn’t help but smile. If he had known this morning when she had slipped the mail over his shoulders that she would be the one to take it off of him tonight…

      He couldn’t help but kiss her again when at last his armor was gone, when he could feel the softness of her body pressed against his. He lifted her into his arms, pushed through the flap that divided his tent, and sent a silent thanks to Ferryl for insisting he have such a ridiculously large place to sleep.

      “You’re Lord Chancellor, Michael,” Ferryl had said. “You’re not sleeping out in the mud for this war.”

      Indeed.

      As he laid Delaney down on that fur-covered bed his king had provided for him, as he slipped his shirt from his shoulders and let his trousers fall, he smiled broadly and without restraint.

      Delaney wrapped her warm arms around him as he climbed over her, kissing his way down her skin with each lace he untied, until she was laid bare beneath him, every golden, glorious inch of her.

      The last time he had seen her bare stomach, he had kissed his way across the arch of her pregnant belly. But now her skin was taut beneath his lips, the long plane of her stomach a wonderland to explore…

      Oh, Michael explored. And explored. And kissed his way down her body with meticulous intent. But he could feel it, the way she began to tense. He could feel it even without looking at her.

      And worry settled over him. Worry that she wasn’t as ready as she had let on. That what had happened at Goleath haunted her more than she knew.

      “Hey,” he said softly, looking up from her stomach, meeting her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, trepidation written all over her.

      “It’s all right, beautiful. I know. It’s all right if you’re not ready and—”

      “It’s not that,” she said softly. So softly he almost missed it.

      He ran a hand down her arm until he found her hand, kissing it once. “What is it?”

      “I just…”

      Her cheeks heated, and she looked anywhere but at him. So he slid his way up to meet her eye to eye and said, “Tell me, beautiful.”

      She breathed once before she said, “I hate them, that’s all.”

      “Hate what?”

      “The scars.”

      It took him a minute to understand what she meant. He looked down the long lines of her body, his eyes at last resting on the subject of her disdain—the furrows in her skin she had earned from a growing, pregnant belly. Michael smiled.

      “You mean these?” he asked, inching back down to her stomach. He pressed a kiss to the long line that ran down one side of her waist, the skin pink and shining in the lantern light that spilled through the underside of the tent.

      “I wish I didn’t have them,” she said quietly. So quietly it was hard to hear her voice over the rain. “I wish I had come to you whole. That I could only be yours and—”

      “I don’t,” he said, and he meant every word.

      Delaney’s eyebrows drew down.

      He ran his hand along another groove on her stomach. “I wouldn’t change anything, Delaney. Nothing about you. Nothing about what has happened. Don’t you see it?” he asked. “We wouldn’t have her. We wouldn’t have Hania if you didn’t have these. She made me a father. You made me a father. I happen to love these scars.”

      “You do?” she asked quietly. Tentatively.

      At the sound of the faint tremolo in her voice, he bent and pressed a lingering kiss to the first line. “They tell our story, Delaney. Did you know that? And this one,” he said, running his fingers along the slick skin. “This is for before either of us knew what was coming. For when you got sick and I held your hair back. Do you remember that?”

      She nodded and he went on. “I wanted you so badly, beautiful. And I knew that day that I was in love with you. I knew because I had never wanted to take care of another woman before, never wanted to be with her even through less than desirable moments. But I did with you. And that’s when I knew you had my heart.”

      She tilted her head, her brows slightly furrowed. But she did not say a word, letting him go on. So he found another mark on her belly, kissing it once before he said, “This one is for when you told me you were going to have Hania. Do you remember that?”

      He looked to her, and she nodded, tears threatening to fall.

      “I knew then, Delaney. I knew that I wanted to take care of you. Take care of you both. I knew that day that if you’d let me, I’d take care of you both for the rest of my life.”

      He found another scar, this one running close to her navel. He pressed a lingering kiss to it before he said, “And this one, do you know what it’s for?” When she shook her head, he said, “It’s for when you asked me to be there with you when you gave birth. I had never been more proud in my life. And I had never wanted anything more.”

      He inched his way across her, nearly on top of her as he found the last scar, running down her side and in toward her inner thigh. The sheer intimacy of it, the vulnerability as he pressed his lips to her warm skin…

      He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing once before he said, “And this one, beautiful. This one is for when I held Hania for the first time. That was the moment—the moment I became a father. The moment we became a family. I had known for a long time that I would die for you, Delaney.” He kissed the scar again. And then again. “I knew that day I would die for you both.”

      “Michael,” Delaney finally breathed, reaching for him. So he moved until he lay on her, face to face, kissing her softly, letting his arms find their way around her until he was wrapped around her and she around him. He kissed and kissed her as she wept in his arms.

      “Michael, I love you,” she finally managed when his lips found her chin, her neck.

      “I know,” he said, smiling against her skin. “I love you more than you’ll ever know.”

      She let out a little gasp at their joining, her eyes closed, her hands gripping his shoulders. He pressed his brow to hers and watched her—watched her face transform with every lapping wave, watched her eyes open to meet his, watched that timid, heady smile find her mouth.

      He kissed her, unable to stifle his own smile, his own joy. She ran her hands up his neck and through his hair, her legs gripping his hips while his hands played along her backside. He let his fingers wander along her skin, finding new levels of delight with every little breath, every little sound she made as he explored. She was warmth and she was life and she was his very breath, and they danced to a rhythm of their own making, perspiration sluicing down between her breasts, tiny beads he kissed away one at a time.

      The salty-sweetness of her skin threatened to consume him whole, but nothing could have prepared him for the look on her face, the feel of her body in his arms as she tensed beneath him, as her eyes shut tightly and she cried out into the pounding rain. Nothing could have prepared him for what it would do to him to see her so exposed, so unmasked. As if only in their coming together did he see her fully. Wholly.

      And it was at that sight that he joined her and tumbled willingly off that cliff and into the rapture that embraced them whole.
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      Delaney lay draped across Michael as he ran an idle finger along her back, drawing little patterns—an eight-pointed star, an evergreen, a clover…

      He breathed a small laugh, and Delaney pushed up, perching her chin on her hand. “What is it?”

      “It was a good day…” He raked his eyes over the curve of her backside bathed in the faint light from the encampment before he said, “And a good night.”

      “Is that so?” she asked wryly, lifting a brow.

      He kissed her thoroughly, relishing the leg she draped over the plane of his stomach before he said, “Indeed, Lady Melamed.”

      “Lady Melamed?” She balked, jutting her chin backward.

      “That’s your title now, isn’t it?”

      “Did we marry sometime in the night that I was not aware?”

      “No, but you’re mine, beautiful. You can’t back out now.”

      She kissed him softly before she said, “All the same, I’d like a proper marriage, Michael.”

      “You shall have it, don’t you worry. I’m marrying you as soon as I can get my hands on a priest.”

      She breathed a soft laugh, laying her head back down on his chest. He resumed stroking idle paths up and down her back.

      “I never knew,” she finally said, her words barely a breath.

      “Knew what?”

      “That it could be—like that.”

      He sat up a bit, tilting her chin to meet her eyes. “Like what?”

      “Like…that,” she said, her heated cheeks giving away her meaning.

      “You didn’t?” he asked, stifling a wolfish grin.

      “I knew,” she said, turning her attention to her fingers as she traced patterns on his chest. “I knew it could be—like that—for a man, but—not for a woman.”

      “Never?”

      She only shook her head, and that smile he was trying to hide…it betrayed him, curling his mouth broadly.

      “Are you making fun of me?” she asked, hurt threatening her voice.

      “Never, beautiful,” he said, taking her chin. “But you would be hard-pressed to find a man who wouldn’t smile like a fiend upon learning that he had brought the woman he loves pleasure the likes of which she never knew was possible.”

      It took her a moment, but Delaney smiled too. “Well, you did.”

      And he couldn’t help it. He rolled her over onto her back, sliding his way down the long length of her glorious body.

      “Well, then I would suggest getting comfortable, Lady Melamed,” he said.

      “Why is that?” she asked, folding her hands behind her head while she watched him with a satisfied smile.

      He bent her leg, pressing a kiss to the inside of her knee, a grin on his lips. He kissed his way up her thigh between each word as he said, “Because we’ve only just begun to explore the possibilities.”
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      He was a fool to have foregone sleep like that. Knowing what was coming for them…what was likely almost here, Michael knew he was a damned fool to have stayed up all night with Delaney.

      But he had. And fool or not, he didn’t regret a single minute of it.

      She slept so peacefully in his arms. A deep sleep. Restorative. The same kind he had known for the last hour or so before the sounds of the stirring camp had woken him.

      And then the worry had set in once more.

      Delaney stirred, the encampment growing too busy for anyone to sleep, not to mention the dreary morning light that had lit up the canvas of the tent, robbing them of their cool, darkened, spent slumber.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he said, kissing her brow.

      She merely sighed, stretching those lithe arms of hers across his bare chest, curling a leg over his.

      And that easily, that quickly, he wanted to take her again. The way she fit in his arms, the way every curve seemed to be handcrafted just for him… He wanted to know her glorious pleasures again. This moment.

      Providence help him, this war needed to end soon…

      “Lord Hand,” came a voice from the adjacent room in his tent.

      Bleary-eyed and drowsy, Delaney barely stirred in his arms. He smiled like a cat at the sight of her bare skin and wondered what the soldier who had called on him would think if he knew what was on the other side of the thin canvas that separated them.

      “Report, officer,” said Michael, recognizing the voice of young Ilias, whom he had met on the journey to Midvar a few months ago.

      “Well, sir—”

      Michael jolted up, breathing a curse as he covered Delaney with the furs of his bed, moving so quickly he nearly ripped them in two when the soldier appeared in his room.

      And Ilias…his face turned a shade of crimson so deep it looked like a bruise blooming on his face. Perhaps Michael would give him one for his impudence.

      “Sir, I’m so sorry. I…”

      Michael felt sorry for the boy. How was he to have known that Michael had a woman with him? Providence knew poor Ilias had not discovered Michael in such a state before. So instead of scolding him, Michael sighed and simply said, “Keep your eyes on me and report, soldier.”

      But Ilias did no such thing. Clearing his throat and looking at anything and everything in the tent but the bed on which Michael sat and Delaney now giggled under the furs, Ilias said, “Sir—uh. His Majesty—I mean, King Ferryl… His Majesty requests your presence immediately. The Midvarish army—they are… The Midvarish are approaching. I mean—the enemy is expected to arrive within a few hours.”

      Ilias’s face hadn’t recovered even a shade of its original color, the crimson now crawling down his neck. Michael stifled a grin, narrowing his eyes instead. “Is that all?”

      “Yes. Yes, sir. Yes, that’s all.”

      “You may tell His Majesty I am on my way.”

      Ilias turned without even a nod, but stopped mid-stride when Michael said, “And Ilias.”

      The soldier finally met Michael’s eyes, though he made a point to do so without glancing in Delaney’s direction. “Next time, ask before you enter my private quarters.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course, Lord Hand. I’m so sorry, sir. I… Of course. Please. Yes, sir.”

      Ilias stumbled out of the bedroom, and Michael gave him the dignity of waiting until he had left the tent before he laughed out loud, Delaney with him.

      “Poor thing,” she said, coming out from under the furs. “I don’t think he’s ever seen a naked woman in his life.”

      Michael turned to her, running a finger along her golden, bare shoulder. “Oh believe me, he’s seen a naked woman before. But he’s never seen you naked and there’s a distinct difference.”

      “In what way?” she balked.

      Michael chuckled at her frown. “Delaney, just the sight of your bare shoulder would send even the strongest of men into a state. You are too beautiful for your own good.”

      Her frown melted into a grin as she pulled him down on top of her. “You are biased.”

      He kissed her once. Twice. “Yes. But I am not wrong.”

      He kissed her again, a fevered need that he willed himself to calm, to slow, to mark, brand in his soul. Because in just a few hours…

      “It’s over, isn’t it?” she asked softly. Because she knew, too. “It’s time.”

      Yes. It was time. Time to face this war once more. Michael nodded, waiting for her tears, waiting for her pleas for him to be careful, to take care of himself, to come back to her.

      But they didn’t come.

      No, the woman he loved, the love of his life merely took his face in her hands, looked him deeply in the eyes, and said, “You will never know how proud I am of you, Michael Melamed.”

      Indeed, Michael’s eyes stung with tears.
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      One look. All he had needed was one look at the two of them for Ferryl to know what had transpired between his second and the duchess last night. And while it made him long for his wife even more, it also brought a roguish grin to his mouth as the two of them entered his tent, hand in hand, a betraying blush coloring Delaney’s otherwise tanned cheeks. Hania had confessed what she had done after Michael had left the tent last night—bringing Delaney here, to Michael’s tent, no less. Ferryl and Titus had merely gaped at her in disbelief. Hania had shrugged indifferently, though Ferryl hadn’t missed the mischievous gleam in her eyes as she had tended to Titus’s wounds.

      Ferryl crossed his arms and simply watched them as they walked in, catching Michael’s eye. His second gave him a look—a plea, really. Not to say a damned word about it.

      So he didn’t. But he couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped.

      Derwin, immersed in his plans, remained oblivious to the whole thing. He pushed a hand through his thick, auburn curls.

      “They’re coming through the Qidron Valley,” he said, pointing to the map on the table before him. “They’ve destroyed most of the small villages in Gav with those damned boars. We’re going to need reinforcements. I’ve sent word to the northern legions. The cavalry will arrive within the hour.”

      “How in Sheol are we supposed to fight cursed boars?” Ferryl asked. “Our horses will be too spooked to trample them.”

      “We’re all going to have to pray that whatever magic has gotten us this far will not give out now,” said Titus.

      “It won’t,” said Derwin without hesitation, his attention still fixed on the map.

      And that was that.

      But Ferryl could see it in his little brother—an undercurrent of worry beneath that stony facade. Ferryl knew exactly who Derwin worried about. He hadn’t really gotten the image out of his mind since leaving Benalle yesterday—Leala’s stricken face, Derwin’s mask of confidence, cracked when he held his wife one last time, when he kissed her, promising it wasn’t goodbye.

      But it could be. For any one of them. It could be goodbye at any moment.

      And that sobering truth lingered over them, even more ominous that the black-bellied clouds that had seemed to strengthen overnight.

      As if the weather understood, thunder clapped wildly over them, startling Delaney.

      The weather.

      Ferryl stole a brief glance out of the flap of the commander’s tent, wondering if those tiny færies would come through. Would ever arrive.

      And if they did, if they’d really be able to help.

      The rain—it was beginning to take its toll. The incessant chill, the sodden ground, so waterlogged it gave great smacks with every step across the mud. The dampness that had soaked straight to Ferryl’s bones, as if he would never be dry again. Never be warm again. And that damned lightning…it was worse than dodging the flaming arrows that their enemy showered them with.

      Desperation. It was creeping into his soul, threatening to devour him whole.

      And the battle hadn’t even begun.

      At least Adelaide wasn’t here. At least she was safe somewhere, waiting out the war, protecting herself and their unborn child.

      That much had turned out right.

      He had tried all morning to communicate with her. He could feel her across that bond between them—feel her heart, her very soul.

      But she was silent, his wife. Either deep in thought or worry, he couldn’t be sure. But Adelaide gave him no indication of where she was or what she was up to.

      He could only hope it meant she was safe.

      Anywhere was safer than here.

      And Ferryl could see it—those same thoughts written all over Michael’s face. Anywhere but here. Michael was desperate to get Delaney to safety. Quickly.

      Perhaps it was the unknowns looming before them, the what-ifs that drove Ferryl to speak, to make such a wild suggestion at such a time.

      But he did, nonetheless.

      “Marry her, Michael,” he said to his friend.

      Michael’s eyes shot to his king.

      “Right here. Right now. Make her your wife. Don’t wait any longer,” Ferryl went on.

      If something were to happen to him, to any of them, Delaney would be safe. She would have the benefit of Michael’s new, considerable assets as the wife of the Lord Chancellor of the King. Because even with her appointment as the duchess of Teman, somewhere down the line, if they wanted to, someone could argue the validity of her title. Someone could argue that she was not officially a citizen. The ceremony hadn’t officially taken place yet. But as the wife of the king’s second…

      Perhaps he was overstepping his bounds, perhaps he was being presumptuous as to what had transpired between them, but Ferryl didn’t really give a damn at the moment. This was war. The unthinkable could happen at any moment.

      And he loved Delaney. Loved Michael. As if they were his own siblings. And he would do whatever he damn well could to protect them both. To protect everyone he loved.

      So he said again, “I can marry you right here. As your king.”

      Neither of them said a word. No one did, actually.

      But in a moment, silver lining her eyes, Delaney stepped to Ferryl and kissed his cheek. “You don’t know what that would mean to us,” she breathed.

      So Ferryl gave her a broad smile, stepping back so they could stand before him, hand in hand. Wordlessly, Derwin, Titus, and Hania gathered around them, too. Ferryl did his best to remember the vows he had given to his wife not so very long ago. Every word, every promise. And Michael and Delaney repeated them with eagerness, with a quiet joy in both of their eyes that made Ferryl glad he had suggested it, glad he had given them all this little piece of beauty in the midst of this dark war.

      And when Michael kissed Delaney, sealing his promises, Ferryl couldn’t help the tear that fell.

      Through darkness, through battle, through hurt and through time, love had still won. Love would always win.
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      Michael held his wife as if he might never hold her again. Fat drops of rain fell, gathering on the leaves above them and dripping heavily from the trees, but Titus knew his son didn’t give a damn. Not as long as she was in his arms.

      “They are a good match,” said Hania, coming to Titus’s side in the grove outside the camp where they had stopped—as far as Hania would allow the men to escort them. Because they had made it here just fine and would make it home just fine, thank you very much. Titus breathed a small laugh, shaking his head.

      He was glad to see that Michael had made peace with his soul enough to marry that girl. To make it right with her. It was good to know that maybe his son wasn’t quite as much of a damned fool as he had been at that age.

      “He will be a good husband,” Titus said, leaning against the tree beside him.

      Hania only nodded, a gust of wind catching a damp blonde tendril. She moved to pull it from her soggy cheek, but Titus moved faster, pushing the strand behind her ear.

      She met his eyes—this lioness before him—but she did not betray her thoughts.

      “It seems I owe you my life, Hania. Twice, as it were.”

      Hania looked at his breastplate, scratching off a smudge of the gods knew what with her nail. “I’m sure you’ll think of some way to repay me.”

      And that gleam in her eyes…the way she said it…

      Titus laid a hand at her waist, daring to pull her just a fraction closer. She met his eyes again, and what he saw nearly knocked the breath out of him. He stole a glance of those perfect ruby lips of hers and said, “I had a few things in mind.”

      Those lips slowly curled on one side, and she did not protest as he pulled her closer still, until both hands rested at her waist, until she rested against him. Fitting. Fitting so perfectly. Just as he remembered…

      And the smell of her, so familiar, so alluring. He drew her close enough that his breath mingled with hers, that her lips were so close…two hovering pheasant feathers.

      She lowered thick lashes, tilting her chin just enough that her mouth brushed against his. And then her finger was there, a barrier between them, and that gleam found her eyes again when she said, “You can kiss me when you come home, Titus Melamed.”

      It took him a moment—a moment to clear his mind of her heady fog. A moment to register—

      “Is this some sort of bribe, then?”

      “Come home to me, Titus. You might find that you like my brand of bribery.”

      Gods above.

      She pushed off of him, turning to walk away.

      “You’re so certain I was going to kiss you?” he asked, fighting off the disappointment as she took each step.

      She looked over her slender shoulder as she sauntered off. “Please, Titus. You’ve been staring at my lips from the moment you saw me.”

      Her hips swayed invitingly as she walked away from him, and he loved the way the quiver rested across her back, the bow slung as if it belonged there. He found himself transfixed by the slender curves of her figure revealed under her tunic and fitted leather pants.

      “And now you’re staring at my ass,” she quipped, not bothering to turn around.

      Titus tipped back his head and laughed, the sound coming from his belly.

      It was the snap of a twig that caught his attention first.

      Then the rustling of the loamy, soggy forest floor.

      And within the span of a single breath, Titus launched himself into a sprint, running for Hania, practically tackling her as he grabbed her into his arms. From the corner of his eye, he could see Michael scrambling to lift Delaney to her horse as quickly as he could.

      It was the squeals he heard next—the sound sending a wave of pure terror over him. If something happened to Hania or Delaney…

      “Run!” Titus barked to anyone, to no one. He flung Hania onto her horse so violently it was a wonder the horse didn’t bolt.

      But Hania did not balk, did not even utter a sound of protest before she kicked the horse into a gallop with a guttural hyah! The horse took off, Delaney’s breaking into a run as well when Michael slapped its rump. Titus did not think, did not hesitate to turn and haul ass to his own horse, lobbing himself into the saddle just as three boars broke through the trees, headed straight for them.

      He kicked the flank of his stallion and broke into a run, tearing across the muddy ground, Michael just beside him. The squeals were something out of this world—great shrieks that tore through the undercurrent of rain and rumbling thunder. A scream in the dark day, a promise of swift death.

      Those tusks gleamed white in the muted light—two thick spears that could rip a grown man in two with one thrust. They were larger than most boars. Broader. And those eyes…

      Even in the rain, their eyes glowed violet and wild.

      Cursed.

      Feral and cursed.

      Gods above.

      The horses tore through the forest, following the girls who were just ahead, heading down the road that led back to Benalle Palace. Titus and Michael waited until they were certain the beasts had given chase, until they were certain they would follow before they suddenly veered off the path.

      Titus thanked Providence that it worked—that the boars followed the men, leaving the women to run home as quickly as their horses could carry them, praying to any god that would listen that there would be no more boars on their trail.

      Gods above, the boars were fast. Too fast. And it was hardly a chase as the men cut through thick forest, the horses struggling to keep up their speed through the gnarly brambles and slick ground.

      Without warning, Titus’s horse reared back, whinnying in protest and launching Titus off of him in a great confusion of hooves and hair and leather. Titus soon understood why when he saw the blood from the horse’s hindquarters spilling in a mighty river onto the mossy forest floor. And that wound…

      Impaled.

      His horse had been skewered by one of those wicked tusks.

      Two boars had not bothered to stop, still chasing after Michael’s horse with unnatural speed and dexterity through the labyrinthine forest. And fear—undiluted and powerful—coursed through Titus’s veins as he watched those godsdamned beasts chase after his son.

      But the other boar…

      He whirled, whipping his sword free of its scabbard as the third boar charged him, his eyes a rage of fury and darkness. His squeal tore through the forest, echoing off of the wet trunks and ringing in Titus’s ears like the pealing of a death knell.

      The boar thrust his tusks as he launched himself over an exposed root and landed on Titus. He let out a great shriek as the tusk gashed his side, the pain worse…so much worse than he could have imagined. Flames. Burning flames and dark embers. Searing him. Branding him. He screamed and clutched his side with his left arm, the wound from last night throbbing. With his good arm, he thrust the sword wildly, unaware of where he might have hit, but knowing he had wounded the fell beast at the shriek and the feel of steel slicing thick flesh.

      He whipped himself over to find the boar charging for him again, blood gushing from his throat. The wound on his side screamed in pain, a dark smoke pouring from it.

      Magic. Dark magic.

      King Derrick had found some way to infuse the godsdamned magic into the tusks…

      “Shit!” Titus barked, lunging up with every ounce of strength he had as the boar leapt for him. He ran his sword straight through the beast’s mouth, ripping it free with a savage yank that sent the boar tumbling.

      The boar’s tongue flopped onto the ground, the beast squealing in agony. But he was not done. No, he was not down yet, and Titus understood his mistake the moment the beast flipped back onto its legs. He twisted aside as quickly as he could, dodging the brunt of the blow, but not enough to avoid being stabbed in his other side with the cursed tusk. Had that boar been any stronger, that tusk might have gone straight through him. But it was still deep enough that without any real help…

      Blood pouring from his wounds, Titus grabbed the hilt of his sword with both hands, stood on shaking feet and bellowed in a mighty, desperate cry, “Providence!”

      He brought the sword down across the beast’s neck, severing it in one blow.

      With a thud, the boar’s head tumbled to the earth, innards and flesh and blood splattering behind.

      Titus looked around, heaving great gulping breaths as he recovered himself, as the pain raged higher and higher and higher…

      His horse… He needed his godsdamned horse.

      He scanned the forest floor, finding the remains of his mount not twenty feet away.

      Dead.

      He heard no sounds of Michael, no sign that he was anywhere nearby. So he prayed. Titus prayed to Providence above that his son was all right. That he had gotten away.

      And then he collapsed to the forest floor, gasping. Breathing. Barely. He could feel it—the Midvarish magic in his blood. He could feel it knitting his wounds, warmth like sunlight as it coursed through his veins with every pump of his raging heart. He was damned lucky to have it, or else his shoulder might have been so bad that even now he would not be alive.

      A shriek tore Titus’s attention from the throbbing pain and searing heat. He didn’t bother to wait and see how many more boars were coming for him before he tried to get up, his leg twisted sickeningly to one side. Not broken. Not broken. Not broken.

      More squeals and shrieks. Thundering hooves. Titus ground his teeth and jumped to his feet, running—hobbling—as fast as his feet could carry him. His side burned with magic, the hole where the boar had skewered him growing tight.

      But the godsdamned pain.

      Another shriek—this one closer.

      Shit.

      He was going to die. He was going to be impaled the same way his horse had been. He would not be lucky enough to dodge another fatal blow again. He was too weak. And even if he could run fast enough, he would surely bleed out and die on this forest floor alongside that great beast before the pathetic amount of magic in him did any real good.

      But Titus ran anyway. He kept running, praying wordlessly to the god his queen had loved so much. Praying that somehow…some way…

      The boars broke through nearby brush. Four of them. Bigger than the last. Wilder. They trampled the brambles and bushes beneath them as if they were twigs, carving a path through the underbrush.

      Titus barked a filthy curse and hauled his useless body into a sprint, stumbling over a root he hadn’t noticed.

      He hit the forest floor with a crash, his lame leg screaming, the stitches Hania had given him in his shoulder tearing loose, the blood sliding warm and sticky down the inside of his armor.

      So this would be his death, then. Not on the battlefield, but on the forest floor at the hand of pigs.

      Perfect.

      It was Penelope’s face that washed before him as he collapsed under the roaring, screaming pain. His body had betrayed him, and now his mind had robbed him of his senses. Because it wasn’t just Penelope’s face, but Penelope herself standing before him, dressed in that sky blue dress.

      There was no blood on her, no scars of her cruel death. Only a calm smile on her sweet face, her hand extended to him.

      “You’re not done yet, Titus Melamed,” she said.

      He wasn’t sure if his incredulous yelp was real or not, the world fading around him, stars sparkling around his wife’s serene face.

      She knelt down beside him, that smile never wavering. “You will do something to change the world, remember?”

      He looked at her, then. Really looked at her. Had he ever told her that story? Those words Hania had given him so long ago?

      “She told me, Titus,” Penelope said. “She came to me once, many years ago when you were away. She told me about Michael, about your story. She told me not to give up on you. She told me that if I wouldn’t give up on you, then you wouldn’t give up on yourself. And if you wouldn’t give up on yourself, then all would not be lost.

      “She told me everything, Titus. And she showed me the book—the færytale she had tried to give you. The story of our world. It was written long ago, Titus. We are all threads on the loom, we are all a part of the great Tapestry. But your thread, Titus, shines brightly. And your story is not done yet.

      “So get up, Titus Melamed. You’ve saved the young queen. Now save your kingdom. Save your people.

      “Because you will do something that will change the world.”

      Thunder clapped once. Twice. So violently the whole forest floor rumbled. Titus blinked and found himself surrounded by sodden trees and mud again, his wife nowhere to be found.

      You will do something that will change the world.

      You will do something that will change the world.

      Titus Melamed stood to his shaky feet, wobbling under his own weight. Stars wheeled, and his head swam with the pain that now throbbed through his whole body. But the boars that had been chasing him were nowhere to be found. No sound, no evidence of them anywhere nearby. So he took a step. Then he took another.

      And then another.
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      The boars had torn through the battlefield like a wave of Sheol itself, devouring everything in their wake without remorse. Those violet eyes haunted Ferryl, reminding him too much of how Eagle’s eyes had once looked—a long time ago. A lifetime ago. Before Adelaide—Elizabeth—had simply spoken to the winged horse and calmed her.

      But never once, even at her wildest, had Ferryl ever seen Eagle rage like the boars. Never once had he seen her uncontrolled and vicious. Wild, yes. Feral and untamed, yes. But wicked? Not once.

      Perhaps that was why those winged horses had been an abandoned cause. Perhaps that was why the Midvarish had given up on cursing them, instead exiling them to the Wild Wood.

      Because perhaps the winged horses could not be wholly tainted.

      Ferryl secretly wished that Adelaide could find those horses now. Could stop and place her delicate hands on either side of each of their faces as she once had Eagle’s. Could tame them so that they could help in this war that raged before him.

      Because Eagle…she was a warrior to the very marrow of her bones. She did not fly. But she did not falter, either. She tore through the battlefield before him without trepidation. She trampled every fell boar that she crossed. Her great wings extended, Eagle was a pure white storm, raging through the battle without fear.

      Pride swelled in Ferryl’s heart at the sight of that beast he had never dared mount. The winged horse he had always left to Lizybet to tame, to ride.

      As the battle raged before him, man and beast colliding on a rain-sodden field, Ferryl watched from atop the hill, Derwin at his side calling out orders.

      It was as if the world had slowed, the battle raging on through molasses, each movement unfolding with impossible detail.

      Michael and Titus still had not returned from taking the women to the edge of the encampment. Ferryl could only pray that they hadn’t run into the boars that had preceded the first of Derrick’s army.

      But it wasn’t the sight of the boars that chilled Ferryl’s blood. It wasn’t the absence of his friends or the worry for them. It wasn’t even the beginnings of the battle before him.

      But the cloud of black that tumbled toward them from afar. A furious darkness, despondent and wicked, limned with dark moths—færies.

      Indeed, the færies had arrived.

      Just not the færies Ferryl had been hoping for.

      They descended on the battlefield in a cloud of dark magic. At his side, Ferryl heard Derwin breathe a foul word.

      “Make ready!” the commander called. And just like that, a thousand men took formation, standing erect and resolute, their spears and swords aimed for the blackness. Ferryl and Derwin did the same, readying themselves to join the battle. Because Ferryl would not be the kind of king that watched from afar. Nor would Derwin be such a commander.

      He would fight. They would both fight.

      For the people they loved.

      For Haravelle and Navah—the two kingdoms that had united.

      For Providence.

      They would fight.

      And by Providence, they would defeat.

      “Charge!” Derwin bellowed, and in a rage of battle cries and glistening weapons, the sea of Har-Navarian soldiers moved down the hillside.
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      Erel bucked and whinnied as he charged through the fray of soldiers. But Ferryl’s trusted stallion did not falter. He ran with a fortitude Ferryl had rarely seen from any horse. As if Erel knew the weight of today. As if he knew who his rider was and what this day meant.

      Ferryl slashed his sword as he rode, taking down men, slicing their bellies. He would not hesitate for a moment today. Not for a moment. He drove his spear through the neck of a charging Midvarish soldier, the man falling with a heavy thud. On through the fray they charged—man and beast, the battle of their lives raging around them.
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      He didn’t notice it at first—what emerged from that great black cloud that floated at a haunting pace toward them. He didn’t see what was inside of it. Not until fear like he had never known raced through his veins. Not until he saw them. At least a hundred of them.

      Lions.

      King Derrick’s lions. All of them with violet eyes, and all of them hungry—starved just enough that they were wild with hunger, but not enough to rob them of their power.

      These lions…

      “Mother of all SHIT,” Ferryl heard Derwin growl as he watched the beasts approach. They did not run. No, the lions simply trotted—as if they knew how easy this would be. As if they knew they would have no need to stalk or give chase.

      All they would need to do was devour.

      Thunder grumbled, the rain pouring in great, pounding drops on the battlefield, making decent visibility nearly impossible. Above them, the skies whirled, an eddying whirlpool of green, rain-swollen clouds.

      Ferryl sat atop Erel next to his brother, gripping his rain-and-blood-slicked sword as he looked out over the valley stretched before them, wondering what in Sheol they were supposed to do. And then he spotted her. Sitting alone on a perfectly-green hill just beyond the battle. Her fur golden-tan, her wickedly-tufted ears pointing straight to Providence.

      A caracal.

      A legendary cat of the tales of yore. The symbol of the kingdom of his birth. The symbol of Navah.

      She looked out over the battle, over the soldiers who still raged before her. She looked until she met Ferryl’s eyes. And held them.

      For one haunting moment, the world stilled. The rains ceased, the battle froze. And Ferryl held the eyes of the cat.

      She nodded.

      Only once and so subtly Ferryl immediately questioned whether he had seen it or not.

      Then she turned and pranced away.

      And in the span of a heartbeat, the battle recommenced, and Ferryl was torn from the moment by the sound of a mighty roar. He spun to look at the black cloud again.

      And a king emerging from it atop a massive black lion.
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      “I am going to rip that son of a bitch apart one rutting finger at a time,” growled Derwin, watching the king approach.

      The other lions trotted ahead, ripping into soldiers with ease—Har-Navarian and Midvarish alike. Derrick didn’t seem to care that his own men were also falling. Let them devour the world.

      His lion hardly moved faster than a stroll, his confident gait the perfect match to his wicked face. His rider carried a giant black shield, his helmet crowned with three great points that looked too much like daggers.

      Without warning, the other lions launched into a sprint, straight for the heart of the battle. Straight for all of them.

      Erel—as if he knew—launched himself straight toward them.

      Ferryl grabbed his spear, readying it to strike any beast that dared come near. From not far away, riding at blistering speed, Derwin did the same, rage and fury all over him.

      Ferryl hurled his spear at the first lion, the thick wood and wicked point going straight through the beast—mouth to skull.

      But he did not fall.

      And then Ferryl understood…

      The beast hauled himself over the fray, practically flying through the air, claws as big as daggers extended, his eyes bright and violet as he landed…

      …right on Erel.

      Ferryl screamed, hauling himself up off the ground where he had been thrown, grabbing for his sword and bringing it down upon the beast’s neck. A mighty blow, all the strength he had, but he could not sever the lion’s head as the beast ripped into his friend—as he tore Erel’s flesh in great chunks, his horse’s harrowed cry tearing apart Ferryl’s very soul.

      Ferryl brought the sword down again and again, hacking away at the lion who ripped apart his beloved horse, rage and fury and hate ripping from his throat with each roar he cried.

      “No!” he cried. “No, Erel! NO!”

      He would not give in. He would not stop as he delivered blow after blow, the lion too glutted on blood and fury to care that he was being hacked in two.

      When finally the beast’s body fell from his head, Ferryl’s roar tore through the battle as he threw himself toward his horse, ripping the lion’s clenched maw from his flank.

      “Erel,” he cried, heaving breaths through involuntary sobs. “Erel, no!”

      The blood bay stallion lay limp on the valley floor, hardly recognizable from the tears and rips that marred his lifeless form. Ferryl buried himself in the horse’s neck, miraculously untouched, stroking the soft mane, still warm despite the cold rain.

      “Erel,” was all Ferryl could say. Over and over again. The name of his friend—a gift from his father on his eighth birthday. Elizabeth had laughed at him the first time he had tried to mount Erel, only a colt at the time. But Ferryl hadn’t cared. Erel was his. His and only his. And he loved him deeply.

      “Erel,” Ferryl wept, tears mixing with the rain slicing down his face and onto the horse’s soft mane.

      A guttural roar tore his attention from his fallen steed, and Ferryl looked up to see not one but three more lions prowling towards him, their eyes violent with wicked fury, dark magic. Ferryl stood, pulling his sword from the carcass of the beast he had felled, dark blood dripping thickly from the blade. He looked each lion in the eye, wondering if this would be his death. Wondering how in Sheol he could survive—

      From out of nowhere, she leapt, a lithe, battle-ready beast. The caracal was so much smaller than the lions. Less than half their size.

      But she was fast.

      Holy shit, she was fast. And ferocious as she tore into the neck of the first male.

      And then the rest of them came, leaping into the fray like dancers, their slender, muscled frames lean and hard—ready for this. As if they had prepared for this very moment.

      Or perhaps had been magicked.

      Yes, that was magic that shone brightly from their paws, their eyes. Bright, singeing light that devoured the darkness, the black smoke that billowed from Derrick’s beasts.

      The caracals laid into the lions, and soon the battlefield was a melee of teeth and claws and flesh and blood. Ferryl joined the fray, hacking away at every fell beast he came across, the blood roaring through his veins.

      For Erel.

      For his stallion.

      For the friend he should not have lost.

      Ferryl relished every lion he ripped apart.
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      Lions. Holy shit, his king was battling lions.

      Michael urged his stallion into a blistering run, tearing across the edges of the battle, praying to Providence above that the boars that followed hot on his trail would not hurt anyone he knew or loved.

      Michael whipped his bow from his back, nocking an arrow as his thighs gripped the thundering horse’s belly. Somewhere behind him, Titus was following, no doubt. Michael hadn’t seen him, but then again, he hadn’t stopped, either. Too busy running for his damned life.

      He prayed again that his mother and his new wife were safe. Home. Away from this Sheol.

      Michael neared the first lion, pulling the bowstring taut and relishing the feel of the arrow as it flew true, straight into the lion’s eye.

      The beast whirled, undaunted, looking for his attacker with his remaining eye. Michael had already released the second arrow before the beast spotted him.

      Both eyes, gone.

      Michael launched himself from his horse, releasing arrow after arrow into the giant beast, wondering if it was one he had shared a dungeon with back at Goleath. There would be no mercy for him today. No, these beasts would not sleep before him.

      They were frenzied with dark magic—aching to devour. Michael ripped the two arrows from the lion’s eyes, blood spraying from the blinded beast. He grabbed his sword, and in a matter of three blows, thanks to its blindness and accompanying disorientation, had severed his head.

      But there were more. Holy shit, there were more.

      And the way Ferryl fought them…

      Michael wondered what rage, what fury fueled his king as he plowed through beast after beast. Blow after blow, his king did not tire. And those were…those were caracals helping him! The nimble cats leapt through the fray like sprites in a meadow, their maws dripping with blood and gore, their eyes alight with fury.

      Ferryl of Har-Navah, King of the Caracals.

      Michael hacked his way deeper into the battle, spotting Derwin somewhere nearby, toppling enemy soldiers like so many stalks of wheat. But not Titus. Michael still did not see his father among the fighting.

      Worry gnawed at him.

      From above, the clouds whirled, coalescing, thickening, gathering. Lightning struck all around—great and terrible bolts, forking across the sky and down to the ground, devouring anything in their path with flame and fury. Mercilessly, it struck again and again, soldiers falling and scattering in its wake. When a bolt struck nearby, Michael nearly shit his pants, the light was so bright, the sudden silence eerie and damning. And then the thunder clapped so loudly it shook his horse, shook his very bones as Michael watched soldiers fall all around him.

      Midvarish soldiers. He scanned the battlefield quickly, unable to believe his eyes. Not a single Har-Navarian soldier had—

      The winds whirled, nearly knocking Michael on his ass, but he braced himself by spreading his feet and bending his knees as he continued to fight. The Midvarish soldiers came in waves, one after the other. Too many. There were too damn many of them.

      And yet still, the soldiers were just men. No sign of those wraiths that had nearly taken his life beneath Midvar not so very long ago.

      The thought chilled Michael’s blood. What was King Derrick waiting for?

      A final stand, no doubt.

      A final blow.

      But it did not make sense, because Michael had seen him. The king of Midvar riding into battle. He had seen the dark beast he rode—the mighty lion, nearly twice the size of the already huge beasts Ferryl and the caracals devoured nearby.

      So what was Derrick doing? Why wasn’t he unleashing the full fury of his forces?

      And then it hit him. Like the force of a thousand lions Michael knew why the dark king had yet to unleash his fury. On the journey home from Adina’s farm, Titus had filled Michael in on what had set the king into a rage, Lord Adam’s declaration ringing in his mind—

      King Derrick was coming for Derwin.
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      Pure and simple, Derwin, son of Aiken was a predator. He had long-since abandoned his horse to engage the battle on foot, tearing into the enemy with remorseless fury. If it weren’t for the battle around him, Michael might have stopped just to watch the Har-Navarian Commander in awe.

      Because he was untouchable. He was wind and he was rage and he was blade and he was strength.

      Michael wondered why Derwin had been so gifted. He wondered where that preternatural strength had come from—and why Ferryl, though strong and capable, seemed like a child in comparison.

      Sheol, they all did.

      Because Derwin was not…normal.

      As he watched, Michael half expected the prince to sprout wicked, membranous wings and morph into one of Derrick’s wraiths, for he was death made flesh. He was a killer, honed and crafted as if he himself were the weapon, the double-edged sword in his hand a mere accessory. Providence, he even moved like the wraiths, all vicious snarls and effortless parries.

      But Derwin was a man. Just a man. Not Derrick’s son. That had been a brazen lie on the part of Lord Adam—no doubt to gain the Midvarish king’s favor.

      No, Derwin was the son of Aiken. Just a man.

      A man with auburn curls and impossible strength.

      And when another man with auburn curls and impossible strength approached through the fog and black smoke, Michael’s breath caught in his throat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The king of Midvar was as horrible as Michael remembered. Worse, maybe, now that he was here, in his element on this battlefield. Around him, black smoke whirled and eddied like…magic.

      Dark magic.

      Shit.

      Michael swallowed once, his bow taut, an arrow already nocked as Ferryl’s soldiers slowly gathered around the dark king, wondering what he wanted. Around the king, Midvarish soldiers gathered, nocking black arrows in their bows, several of which were already trained on Michael.

      Ferryl, covered in gore and mud, stalked to the makeshift parlay without a moment’s hesitation—lingering rage and fury in his wild, sapphire eyes. He and the caracals had killed at least thirty of Derrick’s lions. But there were more of them wreaking havoc elsewhere on the battlefield. Michael privately worried that, any minute now, Derrick would summon every one of those lions to his side with his dark magic.

      King Ferryl held his sword at the ready, the rain slicing rivers through the blood that covered the steel. Thunder rumbled and groaned above them, but his king was undaunted. So was the Commander Prince, his shoulders squared, his eyes raging with hate.

      “Why, Derrick, I didn’t think you’d surrender so quickly. But I suppose you’ve always been a spineless asshole,” Derwin taunted, folding his arms across his broad chest. He held no weapons—showed no sign that he would attack the dark king. But Michael knew Derwin well enough to know that the prince did not like to show his hand. And he was by no means without defense.

      Derwin liked to tease his prey.

      The king of Midvar breathed a throaty chuckle, the dark cloud around him billowing.

      From the corner of his eye, Michael could have sworn—sworn—that two butterflies landed on Ferryl’s shoulder.

      But when he dared to look, to inspect further, there was nothing there.

      “I come to offer a truce, Commander Prince,” said Derrick of Midvar.

      Derwin, bless him, had the balls to spit at the Midvarish king’s boots. “Kiss my ass,” he growled.

      Derrick merely cocked his head to the side. The lion he had ridden stood solemn and tall beside him, his back at the level of the king’s chest, wicked fangs protruding from his black maw while Derrick idly stroked his mane.

      The whole situation could go to shit. Fast.

      From somewhere near Ferryl, a great eagle took flight from the battlefield. Michael wondered if the bird had landed to begin feasting on the carnage, the smell of carrion beckoning her. Except she did not feast, and that light glowing around her…

      “Speak, King Derrick,” said Ferryl, his voice nearly a growl. “We have no time for games.”

      “You have a little time, it appears,” said Derrick casually, looking around as the battle still raged around them. “Your soldiers are a little worse for wear, aren’t they?”

      “Charming small talk,” said Derwin. “Learn that from your wife?”

      Derrick shot his eyes to Derwin before the prince continued, a mocking hand to his chest, “Oh, that’s right. She’s dead. Forgive me.”

      The smile that curled Derrick’s mouth curdled Michael’s blood. And where in Sheol was his father? Why hadn’t Titus arrived to the battle yet?

      “You remind me so much of your mother,” said Derrick. “She, too, had a wicked mouth. It turns out that mouth of hers had many uses.”

      Derwin roared as he lunged, grabbing a dagger from his boot so quickly that Michael hardly registered it. He plunged the blade into the king of Midvar’s gut, ripping it across his belly with preternatural strength.

      But the king of Midvar did not move. Did not so much as balk, the wound knitting together almost instantly.

      “Did you never wonder why your own wounds healed so miraculously, Derwin?” Derrick purred, cocking his head to the side. “Did you never wonder why you look nothing like the pathetic Navarians? Why you are stronger? Faster? Better?”

      Derwin froze, the only sign of life the breath that lifted his chest rapidly.

      “Enough,” Ferryl growled, stalking toward the dark king.

      “What are you afraid of, Ferryl? Afraid of what your brother will do when he knows the truth?”

      “What truth?” Derwin growled through his teeth.

      “Enough, Derrick,” Ferryl countered, and Michael did not miss the panic that began to well in his king. Michael stalked closer, his bow still taut, the arrow still nocked. The soldiers around King Derrick pulled their bowstrings more taut, their eyes hungry to make a kill.

      “You carry immense power in your blood, Derwin. My power. The power of Midian, the son of angels,” said Derrick. And the lust, the fury in his eyes…

      Derwin balked. “What in Sheol is he talking about?”

      “Derwin, don’t listen to him,” Ferryl said, practically pleading. The king of Har-Navah was pleading with his brother.

      “You are nothing more than a demon. A monster!” Derwin barked, his hand extended, the dagger still poised before the king.

      “I had wondered, Derwin. Over the years, every time I visited your shit little kingdom, I had wondered if she was hiding something from me. But she never told me. Never confirmed to me what I had long suspected.

      “We had been lovers. When your brother was only a child. Your mother and I wanted the world. And we were taking it for ourselves.

      “I’ll never know why she did not tell me who you were. But it does not matter anymore. Your brother took her from us. Your brother killed your mother. He killed your father, too. Well, the man you called your father.

      “But you and I know the truth, don’t we? You are mine, Derwin. You are the son of the true king. And all of this.” Derrick gestured around him. “All if it is yours. Ours to rule together,” Derrick purred, smiling.

      Every soldier gathered stood still as a statue, frozen in place. No one spoke, no one dared breathe, the only sound the winds that still howled. Even the rains paused, the skies wickedly dark, the clouds whirling above them. Poising. Gathering. Waiting.

      The silence stretched taut. King Derrick of Midvar smiled broadly, darkness gathering around him as he spread two broad, black glittering wings from his back.

      He cocked his head to one side, that damning smile never faltering. “Behold, your king,” said Derrick. “Behold your father.”

      “Aiken,” Derwin breathed, shaking his head, his chest heaving as he took a single step backward. “Aiken of Navah was my father. Is my father.”

      The smile that turned Derrick’s mouth was nothing short of serpentine, his wings so vast, so broad they devoured the very light around them. The bastard had the nerve to cock his head to one side. “Are you sure?”

      Derwin stole a glance at Ferryl, whose face was riddled with apology. With regret. With words unspoken and secret burdens.

      Derwin faced the king of Midvar again.

      “I will kill you,” he breathed. “KILL YOU.”

      And then he unleashed himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XXXVI

          

        

      

    

    
      The king of Midvar leapt into the air, those wings he bore launching him into the sky with effortless ease. Around him, dark færies swirled, unleashing their fury in great bolts of black lightning.

      Dark Magic.

      Ferryl had read before—in the ancient texts—the legends of the evil that had once roamed the earth. The demons that had been cast from the heavens and roamed the lands looking for a new world to possess. To devour. He had read the legends of the Fallen. The Nephilim. Of the woman—Lilith—who had prowled the lands and birthed herself a kingdom from her union with those devils—wraiths, half human monsters who should not have existed.

      But he had never really believed it.

      Even the stories Michael and Titus had shared—a part of Ferryl never really believed them to be true. Perhaps he had written them off as figments of the imagination. Or the exaggerations of men wearied from battle.

      But Derrick of Midvar was no figment of the imagination. He was a monster. A wraith. A beast flying over them, ending men with a single thought. He did not need weapons. He was the definition of weaponry. And if those legends were true—that the pure-blooded Midvarish were really only half breeds… If there existed evil purer than this… Darker than this…

      Derwin bellowed a mighty cry and launched his sword into the air, an impossible throw that shouldn’t have made its mark. But it did, and as the sword ripped through the king of Midvar’s chest, great rivers of dark blood rained down on them. But still the king of Midvar smiled.

      “Join me, Derwin.” Derrick grinned, clearly impressed with Derwin’s aim, his precise strength and unfettered rage. “Claim your throne, my son.”

      Derwin barked a filthy curse and launched a spear at the man who was his father.

      “Don’t you see it?” Derrick went on, dodging the spear with ease as he hovered over them. His wings bore arrow after arrow—most of which came from Michael. The soldiers around the king did not so much as swing a hatchet, as if waiting for Derrick’s command. But still the Midvarish king hovered, undaunted. “This could be yours,” Derrick went on. “All of it.”

      Helpless. They were helpless as they watched this king—this monster fly over the battle. As his dark færies unfettered their fell magic on the Har-Navarian soldiers, dropping them like flies.

      Ferryl prayed again that the færies—that Fa and Meren who had only just returned to him—were right. They had landed on his shoulder only a moment ago, whispering only a few words before they leapt again, landing on their eagle companion. The melody of their ragged wings was still ringing in his ears…

      The melody…

      
        
        
        The mighty wings above the clouds

        Soaring as ancient rains poured down

        A battle cry would shake the earth

        And mighty steeds in a wide berth

      

        

      

      It was absurd that a song should play in his head. It was absurd and yet… He could hear it. The melody.

      Whirling in the clouds.

      
        
        
        A song will rise above it all

        Penned by ancient lips

        A melody of victory

        The sailing of warships

      

        

      

      Raging in the rains waiting to fall.

      Clapping the rhythm with every rumble of thunder.

      
        
        
        Sing, O King of your victory!

        Sing, O King of your valor!

        The wings that carry you will not falter

        Though winds will rage and stir

      

        

      

      He could hear it in his soul—in the love he bore for his wife. For his family. For his friends and his kingdom. Ferryl could hear the song—the melody. The song he had heard at the Secret Place. The song of Providence.

      
        
        
        Sing, O King this ancient song

        And finish the battle strong

      

        

      

      But from down the hill, another kind of song erupted—a damning sound, pounding through the rain-drenched ground. The thud of boots, the march of soldiers.

      Derrick’s soldiers.

      No.

      Derrick’s beasts.

      By the thousands they marched. The true Midvarish army. Not men. Not grunts sent to mock the enemy.

      The wraith beast-men that Derrick had been breeding—and not just him but his father and his father’s father had been breeding underground for decades. Perhaps centuries, if the legends were true.

      “This is our world, Derwin,” Derrick bellowed over the fury. “You are the heir of Midvar! You are the heir of the world!”

      The fury, the loathing raging from Derwin’s whole body shook the ground as the prince of Har-Navah, the son of King Derrick of Midvar, ran at impossible speed across the blood-soaked mud, launching himself into the air, a great bellowing roar tearing from his throat. He leapt so high that he met the man who was his father midair, skewering the king like a boar on a spit. But not before the king of Midvar bellowed his own roar.

      Derrick took hold of Derwin—took hold of his son with both arms in what might have been an embrace. The king of Midvar held his son aloft in midair as Derwin raged. The two men were a tangle of fury and weapons above the battle, and Ferryl wasn’t sure whether it was sheer rage or some sort of magic that kept Derwin aloft.

      Smoke and black fumes poured from King Derrick’s fingertips as Derwin sliced and brandished blade after blade. The Midvarish king, riddled with wound after wound from his son, did not falter, his great wings flapping, heedless of the rain.

      Ferryl felt helpless as he watched the strange battle above them. Archers launched arrow after arrow at the Midvarish king, soldiers hurled spears with all their might, but with little effect. To this king—to this beast above them—the weapons were nothing more than mosquitoes. Nuisances. They did not bring him down.

      And Ferryl, terrified of one of those spears finding his brother, cried above the din, “Hold your fire!”

      Just like that, the Har-Navarian army paused under the hovering battle, some returning to the ground battle around them, some standing as wide-mouthed as Ferryl knew he was while they watched it unfold.

      Derwin let out a great cry as the man who had sired him held him aloft, and Ferryl’s own panic welled. Derrick turned just enough, exposing his wings, and Ferryl hurled his own sword. The silver blade tore through the Midvarish king’s wing, a great slice all the way down. The sword ripped clean through the black, sinewy flesh, landing on the battlefield below, cleaving the gory earth. But still, the king did not fall, nor did he relinquish his hold on his son.

      More smoke, black and thick, billowed around them. Derrick’s face morphed into unfettered rage as he fought off his son’s weapons with his magic. But that rage transformed slowly. The fury that fueled the dark king evolved into something else.

      Something much worse.

      It was a few moments before Ferryl understood the look on Derrick’s face—understood what was happening. Derwin’s fitful attacks on his father slowed, his weapons slack in his limp hands, black smoke singeing his skin, his armor.

      Horror. It was horror that filled Derrick’s eyes as Derwin fell limp in his arms. And Ferryl could have sworn—sworn—that he heard Derrick whimper, “My son.”

      High above the battlefield, those giant black wings still flapping, the king of Midvar let out a harrowing roar as his son slipped from his arms.

      Derwin fell from the sky at an appalling angle, his arms slack, his legs twisted. He landed on the muddy, blood-soaked ground with a mighty thud, and Ferryl tore across the gap between them, falling to his knees beside his brother.

      “Derwin,” Ferryl cried, his words guttural.

      “Brother,” Ferryl tried again, his hands on either side of Derwin’s face.

      The Commander Prince of Har-Navah was still, motionless on the muddy ground, but his throat still moved with each labored breath. The metal of his armor was red-hot, his skin charred. His eyes rolled backward as his head lolled to one side.

      “Derwin,” Ferryl tried again, shaking his brother, ignoring the heat from the armor singeing his hands. “Talk to me, Derwin.”

      The prince did no such thing.

      Tears. Choking him, blurring his vision. But Ferryl shook his little brother again. “Derwin, you son of a bitch. Don’t you dare leave me.”

      Ferryl shook his brother so hard his armor rattled and his teeth chattered.

      “Derwin, don’t do this,” Ferryl tried desperately. “Please, Derwin.”

      A puff of breath escaped from Derwin’s dry lips, and then… “Tell—her,” the prince rasped. His words were barely a breath. “Tell Leala—I—” Derwin coughed, his body arching forward involuntarily. And the blood. Too damned much of it dripping down his chin, the sides of his mouth.

      “Tell her—name him—Aiken.”

      “Derwin,” Ferryl tried, unable to stop the tears that dripped on his brother’s face. “Please.”

      “I—love you—brother,” Derwin said.

      “I know, you bastard. I love you, too,” Ferryl said, gripping his brother’s limp hand so hard. Willing magic to his veins. Praying desperately for some of that heat, that fire to burn from his fingertips. To give Derwin another breath. Another chance.

      It would not end here.

      It could not.

      But Derwin laid his head back in the mud, rain falling on his face in great drops, sluicing away the blood, the dirt and muck across his skin. He took only one breath.

      Just one more.

      And then he was still.

      “No,” Ferryl breathed, resting his brow on his brother’s. “No,” he said again. “Please. Derwin, please come back. Please, brother.”

      A sob nearly choked him as it tore from his throat. And Ferryl had to catch his breath, his lips wobbling as he pressed a fierce kiss to Derwin’s brow.

      Then he rested his head on his dead brother’s shoulder and wept.
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      Frozen. Michael was frozen in place by the shock of it. He wondered how long he had been standing there, how long it had taken him to understand. To register what the king had just done.

      To understand that Derrick had taken Derwin’s life.

      Ferryl held his brother in his arms as he sobbed, rocking his body in the mud, holding his limp form against him as the rain clinked off of their armor.

      A furious bellow tore through the skies. For a minute, Michael thought it was Ferryl, crying out for his brother.

      But it wasn’t Ferryl. It was Derrick. Still flying above them, covered in what was surely his own blood and the blood of his son, the king of Midvar roared his fury, his rage.

      “My son!” he raged.

      And the darkness around him exploded.
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      Darkness. So much darkness. As if Derrick had somehow turned day to night. Disoriented at the sudden midnight, Michael cried out for his king. But Ferryl did not answer, and Michael knew why. His king was still in shock.

      Michael positioned his bow once more, nocking an arrow as he began to prowl through the blackness around him. But he could hear it. Providence damn him, he could hear what was coming for them. The roaring of lions. The shrieks of boars. The pounding of boots on rain-sodden ground.

      But perhaps worst of all—the flapping of wings. Great, membranous wings.

      The real Midvarish army would devour them whole in this endless darkness.
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      A shift. That’s the only way he could describe it. Somewhere above him, Michael could feel the shift in the weather. As if these last few moments—when Derwin had been taken from them—were the eye of the storm. The calm before the fury. The true nightmare was coming. Michael could feel it in his bones.

      A great clap of thunder shook the whole earth, sending men to their knees. And then the music.

      A strange melody that began as a soft whisper—like the wings of a mosquito lingering nearby. But it grew—that melody grew. A familiar song. A lullaby. And the darkness—Michael could have sworn the darkness faltered just a moment.

      Another clap of thunder.

      And then the rain.

      If it had been pouring before, it was nothing to what fell now.

      A hurricane.

      The winds blew so furiously Michael had to fight to stand. But he did stand. And he held his bow true as he marched forward, as the darkness gave way step by step. As the rains washed away the blood of this morning’s battle. And Michael nocked that first arrow, sending it over the Har-Navarian soldiers that surrounded them, straight into the first wave of the wraith soldiers headed for them.

      King Derrick was nowhere in sight.

      He did not fly above them any longer. His dark cloud dissipated with every drop of white rain.

      But Michael did not think on it. Did not think of anything but the next arrow. And the next. Firing them one after the other. Unleashing his revenge on the world.
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      Distracted. He had been too damn distracted by the red fury boiling in his veins—the injustice of losing Derwin—to notice it at first. To realize what was transpiring behind him. But at that sound, the growl that was too familiar, Michael whirled, bow still taut as he nearly retched at the sight.

      The king of Midvar stalked toward Ferryl—toward Michael’s king. And madness glittered in Derrick’s eyes.

      “You took him from me,” the king of Har-Navah growled, his sword at the ready as he stood facing his enemy. “You took my brother.”

      “He was never yours, you spineless little shit.”

      “My mother hated you, did you know that?” Ferryl cried, his sword trembling with his rage. “She worked every moment of her life to keep you away. To keep you away from Derwin. Because she hated you.”

      King Derrick stalked forward, too much like the lion at his side. A predator easing to his prey.

      “And you know what else?” Ferryl went on, standing resolute. “She loved my father, did you know that?”

      Derrick prowled forward, but Michael could have sworn—sworn he saw the king of Midvar flinch at those words.

      “They kept it from you,” Ferryl went on as his enemy approached. Around them, the battle raged—soldier upon soldier. Sword upon sword. Dark magic billowing in great black bolts and white lightning answering with powerful fury. And for the second time, Michael could have sworn butterflies danced around Ferryl.

      No not butterflies. Those were—

      “All of it,” Ferryl said, his words shaking with fury. “She kept it from you. She made you think—made the world think—that she was cursing my father to help you. But she wasn’t cursing him. It was his idea. All of it. To fool you. To make you think you were winning at your little game. To make you think you were superior.

      “But you know what? You were wrong. And you’ve failed. You’ve already failed. Because you can never win. You will never have this kingdom. You will never rule this world or any other.

      “Because today. Here and now, Derrick. Today is the day it ends.”

      Derrick reached Ferryl, no sword in his hand, no weapon visible. Michael’s bow was pulled so taut his arm ached. The king of Midvar stood before the king of Har-Navah. Face to face, nose to nose.

      Darkness to Light.

      Night to Day.

      “You are right, Ferryl,” Derrick breathed, nearly inaudible over the rain that poured, dripping from his great wings, his broad shoulders. “It ends today.”

      With a snarl, the king of Midvar raised his arms, tipping his head back and roaring. Michael released arrow after arrow, knocked on his ass as the reverberation from that roar reached him. He clamored to his feet, grabbing his bow again, only to realize everyone had fallen. Everyone had been knocked over by whatever magic Derrick had just unleashed.

      A dark tsunami across the plains of the battle. A wave of midnight. As it careened outward, soldiers screamed, the wind so furious it stung Michael’s face. He raged against the onslaught of darkness, pushing against it with all his might that he might stand. Around him, other soldiers tried to do the same. Because that raging darkness had dropped everyone to their backs.

      Including Ferryl.

      And having stood before King Derrick, having been face to face with him when he took the brunt of that wicked darkness, Ferryl was not getting back up.

      Righteous fury ripped through him as Michael rose to shaking feet, shouted a cry that tore through the darkness, and leapt across the battlefield toward his king, watching helplessly as the king of Midvar brandished a wicked, black sword, poising it over Ferryl’s heart.

      “No!” Michael cried, unwilling to let it end like this. It could not! The black wind seemed to push against his body, like he was running through a vat of tar. He raged at the pace. Raged at the inability to get to his king. To stop this son of a bitch from killing his king. His brother. His best friend.

      His thighs screamed as he pushed so hard against the black wind, trying to cross the gap that might as well have been a thousand miles. He was far away—so much farther than he had realized. And the king of Midvar’s sword…

      With a mighty roar, Titus Melamed leapt from behind a mound of fallen soldiers, covered in blood and mud, only his eyes visible through the filth. His sword lifted over his head, Titus leapt like a wildcat over the fray. Over Ferryl. Landing like a wildcat on Derrick of Midvar.

      The king turned that black blade from Ferryl’s throat to Michael’s father, and the roar that tore from Michael burned so fiercely he wondered if he hadn’t lost his voice forever.

      His rage had him hauling ass across the distance between the black king and his father. The king of Midvar swung his sword with impossible strength.

      He was going to sever Titus’s head.

      But Titus was fast. Too damned fast to be possible. As if he had been waiting for Derrick to swing, Titus ducked, whirling around and skewering the king of Midvar like one of his boars.

      The king doubled over at the powerful blow, blood spraying like a river from his belly, though Michael could see that the wound was already healing by whatever fell magic was in his veins.

      But it didn’t matter. Because the blow had slowed the king of Midvar enough that Titus lifted his sword once more.

      Michael Melamed watched his father sever the head of the king of Midvar.
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      For a blinding moment, Ferryl did not know what had happened. Did not realize that Derrick of Midvar lay before him, his body unnatural as it sprawled before him—headless.

      Mother of all shit, his body was headless.

      And that thing rolling just nearby…

      Ferryl vomited so violently it burned through his nose, his eyes watering as he retched into the mud again and again.

      He wiped the sick from his mouth and found his vision, his breath again before he looked up to see who had ended the king of Midvar.

      A man—or some creature—covered in mud and blood and weeping wounds stood before him, heaving great breaths, his sword dripping with fresh, dark blood.

      But that creature extended a hand, still trembling with rage and likely pain from his many wounds. How he was walking, how he was even standing… Ferryl knew it was only by the Midvarish blood in his veins that Titus was healed enough to be conscious, much less capable of fighting. So Ferryl took hold of that extended hand, letting Titus Melamed help him to his feet.

      And then the general knelt to one knee, dipping his head low as he said, “All hail King Ferryl, Sovereign of Har-Navah and Midvar!”

      “Get up, you bloody bastard,” Ferryl said, acid burning his raw throat. His hands trembled, but he extended them anyway, helping Titus to his feet once more. Michael made his way to them, bowing low to Ferryl as well. And it was all Ferryl could do not to beat them both for the absurdity of it.

      The king of Midvar was dead.

      Derrick was dead.

      Derwin was dead.

      Derwin.

      Erel.

      The weight of it all began to settle on Ferryl’s shoulders. But around them, the rain still pounding and thunder still rumbling, the battle raged on.
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      Eagle.

      Somehow, despite the blood that seemed to stain the whole world, Eagle was as white as freshly-fallen snow as she trotted to Ferryl, dipping her head. He turned his attention from his second and his general when he felt her nudge his back with her muzzle. He stroked a loving hand down her mane, knowing a sharp pain at the thought of Erel. Of all he had lost and all he had yet to lose if this battle didn’t end soon.

      And across that shimmering, eternal strand he shared with the woman he loved, he could feel her. As if she knew. As if she understood. He sent the only thing he could think of, the only thing that mattered across that bond.

      Her answer was as fiercely loving. And somehow…somehow it gave him strength. That love between them.

      “Mother of shit,” Titus said, his words little more than a whisper as he looked around them. Ferryl and Michael followed his gaze, and something like knee-buckling panic stole over the king of Har-Navah.

      “They don’t know,” Michael said. “They don’t know their king is dead.”

      “Or they’ve been instructed to shatter the world, no matter what happens,” Titus said ominously.

      Sure enough, just as Derwin had suspected, hideous wraith monsters emerged from the ground, shoving through the mud and muck and rock. More and more and more. Ten for every one that had marched with Derrick.

      With their fell magic they emerged like ghosts from graves beneath the earth. A darkness that whorled and eddied, coalescing above the ground like a personal storm cloud before a beast appeared through the darkness. Everywhere Ferryl looked, those dark clouds gathered strength above the ground. By the hundreds. By the thousands.

      And everywhere they appeared, a monster emerged onto the battlefield.

      They took down his men like a tsunami devouring the earth. One by one, they skewered and severed, running through the mortal soldiers without effort. Without remorse. Great leathery black wings spread wide, an army of monsters bred for this moment—bred to do only one thing: destroy.

      Ferryl watched as a hapless Har-Navarian soldier stood unwittingly close to one of those clouds, only to be severed in two by a great, gleaming scythe before he was the wiser. Bright, red blood sprayed, staining that fell darkness, and the mighty winged beast roared his battlecry. Screams and roars filled the air above the din of rain. Maybe King Derrick was dead, but his army didn’t give a damn. And the war would not end. Not this moment. Not until these beasts were destroyed.

      Every. Damn. One of them.

      Titus met his son’s eyes, holding them for a moment before he turned his attention to Ferryl. “Give us your orders, Majesty.”

      Ferryl looked around them again, still stroking Eagle’s mane, still trembling with adrenaline and grief and anger. “End it,” he growled, baring his teeth. “Whatever it takes. End it today.”

      He didn’t know how Titus did it—all those wounds, all that blood loss. Maybe Titus of Midvar shared more of that dark magic of his kin than he let on. Maybe his wounds healed faster, his strength lasted longer. Ferryl didn’t know how the general mounted a horse and rode willingly into the battle again. But he did. So did Michael, obviously proud to ride into battle at his father’s side. And Ferryl watched them for a moment. Watched the two of them as they both roared, lifting swords into the air as they tore across the battlefield.

      He watched the onslaught unfolding around him, wondering how it would ever end. How could they ever stop the waves of soldiers appearing as if straight from the bowels of Sheol itself? The boars who tore through the battle. The lions who still devoured. As if, even without their king, that heart of darkness remained.

      He wondered what would be left of such a world even if they could win it back.

      Eagle nudged him again, extending her wings as she so often did.

      “I know, girl,” he said. “I know.”

      For what felt like the thousandth time since riding out to this battlefield, he thanked Providence above that Adelaide was not here. That she was safe from all of this, wherever she was. That she would not see what he saw. That she would be spared from watching her world torn apart one blow at a time.

      King Ferryl and Queen Adelaide of Har-Navah and Midvar.

      King Ferryl and Queen Adelaide of the wasteland.

      Derwin should be here beside him, shouting orders to his men, ending this war once and for all.

      Again, he felt the tug of his wife across that connection between them. Again he felt her warmth. As if it were getting closer…

      All at once, a thunderous wall of black emerged from the pounding rain, tearing through the battlefield like a carpet rolled out before it, headed straight for him. It took him a moment to realize what it was.

      Boars.

      Shit.

      On instinct, he turned to look for Erel. But Erel was not there. And he would not come for him. Death. Death was all around him, mountains of bone and flesh and waste.

      Eagle nudged him harder, nearly knocking him over. Maybe in another world—another life, Ferryl might have balked. He had balked so many times before at the idea of riding Eagle. But today… Ferryl clambered onto the horse he had never ridden—wondering how in Sheol he would stay astride without a saddle, wondering what in Sheol he would even hold onto. All those races with Elizabeth when they were young—he had a newfound admiration for his wife that she could stay on this beast because Providence above, Eagle was fast.

      Absurdly fast.

      She tore across the battlefield like a streak of white lightning, her hooves thundering across the rain-and-blood-soaked ground.

      And she headed straight for the boars.

      “Eagle!” Ferryl cried, just as the horse leapt onto the first boar and trampled him to death. His shrieking squeal was so loud it echoed across the entire battlefield.

      Holy mother of—

      Eagle was not done.

      She leapt again. Another boar trampled.

      Ferryl barked an absurd laugh at the preposterous strength of the beast beneath him. She was a dance of fury and power and magic as she squashed boar after boar like hapless insects.

      But the boars kept coming. And Ferryl gripped Eagle’s mane so tightly he wondered why she hadn’t cried out in protest. Her wings extended, her speed was preternatural as they leveled the battlefield.

      More boars, bigger ones. And Eagle did not falter. She was a winged warrior with a heart of fire. A wave of white fury in a world of darkness.

      Keep them from advancing. That was his only objective now. Keep those godsdamned Midvarish soldiers from getting any closer to the city. His city.

      Ferryl was so engulfed in the wildness of Eagle’s power that he didn’t see the lion that leapt straight for them—Derrick’s lion—too big to be possible. His eyes violet and raging as he flew—flew over the soldiers toward Eagle.

      Shit.

      Eagle whinnied, extending her wings ramrod straight as she galloped toward the lion.

      Toward the lion.

      “Eagle!” Ferry bellowed, his heart a war drum in his throat.

      Eagle ignored him, her pace so fast she outran every horse around her three-to-one. That lion leapt straight for them, but Eagle was undaunted, her speed picking up as she leapt.

      Into the air, her wings extended on either side of her, Eagle jumped so high above the lion that she did not return to the ground.

      Flying.

      Holy shit, Eagle was flying!

      Ferryl wasn’t sure if it was he or Eagle who let out a great cry as the horse flew through the air, her mane whipping wildly in the hurricane around them. She turned so sharply, Ferryl nearly fell off of her back, what was left of his breakfast burning the back of his throat as she dove with sickening speed back toward Derrick’s gigantic lion.

      The beast turned, soaring through the raging rain, straight for Eagle and Ferryl, his dagger-like claws extended, his eyes wild with madness. But the lion did not meet Eagle or Ferryl before it met a spear. Straight through the eyes. Then another spear. Ferryl dared to look down to see Michael below, hurling weapons at the beast who should have devoured them midair.

      The lion landed below them with a mighty thud, and Michael wasted no time finishing the beast.

      Eagle seemed to have plans of her own as well, for she turned fast, careening toward a sounder of boars raging for them. Ferryl’s stomach nearly flew out of his throat as they dove, his knuckles white from his grip on her mane. Eagle whinnied once before she landed on the boars, trampling them with her razor-sharp hooves and absurd speed.

      She leapt again into the air, and quicker than possible, they were nearly to the clouds this time, looking down upon the whole of the battle beneath them.

      Lightning struck the ground once, twice, and from his vantage point, Ferryl could see the great swirl of clouds as it made its furious march across the valley. The hurricane devoured man and beast. And those were…

      …those were færies flitting about the storm. Færies coaxing her fury. Færies behind every strike of lightning that somehow missed the Har-Navarian soldiers. Færies who encouraged the thunder as it bellowed and brewed, fueling the storm that was a nuisance for the Har-Navarians—and a deadly force for the Midvarish.

      Ferryl laughed out loud at the sight.

      “Something funny, princeling?”

      Eagle whirled in the air, her feathered wings heavy with rain as she faced the sound of the rumbling voice that had come from behind.

      Wraiths.

      Five of them.

      Hovering before Ferryl with their mighty black wings, a cloud of dark magic around them.

      In his rush to get away from the boars, Ferryl had made a giant mistake. For his sword lay somewhere on the battlefield below.

      And here, before King Derrick’s wraiths, he was weaponless.
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      “Your king is dead,” Ferryl cried. “Your war is lost.”

      “The decimation below would suggest otherwise,” said one of them.

      “How did you get her to fly, Ferryl?” another asked, a mocking grin on his black face as he inspected Eagle. His great black wings flapped hard against the pounding winds. “Finally learn the true power?”

      A queen in the shadows who would bring forth the light.

      A king’s song sung through the night.

      The words of the ancient prophecy rang in his head.

      On the wings of eagles they would fly.

      That the way of the Promised One would be made.

      Providence above.

      On the wings of eagles.

      Eagle flapped her great wings as if in answer, whinnying wildly.

      On the wings…

      From just behind the wraiths, a blinding light burst through the heavy clouds.

      No, not a light.

      Wings.

      Winged horses.

      Hundreds of them.

      Thousands.

      On the wings of eagles they would fly.

      Ferryl looked again to the wraiths, smiling broadly as he said, “Apparently.”

      The horses tore through the skies with the same preternatural grace and speed as Ferryl’s mount. And Eagle whinnied again, eager to join the flying stampede.

      And across their bond, Ferryl felt his wife with keen sharpness.

      Adelaide, no…

      The five wraiths unleashed themselves, darkness like a ripple bursting from them, taking down a few of the winged horses. Eagle leapt higher into the air, just missing the dark wave careening toward them. The wraiths were a maelstrom of darkness as they huddled together, hurling their might upon Ferryl and Eagle. Sword. He needed his damned sword. Or at least a dagger. Or a lance. Something to hurl at these fell beasts.

      The weaponless king had nothing but a flying horse and what felt like blind luck on his side as Eagle careened through the air, encircling the wraiths, taunting them. Teasing them. Close enough that they dared not make any moves lest they fall prey to her powerful hooves. Even mid-air, Ferryl was certain the horse could annihilate the wraiths with those razor-sharp hooves of hers.

      It was from the corner of his eye that he spotted it first—the raven-black horse who flew ahead of the rest. But this horse was not alone. He had a rider.

      A rider with hair as black as his.

      Her emerald-and-gold gown flapped wildly in the winds as she flew. And on her head…

      That was a crown of flame atop her head.

      Adelaide, he pleaded across their bond.

      Her evergreen eyes shone bright and wild with determination. And the closer she got, the more he could see the evidence of her swelling belly protruding from that emerald gown.

      Ferryl gripped Eagle’s mane to keep from falling off of the winged horse as he watched his wife, the queen of Har-Navah, fly on that winged black horse, a flying horde behind her. There were two other horses with riders, but Ferryl was too distracted by the gorgeous creature flying towards him to give a damn who they were.

      Have we missed all the fun? Adelaide asked Ferryl in his mind.

      Adelaide, you should not be here, Ferryl responded, surprised he could think past the pounding of his own heart.

      She flew close enough that her mount’s wings brushed Eagle’s, and he could see the fearlessness in her eyes.

      Nice crown, she said, lifting her gaze to the top of Ferryl’s head.

      Ferryl blindly reached for his head, sucking in a sharp breath at the unexpected heat that greeted his fingertips. He must have been wearing the same crown as she, though he was too stupefied to wonder where it had come from.

      You should not be here, he tried again. It is too dangerous. His eyes slid to her swollen belly once more; only now he could see the black leather armor that had been fashioned for her—molded to fit like a kidskin glove over her chest and stomach. And fear like none other roared through him. For his wife, for their unborn child…

      Nothing about war is safe, Ferryl. So what do you say we end this together?

      Without warning, another ripple of darkness rushed toward them, this one too close, brushing past Ferryl’s cheek and singeing his skin. He did not get a chance to see if Adelaide had missed the dark weapon before Eagle dove straight down, the earth rushing toward them so quickly Ferryl was certain he was about to meet a splattering death. But the horse used the momentum to push off of the earth and dart back into the skies like a great white spear, soaring straight for the huddle of wraiths above, scattering them like cockroaches.

      One of the wraiths darted straight for them, fury burning in his black eyes. He flung his hands before him, dark magic shooting straight for Eagle’s wing.

      She cried out at the impact, her wing smoking black around the hole the magic weapon had left. She turned so quickly Ferryl’s stomach fell right out of his ass, his grip a vice on her mane. Eagle dove for the wraith headfirst, and Ferryl wondered what in Sheol she had planned.

      Adelaide. Where was Adelaide?

      The wraith flew toward them, a wicked smirk on his face as he threw another dart of fell magic at the winged horse. But at the very last second, Eagle flipped, colliding feet first with the dart and the wraith.

      And like glass shattering against stone, the wraith collapsed under the impact of Eagle's hooves, scattering into the black-bellied clouds like ash.

      No, not ash.

      Wings.

      Tiny black wings.

      Moth wings.

      Mother of all shit.

      Above him, those two unknown riders atop their winged horses had done the same—crashing with the wraiths, the onslaught bursting into a cloud of black færies.

      But those dark færies coalesced before them in a cloud of wicked fury, unleashing tendrils of darkness like poison through the air.

      Eagle dove once more, and Ferryl wondered if he’d ever get used to the sickening sensation.

      Sword. If he just had his damned sword.

      And where was Adelaide?

      Eagle careened back up toward the fray once more, but not before a cloud of impossible color descended on the dark færies that had been released from the wraith.

      Descended.

      And destroyed.

      A collision of night and day. Of darkness and light. Of color and fury. The light færies did not falter as they destroyed the cloud of darkness around them.

      But the other four wraiths…

      That was darkness so black it was impenetrable. Growing. Billowing. Headed straight for him.

      At once, Adelaide and her glossy black winged stallion swooped past Ferryl, diving below so fast Ferryl lost sight of them.

      He cried his wife’s precious name, but so great was the confusion around him that he did not know if he’d yelled it aloud or only screamed it through their bond.

      Without warning, his leather gloves became stifling hot. Smoking and burning. Ferryl yelped at the pain of it, forced to let go of Eagle’s mane in order to shake the damned things free. And when he did…

      Light.

      Impossible light shone from his fingertips. Afraid he might burn the horse to death, Ferryl kept a death grip on Eagle’s belly with his aching thighs, turning that white-hot fire onto the ball of blackness headed straight for him.

      A mighty clap of thunder rattled the skies as darkness collided with light. As the onslaught of night shattered into the raw power pouring from Ferryl’s fingers.

      Not just from Ferryl’s fingers.

      Coming from Adelaide, too. Her black horse flew straight upward from below, an arrow shot to the enemy as Adelaide followed Ferryl’s lead and extended her hands, white-hot Light devouring everything above her.

      The darkness scattered, dissipating into the air as if it had never existed.

      It doesn’t, Ferryl, Adelaide said to only him.

      He whipped his head toward his wife, who flew through the air beside him.

      There is only Light, Ferryl, she went on. Darkness is nothing more than a world without it.

      As if they had heard her, a mighty tsunami of færies emerged from the clouds. Light billowed around them in whorls and tendrils of impossible color as they flew not for the battle, but for the cliffs only a few miles away.

      Ferryl dared one glance at his wife before he watched those færies again. They returned a breath later, racing towards the battlefield in a whirlwind of Light and color and heat. And with them…

      At the crest of their magic, a white figure shot like an arrow across the valley. It was huge—much larger than it should have been.

      A stag. As white as lightning, its antlers two trees reaching towards the heavens, sheathed in impossible color that shone brighter than the midday sun. The stag rode hard across the Har-Navarian plains that separated the battle from the city just beyond. A familiar song rang above the din of wave and ocean and magic and battle. A melody. The song of Providence.

      The stag ran hard, his muscular legs making effortless purchase across the valley as he practically flew. The færies behind him brought with them a wave of magic so fearsome, Ferryl could feel the heat of it even from the clouds. And behind them, in the stag’s wake…

      That was an actual wave.

      Of ocean.

      A wall of water so high…

      “TO THE CITY!” Ferryl bellowed to the remaining Har-Navarians below. Adelaide repeated the call as they flew like the wind.

      That wave raged across the land, devouring everything in its wake. It would hit the battle in a matter of moments.

      “TO THE CITY WALLS!” Ferryl cried. Again and again.

      From below, soldiers looked up, some of them pointing, some of them shouting, “The king and queen!”

      But they understood, thank Providence. They understood and charged westward as Ferryl and Adelaide flew back to the city walls. Ferryl prayed the ancient stone was strong enough to keep out the wave. He hoped that he had led his people to their safety and not their death.

      The wave slammed into the west side of the city walls, the water sloshing over the sides as Ferryl watched helplessly from above.

      A trap. He had sent his people into a trap. The soldiers who ran for their lives to the eastern wall could not know that their king had sent them into a walled flood that would devour them in a matter of seconds.

      “Ferryl!” Adelaide cried above the din of storm and siege and wave.

      He whipped his attention to his wife flying a few feet away.

      He didn’t need the bond to understand what she was trying to say.

      So he followed her lead and threw out his hands before him, a river of white-hot Light pouring from his hands. A river to match the one pouring from his wife’s.

      The Light flooded out before it fell around the city in a great dome. A shield. The last of the Har-Navarian soldiers threw themselves across the city gates just in time for them to close. For the Light-shield to seal.

      And for the wave—the Great Sea itself—to devour the world.
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      The water pounded across the battlefield, a deluge so mighty that nothing stood in its wake. Midvarish soldier after solider was swallowed up by its might. The færies coaxed and willed the water to go where they sent it, avoiding outlying homes and farms that scattered across the Qidron Valley.

      The river of Light that poured from Ferryl’s hands did not falter. Nor did Adelaide’s. Ferryl could only pray that it was enough. That his people were safe. That the tsunami currently devouring the world had not devoured his people with it.

      Perhaps the wave had only taken a matter of seconds to crash toward them and swallow up the world. But it seemed like hours as Ferryl and his wife hovered above the din, pouring Light from their fingers. The stag had traversed the valley in a matter of moments, bringing the water and magic with him before he disappeared somewhere in the east. The færies stayed behind, coaxing and training that water with their minuscule hands, just as Ferryl and Adelaide’s hands burned with magic.

      It was endless, that Light. A well with no bottom. Ferryl had thought it should have some end, some limitation.

      But he understood now that the only limitation was him. The Light itself…it could not be contained. Not forever.

      And certainly not by any mortal man.

      He looked over to his wife atop her winged black stallion, that Light pouring from her in wondrous color and eternity. Her emerald eyes glowed even as a small smile found her mouth. And from around her swollen belly, a blue glow.

      Hope.

      It was hope in her womb.

      Hope for the future they would build.

      The new world they would make in the aftermath of this present darkness.

      A golden era.

      The era of the Promised One.
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      Titus Melamed knelt on the boulder as he watched his queen and his king unleash that strange magic upon the city.

      Never. Never in all of his life had he witnessed anything so miraculous.

      A king and queen of the Light.

      But he had seen that wave—that tsunami headed for the battle. He had seen it and known horror like never before as he searched for his son. He hadn’t seen him. He hadn’t been able to find Michael before that wave hit.

      They had gotten separated somewhere on that battlefield. For the second time in his life, he’d had the pleasure of watching Michael slaughter those godsdamned beasts. But this time was different. This time, he did not watch a desperate soldier taken by surprise in the tunnels below the earth.

      This time he watched his son—the young boy he had trained, the man he had become. The warrior.

      Titus’s heart had swelled with pride to the point of aching as he had fought alongside his son. So much so that he had almost missed the beast who had charged him from behind. He would have probably lost his head to that wicked scythe if it hadn’t been for the færy—a godsdamned færy—that had warned him only a second before his death.

      And in that moment, Titus had lost sight of Michael.

      He hadn’t seen him again for the rest of the battle.

      And now, with a tsunami charging towards him as if fueled by some magic wind, he still had no idea where his son was.

      The wave had slammed into him with the power of ten thousand soldiers, but Titus had not cared. Not really. He had only wanted to know that Michael was safe. That he had heard the call of his king and run like Sheol for the city walls.

      But he hadn’t seen Michael before he was consumed.

      Before that wave had devoured him—devoured the world whole.

      Stupidly—absurdly—Titus had opened his eyes, choking on the warm sea water, only to realize that he had landed on a boulder somewhere near the battle. And that boulder was dry, save for the water he expelled from his lungs as he clamored to his knees and watched the wave devour around him.

      Dry.

      Absurdly, ridiculously dry.

      And…glowing.

      Golden and rich, the boulder on which he landed was glowing bright with Light. Above him, too, he realized.

      Protected.

      Protected the same way the king and queen protected the city. A river of light, of magic from their fingertips as they hovered over the land on winged horses. A magic that protected an entire people for certain death.

      That protected Titus from the death that should have claimed him.

      A magic that, perhaps, had been protecting him his whole damned life.

      That mighty wave crested, the waters receding from the valley and back into the ocean below the cliffs, taking limp, dark bodies with it.

      But not Har-Navarians. Somehow, impossibly, not a single Har-Navarian now floated prone in those waters. Not a godsdamned single one.

      And so Titus, the former commander of the Navarian armies, a ruthless general who had fought in battle after battle, a man who had taken the lives of men around him without thought, fell to his knees and wept.

      It was a warm hand on his shoulder that had him looking up at last. His vision blurry, his eyes stinging from the onslaught of emotion that had taken him, it took him a moment to focus on the bright creature before him. To realize who she was.

      But when he did…

      “You’re a prophet, aren’t you?” he managed.

      The Lioness, her wild golden curls whipping in the wind, merely smiled. “I believe the term is prophetess.”

      Titus wept more, burying his face in his hands.

      Hania placed another hand on his shoulder, kneeling before him on that boulder where she had protected him. Titus realized now it was Hania’s Light that had protected him.

      Had somehow protected him his whole life.

      “It’s not my Light, Titus,” she said, softly. “It belongs to Providence. I thought you had figured that out by now.”

      Despite it all, he huffed a laugh, lifting his face from his hands to look at her with what he knew were red-rimmed eyes.

      “You knew. You knew everything,” he rasped.

      Hania smiled softly, tilting her head to one side. “I knew this war would not end without you. And I knew you could not end this war without knowing yourself. And so I was given a task.”

      He held her eyes, searching them. “You changed the world, Hania. You saved all of our lives.”

      “You did, actually,” she said. “I just made sure of it.”

      Titus lunged for Hania, pulling her against him, sobbing into her shoulder.
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      Delaney paced and paced. Hania had left the castle a while ago without word of where she was going or what she was doing. Delaney hadn’t bothered to try to stop her, knowing that the woman would do what she wanted regardless. Queen Avigail had only shaken her head with a huff of disbelief. But Adelaide’s mother had stayed by Delaney’s side—worried just as much for her daughter and son-in-law and husband somewhere out there. Fighting. Fighting for them all.

      But when that wave had slammed into the castle, it was fear that had threatened to drown her, not the waters.

      The waters broke on the battlements of the castle; they poured through the turrets and careened across the lawns and gardens.

      But they did not devour.

      Somehow, that impossible wave, as if it were driven by the cloud of color before it, did not destroy Benalle Palace. It only kissed the castle grounds with something like rain.

      She watched it as it careened toward Benalle City. Toward the battle beyond.

      She watched it helplessly from the tower of the castle, the window dripping with seawater like a mighty rain from the heavens. The wave raced toward Benalle City and then the battle beyond.

      Sweeping over the land where her beloved fought.

      And now, as the angry storm clouds began to part, as the sun peeked through them in swaths of blinding light like a cat peering cautiously around a corner, she wondered if he had lived.

      Was Michael all right?

      A small hand found her back. She looked down to see Dysis looking up.

      “He’s the bravest man in the whole wide world,” her little sister said, something like fierce pride in her young eyes. For they had told her—she had finally had the nerve to ask about how Michael had saved them. Her sisters had told Delaney every bit of it, the beasts he had so valiantly fought, how he had stood alone against the Midvarish wraiths. It had only made her fall in love with her husband more. “I know he will be all right,” Dysis added softly.

      Delaney choked back a sob and bent to press a kiss to her sister’s head—the sister that wouldn’t have even been here, been alive had it not been for that brave soldier.

      The lump in her throat threatened to steal her breath, but she heaved a sigh and turned from the window, from the endless waiting that might be the death of her sanity.

      She bent down and scooped up a cooing Hania into her arms, nestling her close and kissing her velvety brow. Hania smiled and grabbed a strand of her mother’s hair, and Delaney winced at the baby’s surprising grip.

      “Look!” cried Dabria, her hands gripping the window sill as she peered outside. Delaney whipped around to see what had captured her sister’s attention.

      “They can fly!” cried Dinah.

      Wide-eyed, Delaney stared.

      Horses. With wings.

      Two of them—one black and one white. Flying straight for the castle.

      Delaney’s heart thundered in her chest as she handed the baby to Dinah and raced out of her chambers. Through the black-and-white halls of Benalle Palace and down the golden staircases until she reached the great entrance hall and burst through the towering front doors.

      She made it all of three steps down the stairs leading to the castle before she halted, frozen in place by the sight.

      The king and queen of Har-Navah. Riding—or flying or whatever they called it—into the castle grounds mounted on their winged horses. One of them was Eagle, but the other…

      Black. As black as Queen Adelaide’s flowing hair.

      Flying gracefully next to Eagle, as white as light.

      “Providence save the king and queen!” someone shouted from nearby as they landed on the rocky path ahead, wings fluttering and ruffling as the horses landed.

      It was only then that Delaney saw them—the twin crowns atop her king and her queen’s heads.

      Crowns of flame.

      Crowns of Light.

      The Light of Providence.

      She bowed deeply—whether on instinct or in awe she could not be sure. But by the time she thought to lift her head again, King Ferryl was already there, a hand to her chin.

      “Lady Melamed,” he said, a rueful smile on his mouth.

      Dread. It pooled in her gut at the sorrow that limned her king’s features.

      And her queen.

      Adelaide said nothing before she reached for Delaney, hugging her so fiercely Delaney’s knees nearly buckled.

      Over the queen’s shoulder, she spotted soldiers coming up the path behind them. And at the front…

      That was Titus, Hania beside him. Their mounts rode side by side, pressed together as if Titus couldn’t stand a breath of space between him and the woman who had borne him his son. To Hania’s right rode the king of Haravelle, the man who had given up his throne for this, so that two kingdoms might become one.

      So that together they might end this thousand-year war.

      From her side, Adelaide’s mother appeared, her eyes fierce with pride as she beheld her husband. This was not the first time she had seen war. Nor was it the first time she had let the man she loved go into battle for her kingdom. But Delaney could not imagine less pride in the former queen’s eyes as she took him in, her warrior husband. From across the path, the former king’s eyes met his wife’s. He smiled.

      Something else snagged her attention. Wordlessly moving around her monarchs, she took one step down. One more.

      And in a breath, Delaney was running—flying down the path. In the next breath, she slammed herself into the arms of the soldier who had dismounted only a moment ago, caring little about the bruises she might inflict on herself for colliding into his armor so fiercely.

      She didn’t care about the blood and mud and the gods knew what else that coated him head to foot. She didn’t give even a fraction of a damn as his strong arms came around her, his mouth buried in her neck as she breathed, “Michael.”

      He lifted her to him, holding her so tightly she could barely breathe for the grip of the armor. “Hello, beautiful.”

      And then he was kissing her. And later she might stop to blush—to consider the headiness of the kiss on display for the entire court of Benalle—for the whole kingdom of Har-Navah. But at the moment, all she could do was kiss him back.

      And thank Providence that her husband had lived.

      He had lived.

      Someone cleared their throat, and Delaney peeled herself from her husband’s embrace to see why.

      Dinah. Beaming with Hania in her arms. As if she knew. Knew this moment wasn’t complete without her.

      Michael must have agreed, for it was uninhibited joy in his face as he took the babe in his arms and kissed her once, twice on her brow before pulling Delaney close to him again.

      Family.

      They could be a family now.
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      Whispers abounded from the courtiers and soldiers alike who lined the pathway to the castle entrance.

      
        
        Crowns of flames.

        The king and queen have saved us.

        Providence has saved us all!

        

      

      Ferryl couldn’t make out everything they were saying as he gripped Adelaide’s hand and turned on the steps of Benalle Palace. Each step seemed like a thousand miles before he reached his castle—his home.

      He faced his people, eager hope in their eyes. He scanned the throng gathered at his courtyard, his gaze at last resting on the angel beside him, whose emerald eyes shone with fierce pride and immeasurable relief. A smile curled her mouth—sorrowful and hopeful and beautiful. He stole a glance at her belly. She rested a hand on the form-fitted leather, and Ferryl took a deep breath before he turned to face the crowd again.

      “Good people of Har-Navah,” he said, his throat raw, his armor heavier than it had seemed this morning. “The king of Midvar is dead. The blight has been vanquished.”

      Perhaps he’d had some thought of giving a speech on the valor of the soldiers and the right hand of Providence. But he couldn’t have even if he’d wanted, for the roar, the din of shouts and cheers welled so fast and so loudly he couldn’t get another word in.

      At his side, Adelaide laughed, a lone tear falling down her cheek as she watched her people cheer. So Ferryl laughed with her.

      In a moment, those cheers began to coalesce into one cadence—over and over again. Words. An anthem.

      
        
        Long live King Ferryl! Long live Queen Adelaide!

        Long live King Ferryl! Long live Queen Adelaide!

        Long live King Ferryl! Long live Queen Adelaide!

        

      

      But Ferryl roared above the din, with the very last vestiges of strength in his lungs—

      “TO PROVIDENCE!”

      Adelaide shouted it with him the second time. And by the third time, the whole of his kingdom bellowed it with him.

      The shouts did not stop for a long while. They did not stop even when Ferryl’s throat screamed with the pain of it. They did not stop even when the king and queen had finally stopped shouting the chant, the credo. His salvation.

      Over the noise, Ferryl looked around at his people. His friends. His family. His courtiers. Soldiers and farmers and merchants and lords. It seemed as if for this one moment, the world was equal again. The world was as it should be. United. Joyous. Peaceful. He had not known it would be like this—that after the ugliness of the battle, the blood and the gore and the pain and the death—there would be…this.

      Euphoric peace. Unfathomable relief. Aching sorrow coupled with unfettered joy. It was like standing on a mountaintop and looking over the glory and mystery and wonder of Creation. Or standing on the edge of the cliffs of Benalle and understanding every nuance of the mysterious ocean before.

      Death and life. Pain and joy. Sorrow and love. War and peace. Storm and petrichor.

      Life.

      This was life.

      He breathed it in.

      He looked to Michael with Delaney tucked tightly to his side and the baby between them. He looked to Titus and Hania, who stood side-by-side with solemn, fledgling hope in both of their eyes. He looked to his father-in-law, his helmet tucked under his arm as he made his way to Avigail’s side and kissed her soundly. Ferryl smiled softly at the blush that colored his mother-in-law’s cheeks. He watched as soldiers held their loved ones. As fathers kissed their daughters, as mothers kissed their grown sons. His breath caught in his throat, and he heard himself say, “To Providence,” in a gentle whisper.

      His wife took his hand. Wordlessly, she laced her fingers between his, squeezing tightly. He squeezed back, lifting her hand to his mouth to kiss it.

      The clouds above began to part, fat golden rays of sunlight pouring down upon them, warming them body and soul. The lingering raindrops glistened on every leaf, every branch, every cobblestone, lighting up the world in glittering hope. As if Creation itself knew. The sky more blue somehow. The leaves more green. The spring flowers more vivid. As if the rain had washed away the darkness, too. As if the rain had made the world anew and petrichor was the perfume of hope.

      Ferryl looked around for the people who weren’t there. The people who should be. His father, who had given up so much and yet had been robbed of the chance to see this day. His mother, who had given her love the only way she knew how—who should be here now beside him. So many things left unsaid to her. So many words.

      How much he loved her. How wrong he had been. How sorry—

      She knew, Adelaide said for only his benefit. She knew, Ferryl.

      Ferryl couldn’t acknowledge it. Couldn’t even look over at his wife, her words wrecking what little composure he had left. Tears fell freely and heavily down his cheeks as he looked around at his people. As he looked for Derwin. The Commander Prince who would not come home. Who would not ride back in glory today, shouting his victory along with his people.

      His brother he would never embrace again. Never laugh with again. Never drink too much wine and play too many cards with again.

      And then it hit him. Someone else was missing from this crowd. Not one who had been lost in battle, but one who had lost so much more. One who hadn’t come outside to rejoice. Or to mourn. One who had, like everyone, pinned her hopes on victory. On a soldier who would not come home again.

      He shut his eyes, swallowed hard against the lump in his throat, and turned from his celebrating courtiers. He looked at the giant carved doors in front of him—his home that had somehow survived this war. So much lost, and yet so much still remained. He took one look at Adelaide, whose eyes shone with a sorrowful knowing, and walked inside, clutching his wife’s hand, drawing from her quiet strength.

      His eyes took a moment to adjust from the bright, silvery light outside to the dimness of the entry hall. He shut them once against the blinding darkness, opening them again and focusing. Then he saw her standing on the other side of the hall. Solemn. Her rich, blonde locks glowed in the candlelight of the golden chandeliers that hung from the high ceiling, her hands folded before her stomacher, her eyes solemn and unblinking. As if she knew. As if whatever souls are made of, whatever it was that tied her soul to Derwin already knew. Already felt the severing. She said nothing, barely moving at all. But Ferryl did not take his eyes from her as he walked.

      For whatever irrational reason, the king counted the black-and-white marble pattern that separated him from his sister-in-law.

      One.

      Two.

      Leala’s shoulders were squared, her lips thin.

      Seventeen.

      Eighteen.

      The closer he got, the more he could see past the facade. The quiver of her thin lips. The faint tremble of her resolute shoulders. The fidgeting of her slender fingers.

      Thirty-seven.

      Thirty-eight.

      Hope. It had been snuffed from her eyes. A lump formed in his throat.

      Fifty-eight.

      Fifty-nine.

      Sixty.

      Sixty-one.

      When at last he reached her, Leala held his gaze for a long moment. He could think of no words. Nothing profound. Nothing worth saying. Nothing to soothe or to make it right or to make it better. Words—even thoughts failed him as he stood before the girl who had loved Derwin his whole life. The friend who had become like a sister to Ferryl and Adelaide. Images of their childhood flashed in his mind—four children running through these very halls, slaying imaginary dragons and fighting imaginary wars.

      But the war in her eyes today was not imagined. Nor was the war in Ferryl’s own soul. Silent tears fell down her reddened cheeks as she held Ferryl’s gaze. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed—maybe minutes, maybe a thousand years before Leala buried her face in her hands and wept. Ferryl pulled her into his arms and wept with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter XL

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael sat perched on the edge of the fountain nestled in the heart of the castle garden, watching as his soldiers—his friends smiled and drank and toasted. Young Ilias, drinking with a group of at least a dozen soldiers, bellowed a laugh that had him tipping his head back, nearly sloshing the remainder of his ale onto his pants. They hadn’t bothered changing from their battle attire. Aside from shedding some of the heavier armor—breastplates and mail and helmets—the soldiers that now crowded every hall and chamber and garden of Benalle Palace still bore the evidence of the battle they had fought and won. Some still wore swords at their sides and bows across their backs. But no one seemed to care.

      Courtiers and peasants, lords and ladies, soldiers and merchants alike filled every corridor. The merriment had gone on long into the night, stars glittering above them as they celebrated. Somewhere in the garden, someone played a fiddle, a lively tune that flitted above the din of laughter and conversation. Some even danced to the melody.

      It was like a great weight had been lifted—a weight a thousand years in the making. So Michael drank with them, along with Delaney’s sisters. The older ones, anyway. The youngest two had already given up for the evening, along with baby Hania. Delaney had only just returned from tucking them all into bed. Dabria and Demelza had stayed behind in the garden—at seventeen and sixteen respectively, they had considered it a rite of passage to stay with the adults. Delaney hadn’t argued, only pursing a grin and acquiescing to her sisters’ demands. The boy, Joseph, had quietly remained by Demelza’s side like a shadow. But every once in a while, when she thought no one was looking, the Dupree girl would steal a blushing glance at the boy, who would hold her gaze for as long as he could before looking away. Michael smiled, sipping his whiskey and thanking Providence above for the liberty of such simple, sweet moments.

      A liberty they had all—soldier and family alike—fought and bled to have.

      Delaney slipped back onto the sculpted marble beside him, kissing his cheek before sipping from her own glass.

      “I haven’t seen you drink in a long time,” Michael said.

      “I never see you drink,” she pointed out, eyeing his glass.

      “I find I much prefer whiskey as a sipping beverage rather than a numbing agent,” he answered.

      Delaney only laughed, heat warming her cheeks. Michael chuckled and leaned to kiss her properly, onlookers be damned. Delaney did not mind, for her lips were as eager as his.

      “Newlyweds,” came a humorous voice. Michael looked up to see his mother approaching, Titus by her side. “They’re insufferable.”

      “Hello to you too, Mother,” Michael said with a laugh. Hania kissed his forehead and took a seat in a nearby chair, nestled beside a thick bush of hydrangea. Titus gingerly sat beside her, handing her a glass of whiskey before sipping from his own. His mother, however, did not sip. And when all eyes were on her as she drained her glass, she leveled them all a flat look.

      “What? Can’t a girl celebrate?”

      Titus huffed a laugh and drank again from his glass.

      “I don’t know how you’re even walking,” Delaney said, eyeing Titus.

      The soldier bit down on a smirk, but it was Michael’s mother who answered.

      “He should be resting,” Hania scolded, to which Titus only rolled his eyes. “I’ve spent the last hour cleaning and dressing his wounds. He’ll survive, I suppose. Now all we can do is hope that he’s not stupid enough to tangle with another boar.”

      “Three,” Titus amended, peering over the top of his glass.

      “Three?” Michael asked, shocked his father was even alive, much less capable of standing.

      “How in the world did you survive three of them?” Delaney asked in awe.

      “I don’t think I did, actually,” Titus answered, and the way he said it…

      Hania looked him over once, something shifting in her eyes. She placed a hand over his where it rested on his knee. Titus seemed to find a measure of peace and gumption from that touch alone. Michael could have sworn his father shifted a fraction closer to his mother.

      “I saw her,” Titus said softly. “Penelope. She came to me. She… I think she healed me. Or helped me to heal. I don’t know.”

      “You have Midvarish blood in your veins, do you not?” Delaney asked.

      “Some,” Titus shrugged. “It was never anything worth mentioning.”

      “It seems Providence found something about you worth mentioning, Father,” Michael finally said.

      And at the name… Titus met his son’s eyes. Michael saw the silver lining them, the proud smile he couldn’t quite muster. He recognized the feeling—and knew his face looked the same way.

      “It’s strange, isn’t it? For it to be over,” Delaney said.

      “I’ve lived my whole life in preparation for this war,” agreed Titus, clearing his throat. “It’s almost as if we’ve all been pushed off of a cliff with no bottom in sight.”

      “Peace, Titus,” Hania said, lacing her fingers between his. “Peace is at the bottom of that cliff.”

      Titus looked at Michael’s mother as if she had just offered him a chest of gold. Or perhaps as if she were that treasure. Michael quickly looked away, knowing a hint of embarrassment for observing what felt like a deeply intimate moment. At his side, his wife breathed a laugh. Michael slipped his arm around her.

      “There you are!”

      Michael turned his attention to his king and queen, emerging from behind the fountain, the waters churning like liquid silver in the moonlight. On their heads, the twin crowns of flame still burned brightly.

      “We wondered where you had gotten off to,” Adelaide went on with a grin.

      “Celebrating,” Delaney said, lifting her glass. “Join us.”

      Titus stood to offer his seat to his king, but Ferryl only waved him off and took a seat beside Michael on the lip of the fountain. Adelaide went to sit beside him, but the king of Har-Navah pulled his wife to him and perched her on his lap. When she did not object, he pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

      “You must be tired,” Delaney offered, eyeing the queen’s swollen belly.

      Something shadowed the queen’s eyes as she placed two loving hands on her stomach, the leathers she wore form-fitted to protect her and the future of the kingdom she carried in her womb.

      “Where did you get them?” Hania asked, speaking aloud the question Michael had already formed in his head. “The leathers. They’re magnificent.”

      The shadows stayed in his queen’s eyes even as she smiled. Michael wondered what they meant.

      “Adina. An old friend. She made them for me while Joseph, Demelza and I stayed behind on her farm.”

      “We would have lost a lot more—maybe even the war itself—had you not brought those horses,” Titus said.

      Something in Ferryl’s countenance swelled with pride. So did Joseph.

      “My valiant friend here,” Adelaide said, gesturing to the boy, “has been very busy.”

      “How did you do it?” Delaney asked Joseph. “How did you free them from their curse?”

      “T’was Her Majesty what showed me,” the boy said in his broken lilt. “Last summer. When she lived with me and me mum. She showed me how t’break the spells. So I’ve been breakin’ ‘em. One horse at a time.”

      “There were more than a thousand horses up in the skies,” Hania said, awe in her words.

      Joseph merely shrugged. At his side, Demelza looked at him as if he had formed the very stars in the sky and put them there just for her.

      “Your cleverness and hard work paid off, young soldier,” Titus said. “You turned the tide of the war. You and your queen.”

      Titus’s words were not patronizing. They were spoken in earnest—one soldier to another.

      “What do you think?” Ferryl asked Titus. “Should we name him a captain in the king’s army?”

      “A fitting rank for a valiant soldier,” Titus agreed.

      Joseph, bless him, blushed a shade of crimson so deep not even the dim night could hide it. Michael snagged a glass of amber liquid from a passing servant, smiling as he handed it to the boy. Joseph’s eyes were wide as he beheld the drink in his hands. Michael smiled and raised his glass. “To Captain Joseph! Hero of the Great War!”

      “To Captain Joseph!” they all agreed, raising their glasses. Even Joseph drank deeply.

      “And to Queen Adelaide,” Ferryl added, keeping his glass aloft as he eyed his wife with pride. “Who saved our asses with her insufferable stubbornness.”

      Titus barked a laugh as everyone drank and cheered Adelaide.

      But soon a silence fell between them, as if not even the thrill of victory could lift the shadows of the losses they had all suffered. It was Delaney who softly asked, “Where is she?”

      Ferryl knew to whom she was referring. “Leala wasn’t much up for celebrating tonight,” he said gently. “Adelaide and I have just left her chambers. I don’t think she’ll be coming out for a while.”

      Delaney nodded solemnly.

      “He was a better man than most of us,” Titus said.

      Ferryl nodded. But Michael did not miss the small sound his king made as his breath caught in his throat. It would be a long, long time before any of them would stop feeling the keen sting of the loss of Derwin, son of Aiken, Commander Prince of Har-Navah.
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      “What now?” Delaney asked some time later. They had talked for what felt like hours into the night, sharing stories—stories of Derwin, stories of their childhood. Titus even shared stories of when he met Hania and that summer they had shared in Navah. But Adelaide had soon claimed she was too exhausted to last much longer, and Ferryl had lovingly agreed to take her back to their chambers, his hand protectively on her stomach.

      Many of the soldiers and courtiers had retired, too. So had Dabria, Demelza, and Joseph. The night was no longer young, the dawn not far off, but Michael, Delaney, Titus, and Hania remained in the gardens, talking.

      A family. His family.

      Michael would get on his knees and thank Providence every night for it.

      “There will be much work to do. Not just here, but in Midvar as well,” Titus answered Delaney. “Homes—lives to rebuild. I have friends in the north of Midvar who have been helping rescue the women. But Midvar lost a lot of men out there. There will be much to do to repair such loss. An entire kingdom to put back together. Piece by piece.”

      “What do you suppose they’ll choose?” Delaney asked. Michael knew what she meant.

      “If I know my queen, she’ll make sure they take their time to consider it all before deciding what to do about Midvar,” Michael said. “There are advantages and disadvantages to any path they choose. Technically, Midvar is now theirs to rule, if they so choose.”

      “You don’t sound convinced that they will,” Hania said.

      “Ferryl and Adelaide did not go into this war for conquest,” Michael said. “They went into it to protect the innocent. And to pave the path for a future determined before the foundations of this world.”

      To pave the path for the Promised One. The child who the queen was likely carrying in her belly. But those shadows Michael had seen in Adelaide’s eyes…

      “Which is precisely why Midvar would be better off with them as their sovereigns,” Titus said.

      Michael nodded, agreeing with the sentiment. Midvar—a part of Har-Navah. The concept felt foreign. “True. But something tells me they might have something else up their sleeve.”
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      “Going somewhere?” Titus asked, leaning against the doorframe.

      He had waited fifteen minutes. That was as long as he could stand before he had left the revelry in the garden and followed her after her little declaration that she was too tired to continue outdrinking all of them.

      Hania turned to face him, folding a shirt against her chest. A grin curled her mouth. “Do you always lurk in doorways, Titus the Soldier?”

      Titus slipped his hands into his pockets, shrugging as he stepped into Hania’s chamber. “Only the doorways of beautiful women.”

      Hania rolled her eyes and turned, picking up another article to fold, but Titus could have sworn he saw a grin threaten her mouth. “Couldn’t last the night?” she purred.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he said. “I never knew a woman could hold that much whiskey.”

      “I suppose there are a lot of things about women that would surprise you, Titus Melamed.”

      He stepped towards her, his heart thundering. “And you most of all,” he said. But Hania kept folding, ignoring him. “Where are you going?” he tried again.

      “Benalle is not my home,” she said. “I cannot stay here forever, no matter how much I love it. I will leave tomorrow.”

      “I’m sure Ferryl would be glad to offer you a place at his court,” he said.

      Hania snorted a laugh. “A courtier? Me? I’m a country girl, Titus.”

      “You’re a prophetess,” he countered, striding across the room. “I’m sure Ferryl is in the market for one.”

      She gave him a wry grin and still kept folding. “It has been fun, being here. Truly. But now Ferryl and Adelaide must set about the work of rebuilding their kingdom. And rebuilding Midvar. They don’t need me in the way.”

      “Why in the world would you be in the way?” Titus asked, finally reaching her side.

      “I’ve spent my whole life as a bird in a cage,” she said. “It’s time to spread my wings.”

      She had once asked him if he could hear the wind calling him. He hadn’t been man enough to tell her the truth then…

      He took hold of her arm, stopping her from folding. “Where will you go?”

      She fixed her gaze on his hand where it held her. He loosened his grip. “That all depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On you,” she said, at last meeting his eyes.

      He dared…lifting his hand, he brushed a thumb along her cheek. So soft. Nothing—nothing much had changed. Not really.

      He waited for it…guilt. He waited for it to nip at his heels. To remind him that there was once another life he had tried to have. To build. To claw his way towards. Before it was stolen from him. Ripped out from under him. A pale-blue dress danced before his eyes.

      Hania must have known what he was thinking, for she said, “It’s up to you, Titus. Where you go from here. You can let her story be your greatest regret, or you can let it be the fuel that ignites your future. She loved you. I knew it the moment I met her. She would not want you to live in darkness. Let her be your light, Titus.”

      He swallowed hard. “I loved her. I think I always will. But it was you who were always my light in the darkness. I’m not sure how I should feel about that.”

      “Do you regret it? Where your path has taken you?” she asked.

      “No,” he said. And he meant it. He knew Penelope would have said the same thing. And that guilt…it still didn’t come.

      “Then live your life, Titus the Soldier. And thank Providence for blessing that broken road. I know I will.”

      He looked down, reaching for her hands, playing with her fingers.

      “Are you so full of sage wisdom thanks to the whiskey, or should I be thanking Providence?”

      “Probably both,” she said, a hint of mischief in her eyes.

      Titus laughed. “I seem to recall the promise of a bribe,” he tried.

      Hania held his gaze without faltering, that mischief no longer just a hint in her eyes. Her golden curls were wild tonight. He wanted to run his hands through them. Get lost in them. He wanted a lot of things…

      “I have nothing, Hania. Nothing to offer,” he said wildly. He felt as wild as her curls. Maybe it was the whiskey. Or the aftermath of battle. Or maybe it was something else entirely that had driven Titus his whole life, but he kept talking. “I am destitute—Derrick made sure of that before he died. And he burned my manor on his way to Har-Navah. I have nothing to offer you. Nothing of worth.”

      Titus took a knee, keeping her hand in his as he went on. “But I promise you that I will love you for the rest of my life. If you’ll let me.”

      Hania held his stare, tilting her head to one side. Was it hesitancy? He couldn’t be sure, but at last she pulled at his hand, gesturing for him to stand. So he did.

      “It took you damn long enough,” she said.

      And she kissed him. And gods help him, her lips…

      Titus wrapped himself around her—this woman, the mother of his child. His first love.

      His last love.

      His guiding star.

      He kissed her for the past that had given him hope. He kissed her for a future that had given him life. He kissed her for knowing him better than he had ever known himself.

      He kissed her for being the most bullheaded, stubborn, opinionated, wild, beautiful thing he had ever met. For giving him a son. For giving him purpose.

      For giving him the gift of true, pure, selfless love.

      A sound—a cough—and then, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”

      Reluctantly, Titus tore his lips from Hania’s to see his son peering into the room.

      “It’s fine,” Hania said, motherly concern dripping from her words like honey. “You’re not interrupting. Come in, darling.”

      Titus furrowed his brow at her. She didn’t bother to meet his eyes as she patted his cheek.

      “I didn’t mean to…” Michael stammered, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Your mother was just agreeing to marry me,” Titus said, folding his arms across his chest.

      Hania whipped her head around to look at Titus, who wore a wry grin.

      “You were?” Michael asked, looking to his mother.

      Hania took hold of Titus’s elbow, squeezing—a little harder than perhaps she should have, but… “With your permission, sweetheart,” she said to Michael.

      To his credit, Michael looked stricken. He passed his glance from his mother to Titus, back and forth until, “Of course,” he managed. “Of course you have my blessing.”

      “Blessing for what?” asked Delaney, bustling through the door, her little one on her hip.

      Michael turned to her. “It seems as if my mother and father are going to marry,” he said incredulously.

      “Truly?” Delaney asked, mechanically handing the baby over to Michael before rushing over to Hania and taking her hands.

      “It’s about time we were a proper family, isn’t it?” asked Hania, pulling the young duchess into her embrace. Hania looked out, nodding towards the baby. “Why isn’t she asleep?”

      Delaney turned to where Michael held the baby. “She woke a little while ago. And since Michael and I couldn’t sleep, we thought we’d come bother you some more.”

      There was a gleam in Michael’s eyes. As if…as if he, too, couldn’t quite get over the beautiful absurdity of all of this.

      Family.

      Life.

      Peace.

      A gift. All of it.

      Titus watched Michael hold the little one as if she were his whole world, watching the scene unfold before his eyes finally met Titus’s. A small smile curled one corner of his mouth. “Grandfather,” was all he said.

      Titus thought that might have been the sweetest name he had ever been given. And when Michael brought the little one to him…

      So many things he had lost. So many dreams shattered along the way. Along the forsaken path he had chosen for himself.

      Yet here, now.

      Apparently, Providence had decided to give him a second chance after all.

      Titus laughed. Laughed. He kissed his granddaughter on the brow.

      Hania came to his side, wrapping a slender arm around his waist. He took the opportunity to tuck her in close to himself, and damning what anyone thought, he kissed her thoroughly. The elder Hania didn’t seem to mind, for she kissed him with as much intent. When he relinquished her lips, he turned to find Michael preoccupied with a teapot on a nearby table. So Titus laughed again.

      And then thanked the queen’s god for every bit of it.
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      It had taken quite a while for the people gathered in the courtyard to calm, to stop their cheers and celebrations. As the night wore on, those cheers could still be heard over the calm. Even the city was alive with celebration.

      And inside Benalle Palace, despite so much loss, there was a somber, but tangible joy that permeated every conversation, every huddle of courtiers, every soldier reuniting with the ones they loved—families and lovers and friends alike.

      Ferryl and Adelaide walked silently, hand in hand down the halls, just watching it unfold, exchanging tear-filled smiles now and again. The castle servants had prepared all kinds of food to celebrate—all of which could be grazed upon as no one was particularly in the mood to sit down to a formal meal.

      Tonight was a celebration.

      “I thought you said you were tired,” Ferryl said.

      “I’m not tired. I just wanted you all to myself for a while,” she admitted.

      A roguish grin found Ferryl’s mouth, and he took a moment to pause their lazy stroll, pulling her hand to his mouth to kiss it softly. Adelaide, however, found the kiss inadequate, for she snaked her arms around his waist and kissed her king on the lips.

      He held her close to him, the courtiers prattling on around them, either oblivious or courteous enough to afford the king and queen a measure of privacy. Ferryl smiled.

      “I think Joseph was a bit overwhelmed by his appointment to captaincy,” Ferryl said, a chuckle escaping him.

      “I think Joseph was more overwhelmed by the prospect of what Lady Demelza thought of it.”

      Ferryl tilted his head, a question in his eyes. Adelaide merely grinned. “Joseph is quite keen to prove himself. Especially now.”

      He breathed a small laugh. “Do you suppose he’ll tell her how he feels?”

      Adelaide stifled a knowing grin. “He’s only fifteen. He hasn’t quite mustered the nerve yet.”

      Ferryl kissed the end of her nose, his own smile curling his mouth. “He’ll find a way. Believe me.”

      The king and queen continued to wander the grounds, silently watching the court pick up the pieces of their lives. Offering blessings to families that had been reunited. Accepting small favors from weeping courtiers who couldn’t seem to thank them enough for their victory.

      After a while, they found themselves in the stables, basking in the quiet as the moonlight spilled onto the hay, casting it in a silvery glow. Such a familiar place to be—here among the horses. The sounds, the smells. But without Erel…

      “What happened to him?” Adelaide asked quietly as she stroked the mane of one of his father’s stallions.

      “The lions,” was all Ferryl could manage.

      Adelaide said nothing, merely taking Ferryl’s hand in hers.

      But after a while, the crickets the only sound, Adelaide said, “Eagle suits you.”

      “I swore I would never ride her,” he said, a small chuckle catching in his throat. Or maybe it was a sob. It was hard to tell.

      “War has a way of changing a lot of things, doesn’t it?”

      She stepped to him, and he was struck by the way the moonlight caught her hair. Glowing. Adelaide was positively glowing.

      That crown of flames had finally dimmed a while ago, but a glow remained about her. She hadn’t bothered to remove the form-fitted leather armor, either.

      “Would you find it roguish of me to admit how gorgeous you are in this?” Ferryl asked, resting his hands on her belly.

      But Adelaide sucked in a breath at his touch, her eyes coming to life as if for the first time.

      “What?” Ferryl asked.

      Tears began streaming fast and heavy down her face.

      The baby, she said to his mind.

      A tiny thud, like the beat of a heart rapped on Ferryl’s hand. He imagined his eyes were as wide as hers when he looked up to his wife.

      “You felt it too?” she asked.

      “Have you not felt it before?” His wife only shook her head.

      The shadows. He had seen them in her eyes earlier tonight when Delaney had mentioned that she might be tired from her pregnancy. He had not understood them until now.

      Ferryl couldn’t help it when he fell to his knees before his wife, wrapping his arms around her swollen belly, kissing the supple leather that protected her child—their child—from the perils of this war.

      “My baby,” Ferryl choked out. “Oh, my child.”
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      Winged horses that could fly had many advantages, it turned out. For Eagle and Macaroons—as Adelaide had insisted on calling the winged black stallion—seemed to understand on instinct that Ferryl and Adelaide just wanted to escape to their chambers unnoticed tonight. They found their way into the stables and nudged the king and queen of Har-Navah over and over until Ferryl finally understood their offer. And took it.

      The two horses landed on Ferryl’s balcony overlooking the sea with such fluid grace that the king had to take a moment to marvel at them. But the horses merely whinnied, Eagle taking just a little longer to part from Adelaide, before they flew off over the sea together.

      They frolicked in the air over the silver waters, playing with one another, Eagle nudging her muzzle against Macaroons’s every now and again.

      “Do you suppose they’re mates?” Adelaide asked, watching from Ferryl’s side.

      “Of course they are. This is a færytale, my love,” said Ferryl.

      “Oh, is it?” Adelaide asked, turning to face him with a wry grin on her perfect mouth. And Ferryl found himself bewitched by it.

      “Yes, my love,” he said, sweeping his wife into his arms. “This is a færytale. And you’re the hero.”

      “I think there were many heroes in this story,” she corrected.

      Ferryl pushed on the glass doors of his balcony, opening them into their bedchamber beyond.

      “Perhaps,” he said, “but you’re most certainly the shining star. Titus told me all about what you did, Adelaide of Haravelle. You risked your entire kingdom going to Goleath like that.”

      “Are you going to lecture me, Prince?”

      “No, I’m going to make love to you,” said the king.

      “You’re a shameless flirt,” she quipped, though he took no small amount of delight from the blush that crept up her cheeks.

      “Indubitably.”

      He stopped walking, a thought giving him pause. “Do you suppose…?” he asked, stealing a glance at her belly by way of finishing the question.

      He knew she knew what he was asking by the way the blush darkened her cheeks even more. “Mother told me it’s fine. That if there were any danger…let’s just say I, for one, would not have been born.”

      Ferryl chuckled, and decided he would pry farther into how she had possibly broached that conversation another time.

      He pushed through a second door before he set her down, turning on the faucet that poured into their giant bath. He made sure the temperature was perfect before he faced his wife again.

      He found her with arms akimbo. “Do I stink?”

      He grinned, turning her around that he might work on the laces of her leather armor before he said, “Not in the slightest. But we are going to wash away this war together.”

      She huffed a laugh, helping him remove the leather before she turned to face him so he could untie the front laces of her emerald-and-gold gown.

      “Adina,” he said, admiring the exquisite work of the leather, “has excellent skill.” Ferryl kissed her once and thoroughly. “Remind me to thank her.”

      Adelaide began unfastening the toggles of his uniform, stained with mud and blood and Providence knew what else, despite the fact that it had been hidden under his armor. Next she unfastened his linen shirt, taking a moment to trace a finger along the skin of his chest as she loosened the ties. Ferryl stilled, breathing deeply.

      “It has been a long time, princess,” he said, his words rough.

      “Too long,” she agreed, never taking her eyes from his skin.

      When they were bare before each other, Ferryl dragged his eyes down her body to the precious swell beneath her breasts. He knelt before her, taking her belly in both hands and kissing it once. Twice.

      He could have sworn he felt the child leap within again. When he looked up to see the tear that had fallen down Adelaide’s face, he knew he hadn’t been wrong.

      Ferryl stood, pride swelling within him like a wildfire as he swept his wife into his arms once more and stepped into the warm bath that awaited them. She reached for the cloths meticulously folded on the side and began washing her husband.

      The smell of the soap was a hymn—an anthem to his soul.

      “Lavender and honey,” he said. “Now I shall smell like you.”

      Adelaide pursed a smile. “I had Mary make it for your birthday.”

      He pressed a kiss to her neck. “I do believe you have a birthday coming up.”

      Next week, actually. She would be twenty in a few days.

      “Perhaps we can pick up where we left off with yours,” she said, her words a promise of pleasure, her breaths coming a little more shallowly with every brush of Ferryl’s fingers along her skin.

      Nothing. There was nothing Ferryl loved more than to bring this woman delight and pleasure. So he touched her again, running a light finger down her arms as she worked the soap into his hair.

      She gave him a roguish grin and moved to sit astride him. His heart hammered as his wife leaned over him, his anticipation deflating upon the realization that she was merely reaching for a silver basin with which to rinse his hair. He chuckled and obliged her.

      But that swell of her belly resting between them…her warm body finally in his arms again…

      Ferryl took the soap this time, lathering it on another cloth and working it over her skin. He washed her arms. He washed her shoulders. He washed her breasts and breathed a laugh when she bit her lip. Then he took the basin and poured water over that raven hair of hers before working more of the luxurious soap into it. She closed her eyes at his ministrations, letting out a soft breath as he massaged her scalp with his fingers.

      He nudged her back, holding her steady while she dipped her hair into the water behind, that rounded belly of hers stretching taut before him. He pressed a kiss to it, then another kiss to her breast as she leaned forward again, the water falling like a sheet from her fair as she sat upright…

      …and onto him.

      He groaned as she settled herself and took his face in her hands, looking him in the eyes for a moment. A long moment.

      His princess. His wife. His queen.

      His mate.

      She moved with him as she kissed him so thoroughly he wondered if he could bear it.

      His.

      She was his.

      And he was hers.

      And the future—they had set the course of the future. Together. They had made a future for their kingdom. Together. Separate paths on the same journey. Together did not have to mean never apart. But at the same time, it was exactly for that reason they would never be apart.

      Not really.

      They never had been.

      He understood it now—what Providence had meant that day at the Secret Place. Their lives intertwined like spring vines. Togetherness—oneness—in their separateness. Like making love. Two and one all at once.

      He would not fear it again.
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        Five months later

      

      

      

      “So this is how it’s to be. You sneak out here at the crack of dawn and don’t even have the decency to kiss me before you leave?”

      Adelaide’s lips turned up in a crooked smile, her back to her husband as she breathed a laugh. She had known it would only be a matter of moments before he found her out here. Some things never change. She had not known how much she needed the reminder until she had heard the familiar crunch of his boots across the grass a moment ago. Running loving hands under her heavy belly, she turned, reveling in the familiar feel of the gritty dirt beneath her boots, the familiar smells of hay and horse.

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked. Ferryl’s eyes were alight with mischief, the sunrise bathing him in golden rays as he made his way through the stable towards her. Such a familiar lopsided smile on his mouth that she could not help but feel like Elizabeth again for just a moment—tending to the stables in the wee hours of the morning in hopes that she would catch a crown prince for a race before he started his day. That life—that simple world seemed like a lifetime ago. She had woken this morning with the past on her mind. Bedell and his warm cups of tea and long conversations. The feel of the wind on her face as she raced Eagle across perfectly-manicured palace lawns. The smell of sea salt and the taste of chalam as she shared secrets with her best friend.

      Ferryl stalked towards her. When he passed the empty stall where Erel had once been, she did not miss the twinge of sorrow that touched his eyes for the briefest moment.

      “It has been a long time since we’ve met here in the early morning, Prince.” She turned her attention to Erel’s stall before she went on. “But I cannot get used to it in here without him.”

      Ferryl reached her, running loving hands along what was left of her waist before pressing a gentle kiss to her lips.

      “He was a good horse and a better friend,” Ferryl said. Adelaide nodded her agreement. She fussed with a toggle on his cloak, not missing the subtle current of worry in her husband.

      “Have you decided?” she asked.

      Ferryl’s eyes grew distant as he stared into the empty stall before them. He absently fiddled with a thread on his sleeve. “It’s technically our decision, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes. But you know what I think.”

      Ferryl met her eyes. “I know. And I know you’re right. It just doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Adelaide rested a hand on his arm, lifting to the tips of her toes to press a kiss to his cheek. “I know, my love.”

      “He is like a brother to me,” Ferryl said, his words almost lost.

      The only brother he had left. He had lost so much—so much in all of this. Everyone he had known, everyone he had grown up with. That he was even considering willfully losing another told Adelaide just how important this was to him. To everyone.

      To the world.

      “Perhaps we’ll build a summer home in the east,” she offered.

      A small smile found Ferryl’s mouth, and he turned to face her fully, running his hands behind her back and kissing her softly before he said, “How are you feeling this morning?”

      She looked down to the very large belly between them. “The tightening fits have let up a bit since last night. But there is a…I’m not sure how to describe it. A heaviness, I suppose. I feel like it will be soon.”

      “I thought for certain we would have a baby last night,” Ferryl said. Something like delight seasoned with a hint of worry colored his features. In the months since the war had ended, they had spent their days repairing what King Derrick had broken—rebuilding homes, entire villages pillaged by his ilk, helping the people of Midvar and Har-Navah pick up the pieces of their lives. It had been a grueling, daunting task putting two kingdoms back together after such loss, such heartache. But it had made time fly—the days were long, but the months were short. And now, Adelaide was only weeks, maybe days away from giving birth. As if in response, the little one in her womb moved and Ferryl breathed a laugh.

      “Running out of room in there?” he asked, bending low enough to press a kiss to the top of her belly. “You should come out soon. We’re all very much looking forward to meeting you.”

      Adelaide ran a loving hand through Ferryl’s golden locks as she watched him dote over their yet-to-be-born child.

      Without warning, her belly tightened, and she could not help the wince she let out. Ferryl stood immediately, turning to put a supporting arm behind her back.

      “We should go back inside,” he said, worry underlining every word.

      “I’m all right, Ferryl,” she insisted, squeezing her eyes shut against the building pressure.

      “I know,” he said. “You’re always all right. Now come inside.” He did not wait for her consent before moving her along beside him.

      “Something is different today,” Adelaide admitted as they walked. The sun was warm on their faces, the late summer morning bathing the lawns at Benalle Palace with liquid gold.

      “You’re having a baby today, Lizybet,” Ferryl offered with a hint of a laugh.

      “Oh, and you’re so certain of this?” she asked.

      “It will be today. Mark my words.”

      Adelaide breathed a small laugh—all she could manage before another pain swept over her, this one low and heavy.

      “I’m going to get your mother,” Ferryl said.

      “I don’t want to wake her,” said Adelaide.

      “Nonsense, woman.” Ferryl led her with a gentle, firm hand up the many steps to the front entrance at Benalle, through the grand foyer and toward the gilded staircase, stopping any time Adelaide gave even the slightest hint of discomfort.

      “Ferryl,” she said about halfway up the steps. Her eyes were wide when she met her husband’s concerned gaze. “I’m all wet.”

      Ferryl’s eyes went wide, and something like square-shouldered determination transformed his features. “Do you think you can walk?”

      “Yes,” she said, moving to take another step. It seemed like a thousand miles of golden steps in front of her, and before she could think of taking another, strong arms came around her, lifting her effortlessly as King Ferryl carried his wife.
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      “Mother says she is doing well,” said Michael with a smile as he read the parchment in his hands. Perched on the edge of a settee near the empty hearth, Ferryl watched him read his mother’s letter with pride. “She and father are making their way through Midvar, helping everyone they can. Apparently, even though Titus’s entire estate was destroyed, he was able to reunite with some of his old servants. They’ve been working together to help all the women who were taken underground.” Michael looked up from his letter to Ferryl. “Can you believe it? That’s wonderful news.”

      Ferryl tried to smile, he really did. But he could hardly listen to the letter, too preoccupied with the goings on in the adjacent chamber. He heard what he could have sworn was a whimper, and his heart pounded even harder, but no one else seemed to notice.

      Delaney smiled as if nothing in particular were happening as she leaned on Michael’s arm, reading over his shoulder. “Perhaps we should make a trip to Midvar soon,” she offered. “I worry for my people. I can only imagine what they are facing in my uncle’s wake.”

      “I know.” Michael nodded, squeezing her hand before immersing himself in Hania’s letter once more.

      Another sound came from Ferryl’s bedchamber, and he paused to listen.

      “She will be fine, Ferryl,” said Delaney calmly, rising to her feet. She gave a motherly glance to the little one crawling on the floor nearby before walking to him. “I promise,” she added kindly, placing a hand on his arm.

      “Shouldn’t I be in there?” Ferryl asked, looking first at his father-in-law, then at Michael. King Aaron raised his brows, and his friend laughed.

      “Avigail kicked me out within ten minutes the day Adelaide was born,” Aaron offered unhelpfully.

      “I would agree that it’s a bit harrowing,” added Michael. “Much worse for you than for her,” said the Lord Chancellor.

      Delaney chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m fairly certain we had to peel Michael off of the floor before it was all over,” she said.

      The door separating them opened, and Ferryl whirled to see Avigail looking a bit mussed, sweat beading her brow. “She’s asking for you and Leala,” she said.

      For a moment, Ferryl thought for certain the former queen of Haravelle was speaking to him, before he followed her line of sight to Delaney, who bustled her way across the room—a woman on a mission.

      “Leala is not—” Ferryl started.

      “I’m here,” came a voice across the room. He whirled to see his sister-in-law emerge, her skirts swaying gently from her rounded belly. “Sorry. I didn’t realize how late in the morning it was.”

      Amos followed her, a smile ghosting his mouth.

      “If Amos hadn’t come to wake me, I’m not sure I would have gotten out of bed,” Leala admitted.

      The captain of the guard shadowed the princess as if she were his to protect—just as he had been following her from the moment the war had ended and they had all discovered that Leala had lost her husband, her best friend. The aching chasm where Prince Derwin had once been seemed to haunt Leala wherever she went—a constant reminder of what they had lost.

      And what they had yet to gain.

      So it seemed that Amos had decided Leala was to be his to ward. To look after. To protect. Ferryl had privately wondered many times if Leala had figured out that the captain was in love with her. But he hadn’t bothered to bring it up, knowing that Leala was not ready for such things.

      Not yet, anyway.

      But the fact that Amos had taken the time to wake Leala on the day of her friend giving birth told Ferryl enough—that Amos cared deeply for Leala and did not want her to miss this moment, exhausted or not.

      Despite his worries, Ferryl smiled, taking a moment to press a kiss to Leala’s cheek when she reached him.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked her.

      “Tired and fat. How are you?”

      Ferryl laughed and nodded toward the bedchamber. “You better get in there.”

      Delaney had already disappeared behind the closed door. “I’m surprised you’re not trying to get in there.”

      “He’s trying to be a good boy and wait for his wife to call him in,” Michael offered from across the room.

      Leala laughed. “A bit fussy, Ferryl?” she asked, cocking her head to one side. “I told you not to smother her so much. She’s giving birth, not cutting off an arm.”

      “Get in there and help my wife,” Ferryl said. Leala grinned and obeyed the king of Har-Navah.

      “Don’t feel bad,” offered Aaron, crossing his leg over his knee and not bothering to look up from the ledgers he was perusing. “Avigail did this twenty years ago, and she still loves to tell the story of how I almost passed out when she gave birth.”

      Ferryl couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped. He walked toward an empty chair and plopped down. “I suppose I have been a bit overbearing.”

      “I believe the word is obnoxious,” Amos said, making his way to another empty chair. “At least that’s what Leala says.”

      The men chuckled.

      “Ferryl!”

      The king of Har-Navah whirled in his chair to see his sister-in-law peering through the door of his bedchamber.

      “You should come in here.”
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      Adelaide held his hand so tightly he thought she might squeeze it off. Kneeling beside her on the bed, he pressed a firm hand to her back as she leaned into another wave of pain. But she did not cry. She did not whimper. No, the queen of Har-Navah grit her teeth and pressed through wave after wave until what might have been a moment or a thousand years later, Ferry heard a sound. A welcome, delicate, precious sound.

      A cry.

      Ferryl did not stop the sob that escaped as Avigail knelt and scooped up a bundle in her arms and handed it to him.

      “A boy,” he said, trembling. A tear escaped, falling quickly down his cheek and onto the brow of his son. He bent and pressed a kiss to that brow. “I told you it was a boy, Lizybet.”

      The queen of Har-Navah smiled softly and shook her head, taking the bundle her husband offered with a sort of effortless perfection—as if she had been born for this. To be a mother. To be the mother of his child.

      Ferryl wept.

      “What will you name him?” Delaney asked softly.

      Ferryl did not take his eyes from his wife or his son, nodding once before Adelaide said, “Derwin.”
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      “He’s absolutely perfect,” said Delaney, leaning over the back of the chair in which Leala sat. “But I cannot decide who he looks more like—you or Adelaide.”

      The little one lay nestled beneath a thick blanket in Leala’s arms, sleeping soundly, completely unaware of his gathering of admirers in Ferryl’s sitting room.

      “He looks just like Adelaide did when she was born,” Avigail offered proudly.

      “But he has Ferryl’s terrible nose,” Leala quipped.

      “Do I have a terrible nose?” Ferryl asked. Adelaide breathed a laugh and took his hand.

      “He’s perfect, isn’t he?” she asked.

      Ferryl beamed. Son. They had a son.

      From across the room, Michael chuckled as he played quietly with Hania, who cooed and giggled at his every attention. Amos sat quietly at a small table with Aaron and Avigail, drinking from a mug of ale and watching Leala carefully. Adelaide nestled gratefully into Ferryl’s arm where they sat on a settee. Sore and tired, she had gotten out of that bed only an hour or so after giving birth, ready to walk. Ready to move. Ready to not waddle around with a weight at her belly. It felt good, even if it was taxing. Ferryl had insisted she come and sit by him to rest. She hadn’t argued.

      “Thank you, Ferryl,” Leala said softly, not taking her eyes from her nephew. “For giving him that name.” Adelaide spotted the soft line of tears in her friend’s eyes as she spoke.

      “Well, we couldn’t very well name him after my father, considering you’re taking that,” said Ferryl with a smile. Derwin’s last wish—one neither Ferryl nor Adelaide had understood at the time.

      Tell her—name him—Aiken.

      Ferryl had told Adelaide what Derwin had said not long after the war. But neither of them had understood it until a few weeks later when Leala had realized she was pregnant with Derwin’s child—that part of him would live on. When they told Leala what Derwin had asked, she had wept for a solid day.

      Losing Derwin had been harder on Leala than she let on. Naming the newborn prince after him seemed a fitting tribute. When Ferryl had suggested it a few weeks ago, Adelaide had known in her gut it was perfect.

      Ferryl played absently with Adelaide’s hand as they watched the princess dote over her nephew.

      You ready? Ferryl asked only his wife.

      Adelaide looked up to him. Are you?

      Ferryl nodded, giving her a soft kiss before he looked across the room, took a deep breath, and said, “There is something the queen and I have to say.”

      Everyone in the room turned their attention to Ferryl, even Leala. He breathed again, squeezing his wife’s hand before he said, “Adelaide and I have come to a decision regarding Midvar.”

      Silence fell, heavy and thick like a cloud. Adelaide sent a rush of reassurance, of her love to her husband, who returned the sentiment before he went on.

      “As you know, we have been in negotiations for months with the council and some of the upper nobles from Midvar as to whether we should absorb it into Har-Navah or allow it to remain an autonomous kingdom.

      “We know there are many implications to both scenarios, and I hope you know that we have not made the decision lightly. We’ve gotten to know the people and the beautiful culture of Midvar in recent years,” he said, looking to Delaney. The duchess smiled. “And more so in recent months, it has become clear to us that Midvar needs strength and guidance as they rebuild what has been destroyed by Derrick’s dynasty over the last decades. As neither I nor my wife are Midvarish, it seems wrong that we should shape the fate and future for an entire people and culture we are still coming to know. So to that end, we believe that Midvar should remain its own kingdom.”

      At this, Michael met Delaney’s eyes, as if they too had been talking about this, mulling it over for months. Adelaide was certain they had. Everyone had.

      It did not make this any easier.

      “And so it comes to this,” Ferryl went on, stealing a glance at Adelaide first. She offered him a warm smile. “As acting rulers of Midvar, it is our responsibility to name its new king and queen. Adelaide and I can think of no one better to bring the kingdom into a new era than two people we trust implicitly. Two people who have proven to be loyal, wise, and brave. Two people who fought for so much more than a kingdom—who fought for freedom and justice and peace. And so, we can think of no better people to rule the kingdom of Midvar than Lord Chancellor Michael and Lady Melamed.”

      The room went still and quiet, all eyes turning to the subjects at hand. Michael’s eyes were about as wide as harvest moons, but Delaney only looked at Ferryl, tears lining her eyes.

      “In this, I know now how selfish I really am,” Ferryl went on. “Because the good of Midvar means losing my best friends and—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, and much to Ferryl’s surprise, Michael practically leapt from his seat, crossing the space between them and grabbing Ferryl in a bone-crunching hug.

      Their embrace lasted for a good moment before Michael pulled Ferryl away just enough to say, “I love you, you idiot. You know that?”

      “I love you, too,” Ferryl said, unable to stop the tears falling down his face. By this time, Delaney had made her way over to them. Adelaide stood as Delaney wrapped her arms around Ferryl, weeping into his shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she said. “For my kingdom. For my people. For being my friend. Thank you.”

      Michael turned his attention to Adelaide, taking her face in his hands and pressing a firm kiss to her brow. He could not seem to think of anything else to say. Then again, neither could she. But she offered Michael her bravest smile, and did not stop her own tears from falling.

      Delaney turned to Adelaide and wrapped her arms around the queen. “It was rather strange circumstances that caused our paths to cross, Adelaide. But I will be forever grateful all the same.”

      “So will I,” she said. “So will I.”

      “I don’t know why in Sheol you think I’m capable of running a kingdom,” Michael said.

      “I do.” This from Aaron, who came toward them, Avigail smiling by his side. “It’s not every day a king gives away a kingdom.”

      “Apparently, it runs in our family,” Avigail threw in, grinning.

      Aaron chuckled. “But I can attest that when you give it to the right people, it’s a damn pleasure to watch them turn it into something beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Father,” Adelaide said, pressing a kiss to her father’s cheek. He wrapped an arm around Adelaide’s shoulder and kissed her brow proudly.

      “If you all are finally done blubbering, would you please take a moment to look out the window and tell me what that is?” Leala asked. She stood, holding the crown prince of Har-Navah, her eyes fixed outside the great windows of the sitting room. Absently, she handed baby Derwin to Ferryl, who took the child with adoration in his eyes while everyone turned to look where Leala was pointing.

      The gardens below were lush with late summer flora, the ocean lapping lazily beyond. But it was not the gardens or the oceans to which Leala was pointing, but a figure just inside the grounds.

      He stood tall and proud, as white as driven snow with antlers that climbed as tall as sycamores. Even from such a distance, his eyes shone a vivid emerald.

      A white stag.

      “I don’t know,” said Adelaide’s father, taking her mother’s hand in his. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      “I have,” said Ferryl, holding his son as he watched the great beast below.

      “So have I,” Michael said, meeting Ferryl’s eyes for a moment. King to king. Ferryl looked out again.

      Adelaide looked to her husband, but he kept his eyes on the mysterious creature as he took her hand. Her heart pounded at the sight of the beast—the impossible creature who stood in silent vigil.

      A promise.

      A prayer.

      Adelaide, Queen of Har-Navah, took a moment to press a kiss to her son’s cheek where he lay nestled safely in her husband’s arms.

      The future.

      Their future lay in the king’s arms.

      With pride swelling her heart, she smiled and said, “Behold. Providence makes all things new.”
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        Nobody said this would be easy

        Anyone who did never went through anything painful

        But faith is not some fragile thing that shatters when we walk through something hard

        So we walk on

      

        

      

      

      Those lyrics, from Pat Barrett’s Into Faith I Go, have been an anthem for me in this season (thanks, Meggan). From facing a global outbreak, to stepping into homeschooling, to quitting my nine to five under guise of all of that, when in reality, I stepped away to step fully into this.

      Into faith I go.

      It’s apropos, really. This has been one of the hardest seasons of my life. Faith is never without fear. Anyone who tells you otherwise is selling something.

      

      
        
        
        To the ups and downs

        The highs and lows

        To the taking in

        And letting go

        To the tears and laughter

        The great unknown

        To the open journey

        Into faith I go

      

        

      

      

      That I am finished with this portion of the chalam story is surreal. (This is the end of Volume I. Volume II is well underway, rest assured.) These characters were birthed in me in the oddest way. Did I ever tell you that story?

      It was a Sunday morning—my first to stand on the platform at our then home, Gateway Church, in Southlake, Texas. A dream I had had for more than decade was coming to fruition: to lead the people of my church in worship. I got there an hour before I needed to, long before the sunrise, and made my way into the vast, dark sanctuary to pass the time until they called us backstage.

      For reasons I’ve yet to define, I pulled out my phone and started writing a scene.

      Let me make something clear: I never did that. I was a songwriter.

      A songwriter.

      Not a novelist.

      It was never my intention to write a novel. I considered those who did to be among the oddest, masochistic ilk in God’s good creation. But there I was, in a dark auditorium, alone, writing a scene on a tiny screen in a note taking app, of all things. I did not understand it. I did not even know what had compelled me to open that app and start writing, but I did.

      Two hours later, the worship team had gathered in a classroom. Our worship pastor had joined us there to pray for us. He thanked us for our hard work, for our dedication, for being there at all. And then he prayed.

      His first sentence, I kid you not, was, “Lord, bless the people in this room. With the gifts you have given them, open doors. If there is a book to be written, let it be written.”

      I looked up, the hairs on my arms standing on end. I just knew he was going to be looking straight at me, brows raised and chin tilted.

      He was not.

      But I knew. Knew.

      Like, deep in the bowels of my guts, KNEW that there was a reason. That something had begun.

      I wasn’t wrong.

      And here, five novels later, you’re holding the evidence that God answers prayers you never intended to pray. Proof that God has dreams much bigger than our own. Proof that God truly does ask us to weep for what we thought we wanted, then lay it aside on the altar of faith, and step into what he had for us all along.

      Oh Ferryl, how I understand you.

      For as many times as I’ve written acknowledgments, I fear I’d only be repeating the sentiments I’ve penned before. So for this, let me acknowledge where this all began—in a classroom at Gateway Church in Southlake, Texas. In a prayer I hadn’t been brave enough to pray. In a chapter I wrote on an iPhone.

      Lord, you are good.

      Into faith I go.
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      So let’s just be real here... My name is Morgan and I’m a chronic over-achiever and avid binger of The Office. When I watch Lord of the Rings, I watch the extended versions, and they’re still not long enough. I won arguments in elementary school by out-quoting everyone with my vast knowledge of The Princess Bride. So yeah, I’m kind of a big deal.* I used to have a mohawk‡. And once I had purple bangs‡. But I try not to let that dictate my current fashion choices, which are just as confused, I confess. Bless.

      In my spare time, I write. A lot. Songs, stories, articles, novels... It’s just this thing in me that I have to get out. The book you’re reading, part of The Chalam Færytales, is sort of a magnum opus of all the things that have been stirring in me from the time I was a kid—musing about the existence of humanity, pondering the wonder of God and the ongoing work of redemption... you know, kid stuff. I’m real proud of it (that’s my Texanese coming out. Fight me.) I’d be honored if you left a review of it somewhere on the interwebs. (Consequently, I’m convinced that novel writing is just an acceptable form of psychosis, but it’s definitely a beast within me that roars to be freed. So I pet it and feed it and let it dictate my fingers on the keyboard without regrets.)

      But even if you don’t ever read another one of my novels or listen to one of my songs, I can’t thank you enough for reading this one. I hope I can bring a little magic to your world in some way.

      The art in me manifests in various forms—from my books, to my music, to my digital art and even the occasional article. I get confused about what I should call myself: author or musician or songwriter or graphic designer or armchair theologian. I think it’s probably safe to say I’m just an artist at heart exploring the magic around us. Thanks for exploring with me!

      

      *This is sarcasm.

      

      ‡This is not sarcasm.
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            Also by Morgan G Farris

          

        

      

    

    
      The Purloined Prophecy

      The Parallax

      The Perdurables

      The War and the Petrichor

      Book VI - Coming Soon
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By the Curious. For the Curious.

      In the fall of 2020, my husband Lance and I founded something with a single idea: to celebrate the curious. We aim to give true artisans a fighting chance in an ever-increasingly mass-produced, cookie cutter world. Minor 5 Emporium believes in the gift of art and the delight of the unexpected. That’s why here you’ll find artisans who hand make, custom design & self-produce. You’ll find writers, artists, musicians, craftsmen, and curators. And you’ll find lies, legends, and lore that are sure to whet your appetite for the unexplained, the outlandish, and the curious.

      Founded in the historical town of Granbury, Texas, Minor 5 Emporium features mostly Texan legends, artisans, and stories. That’s not to say that everything you’ll find on the site is from Texas. But, you know, we Texans are proud folk. It’s a southern thing.

      From the odd to the unique, from the magical to the antique, if it’s curious, you’ll find it at Minor 5 Emporium.

      

      Visit the site » Minor5Emporium.com
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      Love fantasy books and movies? So do we. Join us in our group, dedicated to all things fantasy. Oh yeah, and we’ll giveaway exclusive gear too!

      

      The Group » Fantasy Books & Movies
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            Sign Up for the Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      Want to be the first to know when new books, music, and art appear from my magic hands? Thought so. Sign up for my newsletter here!

      

      Morgan G Farris Newsletter
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