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PROLOGUE



DEVONRY
   
Somewhere in the near future…
T here is no fire, but there is warmth—a heat so wicked that it threatens to burn me down to my very core. It sends sweat down my spine, and at the same time, it calls to me like an old friend. Like a memory … one I should know but can’t recall. It escapes me, slipping from between my fingers like smoke.
Fingertips trace the shape of my face, making my whole body jerk in surprise. Through the shadows, I sense him. His breath is hot and damp in my face. I can taste his need. His torment. It’s violent, like the man himself.
Solomon’s nails, usually filed down, are sharp and vicious. His true awakening has peaked. The monster within is as close to the surface as I’ve ever felt it, leaving him balancing on the thin line of control. Something hot and hard presses insistently against my inner thighs. That warmth from earlier steals up and over my face as my own response softens my insides. My teeth rake against my lower lip as I try to catch my breath.
The Gods are cruel creatures.
Of all the men they could bring so low, why did it have to be him?
And why—oh why—do I have to care?
Solomon tries to be gentle, but it's almost as if he can’t help himself. His grip is punishingly tight, so much so that he threatens to break me into a million pieces. I almost hope he does. Then I would be freed from these emotions, these physical reactions to him. He turns his hand until just the tip of his sharpened claw touches my jawline.
“So soft,” he mutters. “You’re always soft, and you smell like the realm of the Gods. You smell like divinity itself.” The sound of his raspy voice, heavy with lust and something deeper … darker, makes me shiver in his arms.
As if to prove his point, he leans closer, skimming his nose over my throat in a way that makes my heart jump straight to a gallop inside my veins. He inhales deeply, a harsh groan rumbling up his naked chest as it presses against my front. I close my eyes, squeezing them shut against the never-ending darkness that surrounds us.
I’ve seen Solomon naked before but never this intimately. Even then he wasn’t the massive creature that now cradles me in his arms. The stone walls surrounding us invade us with their frosty coldness, but here, in the space where his skin brushes mine, it’s like being licked by fire. The sounds of bugs chirping, the feel of soil under our bodies, and hard rock at our backs and sides sweeps all around us. None of it is enough of a distraction for what lies before me, for the man—the monster that lies before me. I didn’t know how a woman should feel when a man presses between her legs.
A part of me hates that he’s the one to introduce me to the sensation.
In days past ... weeks, months? ... I would not be doing this. A Princess’ virtue is a bargaining tool. It is proof of sacrifice. Whereas other women are allowed to take lovers at their discretion, a Princess—a future Queen—is held to a much higher standard.
But what use is virtue to a Kingdomless Princess? What use is it when there is no one to follow, no one to rule, no one to protect?
My heart pounds inside of my chest, a wild, untamed thing. My lashes are wet with unshed tears and so much emotion, it clogs inside my throat. I’ve known Solomon since we were children—angry, resentful, bitter children who took out our frustrations on each other.
He’s not my friend. I hate him. Or so I thought…
“Are you frightened?”
His question has me arching my head back to look down into his darkened face. Shadows dance around his features. The cavern echoes back his words to me, but I don’t know how to answer. Am I frightened? It would be wrong to say I’m not at least a little scared of him. He’s so … big. His muscles are swollen with power, bulging his arms to the size of small tree trunks as they wrap around me, keeping me securely locked against his chest. His Awakened form is almost that of a monstrous creature with only a hint of the human man left behind.
I should fear him, I think, yet somehow … I can’t bring myself to. Of all the men in the world, Solomon is the one I can trust. The only one that I know with a certainty that is centuries old and soul deep would never harm me. My earlier hatred—childish and comfortable as it was—is gone.
I shake my head. “No.” My voice bounces off the walls, the unsteady sound a reflection of how on edge I feel. I may not be frightened by Solomon, but I am afraid of what continuing with this will mean for us.
Some people believe that there is room for an untold amount of emotion in the human body, but I disagree. There is only so much hatred one can harbor before it taints your soul. The part that hates the man currently lying over me, pressing his lips to my skin, and circling his hips between my thighs has dampened.
A gasp escapes me and I arch my head back as fire sparks down my spine and spreads throughout my body. It’s not right. It’s not fair. Solomon is … he left. He walked away when we were children, after making me care, after befriending me, and when he came back, he was different. Battle changed him. It changed us so wholly that I thought there was no coming back.
Maybe at one point, he was my enemy, but now … he’s my savior. And right now, he needs me to be his savior.
“Solo.”
His head jerks at the sound of my voice and his lips pull away from a sweeping kiss in the crook of my neck. As they do, I can feel the sharp pin pricks of his elongated teeth. I tremble at the reminder of the cost of his abilities. With shaking hands, I reach between us and the front of my dress loosens over my breasts. His hands clamp on either side of my hips as he holds himself above me.
Only the barest shape of him is visible in the darkness, but still, I can see the way his chest pumps with effort. His shoulders are wide and strong. His arms encase me, making me feel tiny against the wide expanse of his chest. Sweat slicks our skin, making every movement of bare flesh against flesh smooth. I wonder if he’s blushing. Solomon isn’t the type, but the bare skin against mine feels hot enough. Perhaps that’s just the power of his Awakened abilities—the connection of his bloodline to the Gods as a nobleman of Rozentine. Whatever it is, it feels divine.
“Highness…”
I shake my head. “No, don’t call me that.” Not here. Never here.
A pause and then, “Devonry?”
If it weren’t for Solo, I’d be dead, or worse—locked up in the Sunfire Palace as a puppet Queen trapped by the man who stole everything from me. My home. My life. My family. My trust.
All around us, I hear nothing but the sounds of eerie nature. The open cave makes it all echo inside my head. The slow drips of water sliding over stone. Fish splashing in nearby pools of water. And outside, the wind blowing and rustling the leaves clinging to trees.
I tilt my head to the side, offering my throat to him. “Take what you need,” I tell him.
Claws contract and release at my sides, those sharp nails of his threatening to dig past my clothing and right into my skin. Long moments pass and my embarrassment and reserve are shaken. I glance back at him, trying to see his expression, no matter how futile it is.
“Solomon?” My voice echoes off the stone walls, unsure. It takes a moment but when he finally responds, it sends all the blood inside my body rushing to my face, as well as … other places.
“I should not want you as I do, Devonry,” he says, his voice quiet and gripped in dark desire.
“I-it’s not your fault,” I tell him, reaching up. My hand slides over the side of his face, feeling how hard his skin has gotten. It’s like cold marble against my palm, but as I move upward, into the silky strands of his hair, I realize that hasn’t changed at all. The inky black locks of Solomon’s hair slide through my fingers like the finest of fabrics. I shiver as I stare at where I expect my hand is in the darkness, and when I turn my face back to his, I realize there’s a new light.
A red light.
Solomon’s eyes are glowing, the crimson of his eyes illuminating as they shine down on me, and for the briefest moment, I can see his expression. My breath catches in my chest. His lips are twisted back in a horrifying grimace and the sharp pointed tips of his canines poke through. His fangs. Straight, white, and sharp at the ends, they peek out over his lower lip, stabbing into the soft flesh there as he unintentionally bares them. Solomon looks like he’s in agonizing pain. The bloody glow of his eyes is slanted down on me through the slits his lids create. He looks like he wants to both consume me and rip himself away at the same time. It’s a war within him—the desire to have me and release me.
I can’t let him. Aerea warned me—the Goddess said that there would come a day when I might need to make a choice. I thought it was my first kill, but maybe it’s this. Maybe this is the true sacrifice.
Solomon wants me, that much is clear from the hard length of his shaft straining against his trousers and the perspiration that glitters across his skin. The tawny darkness of his flesh calls to me. I inhale sharply, my mind fogging over with uncertainty. A wave of enigmatic emotion that I can’t quite express or understand swarms me. I want to help him. I want to ease the pain he’s feeling, but I don’t know how, beyond giving into what he’s currently doing.
I blink back tears as I set my hands to his skin, feeling the heat radiate along my arms and through my own body. Solomon might look like a monster now, as he battles his own inner demons, but he has never been more beautiful to me.
Virtue be damned; I will always be the true Queen of Rozentine—with or without it. And if it takes the loss of my virtue to help Solomon remain sane as his power reaches new heights, then so be it.
Without giving him any more time to agonize over it, I circle my hand to the back of Solomon’s head and I arch up against him. The front of my dress falls down and for a brief moment, the sleeves catch along my arms. I’m messing this up. I’m supposed to be seducing him, making sure he takes my blood and … everything else.
He saved me from a fate worse than death, now it’s my turn to save him from himself, from insanity.
“I could hurt you.” He sounds angry, and I know a part of that anger is directed at me for not doing what I was told originally. For not running when this first started.
“I don’t care,” I reply. “You need this, and…” Hated, though it may be, I reveal the truth. “I need you.”
The sleeves of my gown fall further, exposing more of my upper body, as I brush against his chest. The gown’s neckline gapes down, past the tips of my nipples as they scrape into the hair roughened surface of Solomon’s pecs. Feeling the pricks of his hair against my smooth skin makes me shiver. His muscles tighten, forming like hard rocks beneath his flesh. My nerves tense with anticipation. My thighs tremble beneath him as I press my lips to his unyielding mouth.
“Please.” I whisper the word even as I tremble with humiliation. I’ve never begged or pleaded before. It feels wrong. Especially when I’m doing this to try and save him. I need him to be saved, though. It’s a selfish desire, I admit. I cannot imagine a world in which he doesn’t exist. I cannot lose him now and most certainly not to his own Bloodlust and powers.
Come on, Solo … I mentally urge him. Help me. Please.
Either he hears my internal plea or he finally gives up on restraint—whatever the case, in the next instant, I hear the low growl of his assent and his mouth opens under mine. A gasp escapes me as he shoves his tongue between my lips, diving deep and stealing away my thoughts as his clawed hands find themselves on my hips.
He yanks me forward and suddenly I’m sitting astride him—that hard length of him from earlier rubbing up and down against the sensitive place between my thighs. I gasp again, but no air infiltrates my lungs. It’s all been sucked away, leaving no room between us.
Sparks dance between the spaces of my fingers as I clench my hand in his hair and relish in the kiss. I’ve been kissed before—small pecks here and there. Stolen. Hidden in nooks and crannies of the Palace before my betrothal by curious and hopeful noblemen. But this is something completely different. It’s different even than all of those dream kisses. I didn’t realize it then, but those were a watered-down version of what I feel now.
Against Solomon’s enhanced form, my body is small. My hands aren’t even half the size of his and the breadth of his shoulders encompasses me as his tongue tangles with mine. I’m surrounded by him—by the wild nature of his scent, like fire and wet soil. He invades my every pore, driving out all thought.
Never in a million lifetimes would I have predicted this is where we’d end up, but now I can’t deny that this was always where we were meant to be. The rhythm of his breathing against my face, when he pulls back, lulls me into a sense of satisfaction. It tells me I’m not the only one suffering here.
“Devonry.” His voice is rough and dark, filled to the brim with torn desire. The sound of fabric tearing makes me jump as I realize his claws have sunk past the folds of my dress and ripped through the sides. Cool air brushes across my hips. Solo doesn’t seem to be aware of it, but he pushes my dress up my legs and thighs. “I’m sorry.”
Sorry? Why is he sorry? My addled brain is too consumed by him to understand. Too fallen in lust to realize the changes happening. Solomon rears back and just before he strikes, I see it—the face he makes.
Eyes red and full of something more than human, his canines lengthen even more than I thought possible. I don’t hesitate. I turn my cheek and arch my back, ignoring the embarrassment of my bare breasts brushing against his chest once more. I offer my neck and he takes it. Fangs sink deep as he draws my blood inside of him.
Perhaps… I think as my eyes slide shut and those little sparks I felt on my skin earlier sink inside of me, warming me from the inside out. Perhaps, the Gods are not as cruel as I thought… Because in all of my days, I never thought that giving into the man I’ve hated for years could feel so fucking good.



1
DEVONRY
   
Present
“M y lady, please, we should not be here.”
Sheza’s words are stained with the shaking of fear and anxiety, but in my heart I feel nothing but excitement and curiosity. Her trembling pale hands clutch at the sleeve of my dark brown overcoat. I traded a single pearl ring for the whole ensemble. The payment was worth far more than the scratchy fabric of the common dresses and cloaks we’re both wearing, but the true value is what it has given us—invisibility.
To anyone else, we both look like common citizens of Rozentine, dodging in and out of the alleyways of the Sanctus City that always seem to grow thinner and narrower before they get wider.
“We’ll be back before anyone notices that we’re gone,” I assure her not for the first time since we began this endeavor. It’s truly a pity that simply going out into town on the eve of my twentieth birthday is seen as an adventure to me.
“Master Solomon would not—”
Pebbles grind underfoot. Shadows from the quickly setting sun hide my silhouette at the end of the long alley. I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes at my handmaiden. “What Solomon doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I tell her. Had he simply agreed to take me into the Sanctus City of Rozentine as I’d asked oh so politely, I would not have felt the need to sneak out like a thief in the night. Really, it’s his fault and he has no one to blame but himself.
“My lady!” Sheza’s voice rises in both pitch and volume as I sprint across the opening of the alleyway into the next one. My hand touches the soft moss covered terracotta stone wall of the building that ends the next small alcove and digs into the slight dampness of it. A flurry of hurried footsteps and swishing skirts later and she slams into my back, gasping for breath as her hands once more latch onto my sleeve. “Do not do that!” she insists. “What if we were to get separated?”
“It’ll be fine,” I say. “We’re almost there.”
Smoke from bonfires drifts up into the night above our heads in long columns of gray that are striking against the indigo of the sky, emanating from a few streets over. Even here, at the far end of the city, there are fluttering banners and flags that hang outside of closed shop doors and private residences with the symbol of the House of Sunfire―a beautiful phoenix encased in flames. It is a representation of our Goddess of Life and Fire, Aerea. I smile at the red, white, and gold piece of fabric fluttering above my head, excitement thrumming in my blood.
Music meant for dancing nearly drowns out the chatter of the growing crowds. My steps pick up, only slowed marginally by Sheza’s clamping fingers and gasps for breath as she hurries to keep up with me.
“Master Solomon will undoubtedly tell your father, Princess,” she attempts to warn me. Her mousy brown hair is windblown around the edges of her hood and her round cheeks are kissed with a soft blush that darkens when she speaks.
“That’s if we even get caught,” I scoff. “Solomon is not as smart as he thinks he is. And I told you not to call me that when we’re out of the Palace. What if someone heard you? Just call me Devonry. I insist.”
Sheza huffs with frustration. She drags her hands from my arm, only to place them on her full rounded hips. The corseted woolen dress she’s wearing pokes out at the sides because it’s not quite tailored to fit her larger than average frame. It sort of makes her look like one of the birds from the Palace gardens, puffing up its feathers to ward off a threatening presence. “Master Solomon is a revered warrior, My Lady,” she snaps. “I don’t know why you insist on behaving so callously toward him. He is merely looking out for you.”
“Well, I never asked him to,” I reply testily. This is an age-old argument, one that I have learned time and time again that I will never win. “And unlike the other ladies of the court, I don’t exactly revere him. Have you ever once heard me mimic their cries?” I suck in a breath and then force more airiness into my voice as I mock the love-struck imbeciles that see nothing of the reality of my royal escort. “Oh, Master Solomon. Oh, Lord Solomon. How brave you are for protecting the Princess. How kind you are. How intelligent. How fearless.” I snort and shake my head in disgust. “If only they knew how he really was. He’s violent and annoying.”
Sheza sighs, sounding put out and resigned to my responses which are usually the same whenever it involves my incredibly disrespectful and frustrating royal escort. “That is only because you provoke him so.”
“Me?” I gape at her, my jaw dropping. “In what way? I’ve never provoked him.”
Sheza lifts a singular dark brow and purses her thin lips, practically making their pinkish tone disappear with the tightness. “Truly?” she prompts me. “Who was the one who filled his boots with mud?”
I bite down on my lower lip, refusing to smile. “I—”
“Or left a scorpion in his wardrobe,” Sheza proceeds without letting me offer my defense. “Or hid his prized sword in another lady’s room. Do you know the pain he went through over that one, My Lady? He had to defend himself from the lady’s father!”
My lips twitch at the memories. Ahhh, how sweet they are. “If he were like every other escort in the world and treated me with a modicum of dignity and respect, then perhaps those unfortunate events would not have occurred,” I say. “Does he treat me with either, though? No. You have seen it yourself! He complains over each tea party and lady’s gathering I attend. As if I’m the one forcing him to remain at my side. And just last week, when I tried to ask Jacin to teach me to play that ridiculous game astride a horse, Solomon had lifted me from the ground and deposited me over the front of his steed with my backside in the air! I was humiliated!”
Sheza shakes her head, finally drops her hands from her hips, and clasps her hands before her. “The two of you are ridiculous,” she says. “If it weren’t for your engagement with Bartoli’s Crown Prince, I would think that your relationship with Lord Winett was indicative of a future romance.”
I wrinkle my nose in distaste and turn, mocking the signs of throwing up by opening my mouth and formulating retching noises. “I would rather find myself wedded to the back end of a donkey,” I tell her with fervor as I turn back. “They’re practically the same, but at least a donkey would have a better personality. Now, enough talk of Solomon. Tonight, we’re not a Princess nor a handmaiden. We’re simply two commoners who wish to enjoy the fun.”
“My lady―” I don’t give her a chance to deny me again. I grab her arm, locking my fingers around her wrist as I pull her behind me.
In the time we argued about Solomon’s wishes when it comes to what I can and can’t do, more smoke has filled the skies and the sounds of merrymaking are louder than ever. My heart practically leaps against my ribcage with the excitement of the unknown. People have begun to litter the streets the closer we come, and weaving through the masses leaves Sheza’s skin clammy within my grasp. The two of us hurry down the next alley and across another road, turning and following the smell of cooking meat as well as the fast-paced tones of stringed instruments.
Solomon may believe me to be a spoiled, empty-minded Princess, but I planned for this night. I studied the maps available in the royal library, traced each and every route and committed it to memory, eavesdropped on the Palace servants, and timed the exact moment that we would make our escape. I’m not so naive as to believe we will go unnoticed for long, but a few hours is nothing compared to the lifetime I’ve spent in the castle. I’ve heard so much about the Sanctus City from servants and visiting nobles, but all I’ve ever truly seen of it has been from the safe and protected inside of a horse drawn carriage as I’d been carted from the Sunfire Palace to the Goddess’ Temple or a local shop. Knowing that my time is limited is enough to spur me into action. I plan to make the best of my next few hours of freedom.
Sheza and I arrive at the edge of a massive stone lined street that has been taken over by the masses, flickering crimson and white-gold banners, and large fire pits that blaze up toward the heavens. We made it. The city’s Sunfire Festival. My heart somersaults within my chest and I smile―truly smile.
String lamps line either side of the road, illuminating everything from the game stalls to the popup theater where groups of small children gather, to the wide open space where women prance with their partners around open flames, dresses and skirts flying up and about in ways that only commoners can enjoy. Were I to dance like that, without a care, I’d become a laughing stock.
In my gut, jealousy throbs. I ignore it, though. Tonight is about fun and abandon. I won’t let the haves and have nots, the dos and don’ts of royalty invade here. “My la—Devonry,” Sheza corrects herself as she calls for me, “we really should not be here. What if someone recognizes you?”
I laugh and release her arm to turn and spread mine out. “Who would recognize me here?” I ask her. “Like this?”
“Your hair is not common,” she reminds me.
I smirk and with a flourish, I reach up and thrust the hood of my cloak back. That, too, I had planned for.
Sheza’s mouth parts with shock. “Your…”
She can’t even say the words. My once strikingly white blonde hair is now a dirty, muddy brown. Thanks primarily to the special concoction that Lady Evander had made for herself to hide her quickly graying roots from the public. And Solomon really thinks that there is no value to be found in the gossip of noble ladies. My lips stretch into an even wider smile.
“It’s dyed for tonight only,” I assure her. “It will wash out with boiled water and soap, don’t worry. I’ll remove it when I return.” With that, I spin and make my way into the crowd. There is so much to see, so much to do, and so very little time.
“Wait!” I hear Sheza’s call at my back. “Devonry!”
Her hurried footsteps follow after me, but I don’t worry. She will always be there. Her position and her care for me won’t let her go off on her own, and I can take this opportunity to see all the things that I couldn’t from the Sunfire Palace.
I feast from the stalls selling smoked meat and vegetables and pass a skewer of something over to Sheza who bites into it with irritation as she trails me to the children’s theater. Together, we watch as two puppets pretend to fight with their tiny wooden swords, and the kids sitting before it howl with laughter over the dramatic monologues and comedy of the play.
Moments pass and the night goes by in a flurry of drinks, feasts, and blending into the crowd of people with ease.What would Solomon think of me now? I wonder absently as the street musicians draw my ear and eyes. I bet he would never expect that his charge would run away like this. I bet he never would have expected that I could have fooled him enough to do so.
“We have been here for too long, My Lady,” Sheza says, swaying at my side as her eyes droop with sleep and stupor. She picks at the spun sugar on a stick she holds.
“Just one more thing,” I assure her, passing her my own fluffy candy. “And then we can return.”
She groans lightly, yet I can see the hint of pleasure that warms her features. It’s not often she gets out of the castle either. “Please, My Lady, I fear I may fall asleep right here. It is nearing the end of festivities anyway.”
“I know, I know, but…” Despite her words of caution, my eyes are drawn to and locked on the dancers swirling over the cobblestones of the street before the musicians. There are caps and bowls placed on the edge of the road waiting to be filled with spare coins from the pockets of drunken festival-goers.
Skirts swish as the dancing women are lifted into the arms of their partners and spun in circles. An ache blossoms in my chest. There is so much gentleness and love by which the men care for their ladies as they sway and turn to the beat of the musicians’ talented fingers and lips. I find myself hypnotized by it all, my own body moving along.
I close my eyes and lift my arms to the night sky, turning and doing the only thing I know, dancing the only way I was ever taught. It’s different from the commoners’ freeing movements, more precise and careful. My arms lift and my hands grasp the air. I imagine a ceremonial sword in between my fingers. I imagine spinning it and cutting through the air with fast and then slow movements.
If I were Awakened, fire would spring to my fingertips. Perhaps someday it will. My chest aches with the hope that it will happen to me. That the day my ancestral right of divine power will all at once awaken within me the way it has for nobles of other houses. I imagine what it would be like to use the power of my Goddess as I twist and turn. Fire would dance along the plane of my blade and fly up and around me. Just now, in the midst of the dance, a heat blossoms, but it’s nothing more than the warmth of the air sinking beneath what little of my flesh is revealed.
Soon, I beg the Gods, as I move. Please Awaken me soon.
The craving settles within me, even as I dance. I want to be blessed, to be gifted, like so many others. It is the very thing that separates nobles from commoners. They were grown from the world, from the soil itself, but we—royals and nobles—were brought by the Gods themselves. Our blood is their blood. Our rule is preordained, and if I don’t have their ability then I worry—I fear—that it must mean I am not worthy.
Shaking my head, I push more power into my muscles. The music floods my ears, sliding between the thoughts of inadequacy, and takes over. It will happen, I tell myself. I am not just noble. I am a royal. The Gods make no mistakes.
Tears burn behind my eyelids even as I try to assuage the fear and hope and pain that sits in my chest like an open festering wound. An emptiness that is a constant worry because even now, on the eve of my coming age, my power remains hidden.
In an effort to ignore the ache of that reality, I focus on my dance. The beat moves faster and so do I. Turning and turning even as I squeeze my eyes tighter. It’s dangerous to close my eyes. There’s no wide open space like there would be for a ceremonial dance such as the one I know. There are people all around, laughing, drinking, and enjoying themselves as best they know how. At any moment, I could crash and fall. I could stumble and accidentally hurt someone, but I can’t seem to help myself. I can’t seem to stop. The music and the movement of my own body have been stolen by the moment. I lose myself in the power of it all.
Sweat coats the back of my neck and slides down my spine beneath the cheap fabric of my clothes. My feet ache with all of the walking I’ve done. Still, I don’t stop. The pounding of my feet and heart match the rhythm through which I hear people begin to clap. All in sync as if they realize that the end of the last song is fast approaching.
I turn again and again; my arm sweeps out. In my mind’s eye, I can picture the perfect short sword I would be holding in the traditional dance. My ankles turn over one another and I swiftly bounce from the balls of one foot to the next. There is no jingling of tiny lucky beads or coins that would generally be strapped to my legs and hips. That’s okay, this isn’t about tradition. It’s not about the ceremony. It’s about the liberty that I feel in the moment.
Air swirls around me, smelling of fire and spices. I smile and throw my head back and laugh as the crescendo blooms into the night and I finish the dance with gasping breaths, bending my back and feeling the tug of my cloak falling back on my neck as I offer my invisible sword up to the sky.
Panting and flushed, I open my eyes to realize that I’m no longer on the sidelines, but in fact, I’m in the center and everyone is watching me. Once they all realize that I’m done, their roars of approval and clapping rise above all else. I blink and feel a new heat steal over my face.
I turn, searching for Sheza among the crowd. When I find her, however, my heart sinks into the pit of horror. She stands there, her hands clasping the spun sugars and the guilty twist of her lips tells me all that I need to know.
Solomon Winett stands at her back along with his cousin, Jacin, both of their arms crossed over massive warrior-like chests. His crimson red eyes glare at me from beneath the crop of straight black hair that falls into his face, full of irritation and rebuttal.
Oh, no.
Before I can make my way back toward them, though, a woman steps in front of me and places a wreath of flowers on top of my head. “To the Dancer of the Night!” she cries. The crowd cheers and claps once more, and it isn’t until Jacin steps around Sheza and approaches, taking my arm, that I’m finally led away from the crowd of onlookers and well-wishers.
“How mad is he?” I ask, lowering my voice, as Jacin cuts through the crowd, nodding for Solomon to meet him.
Jacin offers me a kind but tight smile. “I’d say he’s as mad as he can be, Princess.”
“Has he told my father?”
Jacin grimaces. “Not yet.” That’s all he says, and though it’s a relief, I take it for what it truly is. It’s not a promise but the current truth. It’s definitely not to say that Solomon won’t take me immediately to my father the second he carts me back to the Palace.
When we meet up with Solomon, I open my mouth to … say what? I’m not sorry that I left the Palace. He’d known I wanted to come tonight. I’d practically begged for it. I’d even been willing to take him had he allowed it. Before I can get a single word out, however, Solomon raises a palm and cuts me off.
“Don’t speak,” he orders. “Anything you say right now will only anger me more, Devonry.”
“Solo,” Jacin says as he and Sheza glance between the two of us, “perhaps I should take the Princess back on my own.”
“No. Lady Sheza, if you would be so kind as to follow my cousin. The Princess will be with me.” Solomon doesn’t even hesitate to grab my arm, his thick wide palm cupping my flesh and tightening as he drags me to his side. The heat of his hate burns through the many layers of fabric we’re both wearing. Solo turns and strides across the cobbled stones.
“A flower for the beautiful dancer,” a man says, emerging from a booth full of vibrant orange flowers. He thrusts his hand out in front of me, giving me no option but to take it with a polite smile.
“Thank you.” I nod briefly before I’m torn away by Solomon and his grunt of annoyance.
The points of his teeth are visible through his sneer while he shoulders us through the crowd over to where a line of horses are tied in place. He stops at two of them, tied side by side, and I recognize them from the royal stables. While Sheza and I had walked the entire distance into the center of Sanctus City, it appears that they had ridden. I wonder when they’d found us missing. It couldn’t have been that long ago.
“You don’t have to be so rough,” I snap as he releases me. He unties his horse, grips the saddle, and lifts himself to the seat. The massive warrior’s body that sits upon the horse almost seems to engulf the sight behind him. He blocks out the sky and the fluttering flags hanging overhead as I look up at him.
Solomon doesn’t say a word as he reaches back down, his wide hands locking around my waist. I feel absolutely minuscule in his grasp―as if he means to encase me in the shadow of both his body and the heaviness of his palms. Solo lifts me as if I weigh little more than a sack of feathers and sits me astride the animal in front of him, my skirts and legs positioned to one side. My head comes up to the wide stretch of his shoulders and even if I turn, I won’t be able to look behind us, not unless I lean around the veritable mountain sitting behind me. Poor horse, I think.
“I assure you, Princess,” he hisses my title as if it’s the vilest thing he’s ever tasted―even as his strong and muscled body presses into my side, “had someone realized who you were and made the decision to kidnap you for ransom on your little adventure, they would be far rougher than I will be with you.” His attention flicks up to the floral crown placed on my head. “Take that off,” he grits, knocking it from its place. “You look ridiculous, and I can’t take you seriously.”
I scowl as petals drift around me and the crown falls at the horse's feet. “I dyed my hair,” I point out. “There’s no way anyone would have recognized me.”
“And that dance?” He scowls down at me. My chest tightens and my heart hammers as his lashes lift and his red eyes glow down on me in the darkness. Solomon’s body moves impossibly closer and he lifts a strand of my hair, sliding the murky brown strands between his thumb and forefinger. His breath fans my cheeks. “You may change your looks, Highness,” he says. “You may even wear the clothes of someone of lower status, but you are anything but common.”
I lick suddenly dry lips. “Does that mean you’re willing to negotiate?” I ask.
“Negotiate?” He drops my hair and lifts the reins, clicking his tongue at the horse as he steers it toward the opening mouth of the road. “Why, whatever could you mean?”
I press my lips together. “Just tell me what you want,” I say. “I’m used to your blackmail by now. If you want jewels or perhaps to be introduced to a lady—”
He snorts, cutting me off as he shakes his head. “Princess, there is nothing you could provide me that I could not achieve on my own.”
I sigh. “You’re the only one who would ever say that,” I remind him.
Once again, Solomon shakes his head at me, and then he reaches up, shoving the fall of his hair back up his forehead so the sharpness of his features can be seen in the lighting as it dims the further from the festival we get. Behind us, the clop of Jacin’s horse is the only sound I can hear.
Silence descends and Solomon doesn’t say another word. He promises no secrecy, and it isn’t until we’ve already reached the Sunfire Palace and separated from Sheza and Jacin that I finally press him on the issue.
“Are you going to tell my father or not, Solo?” I demand as we stop in front of the double doors that lead into my royal chambers.
Solomon glares down at me and instead of answering immediately, he merely reaches past me to the handle of my bedroom door, and turns it, pushing it open for me to enter. “Go to sleep, Princess.”
“Are you going to answer me?” I set my hands on my hips. “If you’re not, then I need to prepare my apologies to my father.”
“Are you sorry?” he asks. Not once does he pull his gaze away from mine. Such is this sport with us, who might concede and look away first? I meet his eyes, but his stare is so intense that it’s difficult to hold myself steady. I’m the first to look away. “That’s what I thought.” He sighs. “Do you even realize how much danger you could have been in tonight?”
“Nothing happened—”
“This time,” he cuts me off.
“If you had come with me when I first asked―” He cuts me off with a groan but I push on. “You still haven’t given me your response.”
There’s a beat of silence and then, finally, Solomon turns away from me. “I will not tell your father if you promise me never to pull something like this again.”
“Really?” I can’t hide the note of hope in my voice.
“Think of it as a birthday gift,” Solomon replies. Almost as soon as the words are out of his mouth, however, he turns back to me and pins me with his eyes. “I assure you that I will make sure this never, ever, happens again.” A wicked smile steals over his face and I blink.
“What?”
“You wanted your freedom tonight?” he asks, but it’s obvious he doesn’t expect me to answer because, in the next breath, he continues. “Well, I hope you enjoyed it. From here on, you can expect that I or someone I trust will always be at your side. Everywhere you go, you will be watched. Every breath you take I will be monitoring. Each time you think about letting the light of day so much as grace your skin, I’ll be there like a shadow. Until you have been delivered to your future husband, you, Princess Devonry, are under my protection.”
Like a shadow? More like an incurable disease.
My lips part in shock as the meaning of his words sinks in. Solomon pushes my door wider and then gently nudges me into the room. When he grips the handle, meaning to close it and lock me safely inside, he smiles. “Happy Birthday, Devonry,” he sings, and just like that, the door closes and I’m left in my darkened chambers, still holding my one orange flower as a souvenir, and wondering what in the Gods I had done in a past life to deserve such a pompous ass of an escort.
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M y feet fly over the white and gold lined tiles of the Palace hallway. He’s here. It’s been ages since he’s been here and despite the annoyance of the shadow at my back, following at a leisurely pace like an obnoxious wraith intent on slaughtering all of my comfort and happiness, my mood can’t be dampened. Today is the day my best friend arrives, but even better than that is the day I meet my betrothed. Finally.
The golden bird crest of the Bartoli royal family glitters under the glare of the sunshine that pours into the open front courtyard as I make my way into the outer corridors of the Sunfire Palace and down the steps. The flags at the top of the carriage whip in the wind as I practically bounce on the balls of my feet, my silken skirts swishing around my thighs and ankles.
“Careful there, Princess,” Solomon comments as he steps to the side and crosses his arms. “Someone might think you’re more interested in the Second Prince of Bartoli than your future husband.”
“Hush, Solo,” I snap, shooting him the darkest glare I can muster. I haven’t forgotten his words from the night before. “Who I’m excited to see is none of your business.” My attention returns to the carriage door with anticipatory glee.
"Oh, on the contrary,” Solomon leans forward and down, dipping his head until the heat of his breath is pressed right into my ear. My back goes straight and my anticipation turns to nervous awareness. Of him. “Everything about you is my business.”
A shiver dances up my spine and on pure instinct, I turn and reach out, smacking at his arm in irritation. “Don’t do that!” I cup a hand over my ear as the shivers he created merely morph and shift, spreading throughout the rest of my body. It’s unsettling what he does to me, and I find that I can’t understand it. He’s positively infuriating.
Solomon grins wickedly as he rocks back on his heels, brows raised in mock surrender. As if he would ever surrender to anything, least of all me. He’s more hard headed than my own father, who is the reason he’s been stuck to my side for so long.
“I’m obviously not going to run away today,” I remind him. “Do you really have to follow me everywhere? We’re in the Palace for the love of the Gods. Nothing can hurt me here.” Despite my words, I have the sneaking suspicion that he loves to trail me around if only to get a rise out of me.
The golden crested door to the Bartoli carriage finally opens, distracting me. As my head whips around to land on my friend, Solomon responds, “I made a promise, Princess.” His voice grows quieter now that we have official company. “And I always keep my promises…”
His statement is little more than an annoying buzzing happening in the back of my mind, aggravating but easy to ignore. I rush forward, throwing my arms around the man that steps out of the carriage. “Nasir!” I shriek in excitement. “You’re here! Oh, how I’ve missed you.”
Warm, strong arms band around me and a joyous laugh erupts from my friend’s chest as he lifts me and walks the rest of the way into the courtyard, my legs swaying beneath us. When he finally releases me and takes a step back, I pout as I look him up and down.
“You’ve grown taller,” I say accusingly. “You promised you wouldn’t.”
Nasir chuckles and shyly pushes away the long strands of inky jet black hair that hang down to his shoulders. The scent of sandalwood that always clings to his clothes mixes with a spicier scent that somehow complements the way his face has sharpened from a boy’s round jaw to a man’s. Childhood has finally melted away into sharp, angular features.
“Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop it,” he confesses. “I’m sorry, My Lady.”
I laugh and swat at him. “Don’t be sorry, you know I’m only teasing. I’m sure you’re just as tall as your brother now. Where is he, by the way?” I rock up onto the toes of my feet, looking around him to the still open door to the now empty carriage. “Is he coming later?”
Nasir’s face changes; his once easy smile tightens ever so slightly and the corners of his lips droop the tiniest bit. Someone who might not know him as well as I do wouldn’t have seen the difference, but I’ve known him since we were children. I’d even go so far as to say that I know him better than anyone else in my Palace.
“Nasir?” I prompt him when I don’t get a response, but he merely dips his head.
It isn’t until Solomon speaks, his tone heavy as stone, that I realize the truth. “He’s not coming?” Solomon asks.
Nasir shakes his head, confirming Solo’s guess. My heart sinks. A heated flush rises to my cheeks. “But…” I stare down at my feet as my brow creases with confusion. I don’t understand. “It’s my coming of age.”
“I’m sorry, Princess,” Nasir says, hanging his head as if the reason for his brother’s absence is his own doing. I know better than that. The Crown Prince of the Bartoli Empire hates travel. It’s the reason we haven’t done more than exchange letters, and the precise reason why Nasir and I had grown so close instead. As his brother’s proxy, I’ve had only Nasir to get acquainted with, and it appears that this time is no different.
Is it possible that my betrothed is some sort of terrible fiction? To this day I’ve yet to see him in person and his letters, the few I’ve received, are vague and impersonal. It would certainly be outrageous for any Kingdom to make up a prince, though, so he must be real. But what if he has a third eye or ten fingers on one hand? What if he’s a bumbling idiot? Certainly the heir to the Bartoli Kingdom couldn’t be so daft? Right? Now I’m letting my fears get the best of me.
My hands shake with unfettered rage and the sickness of the hurt and unwitting rejection wells up within me. Still, I press forward, forcing a smile onto my face. “It’s alright, Nasir,” I assure my friend. “Without him here, that means we can get into all of the horrible trouble we want.”
Solomon snorts, and just like that, the sound of his condescension pulls me back to reality. The wound fades into the background in light of the reminder of his frustrating presence. “If you think I’m going to let you out of my sight for the next year, you’re sorely mistaken, Princess,” he says. “After what happened last night, I would have to be out of my mind to trust you alone.”
Nasir looks between the two of us curiously. “What happened last night?”
With a huff, I turn and latch onto his arms, glaring across the space at Solomon as I press myself into Nasir’s side. It’s different this time than it has been in the past. Whereas I once matched his height, the years have changed us and now I barely reach his shoulder, but none of that matters. The fact is Nasir is here and he’s always been here. Unlike Prince Enver, my friend is always at my side. Solomon knows that were it anyone else—I wouldn’t ever let him talk about my little adventure the night before, but he’s already well aware that I confess everything to Nasir and I’m not ashamed to tell him about this at all.
“I went into the city,” I say, “and I had the time of my life.”
Nasir’s eyes widen, and though he gently takes my hand and holds it over his arm, he looks down on me with worry. “Are you sure that was safe? What if something had happened? How many guards did you take?”
I shake my head. “I didn’t take any guards,” I tell him. “I just took Sheza, but there was nothing to worry about. I dyed my hair and made sure that no one would recognize me.” At the reminder, I lift a strand of my freshly cleaned white blonde hair and roll it between two fingers. “It took a few washes this morning, but it all came out.”
“You can’t do that, Devonry,” Nasir snaps.
I jerk at the harshness in his tone and look up. My cheeks heat with surprise.
“What if something terrible had happened to you?” he insists, though his voice grows gentle with concern. “You could have been kidnapped, or even worse, you could have been killed. You’ve rarely been out of the Sunfire Palace. You don’t know the dangers of the world.”
“Now you sound like Solomon.” I scowl.
“Perhaps he and I can agree on this one thing, then.” One hand pinches the bridge of his nose. “Your handmaiden should be whipped for letting you do such a thing.”
My lips part on a breath and I loosen my hold on his arm, but he grasps at my hand, squeezing my fingers tight.
“I would never whip Sheza for a decision I made on my own,” I say. “That’s too much. How could you suggest something so horrid?”
Nasir sighs and shakes his head. “When it comes to your protection, Princess, I would do anything.”
My heart softens. “I’m fine, Nasir. I promise. Now, please, can I take you to the inner gardens? I’ve prepared tea for us. I don’t want to discuss things that will upset you anymore.”
Nasir doesn’t look like he’s ready to give up the subject, but he releases another sigh and merely nods toward the opening to the Palace. I take it for what it is—a compromise. I take him past Solomon who falls into line behind us, the quiet sound of his footsteps remaining close enough that I can hear him, but not so close as to be on top of us.
Unlike Solomon, however, Nasir’s strides eat up the ground before us and I have to continuously keep my feet moving fast to keep his pace. As I lead him toward the center of the Sunfire Palace, though, my thoughts wander back to the idea of my betrothed. I look up at Nasir as he walks alongside me. He keeps his gaze trained forward and even though I can tell he’s upset with me for going out alone last night, he still keeps his arm entwined with mine. He’s still here. Unlike his brother.
I’ve long known that joining two nations to create a large empire is what the Bartoli-Rozentine alliance is about, but sometimes I wonder what it might be like if Nasir were my betrothed and not his brother.
It’s not the first time the thought has occurred, but it is the first time that I’ve really considered talking with my father about changing the terms of the alliance. It’s insulting to have a husband who doesn’t even travel to meet his wife and when my father decides to step down, I will have to lead the Rozentine Empire. We’ll simply be two monarchs, husband and wife in name only, ruling separately across the Amaris Sea and the Barré Channels. If it were Nasir, though … well, he’s a second prince and he could be here with me. We could rule together, and even though most political marriages don’t embody love, at least ours would have friendship.
“Is your mind wandering, Princess?” I glance up and jerk when I realize that we’ve already walked all the way from the courtyard and well into the Palace Gardens where the servants have set up the stone table with our tea and snacks.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I was just thinking about the party tonight.” The lie comes easily enough. It wouldn’t be proper to contemplate a courtship with my betrothed’s brother aloud, not before talking to my father. After finding out about Prince Enver’s absence, however, I resolve to do just that tonight after the coming of age ceremony.
“Are you nervous?” Nasir leads me over to a place at the table. Solomon strides toward one of the pillars circling the dais it’s on and stands with his back to it with his eyes ever alert. So foolish, I think. As if anyone would dare try something in the Sunfire Palace.
“A bit,” I confess, refocusing on Nasir. “It’s been a while since we’ve had so many dignitaries.” His long fingers take my hand as he helps me sit and hold on for a moment longer than is normally considered appropriate. Could he possibly see into my mind and know where my thoughts are truly at?
If he does, though, he doesn’t let on. Instead, he simply smiles and takes a seat at my side after ensuring that I’m taken care of. “What is there to be nervous about?” he asks. “You’re well protected and I’m sure Lord Solomon would never let anything happen to his charge.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about anything happening,” I say. “I’m just thinking…”
“Stage fright?” he guesses.
“In a way, I suppose,” I confess. “There have been a lot of plans leading up to tonight.”
Nasir offers a kind smile and leans forward, his fingers coming up as he grasps a wispy strand of my blonde hair fluttering in front of my face and tucks it behind my ear. “I’m sure everything will go well,” he assures me. “I did bring my own soldiers. Would you feel safer if I offered to have them guard the Palace as well?”
“That will not be necessary, Highness,” Solomon speaks from behind me.
Nasir’s head doesn’t lift, but his voice changes as he switches from speaking with me to with Solomon. “I believe I was asking the Princess, My Lord,” he says tightly.
“And as you’re well aware,” Solomon replies, “I’m her royal escort and I make all decisions regarding her safety.”
“Ah, so you made the decision to allow her to go out alone last night without so much as a single guard to her defense?”
I blink, shocked by the hostility in Nasir’s voice. His usually warm golden eyes glitter with cold sharpness as he glares over the top of my head at Solomon. “It was my decision,” I remind him. “He didn’t even know I was gone, and when he found out, he came after me himself, Nasir.”
“Yes, for which I’m grateful,” Nasir’s face melts into a calm pleasantness as he looks back at me. “But that still doesn’t erase the matter of his incompetence that let you go in the first place.”
“Nasir!” I reach forward and clamp both of my hands on his arm. “If anyone in the world understands how incompetent and annoying Solomon is, don’t you think it would be me? He’s stubborn and inflexible and rude—”
“Please, I can’t take so much praise, your Highness.” Solomon’s dry sarcasm makes me roll my eyes.
“But,” I continue, ignoring him as if he hadn’t spoken, “he is the royal escort my father chose. He must have some merit, even if only in minute amounts.”
Quiet meets the end of my sentence and finally, Solomon speaks. “If that was your attempt at defending my honor, Princess, I’m afraid you’ve merely made me sound like someone who insults the royal family.”
I turn back, glancing at him over my shoulder. “I’ll remind you, Solomon, I only ever speak the truth.”
“Unless you’re not,” he points out.
“Ugh. You’re the most pig-headed—”
“Perhaps we can direct this conversation elsewhere, My Lady?” Nasir cuts in, leaning back into his seat as he pulls his arm out from beneath my hands and reaches for a teacup. His eyelids lower to half hooded, the topic of Solomon nothing but a bore to a foreign prince. “My offer for guards still stands. You did say, after all, that you will have many more dignitaries and foreigners than usual within your Palace walls this evening. It would be nothing at all for me to offer my services as the Princess’ friend.”
I pick up my own teacup, relieved to hear his voice return to normal. “You’re more than my friend, Nasir,” I tell him. “You’re my best friend and my closest confidant. I’ll talk to my father. I’m sure he would kindly accept your offer.”
Nasir’s lips turn up. “Good, then let us relax until the evening. I am overjoyed to be here for your coming of age.” He lifts his teacup in a mock toast. “You will make a beautiful bride.”
I hide my tightening lips with my own cup and sip as I consider his words. A beautiful bride, for sure. But whose? His or his brother’s? I’ll have a lot to speak about with my father after the ceremony of the night is over.
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T he Sunfire Palace is a place known far and wide across the continent. Of all buildings across the territories and the Capital of Sanctus City, it is the greatest piece of our history. The very place where Rozentine’s royal lineage first began with the Goddess of Fire and Life herself. Aerea.
Banners etched in gold and red flutter in the wind right outside of my balcony doors where I sit, preparing for tonight’s ceremony. Handmaidens flit back and forth behind me, their arms laden with silks and jewels as they fuss over the perfect accessories to accompany the gown that I’ll don for my coming of age. The wind slips in through the open doors, lifting the strands of my hair and fluttering them about my face, but I relish in it. The breeze is cool and relieving compared to the riot of nerves inside me.
My eyes gaze out of the open balcony doors, over the top of the Palace walls into the very city I’d stolen away into the day before, and I find my heart craving to return. Footsteps echo behind me as another handmaiden rushes past with a bowl of something—water or oil, I’m not entirely sure. They’re all rushing to finish the final preparations, and here I am, staring out into Sanctus City, the Capital that surrounds the Sunfire Palace, hoping that I get another chance to escape.
It had been simpler out there. No one to recognize me. No one to bow and prostrate themselves before the next heir to the throne. No fears. No royal etiquette to maintain. Just pure, unadulterated freedom. There had been so much to see and experience. Despite my father’s worries and Nasir and Solomon’s warnings, none of it had felt dangerous. Instead, it had felt exhilarating to finally be one with the people I will one day rule.
I reach up, my thoughts turning from the people of Rozentine to the one person I wish were here. My fingers brush over my mother’s image where it’s carved into a piece of opalite that hangs around my neck. The reminder of her sits heavy in my chest. I close my eyes, drawing what I can from my memory. Tall, elegant, graceful. She was everything I now aspire to be. Kind and just, the last heir to the throne, the last direct descendant of Aerea. Tears burn at the backs of my eyes as the last image of her, lying in her birthing bed, her face white and lips leeched of color as she held my lost baby brother in her arms as I hide behind Sheza’s skirts, crying.
Even in her last moments, she hadn’t been able to let him go. Some told me later that she’d died from the loss of blood, but Sheza had told me that it was the ache of losing a child meant for Aerea’s arms too soon. Heartbreak.
I hadn’t even been allowed to hold her before she’d lain back in her bed and closed her eyes. The priests and midwives had hurried me from the room and into the hall as they’d drawn the curtains and closed the doors. It wasn’t until hours later when the announcement had been made that I’d learned the truth.
The great Saintess had returned to Aerea’s arms and all that was left were my father and me.
Even now, nearly ten years after her passing, I feel her absence like a collection of stones on my chest. A phantom pain that the whole nation felt then, but one that continues each and every day for me. As her daughter, her heir, it’s deeper. Heavier. The great Saintess, Issina, revered for her compassion and pacifism. Every day without her is a reminder that even the kindest of souls are called to the Afterworld … even when we still have need of them here.
“Highness?” Sheza’s voice draws me out of my melancholy thoughts as she steps in front of me, brush in hand. Her eyes go to the necklace hanging against my throat and her lips turn down, her own sorrow dragging her normally bright features into gloominess.
I release the necklace immediately and paste on a bright smile. “How much longer?” I ask. “I want to see my father before we head into the throne room.”
Sheza gives me a smile in return, fighting her own sadness as she, too, thinks of the late Queen. “Almost, Princess.” She leans forward and slides the brush up my cheekbones, highlighting the structure of my face. “But I’m afraid you won’t be able to speak with His Highness before the ceremony. He’ll already be waiting for your arrival by the time we’re finished.”
I sigh in disappointment, but it’s not surprising. I had spent far too long with Nasir this afternoon. I should have known better. Once she’s done, she steps back and I stand. The silken robes that cover me are pulled away and a long white gown is shimmied over my head. Two handmaidens under Sheza’s command come forward, their arms heavy with a thick gold veil. Where brides cover their faces in white lace to pronounce their understanding of the need to reveal all to their future husbands upon the altar, mine is very different.
This veil symbolizes much more—from my connection to Aerea’s dynasty to the fact that I am no simple bride. I am the direct descendant of the House of Sunfire, of the Queen Goddess herself. The Goddess of Life and Fire, the very reason we exist and prosper within the world today. Even when I marry—no matter who will be my husband—I am first, and foremost, a daughter of Aerea. The only one with the blood and authority to rule Rozentine in her stead as she was the creator of our country in the first place. Wives might have a duty to their husbands, but I will always have a duty to my people that overrides all else.
Gold falls over my vision and a silver crown is placed atop it to hold it in place. Several pins are selected and slid beneath the fabric along the intricate braid that falls along my spine to make sure nothing slips out of place during the ceremony. When I turn, the sleeves of my dress droop down to my knees, and I hold my arms wide as I smile up at Sheza.
The younger handmaidens all take a step back, giving Sheza and me a small space as she sniffs deeply, her eyes reddening despite herself. “You look…”
I lower my arms as she bites down on her lip and turns her eyes away. “Presentable?” I offer nervously.
She shakes her head. “Far beyond presentable, My Lady,” she replies as she quickly wipes the skin beneath her eyes and turns back. “You look just like your mother.”
My heart stops for a moment before swelling in my chest. “I do?” I want to shove my face before a mirror, but I resist the urge. I know I won’t be able to see what she sees. Every time it’s been said that I look like her, I remember how strong she’d been. She probably didn’t sweat and shiver at the mere idea of standing before the court and taking my place as Crown Princess.
The Saintess Queen. No one received a title such as that unless they’d been particularly deserving. She’d Awakened early. She’d been ready to rule at a young age, and I have nothing to show for my supposed worthiness save for the fact that I am her daughter. A poor heir that makes me, an unAwakened Princess.
I inhale hard, fighting back the urge to turn away as Sheza gazes upon me, clear emotions of pride and hope shimmering in her murky gaze. Sheza believes in me. Rozentine believes in me. That has to be enough. Even if I am not Awakened, even if my powers have not come yet, I can still lead. This is not an evening for despondency but for victory. There is no exact moment when a person matures—no timeline that every being in this world finds themselves. True maturity comes from little individual moments and realizations. Perhaps when that happens for me, Aerea will finally grant me her abilities.
I doubt that I will ever be as great as The Saintess Queen, Issina Estand, but as her daughter, I swear I will be the best Queen that I can be. Tonight, I will go on bended knee before my father, King Vernon, and I will make a promise to the Gods and to my people to put them before all else. Before my very life if I must.
If they hear it, I hope that the Gods, too, will look down on me as they did my mother. I hope they will grant me my great Awakening and the powers I receive will give me even more clarity and wisdom to protect the lands that I come from.
“It is time, My Lady.” Sheza steps forward and offers me her hand. From my mother’s apprentice handmaiden to my nanny to my very own head handmaid, Sheza takes the role that she would have. She lightly brushes her hands along mine and offers a prayer up to Aerea and the Godly court, and I feel truly blessed to have her by my side. I can only hope that she will be with me until, one day, I have a son or daughter of my own to take the throne.
With a breath full of both anxiety and excitement, I step toward the doors as they’re pulled open and walk out into the waiting entourage of guards that are meant to guide me into the ceremony. Each of them is dressed in the colors of their respective Houses.
The House of Starfall guards wear a crest of deep indigo and silver to represent their ancestor, Thevaros, God of Night and Future. For the House of Daemonium, purple and amber; the same colors as the eyes and hair of Etia, the Guardian Goddess of the Afterworld. The guards of the House of Caladrius, simple and yet so significant, shine with the white and green stitching of Caladrius’ crest. Though they hang back slightly behind the House of Starfall, I smile their way. Though Caladrius is the God of Protection, having his descendants watch over me on this eve is an aegis I can only be grateful for.
And for the final House … my gaze lifts and finds Solomon’s as he steps up and bends slightly—showing true respect in a way he rarely does—his House of Blood uniform appearing darker against everyone else standing near. It is the opposite of my own. Where I am cloaked in gold, Solomon cuts a wicked figure in black. The uniform draws tight over his chest as red ropes wrap and hang from his waist. My eyes catch on the medals hanging on the right side of his chest, war medals and signs of honor.
As Solomon holds out his hand, I grimace, but allow him to take mine. His lips brush the backs of my knuckles, soft and lingering. My heart jumps against my breast, an uncomfortable sensation sliding through my body at the intimate touch. The second he releases me, I jerk my hand back and he straightens. I quickly pivot and face the man at his side, redirecting my attention as I try to hide the sudden bout of nerves that have reinvaded my mind.
Jacin, dressed in the same, only with fewer war charms, steps up to my left and mirrors Solomon’s respective bow. “You look beautiful, Princess,” he offers with a smile. His attention, I can handle.
The two of them offer their hands as I step down into the tiled corridor on bare feet. Charms dance around my ankles, making me feel weighed down. Though it’s normally seen as rude to enter the throne room on bare feet, the ceremony is meant to honor the difference between humans and Gods; it’s regarded as a sign of humbleness to approach the King with nothing between the soles of the heir’s feet and the land through which they will sacrifice and dedicate their lives.
I take Jacin’s hand and pause before I accept Solomon’s a second time. I’d almost forgotten this part. Where I’m led through the corridors to my destiny by the House closest in connection and the one that is considered the most loyal. I can’t not take his proffered palm. It would be an insult. Pressing my lips together, I settle my fingers lightly against his once more. Just a touch, nothing more.
But as if Solo can read my thoughts, he tightens his grip. My insides churn. Tingles race over my flesh, spanning outward from where his fingers hold mine captive. I turn my head slightly, tilting my chin down as I try to catch Solomon’s gaze. What is he thinking? Curiosity sits in my chest. Surely, he has something snide to say. He always does. The way he’s gripping me so tight has to mean something, doesn’t it?
Shockingly enough, though, when his crimson eyes meet my gaze, there’s no ridicule in them. Instinctively, my hand pulls back—only from his, though. My other rests and remains within Jacin’s, soft and unmoving. Why is it only Solomon that I feel so uncomfortable with? Because he’s been angry with me lately? Or is it something more?
I catch myself before I can disgrace him by refusing his hand again. Our eyes clash—crimson against blue. He says not a word, but he doesn’t need to. The darkening of his red gaze and the lowering of his dark brows is warning enough for me not to run away. Almost as if he’s silently cautioning me away from resisting him here and now.
I roll my tongue into my cheek and tip my head back, arching my brow dangerously. His silent grip is a challenge, and I never run from the challenges he places before me. Even if they make my heart pound and my stomach churn with that same enigmatic feeling from earlier.
I straighten my back. “Shall we?”
His lips twitch. “As the Princess commands,” he replies, and then, finally, releases me to walk on my own.
As one, the group of us—followed by each chosen guard from each noble House—make our way down the corridor. Behind us, Sheza and the other handmaidens trail the procession until we reach the massive double stone doors etched in the gold and red of the House of Sunfire—Aerea’s own lineage. The doors open, revealing the lines of noble families and distant foreign dignitaries that have traveled for this very moment.
My heart leaps inside my chest as everyone rises from their positions, turning to face me, and my father lifts his head and stands from his throne. Hundreds of eyes land on me. Sweat beads pop up along my spine.
Fear hits me in a single moment.
Fear that I’ll fall.
Fear that I’ll disgrace myself.
Fear of so many unknowns.
Solomon’s attention is heavy on my back. I glance back once and he merely nods, an uncharacteristically kind motion. He’ll be my shadow, but on this path, I have to walk alone.
I turn once more and search the crowd until I find Nasir’s face, positioned further into the throne room, to the right of the dais at the very end of the long hall. His dark hair has been slicked back away from his face and the travel clothes he had worn earlier have been replaced with a white and gold breasted uniform of the Bartoli Kingdom. A small gold leaf crown sits atop his head, a symbol of his own royal lineage. But I don’t care about that. All I care about is the small smile of reassurance on his face as he nods to me.
My lips twitch and a little of the fear dissipates. I’m okay, I tell myself. My eyes skim away from Nasir’s to the men on either side of me. I can do this. I take a long breath for courage and step forward, moving out from the entourage of guards as the ceremony proceeds.
Silence reigns as I leave the men at my back behind and walk further down the corridor of the throne room, leaving the safety of the Rozentine Noble Houses behind as I do what Aerea, herself, did the first time she took the throne and became the Goddess of mankind.
She walked alone, as I do now. She didn’t fear the unknown. She lifted her head and let her feet guide her to the destiny that awaited her. So, too, will I.
There is nothing but breath and the sound of my own bare footsteps as I stride toward my waiting Regent, King Vernon. Father stands, tall and proud, the red robes he wears draped down to the shiny, high polished boots on his feet. He hovers, silently watching me, even as the corners of his eyes crinkle with a smile. His curling hair, more gray than blond, frizzes at the ends as the strands poke out from beneath his red and gold crown. Blue-hazel eyes follow my every movement.
To his side, one of his distant advisors waits with an open black box in hand. The closer I grow, the better I can see what it contains. The crown of flames, a tiara bejeweled with gold, white, and red, gems that signify Aerea’s power over fire. My mouth grows dry, but I complete my walk without a single misstep, and once I’ve made it before my father, I gracefully bow and hold my head low as he calls across the hall.
“With gracious thanks to all who have come for this moment.” King Vernon’s voice is far more powerful than it normally is as he deepens his tone and projects so that even those as far back as the doors can hear him. “Tonight, we welcome the next ruler of Rozentine. My daughter, raise your head.”
I tilt my head back, keeping my back bent as I look up through the gold veil to meet his gaze. He offers a gentle smile and descends the dais toward me. “It is on this night,” he continues, “on the night of your birth, that you become Rozentine’s future.” His hands find the silver tiara on my head, meant more for symbolism of my status than anything else, and removes it. He hands it to the man holding the box. “Devonry Aerea Estand, you are hereby granted the official title of Crown Princess. Heir to Rozentine and Aerea’s legacy. May you take this crown and know that the blood within your veins will always connect you to our ancestors and the Gods themselves.”
Father’s fingers lightly touch the golden veil, lifting it up and further from my face. Once I have been revealed to all, he reaches for the crown of flames. My breath catches as he holds it above my head and looks away from me for a moment, addressing the procession behind me.
“All who stand here this eve, bear witness to your next ruler. By Aerea’s flames, she will rule justly and with the wisdom of her powerful lineage. My daughter”—his eyes turn back to me—“what say you?”
Here it is. The final words I will ever speak as simply a Princess of Rozentine. The very words that will transform me forever from royal in name and status to a royal with true power and the ability to create change, once and always.
“By the grace of Her Majesty’s flames, Aerea strike me down shall I ever betray my Kingdom, I will sacrifice all for Rozentine and I will rule its people with respect and my forefathers' wisdom.”
“As Aerea giveth,” my father responds, “she may also take. If you break the vow you have made tonight, may the Gods strike you down and soak Rozentine in the blood of traitors.”
“I, Devonry Aerea Estand, accept the crown of flames and the responsibility placed upon my line by the Goddess. I accept my blood and my power and swear by it that I will never betray the people I share land and life with.”
“Tonight, the Gods bless you with the crown of flames and the right of royal authority,” my father finishes. The crown settles upon my head, tighter than I thought it would be as it pinches into the gold veil. A strange heaviness overcomes me. My shoulders sink with the odd feeling as my father pulls his hands away. “Raise your body, my daughter. Turn and greet your kinsman.”
He holds out his hand and, finally, I rise fully, reaching up to take it as he leads me up the steps of the dais to turn and meet the gazes of onlookers. As he begins to speak, I can feel pressure on my skin, digging deep. So many eyes gazing upon me. Sweat beads begin to pop up beneath my gown, along my palm. “To the future Queen of Rozentine, Crown Princess Devonry Aerea Estand!” he calls over the great hall. “Long may she reign.”
As one, the countrymen and women from Rozentine fall to bended knees, hands over their breasts as they repeat his words, the sound of their voices resounding around the room as they do. “To the future Queen of Rozentine, Crown Princess Devonry Aerea Estand. Long may she reign!”
The echo of their oath lifts into the rafters of the throne hall. It’s so bright in the room that I swear I’m being blinded by it all. I blink, my eyes burning as they mist over. My heart is throbbing in my chest. It’s real. The weight of the crown upon my head. I turn my gaze toward the rest of the room. I pause, however, on the only person in the room who has not lowered their head. Solomon.
The sweat along my flesh cools considerably as twin pools of dark ruby colored eyes meet mine. His body is bent. His knee is pressed securely into the floor alongside every other noble in attendance, but his attention is on me. The pounding of my own heart within my breast seems to grow louder and louder with each passing second, until—all at once—it simply stops. It slows. It calms.
How? I couldn’t say. There’s no explanation for it save for the fact that the longer Solomon’s eyes remain locked on mine, the more grounded I feel. The dizzying glittering gold and jewels of the room—adorning each guest and each wall—dull finally and I can see.
What must only be a mere fraction of a minute, feels like eons before I can draw my eyes away from his. Solomon is a protector, a guard, and escort. The reason looking at him calms me is simply because I know that he is someone I don’t have to prevaricate or posture for. That’s all.
Lifting my chin, I seek out my friend, Nasir, wanting to see him, wanting to seek out hope in his eyes. Like Solomon, he’s someone I don’t have to put on airs for, but unlike Solomon, Nasir is actually kind and considerate. Before this, I truly wondered if marrying his brother is what would be best, for not just me but Rozentine. Now, I know. Even if Prince Enver becomes my King Consort, I will never leave Rozentine. My destiny is and always will be tied to the land Aerea first came from.
I frown, however, when I see that Nasir is no longer where he once was. Try as I might, as well, I cannot find him as heads finally lift and music begins to play.
“My daughter.” My father turns and pulls me into a warm embrace. “I am so proud of you. Congratulations.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I say graciously, glancing back over my shoulder—sure I’ve missed Nasir somewhere. Still, I can’t find him. I return my attention to my father. “Now that I’ve taken my rightful place as Crown Princess, I was wondering if we could talk about my marriage.”
“Ah, yes, I’m sure you’re upset by Prince Enver’s absence.” My father nods in understanding. “But not to worry, I’m sure his proxy will be able to handle his duties appropriately.”
“Actually, it’s about Prince Nasir—”
“Your Majesty.” My words are cut off as a man with long red hair tied back into a high ponytail approaches.
“We will discuss whatever it is that you want later, my dear,” Father says. “For now, enjoy your birthday party, darling. Tonight. Come to me in my chambers and we will discuss all.”
My lips pinch tight at the interruption, but I suppose it can’t be helped. Perhaps it would be better to discuss a new arrangement with Bartoli in secret before we ever make any announcement. After all, rumors for royals can be as deadly as a warrior’s blade.



4
DEVONRY
   
E xhaustion pulls at every limb as, several hours later, I excuse myself from the celebration. I scowl when I move toward the corridor and find myself tracked by a tall man encased in black and red.
“Ugh, you’re still here?” I mutter. “Must you? It's only a few corridors over to my bedchambers and we’re in the Palace for the sake of the Gods.”
Solomon offers me a crooked grin that’s more mocking than amusement. “Just ensuring that your feet carry you back to your chambers and not off somewhere else into the night, Princess.”
“Are you sure you’re not using me as an excuse to escape the ladies that are following after you?”
Solomon blinks down at me, slow and deliberate. “I have no idea what you’re referring to, Highness.”
I snort. “You didn’t notice the flock of giggling noble ladies that trailed you all night like a cloud of dust?” I don’t believe that for a second.
“I’m sure it’s all in your imagination,” Solomon replies.
“Liar,” I utter quietly as I turn away from him and start off in the direction of my bed chambers. And as I knew he would, Solomon follows like a daemonic wraith from the Afterworld—silent and ever present.
Several minutes later, we arrive in front of the twin double doors to my chambers and I look back at him. “You’re released from your duties for the night, Solomon. You should probably return to the celebration.”
His red eyes glint in the near darkness of the hallway, made more dangerous looking by the flickering of lamps that are spaced throughout the long stone walls. The striking difference gives me heart palpitations, and I’m made viscerally aware that he and I are alone here. “Are you attempting to get rid of me, Your Highness?” His voice deepens.
Braving his tone, I tip my chin back, forcing myself to sound more confident than I actually feel. “Have I not made it obvious enough?”
Solomon’s chest rumbles with amusement, the sound thick and heavy for something that should be light and easy on the ears. It slides between mine, making me shiver. When he's finished amusing himself at my expense, Solomon takes a step closer to me, raising a hand. I immediately jerk back, gaping up at him in shock. I managed his touch earlier, but now—here—I don’t know if I can. Whenever his fingers graze me, I feel … confused. Angry. Frustrated.
Solomon freezes at my sudden withdrawal and his brows draw down over the aristocratic cut of his brow. “I apologize,” he says. “I simply meant to adjust your veil.”
“My…” I trail off, reaching up and realizing that the veil I’m wearing had, in fact, slipped sideways. Likely due to the heaviness of the new crown. Heat steals over my cheeks and I quickly readjust it myself, trying to ignore the slamming of my heart in my chest. It’s Solomon, for the love of the Gods. It’s not Jacin or Nasir or anyone that should make me feel this way. “Thank you, but it won’t be a problem for much longer anyway. I’ll be staying in tonight.”
“I can expect no wayward adventures into town, then?” Solomon inquires.
I huff out a breath and with my hands on the handle to my door, I look back over my shoulder. “No,” I snap. “I have no plans on leaving the Palace tonight.”
Solomon hums in the back of his throat, a deep vibrating baritone sound that does something to my insides. Something that I don’t like at all. With vicious intent, I squash the strange stirrings of interest and frown up at him. “So, go on.” I wave back toward the ceremony hall. “Go find yourself a nice, young noble lady or two and entertain yourself.”
That crooked smile returns as Solomon leans forward once more, placing one wide palm against my door frame as he practically cages me against the wall. My breath catches in my chest as he blocks out all else—the sight of the corridor and the lights that line it.
“I believe I understand quite well what you think of me, My Lady,” he says, “but I can assure you that I wouldn’t need a young noble lady to entertain myself. I am more than capable of taking myself in hand.”
Confusion pours through me for a moment before realization hits. The heat in my cheeks comes back in full force and my eyes automatically glance down to the front placket of his trousers. Curiosity runs wicked and wild for the slightest of seconds. With feigned disgust—more embarrassment than anything else—I spin and place my back against the door, putting both of my hands on his chest. I shove hard, and with how firm the muscles under my hands feel, I’m not so naive enough to believe that he couldn’t have resisted me if he had wanted to. No, Solomon allows himself to be pushed back enough for me to glare up at him and his taunting smirk.
“You are repulsive,” I snap. “Rude and arrogant. My father might think you’re the best person to be my escort, but I do not share his belief.”
“Your father is the King, Princess.” Solomon’s face doesn’t even shift. No muscle pulses. No twitch or anything to show what he’s really thinking, and somehow, that only makes me angrier.
“My mother abhorred violence, Solomon,” I snap. “She was a Saintess. A pacifist.” I spit the last word at him. “You relish in it. You pride yourself on your warrior lineage. You—”
“Everything I’ve done has been for the sake of the Kingdom,” he interrupts, and finally, his expression changes. It’s just the slightest lift of his brow, but it’s something. Have I gotten under his skin? “Her Highness, the Queen, would understand that.”
“You’re nothing but a vile and crude slaughterer.” I can feel my cheeks grow more and more heated as my blood begins to boil. I clench my hands into fists.
Solomon chuckles again, shrugging his shoulders up and down in a casual, uncaring movement. He rocks back on the heels of his boots as he moves away from me. Immediately, a rush of cold air hits my steaming cheeks.
“You may think that, My Lady,” he replies. “Your father knows, however, that sometimes warriors are necessary.”
Does he have to believe that? I wonder. Because it’s too late for him? I shake my head. He’d been so different before the sword became his life. As children, we’d been at the very least friendly. Then there had been those nomads at our borders—invaders and skirmishes that threatened our people. He’d gone away a boy I’d smiled at, and come back a man I couldn’t understand. Someone darker, and perhaps, in some ways, broken.
“My mother knew better,” I say before I can think better of it, before I can let my mind wander to the days of our youth and the moment that ruined it. “If anything she would never have allowed a man like you near me.” The words are cruel, tossed out in the heat of the moment. As soon as they're out of my mouth, I wish I could snatch them right back, but it’s too late.
Solomon’s amusement dies and his head tilts down slightly as he meets my eyes once more. “Her Royal Highness might have been against violence, Princess, but even she understood that not everyone is given the luxury of anti-violence. The people of your country are wealthy in comparison to the rest of the world, but even in Rozentine, there are things one must do for survival. Wherever mankind lives, violence and war follows.”
I part my lips, but there’s no response I can muster, nothing that can be said in my own defense. Solomon doesn’t seem to be in the mood to entertain my words any longer, either, it appears, because the next thing I know, he’s stepping forward and pushing open my chamber door. His chest brushes my side and I jolt involuntarily. My teeth sink into my lower lip as his scent invades my nostrils, heavy and made thicker by the heat of the corridor and the sweat from being in a crowded room not long before. Just like he had the night before, Solomon nudges me into the darkened interior—as if he needs to ensure I’m inside before he can consider me safe.
“Goodnight, Princess,” he says. “Congratulations on your coming of age.” As the door swings shut, his final words reach my ears—spoken quietly as if he doesn’t mean for me to hear them. “May you reign long and peacefully.” I turn back to catch sight of his face, but it’s too late.
The door clicks shut and I stare at the barrier of wood as I hear him move away. Maybe he has gone back to the celebration, or maybe he’s gone to finish his nightly duties. I don’t know, and I find that I don’t care anymore.
The night is over, but I have no doubt my father is still awake. We each have our own duties to fulfill in the Sunfire Palace, and it’s long past the time I speak to my father about mine.
Despite the late hour and without waiting on my handmaidens, I hurry to undress. The action takes nearly ten times as long without assistance, and I know all it would take is a quick jerk of the bell that hangs at the top of my ceiling by the door to call someone, but I’m far too determined to keep this discussion with my father a secret. I don’t even want Sheza to know what I’m about to propose.
After long and torturous effort, I remove the rest of my ceremonial outfit. Tossing it to the side, uncaring of the special silks and fabrics, I hurriedly dress in a more sensible gown and pull on a cloak. I peek out into the corridor, glancing past the fires along the halls that have all been put out save for a few on either end for the patrolling guards. The earlier celebration music has faded, the rest of the Palace likely having gone to their chambers for bed.
Pressing the door open, I head out to make my way to my father. Minutes later, I stop before the doors leading into the King’s chambers with my heart pounding away in my chest.
I lift my fist and knock upon the door, waiting for a moment. When I hear nothing immediately, I knock again and then turn the handle that I find unlocked. Relief pours through me when I spot the outline of him through a partition across the room, a flame flickers back and forth, throwing strange shadows against the standing fabric.
I suck in a breath and slowly release it before I step further into the chamber and let the doors close behind me. “Father,” I call out. “I have a request.”
Silence greets me. Something sinister and unnerving creeps up my spine. I move further into the room. “Father?”
My hands turn into fists at my side. A cold waft of air brushes across my upper back beneath my clothes. The hair on the back of my neck rises. I freeze, and something insidious slithers through my veins, a quiet warning. It’s as if something is telling me to turn around and flee. Something is wrong. Something is very, disturbingly, wrong.



5
SOLOMON
   
M y head tips back as I offer my face to the night sky. The night of the Princess’ coming of age is beyond perfection. It’s neither too cold, nor too ungodly hot. It’s as if the universe itself is approving of Rozentine’s choices. There’s nothing but clear midnight skies above the pitched peaks and waving golden flags of the Sunfire Palace. The moon shines brightly down to bless this evening. Thevaros, God of Night, smiles upon the Princess. She is, after all, the future of Rozentine.
I close my eyes, but the image of her under me—staring up into my face with a mixture of confusion and shock and then … that ever-present hatred of hers—remains in my mind. My lips twitch with amusement. She is so easy to rile, and it’s more than gratifying, but if I had one wish it would be to feel nothing when she looks at me.
That wish, though, will never be granted. It’s impossible because I’ve known since the first day I set eyes on her what she was—who she was—to me. My soulmate. My goddess. I close my eyes and inhale, letting the fresh night air fill my lungs as I contemplate the pain of my existence. It was easier when we were children. I didn’t know it then, but all I wanted was to be near her. She smiled at me, and it was as if the soul within my chest found a voice. An ethereal abstract creature, yet I knew it craved her. It wasn’t long before King Vernon soon grew aware of my feelings. Feelings that can’t be. Feelings that might be alright for Gods and Goddesses but not for mortals.
Because in this life, she is a royal, and I am a servant. A guard; the blade that strikes all that may harm her. Not a potential mate, certainly never her soulmate.
Then there’d been blood and battle. I’d left her a boyish child and returned with the nightmares of soldiers dying weighing heavy on my mind. I could no longer be her friend, so I became her enemy. A hated shadow that constantly followed her, ignoring my desires to respect the bounds of our lives and our statuses. Noble, I may be, but she’s already promised to another. A fact that drives me, to this very moment, to the edge of jealous insanity. The only thing that keeps me from making her mine are King Vernon’s old words: “I could remove you from her life, Solomon. With a single command, I can make it so that you will never catch a glimpse of my daughter again. If you wish to be near her, then you will serve her. Nothing more.”
Still, as much as it amuses me to watch her anger rile, I wish she wouldn’t test me so.
She doesn’t even realize the ways in which she drives me to madness, and that fact almost makes it harder to maintain my composure. Every biting word I slide to her is meant to drive her away from me. Somehow, though, it makes me feel closer than ever. Even now, after our caustic words toward each other, all I can think of is the sweet scent of her on my clothes—like flower petals drifting down a river.
As I instinctively inhale, wanting to pull more of it into my lungs, something else invades. My body stiffens as a new, entirely unwelcome, scent touches my nose. It’s one that should never be in the Palace and certainly not on a night such as this one. Blood and foulness.
Instinctively, my powers Awaken. My senses heighten, and I can feel a newfound strength pour through my veins. My muscles tense, drawing tight as they prepare to either launch an attack or defend myself. Every sound on the breeze ricochets through my ears. The chirping of insects, the cry of birds overhead in the trees of the courtyard, even the flickering crackle of the flames illuminating the exterior corridors behind me. I hear it all.
As my blood overwhelms my senses and pounds through me, I feel my abilities flood my body. Bloodlust—a particularly dangerous, though useful side effect of the abilities of the House of Blood, pulsates within my flesh. The hunger for blood to establish dominance and maintain sanity in the wake of these Godly powers. I push down the violence of it in favor of using the senses they give me.
Slowly, so as not to alert the eyes that I suddenly feel upon my back that I’m aware of their presence, I relax my shoulders and turn back toward the main corridor of the Palace. I scan the darkness in search of my shadow. Several lights have been put out in the past hour. It isn’t the dark cast by the absence of the light that disturbs me, though, but the fact that it is absent in the first place.
There should be several guards patrolling the corridors. Instead, I find none. Something has disturbed the quiet of the Palace and whatever it is, it’s violent.
The thought is immediately followed by a rush of air at my back. Without hesitation, I quickly sidestep the blade as it cuts toward me—barely a single glint of metal under the moonlight, my only warning aside from the sound of disrupted wind alerting me to the attempt at assassination. Years of training and far too much time at war at their finest. Both were required to develop my skills as a warrior and as an Awakened. A moment earlier and that very blade would have pierced my throat, ensuring a quick and silent death. Were I any other warrior, the deft ability of my attacker might have found its target. But I am far from an average warrior. I am the King’s Blood General. I am her guard.
My body drops down as I spin toward the origins of the blade. I crouch low into a defensive stance. My muscles tighten, the tendons beneath my skin contracting and releasing as my power slides through them, heightening their base strength. The feeling is almost that of the first breath of air after remaining underwater for too long. It comes in like a torrent beneath my skin, rushing to my senses, giving them more energy than they’ve ever had before. I can see further, hear better, and most importantly, move faster.
Sparks dance in front of my eyes—lights that hadn’t been there as the world goes from muted blues and grays to red, black, and white. Like little bolts of lightning, every cell in my being wakes up to the blooming of magic.
He reveals himself faster than I anticipated—catapulting himself out of the darkness with another drawn dagger. There is no hesitation in his movements. No shakiness. Only confidence. He’s clearly trained. His speed is formidable, but he is not nobility. I sense no crackling Awakened power within him. He is neither of the great Houses nor is he of the fallen House of Ravens. A pity, really, for this man. There is only so much those of commoner blood can do in the face of the Awakened.
I dodge and spin as he forces his way forward, attacking with speed and ferocity. My fingers close around the wrist that comes down toward my neck and I squeeze. A crack followed by a pop, the bones under my grasp snap with little effort. Silence shocks my ears. Perhaps he isn’t noble, but he is far more experienced if he can withstand the pain with no screaming.
That can only mean one thing—this isn’t a personal attack. This isn’t an assassin that’s come after me as Lord Solomon Winett of the House of Blood. This is something far more sinister.
Spinning out, the assassin doesn’t make a sound as he twists his now broken wrist from my grasp. My hand goes to my sword, but I hesitate. It is customary to dispatch assassins within the Palace and then alert the guards, but if I kill this man here and now, it will stain the Princess’ coming of age night in violence.
Vile and crude slaughterer. Of all the moments for Devonry’s voice to intrude, now is the worst possible moment. I cannot let myself be distracted by her earlier words. They are true after all.
Still, she would be utterly heartbroken to know that on the night she is declared the future Queen of Rozentine, someone has sought her death. It is my duty―regardless of her wishes―to protect her from that. She is barely twenty and someone already wishes to refuse her any more years. It would be the height of devastation for her to realize the truth of royalty. The list of friends she believes to be her close confidants is long, yet the list of enemies is longer, and sometimes, those who are closest belong on both lists. It may keep her alive to become aware of that truth, but it would kill some of the light within her, too. The thought of that is abhorrent.
From the moment I bowed before King Vernon and agreed to become her royal escort and guard at the tender age of eight—I promised both him and myself that she would be safe under my care and that she would never know of the twisted chains of politics and power that would follow her for the rest of her life.
Now, that promise is being threatened. Hot, wicked flames of anger wash through my bloodstream.
With a growl, I release the hilt of my blade and push strength into my limbs. I surge toward the assailant without a sound, watching as the man’s eyes widen in shock at the sheer speed of my abilities. A red glow descends over my vision, heavier than before, as the Bloodlust within comes to the forefront and consumes my mind.
Even in the face of his impending death, however, the assassin is cunning. He quickly backs toward the corridors, withdrawing a new dagger―no doubt one of many more he still has strapped beneath his clothes. My eyes catch a glint of something slipping down the edge of the blade. Poison? Was it meant for the Princess? The King? Or Me? Whomever it was meant for, it will not meet its mark tonight.
Unsurprisingly, he runs. The ebony hue of his clothing blends into the shadows and the empty abyss of the halls. Even his steps are light as the weathered stones of the garden turn to marble tile. The warmth of his blood, pulsing in crimson, is all I can see. With my abilities, I can peer into a man’s body and see all of his vulnerabilities―something that has helped me many times in battle and even now, has its uses.
It takes less than half a thought before I’m plunging forward into the castle with only my memory and the eerie glow of the assassin’s blood to guide me. At the first turn, the assassin disappears, and I skid quietly behind him, my own sword poised at the ready. All it takes is one mistake on his part, one moment of hesitancy, and he’s as good as dead.
His dagger cuts through the air, the soft swooshing sound escaping a split second before the glint of steel shines in my vision. Sparks ignite, flashing across my face as our blades cross. The collision of metal on metal pierces the otherwise silent space. With the flash of light that appears, I catch sight of my opponent. Gritted, yellowed teeth and a haggard, weather-worn face appear behind the dagger aimed at my throat.
An acidic odious scent lifts toward my nostrils, the smell burning the inside of my nose as I realize it for what it is. Poison. My upper lip curls back as I bare my teeth at my attacker, forcing him back so that his foot slides along the dirt. His eyes widen a fraction in surprise. Of course, he’s likely not used to an opponent holding him off as well as I am.
But I am no stranger to blood and attacks in the night. There had been plenty of that amid the border skirmishes in years past. Violent, greedy nomads pressing into Rozentine, seeking land and resources that did not belong to their kind. Similarly, this man is seeking purchase against me to take a life that does not belong to him.
If he thinks a poisoned blade will aid him then he has no idea who he’s targeted.
Longing swells to an unavoidable pressure behind my sharpened canines. They pulse with the desire to elongate. To bleed him dry and drink until there is nothing but ash in his veins. Death.
“Who sent you?” I demand through tightly clenched teeth.
The assassin smiles as the silence ticks away, his stained teeth shining in the darkness as the two of us shake with the effort to hold the other at bay. This cannot last for long, but I won’t change the tide of this fight until I’m sure he can’t provide answers. One wrong move and I risk slitting his throat too soon. “Who did you come for?”
His expression doesn’t so much as shift even as I push further, shoving him harder into the wall at his back. It isn’t until the edge of his own blade knicks his skin that I see a change in his features. Lips tight, brows drawn, he starts to realize that he may not win this.
This is enough. The assassin suddenly drops all of his weight and the pressure of his blade against mine is all at once gone as he, too, vanishes from my grip like mist in the air. He ducks to the side and spins around my body in one quick movement. Without missing a beat, I follow, my speed matching his in an instant as my vision pulses with a crimson haze.
Throughout my limbs, my powers spiral into my blood. Heat fills me up from the inside out as I pounce upon his retreating back, capturing the man by the shoulders as his knees buckle and he goes down in a singular hard motion. A muffled sound emits from his throat. Not quite a grunt but not quite a groan.
Rolling him over as I straddle the man, I recoil back as his blade swipes up, narrowly missing my eye. A curse slips past my lips as I snap my grip out and close my fingers around his wrist. I squeeze, feeling the bones beneath the flesh in my hand pop, and beneath me, the assassin’s mouth opens, more of those suppressed noises emitting from his throat.
As his lips part, I see the reason for his lack of answers. Where his tongue once was is nothing but empty space. By the Gods, he isn’t simply an assassin. He’s a Gods damned mute. A killer so dedicated to his trade he’d cut out his own tongue.
Whoever his master is, they are truly cruel to send him my way. He never stood a chance. What tiny sliver of my soul that contains things like pity and empathy is not enough to save him. If he is mute then he’s lost the one thing that could have secured him his freedom and life―the ability to tell me his secrets.
“I’d ask if you had any last words but it seems it’s too late for that.”
Blood follows the line I draw across his throat with his own hand. Even in death, that grin remains. Drops of crimson bubble over his bottom lip as his breath sucks in the blood until he’s drowning in it. I swipe my finger over his mouth. His eyes trail the motion as I lick it from my fingers and his body slides to the floor. His blood tastes of cinnamon and spice, so tart it almost wrinkles my nose.
Devonry. The reminder of my charge pounds through my mind. A warning. She is in danger, and I have to return to her. I have to alert the other guards and ensure the whole of the Sunfire Palace is put on lockdown. No one will be allowed in or out for the foreseeable future.
I slide my blade back into its scabbard and sprint down the long empty halls. Light gathers the farther I travel into the maze of corridors to the deepest parts of the castle. Only servants and a few others linger amongst the remains of the celebration.
Curling dark black hair is brushed away from brilliant glowing red eyes that meet mine the moment I emerge into the hall. Jacin is moving before I speak a word, his hand tensing into a fist as his nostrils flare. I know what he smells―the scent of blood. He may be dressed in the finery required for such an event as tonight but I know him well enough to be aware that there are blades concealed underneath the fabric of his suit.
“What’s wrong?” As his words leave his lips, his mouth twists into a scowl and his nostrils flare once more. “My Gods, have you nearing Bloodmadness?” he demands.
My scowl deepens. “Of course not,” I snap. Not yet anyway. The very fact that I am capable of standing here and speaking is enough of an answer for him to know that I have not gone quite that far. “Assassins are in the castle,” I say quickly. “I need you to head to the King’s quarters. I must secure the Princess.”
His irises turn to flames, sparking to life while his teeth sharpen as he bares them at me. “They dare come here tonight?” he growls with a combined mixture of shock and rage.
“Many dare a great deal when it comes to power and money.” The words cut out of my mouth like daggers, hostile and tight.
Jacin’s expression darkens further, but he nods to me. “I will guard the King with my life,” he assures me before he hurries toward the hall.
No guards. Not a single one has stepped into my path. A hollowness echoes in my veins. Wrong. Wrong. So very wrong. Where in the Gods are they? Even if it’s only Jacin and myself we would protect this castle with all that we are. Even as spirits of the Afterworld, I can see myself no place else. There is no home for me that doesn’t include the blood of Aerea. Still, that does not keep me from becoming increasingly aware that this night has taken a dangerous turn.
“Please be safe, Devonry,” I whisper to myself, her name a prayer on my tongue. “Be alive. My Gods, do not die.”
I take the path to Devonry’s room with increasing speed. I cut through back hallways and corridors reserved for servants that are meant to remain invisible unless needed. The longer it takes, the more my mind screams at me to rush. My mind jumps ahead, drifting into dangerous territory consumed by fear and concern as I push my pace to the limit. I sprint past paintings of the royal family and the gold and red banners sporting the House of Sunfire’s crest. To a nightmare that I can only pray to the Gods won’t come to fruition.
Images of the Princess pinned by someone’s blade, startled from sleep as an unknown figure creeps into her room, or worse yet the idea of a dagger buried in her chest, all bombard my overactive imagination.
Each breath I take squeezes into my lungs around the pure panic that starts to settle into my bones and tighten my throat. I use it to fuel me. Fear is either a weapon or a weakness. I cannot let it be my weakness.
No guards stand before the Princess’ door. No one is watching. Not a soul paces these halls as they should be. The hair stands up on the back of my neck. My gut twists with the sense of wrong. Her knob is cold, chilled by the late evening air within the castle walls. I fling the door wide, thrusting myself into her room.
“Princess!” I call out.
The lull of utter stillness answers back. Goosebumps make their way down my spine. The panic heightens.
“Devonry!” I shout out her name despite the insult it brings. Few are allowed to call a royal by their given name, but I can’t stop myself. I need to see her. I need to know she’s safe. I see neither. I don’t see, hear, or smell the pumping of her blood in the room at all. Still, I hurry toward her bed and fling back the covers, hoping to find her unharmed, and if anything, a little perturbed by my presence. Instead, it reveals nothing. No body and no Princess. I turn quickly and storm toward the set of double doors leading into her personal bathing chambers. They fly inward with one kick.
Empty. Absolutely and wholly empty.
Am I too late?
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DEVONRY
   
W ispy thin tingles of unease slip down my spine. That strange warning blasting through my chest, forcing my heart to pound harder and harder against my ribcage remains. It makes my chest ache as I await my father’s response. Twisting my fingers in the fabric of my cloak, I take a step further into the chambers. My breath rasps in my throat.
“Father?” I try again. Still, there is no answer.
A restless sensation takes root in the depths of my stomach. My insides tighten as the tension of quiet stretches into what feels like eternity. A muffled sound erupts from beyond the barrier that separates my father’s private quarters from the entrance to the corridor. I suck in a breath. He’s here. He’s awake.
Ignoring the creeping feeling in my gut that I’m sure must be nervousness, I take several more steps into the room and push forward, forcing the words out before I can regret it.
“Father,” I begin, “tonight was wondrous, and it made me realize something.” Facing all those people and being presented with the reality that will soon take over my life has made it all too clear. “I’m of age now, and knowing that, seeing all of those people here tonight, I realized that I can’t have a husband that doesn’t even bother to make an appearance for such important occasions.”
Sweat is building on my palms. It’s no easy task to suggest that I reject my current arranged marriage and for my fiancé’s brother no less. It will be an insult, but at the same time have I not already been insulted by him?
“I know this might not be what you want to hear, especially after you’ve worked so hard to ensure the alliance between Rozentine and the Bartoli Kingdom. However, I’ve been thinking a lot lately. Prince Enver doesn’t write to me often, or even come to pivotal events such as my coming of age.” I swallow, trying to rid myself of the lump in my throat. My father’s form sways beyond the barrier.
Oh Gods, I may be giving him a heart attack. Still, he hasn’t said a word. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?
I take another step, nearly upon the barrier. I almost lift my hand and touch it, but I’m afraid, in my own agitation, and with the way my hands are trembling at my sides as my fingers contract and release the fabric of my cloak, I might accidentally push it over. Instead, I force more confidence into my tone, hoping that he hears it and understands; I mean to better my future, not see it felled by a disastrous marriage.
“I believe, at this point, it might be wise of us to offer my marriage to Prince Nasir, instead.” The words escape quickly. “It would still allow us to keep our treaty with Bartoli and he’s … kind. We would still have them on our side, connected by marriage, and I could stay here, ruling from our Palace instead of one across the seas. I am of Rozentine and it … it feels wrong, Father, to leave it to be ruled by regent than by its heir. If I were to marry Prince Enver, the Bartoli royal family would expect me to reside within their borders.” There’s no answer. My heart thuds against my chest. Is he angry? Speechless? “Father?” My breath comes fast. Why hasn’t he said a word? “What do you think?”
The low scrape of a groan filters past the partition and reaches my ears. I frown, stepping closer. “Devonry.” The whisper of my name on his lips.
“Father?” I call louder. “Are you alright?” Is he upset? Have I angered him to the point where he can’t form words? “I-I know it’s not exactly what you would’ve…” My words trail off as the candle flickers behind the screen.
One shadow turns into two. My heart leaps into my throat and I choke on a gasp. My cheeks burn with a blush of embarrassment.
“I-I apologize,” I say quickly, stuttering out the words. “I didn’t realize you weren’t alone.” My feet begin to move on their own. “Shall I call for a…” I move toward the edge of the partition, intending to step beyond it and see who it is that I’ve accidentally revealed my thoughts to. My words, however, come to a stop as my eyes settle on the scene before me. That feeling of danger returns. It’s far more violent than before. I should have listened to my instincts, I realize.
My lips part but no sound escapes. Only empty, horrified silence.
Red. So much red, it’s a veritable fountain, flooding down my father’s trembling body as he attempts to remain standing. His eyes flash to me―full of fear and sorrow. A thin, sharp sword juts straight out from his chest and I follow the glimmering surface of it up to the hand gripping the handle. Firm, masculine fingers tighten their grasp and pull it free.
I'm so close that the hot spew of my father’s blood splatters across my neck, my cheeks, and my hair. It soaks down the front of my nightdress. My father’s knees hit the ground with a resounding crack. And those eyes, those caring, wonderful, silver-blue eyes stare up at me as a single tear falls from his lash line.
I stumble forward, though I’ve yet to look at the figure standing over him. “Father?” My voice is a weak impersonation of what it should be, barely a whisper.
His body topples. The golden crown resting atop his aging curls slides from his head to clatter on the ground. It spins on its side, rolling several times before coming to a definitive clanking stop.
I’m caught up in a moment of confusion. What … how can this be? What am I seeing? I reach for my father, but I’m afraid―frightened that if I touch him this terrible nightmare will become real. Maybe I’m dreaming. Yes, that has to be it. I’ve fallen asleep in my room and I’m having a nightmare. This can’t be real. It can’t be.
“I really wish you didn’t have to see that.” That familiar voice pierces my head―so close and deep and fucking real that it shocks my system.
This is no dream. It’s reality.
I tip my head up and meet my friend’s gaze. His face is just as friendly as it usually is. A small smile on his lips as he gazes at me with a mixture of amusement and care. It doesn’t match his tone or his movements.
Nasir leans down, wiping the edge of his weapon across my father’s night robes. The stain of his blood blends into the rich scarlet cloth. “Though I am pleased to know that we seem to be on the same page.”
The room tilts one direction and then the next. My weak knees dare to buckle as I stumble back against a foundational post―one holding the partition up that separates my father’s private area from the rest of the room. The delicately carved wood is the only thing that keeps my body upright. Something drips down my cheek. A tear? I reach to wipe it away only to stifle a gag as blood mars my fingertips. It’s everywhere, I realize with shaking hands.
“Nasir.” The edges of my vision turn blurry, pinpointing on my father’s body. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. No matter how much I try to convince myself it isn’t, though, nothing changes. Nasir remains standing there and my father’s body—oh Gods, his body. Not him. Because he’s dead. There’s no movement of his chest. There’s too much blood. He can’t have survived such a blow.
Nasir lowers his sword and moves toward me, stepping over my father’s body like it’s nothing more than an obstacle in his way. He approaches me, wiping his palm against the lower half of his jacket. His smile―the one I’ve memorized after all the times he’s dazzled me with it since we were young―curves his lips, however, it doesn’t erase the shadows on his face.
I press my spine into the post harder, feeling every dip and curve of the wood through my clothing. What space existed between us quickly disappears until his boots have stopped in front of me. All I can smell is the iron of blood. My father’s blood. Oh Gods, the blood. It’s everywhere. In my nostrils. Burned into my eyes, my memory. Soaked into the bottom of Nasir’s robes.
“Oh, you poor thing. You’ve gone pale. Do you need water, darling? Perhaps sitting down will help.” His fingers find my chin, pulling my attention up to him.
“Nasir.”
“Yes?” Nausea turns my stomach as his fingers skim my cheek. Liquid smears over my skin. More blood.
“What have you done?” The question comes out hoarsely.
The only indication I have that I’ve even spoken the words out loud is the way his brown eyes flare wide. His smile falters before lifting back into place as if he’s pasted it back on.
“Devonry, I’ve done what I needed to do,” he says. “I’ve ensured that there’s nothing left to stand in our way.” When my eyes wander past him to the rapidly growing stain around the crumpled form of my father, he pinches my chin and jerks my face back to him, forcing me to look right into his eyes. “It’s only fair that you know, now, I didn’t just come here to celebrate your birthday. I came to Rozentine to ask for an audience with your father. I came to ask your father for your hand in marriage. Your words make it clear that you understand how unworthy my brother is of you. But I intend to adore you and worship you the way you deserve. I did this for us.”
Nasir moves closer, pressing his chest into mine as his gaze dips to my lips. His thumb rubs back and forth and I have to repress the urge to vomit. “You are a Goddess, Devonry,” he continues. “A living, breathing Goddess. You and I can both see how unfit my brother is for you. He’s far too consumed by his studies and preparations to become King of Bartoli to offer you any true assistance. Becoming his bride would lower your status. He can’t even be bothered to speak to you, but me … I’ve been here for you, haven’t I? I will always be here for you. There is no one in this world you can trust more than me. I would die for you, love. I would kill for you. I’ve proven as much with this, haven’t I?” He gazes at me, expectant.
I open my mouth. No words, I have no words. Because I thought we did. I was so convinced that he and I would fit so well as Queen and King consort that I’d come here tonight to ask for my marriage to Prince Enver to be re-evaluated. I close my mouth. Nasir’s brow furrows at my lack of answer.
“I know you may be in shock right now,” he says. “You’ll get past this in time, though, I promise. We will get past this. Together.” He nods, then tucks the strands of my hair that fall forward into my face behind my ear. “I came tonight willing to do anything I needed to make you mine. I was willing to beg your father for your hand. All he needed to do was say yes, to let me take control. I’m saving you from a loveless marriage.”
“Saving me?” I repeat his words through lips numbed by shock. None of this feels like saving. The anxiety coursing through my body, the tears stinging at the corners of my eyes, the dark pit of hurt throbbing in my chest, the corpse, the blood. This is a betrayal. The worst kind I could’ve ever imagined.
“Yes.” He sighs, stepping away to examine the body behind him. “He shouldn’t have said no. King Vernon forced my hand. I want you to know that I did give him a second chance. I asked him twice, but the old man wouldn’t budge.”
He killed my father. He killed my father. That thought replays inside my head again and again. Nasir. Nasir killed him. Nasir killed my father. It’s unbelievable, and if I weren’t standing here with the evidence clear before me, I’d never have believed it.
How had he hidden this side of him? Through all of his letters, all of our exchanges, I’d never imagined that he could be capable of something so callous. So vicious and cold.
On the other side of the partition, the door is only steps away. If I run, can I make it there before him? Doubtful. If I scream, will anyone come running? What happens if I try? Will he kill me too? Panic seizes my throat.
Where is Solomon? Solomon wouldn’t allow this. If anyone can stop Nasir, it’s him. If only I hadn’t sent him away.
“What a mess.” Nasir makes a tsking sound and turns to look around. “You’ll need to clean up, too. Sorry about that, I can't always control the splatter. But all will be right in the morning. You’ll see.”
What will happen in the morning? What could possibly make this right?
Slowly, I pull myself away from the post, edging around the side of the partition. My thoughts are scattered, wild and untamed, but they all have one thing in common. Getting away. Getting to Solomon. I shouldn’t have lied to him. If he’d been here … if I’d brought him with me then maybe…
“Where are you going?” Candlelight flickers, shining off the sword that still hangs from Nasir’s hand.
“T-to take a bath,” I answer, clasping my hands in front of me to calm the way they tremble. “You said I needed to clean up.”
Nasir chuckles and shakes his head. “Princess, I’m not an idiot.”
“No.” I lift my chin. “You’re not.” He’s worse. He’s got it all planned out. Killing my father. I’m the only variable. He didn’t expect me to come here, to witness his crime.
“There are no guards for you to call on,” he warns me as if he’s sensing my thoughts. “They’ve all been given a nice break for the evening to honor your promise of reign. As for that shadow of yours,” he shrugs, “he should be taken care of.”
Solomon.
I take another step back toward the door. Nasir follows, blade dragging on the floor. His smile slips marginally as irritation twists the corner of his mouth down.
“Taken care of?” I repeat, a new constricting feeling taking hold in my chest.
He tips his head toward me. “I believe you understand my meaning, Devonry.” His nose crinkles. “Lord Solomon, known for his bravery in war and battle, will find his own end tonight, if he hasn’t already. Slain. Murdered. Perished. Dead. That annoying gnat finally squashed and out of my way.” He turns and gestures back to my father’s body. “Not to worry, he’ll make an adequate scapegoat for this.”
“He is nothing like you,” I snap, uncommonly angry at Nasir’s insinuation. “Solomon would have never done something like this. No one will believe―
Something in Nasir’s eyes seems to shimmer in the darkness as he steps in front of me. A familiar sign. It’s not unheard of for royals and nobles of other countries to possess similar abilities as those from Rozentine. But that would mean…
“They will believe what I tell them to believe,” he says, reaching for me. His hand touches my arm and though I look down for a moment, my mind swirls with confusing realizations.
That glow isn’t natural. It’s almost otherworldly. As if he were … dear Gods, he can’t be Awakened, can he? He’s never mentioned any abilities. What is his power? What can he do? Why is he so confident that people will believe him? It’s hard to make out the color. My head fogs over the longer he gazes at me. Try though I might, I can’t tell which God has blessed him. They’re not gold like mine would be were I to be Awakened. Nor red like Solomon’s. It’s a strange amber and purple mixture, the brown of his eyes mixed into the newer colors with a disturbing coalescing that doesn’t seem natural the way it should.
Even as those thoughts consume my mind, another rises to the forefront.
Nasir isn’t going to let me leave. Whatever his intentions are, they revolve around me. This is about me and to see his plan through, he needs me. I scan the room for something, anything that might help me. It’s as I’ve always remembered it. The quaint fireplace with a couple of chairs to sit in and look up at my mother’s portrait. Large windows with thick golden curtains pulled closed. A wardrobe with two drawings stuck to the front that I’d made before I really learned how to create anything more than stick figures in triangular dresses. Beyond the almost sheer fabric of the partition a bed large enough to fit two parents and a child who was afraid of storms. None of it will help me now.
“I can see that you’re worried,” Nasir begins again. He releases me and I retreat to the fireplace, turning to face him once more. “I can assure you, Devonry, you have nothing to fear from me.” My hand finds the lip of the mantle above the fireplace as Nasir turns and leans his side against the post of the divider I’d previously occupied. “You can trust me.”
“You killed him,” I say, the words scraping my throat raw. “You killed my father, Nasir. Not Solomon.” My free hand balls into a fist against my chest to keep my heart from launching from its cage.
He shrugs. “A minor inconvenience,” he says. “It won’t affect things.”
Fury rises inside me and it's harder to fight the urge to scream in his face. Every inch of my skin flushes white hot. “His death is anything but a minor inconvenience.”
“King Vernon’s death―”
“Do not speak his name!” The words are ripped from my throat, full of anguish and disgust. “You―you do not have the right to utter any words as precious as his name ever again,” I seethe, fingers digging into the mantle.
Nasir’s smile falls away and he gives me the same look he would a poorly performing servant. “In time, you will get over this. You may even thank me.” His chin tips toward me.
Thank him? I’m supposed to thank him?
Still, despite what I believe is a look of complete disgust on my face, he continues. “You will be rid of my brother. I will stay here with you. You will have your Queendom and I will rule at your side. This friendship of ours can blossom into love.”
“Nasir, our friendship is over,” I say quietly. “It ended the second you murdered my father.” How does he not comprehend this?
Nasir shakes his head. Despite my words, his face remains soft—undisturbed. Gentle, even. It’s all a lie. “I saved you from a lifetime of misery with my brother,” he insists. “Once you understand all that I have done for you―for us―you’ll come to love me. If you don’t, then I’ll simply make you.”
Make me? He sounds so confident in his assertion. So unbending, I almost believe him and that’s far more terrifying than anything else at the moment.
“I…” I inhale sharply, my thoughts racing with what to say. “All of Rozentine will know of what you’ve done. If Bartoli doesn’t come for you first, I will see you executed for your actions, your betrayal. You’ve ended the alliance and you’ve slaughtered any feelings I might have had for you.”
Another little laugh, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. It's a hollow sound. Has it always been that way? “Funny thing to say for a girl who doesn’t believe in violence.”
Nasir knows me. He knows me in the deep way that only a best friend could. He knows that I’ve always sought to follow in my mother’s footsteps. Anti-violence. Anti-war. Hope. Prosperity. Love. Now, it seems so childish because I want nothing more than to wrap my own hands around his throat until the life eases out of him and he breathes no more. It’s a disturbing feeling, the thought of killing someone. And though the desire remains, it is tainted by the shame I feel. What would my mother think of me now?
“I will refuse you every day.”
“Until you grow tired, until you remember how perfect we are for each other. I’m a patient man, Dev.”
Dev.
Rubbing my temples, I scowl. “Stop it. Just stop, Nasir.”
One step closer. His sword scratches at the floor, the terrible reminder that he still holds all the power here. “Stop what?”
“Stop talking to me like we’re friends. Friends don’t do this. Friends don’t betray each other.”
Red footprints follow Nasir’s path. He comes forward and I back away. Away from the fireplace, away from him. Go, I need to go. I need to run. Skirts tangling at my ankles, I turn and sprint for the door. I barely make it to the chamber entrance when a heavy weight against my back presses me into the wood. My hand is crushed between my body and the door knob. A shocked gasp escapes my throat.
“Making a scene will be useless, I assure you.” He grunts and the door shakes as the sword is shoved into the grain. Two hands take hold of my shoulders, turning me back toward him. “Let’s sit by the fire and have some tea. Calm down before you do something stupid.”
It wasn’t long ago that his touch was reassuring, that the soft brush of his skin against mine was enough to make me blush and lean into him. Now it’s different. As Nasir trails his hands down my sides, fingers circling my wrists, it stirs something inside of me, something deep, dark, and angry. The violence of such emotions startles me even as they threaten to consume my rationality. It’s fresh and new—something I’ve never felt before.
I rip my wrists free from his grasp and push at the firm muscle of his chest, but he doesn’t move. Instead, he scowls. “Do not refuse me, Devonry,” he states coldly. “I am here to help you.”
“You’re mad,” I say. Swatting at his hands as he reaches for me again, a tear finally manages to streak down my cheek. “And a criminal.” A monster.
Pain blossoms into my cheek so sharp and unexpectedly that it takes me a moment to realize where it came from. With shaking fingers, I reach up and touch my face. I taste blood in my mouth and touch the pad of my finger to a fresh cut in my lower lip.
Nasir groans as if he is the one who has been hit. “Look what you made me do,” he snaps. “That never would have happened if you didn’t talk to me like that. You’re starting to sound like my brother.” Each word is squeezed through clenched teeth. I cup my cheek but his fingers find my wrist, dragging me away from the door, away from freedom. “You will sit here and calm down.” We stop at the two chairs before the unlit hearth. He points to a seat, dropping my wrist.
Another tear falls. I barely feel it, but I wipe it away nonetheless. Nasir does not deserve my tears. He does not deserve anything from me. I will not cry in front of him. Still, my shoulders shake. He growls when I don’t sit. Left with little else to do, I sink into one of the chairs and glare up at him.
Hands firmly planted on his hips, he stalks behind the chairs, pacing back and forth, mumbling under his breath. The sweat on his forehead gleams as he moves in and out of the candlelight. Several buttons on his shirt have come undone and part of his collar stands on end. Even when he smooths his hands down the front of him, he can’t seem to wipe away the messiness of his appearance.
Back pressed against the velvet chair, my vision blurs behind unshed tears. Acid twists inside of me. Sticky fingers of vomit climb their way up my throat. My body retches.
“I’m going to puke,” I manage, pressing a hand to my mouth.
“You’re―”
The door opens swiftly. Startling red eyes land directly on me. For a split second, my body melts with relief thinking Solomon is alive and has come to save me. I blink and realize Jacin stands there, instead, weapon at the ready, shock covering his face as he takes in the scene before him.
Panic hits me and I stand quickly, whirling toward him. “Jacin!” I scream. “Run!”
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SOLOMON
   
T here is no fear like that which brews inside of me now. A bubbling acrid torment corrodes within my stomach. If the feeling isn’t tempered soon, I fear it will make its way through my organs until it starts to eat away at my soul. Still, her name is a chant inside the confines of my skull.
Devonry. Devonry. Devonry. Devonry.
My charge.
Mine to care for.
My Princess.
If someone took her, I’ll never forgive myself. If someone hurts her, I’ll gut them and cut their flesh from their bones and relish in their cries for mercy. I will feel no remorse for the pain I will heap upon them. The Gods will never forgive me for what I’ll do to the person who holds her captive. I’ll know I’ve lost whatever place I may hold within the Afterworld because I don’t fear the unimaginable things I plan to do to those who may lay but even a finger upon her porcelain skin.
And if she’s gone―or Gods forbid, if she’s dead―then I have failed in my service to this Kingdom and I’ll spill my own blood across its stone.
The halls remain eerily clear and the sound of my boots slamming against the tile echoes back to me. I can hardly register the noise over the pounding of blood in my ears and my breaths. My jaw tenses so tightly that the tips of my fangs slide into the tender flesh of my lower lip. The taste of my blood mixes with the lingering tang of the assassin’s.
When I finally reach the king’s chamber, I hope to find it as I had Devonry’s. Untouched. Door still firmly closed. But the door is wide open.
The doorframe shudders as the full force of my moving body slams into it. My fingers curl around the edges until the wood groans under the force of my rising panic. Chest heaving, I scan from one wall to the other, finding the emptiness of life.
Where is Jacin?
I can smell the danger in the air. Every breath is haunted by the insidious aroma of blood. The desire to feed tightens in the back of my throat. Markings of red lead across the floor to the splatter of crimson across the translucent fabric that separates the room. My gaze drops to the pale body on the tiles.
In less than a heartbeat, blood is slick under my feet, then damp under my knees as I kneel next to the king’s lifeless corpse. I know life is no longer pumping through him, though I still press my fingers to his neck to feel for his pulse.
Without his friendly quirk of the lips or the full-spirited emotion behind his gaze, his face looks much older than his years. Wrinkles have settled around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Freckles mix with darker sun spots on flesh that droops from a once proud face. His friendly star-filled eyes stare blankly off into the dark shadows of his room. What was the last thing he saw before his soul was taken to the Afterworld? I try to follow his gaze. A few feet away rests his crown, the metal growing cold as it waits for the next ruler to claim it.
I slam my fist into the floor, needing the pain to mask the sorrow if only for a moment. Tension riddling my being, I stand and pull my sword from my belt. Only blood can pay for blood spilt.
The king may be gone but until I see the Princess’ dead body I will not stop. I have to steady myself against the bed at the thought of finding her in such a state. So I do my best to push the image from my mind. Devonry. Devonry. Devonry. Devonry.
“Lord Solomon.” The sound of a man’s voice brings me back to the present. I look up to find a guard, whose face is familiar to me, standing in the opening of the doorway at the opposite end of the room. His dark hair has been pulled away from his face and tied with a strap at his nape, revealing the telltale scar of Fenn Dolchet. The King’s personal Captain of the Palace Guard.
I stand from the King’s body. “Call the towers,” I start. “We have to warn…” My words trail off as the man steps further into the room and raises his sword toward me. His limbs tremble with barely repressed emotion and his lips are pulled into a tight line, but he swallows roughly as he continues to meet my gaze.
“Put your weapon down,” he commands.
“Excuse me?” I stare at him for a moment before the realization strikes me.
The doors are pushed further inward as several more men enter the King’s chambers. They take one look at the guard and then at myself, their faces morphing from confusion to horror as they spy the body behind me on the floor. Their emotions flow across their faces, and I can tell what they must be thinking.
I’m here now because of my own stupidity―covered in the blood of His Majesty, weapon in hand. I curse internally as I lift my hands, though I have not yet released my blade. “I am not responsible for this,” I state. “I came across the King myself just a few moments before your arrival.”
Four men. Four blades pointed toward me. Their unease is clear as day. I know what they must see. Not just the dead King, but me―with my Bloodlust clear in my eyes―blood staining my hands and a sword held over the body.
“Lay your sword at your feet.” The command is barked out with bitter fury.
These are men that I’ve trained with. Men that I have worked with and practically grew up with. These are friends. How could they think I am capable of this?
“Fenn, I did not do this,” I say, gritting the words out.
“Save your last words for the gallows,” one of the guards at Fenn’s back snarls. Betrayal is etched into every mark of their features, including their leader. It’s true, then. They truly have such little faith in me that they think I might harm the Kingdom I’ve pledged my life to.
I should feel abandoned by their lack of respect and faith, but I cannot blame them. Not with the scene presented to them. Still, I cannot let them stop me now. Not when there is still danger in the Palace. Not when Devonry is still somewhere within these walls―her life, no doubt, the next on the list of those to be taken.
Slowly releasing a breath, I lower my arms and then reach up to pinch the bridge of my nose. I make no move to drop my blade. There are two options in front of me. The first is to let them take me away and lose my chance at finding the Princess, at finding who is responsible for this assassination. Or two, fight my way out of this damn room.
Neither option is appealing, but the choice I must make is obvious.
My loyalty, in the end, is not for these men but for the royal family of Rozentine. I tighten my grip on my sword as the leather straps across my waist and chest tighten when I lean in their direction. I step forward.
“I apologize for what I am about to do, Fenn,” I say. “Truly. I wish things could have been different.”
“Lord Solomon, don’t―”
I don’t let him get another word out. My attack is quick and direct. The unit of his men shout as they span outward. My blade clashes with Fenn’s, our faces mere inches from each other in a split second.
“I would never kill King Vernon,” I hiss as sparks dance along the metal in our hands.
Fenn’s lips peel back into a snarl and he pushes harder against my blade. His men form a half circle, their bodies present in my periphery. Our blades release and another man attacks in Fenn’s stead. I whirl and block the strike, using my free hand to grip the man’s arm and then pulling him after me. I use his own momentum to throw him into another guard’s path. The two go down in a tangle of limbs, followed by shouting.
I’m already moving. Sprinting the last few feet until I’m upon them. In the same movement, I release my sword and yank two daggers from hidden sheaths at my lower back. Their swords swing and I hit my knees, sliding beneath the blades as I move.
My head bows backward as the blades cross above me, narrowly missing my throat. I grit my teeth, and the moment I’m through, I jump back to my feet and whirl to face the men that I’ve known for years―men that I’ve eaten with, men that I, myself, have trained.
I don’t want to hurt them, but I cannot let them stop me. I cannot let emotions cloud my judgment. I block one strike and slam the hilt of my opposing dagger into one man’s throat. His eyes bulge and he chokes, dropping his sword as he stumbles back.
Another sword falls upon me and I spin out of the way, crossing my daggers as sparks fly into my face. These men are courageous. They are smart and loyal, but worst of all―they are honorable.
I am not honorable.
Distracted by the force of my blades against his own, the guard doesn’t see the booted foot coming his way until it’s too late. My kick tosses the man back into his comrade and the two of them fall backward, carried by their own surge of power and the sudden strike. All that’s left is Fenn.
“Shit―” I hiss as the sharpened edge of Fenn’s sword crosses in front of me, nearly slicing my nose away from my body.
In training, I’d both commend and scold the fallen guards, but Fenn was patient. He waited until I’d fought off the others. Until he had me worn down, exhausted by the fight. Not that it will help him. With my Awakened abilities, exhaustion does not affect me nearly as much. I suck in breath after breath, muscles burning in a familiar way. The ache of battle slides through my veins and flesh, accompanied by the sensation of my strength swelling.
“Your strength cannot save you here, my Lord,” Fenn states as he points his sword at me.
“I am not responsible for this, Fenn.” I spit out the words once more, though there’s no hope that he’ll believe me. Even I have to admit, had I caught anyone else in a similar predicament, I too, would be hard-pressed to believe their innocence.
“Save your claims for someone who gives a damn!”
Fenn dives for me, and I turn a second too late as his blade cuts through my uniform and straight across my arm. With a roar, I drop both daggers and grab onto his sword, tightening my palm around his on the hilt before jerking back with my elbow. Bone and flesh crunch under my blow and the grip upon Fenn’s sword loosens enough for me to pry it from his hands.
Blood pours from Fenn’s face as he snarls at me and when he turns and makes a grab for my own fallen weapons, I fall on top of him. One arm circles his throat as my other crosses it along the side of his face, pressing my forearm up and into his throat. He struggles harshly for a beat, cursing until the air leaves him.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Truly, I am.”
Fenn’s red face molts into a darker, purplish hue. His eyes widen and his lips part as he curses me. “Bas-tard,” he chokes out. A moment later he collapses against me, his eyes sliding shut.
I know my apologies fell on deaf ears, but I meant them nonetheless. Gently, I lower my friend’s body to the floor and then step over it and the others as I gather my weapons, strapping them back to my body. I slide my sword into its sheath but maintain my grip on Fenn’s.
Guilt eats at my chest, but I cannot remain here. The Princess is still in danger.
My Bloodlust remains, coating my vision and making the tiles look dim and small. I shake my head as the red in my gaze pulses with the beat of my heart. My senses sharpen as I focus on the smudges of glowing scarlet upon the stone of the floor. Bloody footprints. Two pairs.
I start running, trailing their path.
Behind me, the scrambling of footsteps follows. I curse internally. I’d sworn I’d knocked them all out, but as I turn the corner—two more Palace guards appear.
“Lord Solomon?”
I don’t stop. Instead, I tear past them without a word. It’s only when I reach the end of the corridor that I hear the rasping, angry, and pain-filled voice of Fenn.
“Seize him! He killed the king! Don’t let Solomon get away!”
My ability charges through my blood, heating my insides. My speed increases, but it’s too late. The two guards and Fenn shout after me, alerting the entirety of the Palace. All too quickly, more guards pour from the woodwork. How ironic that they show up now when the King is dead. As if this was all staged.
I grit my teeth when I run into yet more along the outer corridors. Four I could handle. Damn, were these any other men but ones I trained myself and cared for and fought alongside, I’d more than handle them. There’s no way I can fight them all off, however. Not without killing them.
Two becomes four and four becomes six until there’s a good dozen or so, following me through the Palace. Still no sign of the Princess. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. I can sense her. Nearby. Her heartbeat pounds with fear. The sound of her breathing rushes in my ears. She’s alive, but terrified. My chest tightens with both relief and rage.
I don’t want to kill these men. They’re my countrymen. But something is obviously very fucking wrong and the closer I get to my target, the more seem to appear.
Air pushes from my lungs as muscular arms and the brunt of a shoulder collide with my gut. My eyes snap open and a snarl tears from my lips. Together, we lurch backward with only my strength to catch us. It’s been a while since my bare knuckles collided with a man’s face. The thrill of the contact shivers through me. Perhaps I had forgotten how much I love it. The heat of battle. The tension of who will win. The pain of every hit reminds me just how very alive I am.
One sharp turn of my torso and the solid kick of my boot and the man falls to the floor at my back. As he does, though, his hands lock onto my wrist, twisting the sword in my grip free. My mouth stretches as I feel my canines moving, sharpening.
Fuck. The Bloodlust pours heavily through me, setting my limbs on fire. If it’s a fight they want, then fine. It’s a fight they will get. From here on, it’s brutal and acute pain as my fist meets the bridge of a guard’s nose. I don’t need the violent snap to tell me that it’s broken. Nor do I need the bright line of blood that follows the cut of my elbow over his temple to tell me he’ll still be feeling that hit tomorrow.
There are no more words. Only feeling. Only violence. The very thing I know my charge to despise. It doesn’t matter. She may revile and condemn me all she likes; so long as she lives and breathes I will be the monster that protects her. Devonry is in danger, and this whole situation feels quite strange.
Something within me whispers quietly at the back of my mind. The nagging of a gut feeling. I’d stepped onto many battlefields and every one had their secrets. All of which I’d uncovered. This is no different.
What if this isn’t a misunderstanding after all? What if this is a setup? In all my years, especially those spent out on the battlefield, my instincts have rarely been wrong.
I spin, throwing yet another guard off as he attacks my back. Perhaps an honorable man would be insulted by the sneaky assault, but I can’t expect anything less from those who’ve taken the training of the House of Blood to heart. There is no honor on the battlefield. Only life and death.
Leaving the discarded stolen sword aside, I bound over the open railing of the outer corridor. A cloud of dust and dirt rises to me as I land on the other side. The bloody footprints have long since disappeared but the lingering scent of King Vernon remains as does my invisible trail and that of my target.
Other scents cling to the air. Something fresh and breezy mixing with something spicy and dark.
Devonry.
Nasir.
Fucking Prince Nasir.
I should have known that cocksucking bastard was behind this. The Princess had never sensed it, but I’d known he wasn’t quite as harmless as he portrayed. Underneath the ocean and land he’d crossed, there was the betraying scent of blood on him. Of wickedness and greed.
The trail leads me through the courtyard and past the dedication statues of the Goddess Aerea. Her stony gaze follows me, sending shivers of unease down my spine. This Palace that’s been a home, a prison, and so much more to me is nothing but a blur at the edges of my vision while I run.
I come to a frozen stop as a shriek pierces the air. One terrifying, soul shattering, utterly stomach-turning cry. It slams into my senses with such unwavering horror that for a second I’m brought back to the present. For the briefest of moments, my Bloodlust abates and the world flickers back to normal.
A heartbeat passes and it’s back. Crimson filling every crevice of my vision as I take off after the sound. It’s close. I careen around the side of the nearest Palace building, my boots sliding across the dirt and grass.
Clouds part around a moon that looks swollen and ripe, shining down on the scene before me. The somber glow of the night glares across the front courtyard, unknowing of the chaos it reveals. My gaze is drawn down the steps, across the green grasses, to the closed gates where she stands. Pale blonde hair catches on the whip of wind that flows between us, sending strands across the flush of her cheeks.
Devonry.
Her scent fills me, soft and feminine—like waves of the ocean caressing me. My body swells, my stomach churning as the blood rushing through my limbs burns. Fear creases her brow as she backs against the locked gates. Tears stream down her rounded cheeks. Before her stands Nasir.
Bartoli’s second prince is not alone, either. No, instead, he stands with a bloodstained sword in hand and two shadows at either side of him. His voice carries across the courtyard, slow and meticulous. Even and gentle.
She shakes her head hard, crying harder as she shivers in the cold of the night. Her tears streak down her cheeks that had, only a few hours before, been illuminated by the lights of the Palace throne room as she bowed before his Majesty and received her crown. Gray eyes glitter with resentment and dread. Only one thing brings brief reassurance. The man standing between her and the Prince. Jacin.
With his brow creased and his lips drawn tight in anger and pain, he heaves great breaths, panting and tensing as he stands before her. Fresh blood wells up from wounds on his arms and chest as he blocks the Princess from Nasir’s gaze. Not that the Prince appears to notice his presence. No. The entirety of his attention is on the woman behind my cousin.
A growl echoes up my throat, scraping through my vocal cords with the depth of its sound. Her head turns and even despite the darkness, her gaze finds mine. Every ounce of hatred that usually swims within the icy pools of that gaze is gone. Terror replaces the ire I’ve grown so used to.
And I fucking hate it.
I need her to look at me like I’m the worst man in the world. I need her bitter animosity. In no universe should she ever look at me like she is now. As if I’m the only thing standing between her and death. As if I am the last hope she’ll ever have.
Princess Devonry meets my eyes. Her expression flickers briefly from one of fear to relief and then more fear. She looks up at me like I’m her damn savior. An ache forms inside my chest. One I shove deep inside. Her relief and hope will pass and soon she’ll be filled with that same rage she holds just for me. Once she’s safe. Once I kill that bastard.
More guards pour from the stairs at the edge of the courtyard and on either side. Some are from the Palace, but there are more. Unfamiliar faces, guards wearing the white and gold of the Kingdom of Bartoli. They march forward, forming a half circle with none other than Prince Nasir at its pinnacle.
The shadows next to Nasir bleed back into the mixture of guards, and no one bats an eye. It’s as if they were there and then gone in mere seconds. I step forward. Between Nasir’s guards and the others approaching at my back, my options are quickly growing more and more limited.
If the guards believe that I’m responsible for the King’s death, I’ll be taken and tried.
Who, then, will protect the Princess?
Jacin’s face twists into a mixture of confusion and rage. He puts one arm out when Devonry takes a step toward me. Only then does he seem to realize my presence. Eyes turn on me, including that of Prince Nasir.
Pulling my sword from my belt, I step forward. A setup. That’s what this is. I can see the truth in Nasir’s smug grin. I intend to cut it from his face if it’s the last thing I do.
Jacin pushes Devonry back further until she’s completely shielded with the whole of his body. His lips split open, revealing fangs as he holds his sword up despite the shaking of his wounded limbs. My lungs inflate and fill with air. The pain of my bones as they stretch to accommodate my Awakened abilities is numbing. With every bounding movement toward the Princess, the knowledge that I’d been right settles upon me. My instincts warned me of Prince Nasir and he’s everything I’ve dreaded and more.
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DEVONRY
   
I ’ve never seen Solomon in his Awakened form, and I know enough of the Awakened to know that this is not his true final visage, but seeing him like this—battle ready—is startling. His flesh has turned dark and his eyes glow with an unnatural hue.
Solomon isn’t a small man to begin with, but somehow, he’s bigger. His body appears more imposing. Perhaps it’s my eyes playing tricks on me, but I swear he is simply more than he was before, towering above Nasir and the guards as he storms forward. When his gaze falls upon me, something in my stomach flips. My skin heats and my breath catches in my throat. His eyes rove my body, seeking something. Whatever it is, he seems to find it because in the next instant, the whole of his attention returns to Nasir.
Jacin’s arm touches my body, holding me back as he stands between me and the others. Despite the situation before me, relief floods through me, stealing away the darkest fear in my soul. The Palace guards—my father’s guards—all approach behind Nasir’s back and not a single one of them attack. Instead, their eyes all turn, accusingly, on Solomon.
But Solomon is here. He’s here.
Standing at the mouth of the courtyard as he is now, he looks almost as he had the night I’d finally realized he was my sworn protector and not just the boy who caught glowing beetles in a jar with me during late summer nights. Flaming red eyes, chest ravaged with breaths, and muscles tense. Only then, we were children. Teenagers who thought nothing bad could truly happen to them.
And though I’ve tried to forget, I know the truth. Solomon is not the boy I once knew. He’s the man I need, even if I hate the changes the battlefield has wreaked upon him. Now, I need them.
What a hypocrite I am.
“Release the Princess, Lord Jacin,” Nasir says slowly, regaining my attention. He lowers his sword and then sheaths it as if to prove he’s no threat. A bloom of pink stains his cheeks while the black strands of his hair are beginning to clump with sweat. His eyes hover over Jacin’s shoulder and meet mine. I glare back at him even as my spine presses more firmly against the courtyard doors.
Clutching the blade, Jacin keeps his sword poised. He doesn’t so much as shift as Solomon approaches while I can’t look away. Not for a second. With a locked gate at my back and men at all sides, I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.
“Why, so you can slaughter her like you did the king?” Jacin snarls with an audible snap of his fangs.
A smirk eases the severity of Nasir’s features. He steps closer as the guards all watch silently. Do they not realize what’s happened? Did they not hear Jacin? Why are they just standing there?
Nasir takes his time, only stopping when Jacin’s sword is a scant inch away from his chest. “You’ve got it all wrong.” His hand hovers over his heart. “I’ve come to save the Princess. I’m here to keep her safe. After all, it was her guard—your very cousin—who killed the King.”
“You lie!” I scream, lurching forward.
Jacin turns, holding me back. “Princess,” he hisses at me, but I shake my head.
“How dare you!” Raw emotion rips from my throat. “He would never betray Rozentine.” I turn my gaze to the guards. “What are you doing? Stop him!”
They exchange looks before glancing from Nasir to Solomon. Solomon’s low growl fills the courtyard.
“Oh dear,” Nasir says. “You poor thing. He must have used his ability on you.”
I blink. “What?”
Jacin curses under his breath.
Nasir spreads his arms wide. “The Princess has been possessed by Solomon’s powers!” he yells.
Horror fills me. They can’t believe him … can they? But no one moves. No one says a word to his defense. And as if he can stand this pompous display no longer, Solomon finally snaps.
Earth vibrates under me as he leaps across the space separating us. The cool metal bars of the gate soothe my too hot skin as they press into my back and side. A scream echoes up my throat as Jacin hovers over me, covering me with his body.
Solomon disappears from my view. Shouts rise up into the air. The sound of blades clashing shrieks through my ears. I flinch and whimper against Jacin’s chest. My heartbeat throbs in my head, muffling the sound of the fight beyond my guard’s body.
“Don’t move, Princess,” Jacin orders, but still, I go onto my toes—needing to see what’s happening. If not for my fear for Solomon, I might have closed my eyes. Not now, though. Not when I needed to see for myself the result of his change.
In the near distance, Solomon’s figure is bathed in blood, fury, and vengeance. He is a daemon amongst the living. He’s a blur of movement, the slice of steel, and the dying breath of men as one after another, the guards attack him.
The bloodthirst that possesses him is everything my mother taught me to stand against. Violence. Murderous intent. There is no quiet discussion here, no compromise, and most certainly none of these men allow me one moment to so much as speak up. I contemplate this as Jacin whirls around and lifts his blade.
I didn’t even notice the guards coming around the side of the battle before us as they approach Jacin and me.
“Stop it!” I hold my hand out as if my words can halt this whole ordeal. My words fall on deaf ears, though.
Sickness swirls in my stomach. The guards are wearing my family’s crests, but their attention to Jacin is anything but kind. They attack him without remorse. For the first time, I notice the bland expressions on their faces. They hadn’t looked like that when they had first entered the courtyard, had they? Now, they appear to be absent in mind. Their bodies are the only thing moving with any sort of emotion as they clash with Jacin.
“Devonry!” Solomon’s bellow breaks through the clash of metal. He’s closer. Though Nasir has pulled his blade.
“Solo!” I scream back. “Solo! I’m here.”
Jacin grunts as one of the guards cuts across his chest, delivering yet another wound. It’s too much. The scent of blood is all around me. How much death will there be tonight? The last image of my father spills into my mind. Pain hits my chest. Fear. Agony. Loss.
It all collides within me and there’s only one thing I can rely on.
“Solomon!” My voice rises into the night, catching on the wind and echoing off the courtyard walls.
To Aerea. To Levim. Any god that might answer my prayer—please.
Jacin lets out a grunt, sending his opponent's sword sliding through the grass and dirt. All it takes is one thrust and the last of his opponents is done. A body crumples, landing overtop another. Are they both dead?
A dark cloud rises from the earth in the midst of the battle. It swarms over the men’s legs and swirls in the air, rising higher and growing thicker with each passing second until it completely encompasses the group. My eyes scan the outside layer, searching, seeking, hoping.
Twin crimson orbs glow through the darkness and finally, Solomon appears. Scarlet rivers drip down his face, streaking his clothes. Blood coats his blade.
“We have to go.” My relief is short lived as Solomon barrels toward us. His fangs have since retracted, but his speed is much faster than normal. Cold air washes over the back of my neck and down my chest.
Jacin huffs and shakes his head. “Take her,” he says, nodding to me even as he pushes me into Solomon’s arms. “I’ll only slow you down.”
“What?” I turn and face Jacin. “No, we can’t leave you.”
Jacin grunts, reaching across his chest with his free hand as he tries to staunch the flow of blood on his upper arm. “I’ll get out,” he says. “Solo…”
“No,” I shake my head. “No. Solomon didn’t do this. Nasir did! I saw it!” Shouts echo out from beyond the black cloud. Grunts and swords clashing. They don’t even realize that Solomon has escaped. Is it a part of his ability? I look up at him. “Solo, I can tell them—
Solo growls low in his throat, stopping my words. “They will not listen.”
“They must,” I snap. I’m their Queen.
Solo’s hands grip my upper arms as he pushes me away and turns me to face him. “Did you see their faces?” he demands.
I nod as confusion spreads through me.
Solomon grits his teeth. “They are not themselves,” he says. “We cannot stay here. We must flee.”
Flee? As in leave? Leave the Palace? I shake my head again. No. No, we can’t. I’ve never… I’ve never been further outside of the Palace than Sanctus City. Where would I even go?
Fingers, so warm they sting like fire against my skin, tighten against my flesh. Solomon shakes me until more of my hair falls from its updo. “Devonry.” Solo’s voice is hard. “There is no talking your way out of this. If you want to live past this night, you need to listen to me. You will follow each of my commands, and I swear to you—Highness. Princess. I will ensure your safety. Do you understand?”
“But I―”
“Do. You. Understand?” Hot breath hits my cheeks as he grits out the words again. Another shake rattles my brain.
Fresh tears track down my cheeks. There are no words. Only shock and fear. This isn’t happening. It can’t be.
Solomon curses and drops his hand, leaving me swaying as I try to find my strength again. “Now, we run.”
“I will stay and fight them off,” Jacin states.
The world fades at the edges of my vision.
“No,” Solomon says. “Not with those wounds. Come with us.”
“You know as well as I do that I can’t.” His words push through gritted teeth. “The gates need to be opened.”
Beyond the cloud, a guard manages to escape. Swinging wildly, a Bartoli soldier steps from the quickly fading cloud. Jacin pushes past Solomon and me and before I know it, he closes the space between him and the man, sinking his fangs into his neck. Blood, tendons, and muscle all string between them when Jacin pulls away. A gag makes my body convulse. I turn away and almost drop to my knees. I would if it wasn't for Solomon’s arms closing around me, lifting me back up.
“Long live the blood,” Solo rasps, his voice low and strangled.
“Blood of Levim, blood of our House.” Jacin’s smile does not reach his eyes.
“Let’s go.” Solomon latches onto my arm.
Jacin says something more, but I don’t hear it. My senses are growing numb. The black cloud is getting clearer at the edges.
“—out of time. We have to go now.”
Solomon tugs me behind him. My silk covered feet slip across wet grass. Dew has set in but I know it’s more than simple dew coating the ground and that makes my steps falter. The heat of Jacin’s body is no longer at my side.
The gates are released and doors part, revealing the final layer of the Palace’s defenses. The outer ring of noble housing and beyond that, the lights far below into Sanctus City. Solo quickly surges through the narrow opening and turns to the side. He tucks me behind the manicured brush, keeping me close as we dip out of sight. His grip softens but never leaves me.
The heavy stomps of boots follow us. I sidle closer to Solo subconsciously, drawn to his familiar scent even now that it’s tinged with the smell of blood. My fingers tremble as I clench and unclench them in the fabrics surrounding my legs. Guards pour past us and down either pathway. I close my eyes and hold my breath.
Beat after beat passes. Solomon twists me into his arms and presses both of us further into a tall bush. Small yellow flowers brush my skin, the scent of them caught in my nose as my head is tucked under his neck, against the heat of his flesh. I’m only caught in the safety of his arms for a few quaking seconds.
Warm sweat slides down my back and through the space between my breasts as my clothes stick to my skin. It prickles against me as air fills my lungs and is pushed back out before I can register that I’ve managed a breath.
“Come.” Solomon’s voice is low, but firm as he rises from the bushes and yanks me after him. I stumble over the ground as I follow. The iron scent that stained every inhale lessens the farther we make it around the towering castle walls. Shouts rise up in chorus somewhere behind us. I pause and turn my head.
Solomon jerks against my arm, distracting me. “Don’t look.” He breathes the words out, his face caught in a grimace as he glances down at me.
I shouldn’t look. This one time I should heed his advice, but I can’t. Call it curiosity, call it responsibility, but whatever it is, it makes my eyes wander. My head turns over my shoulders as I look back.
Above the inner Palace walls, at the top, a familiar figure appears. Jacin. Covered in blood and open wounds, his eyes glow against the backdrop of the night. Those scarlet eyes of his flare and a shout of pain reverberates through the night as someone beyond calls out and arrows fly through the air.
They slam into him, through his shoulders, arms, and legs. There’s no avoiding them. There are too many. Jacin’s weight sags. Fangs elongated with a hiss. His eyes turn outward and meet mine even as far away as we are—I swear he can see us.
My feet falter. Solomon’s arms right me in an instant.
“Damn it, Devonry. I said don’t fucking look.” He was right. Oh Gods, he was right.
Fingers curl into my chin pulling my attention forward. Still, Jacin’s cry of pain echoes in my ears. Loss and grief reflect in the wide, desperate set of Solomon’s gaze. When his touch releases me and I’m once again tugged away, my head spins once more. My own shocked scream locks in my throat as a new figure appears before Jacin at the top of the castle walls.
Nasir.
With a sword, he stands over my friend, and without a second of hesitation, he brings it down, rending through Jacin’s body. Muscles shred to release a topple of organs over the wall, staining the stone in a bath of blood. His head lolls to the side, the vibrant light of life within them fading away.
Bile burns its way up my throat, filling my mouth. Somehow, I’m able to pull myself away as we round the building in time to hurl the contents of my stomach into a rose bush. Another wave of nausea hits as the image of Jacin remains etched behind my eyelids.
“Princess!” a feminine voice calls. That voice I know as well as my own. Sheza.
A firm grip takes hold of my waist. I’m already batting Solomon’s hands away and turning toward her call, her name forming on my lips. Her hands fist her skirts as she sprints across the lawn, sweeping me into a tight embrace.
“Oh, my Lady, I feared the worst.” Sheza pulls away, paling as she sees the blood on my gown. I have to fight the welling of tears that build in my eyelids even as my fingers sink into her clothes, holding onto her.
“We can’t stop,” Solo whispers. His chest rises and falls at a steady pace while my whole body shakes uncontrollably. His head is on a constant swivel trying to see everywhere at once.
“Sheza, w-we have to flee. Y-you have to—Nasir. He … my father. He’s dead.” My words spill out of numb lips, stumbling over each other as I release them. In the distance, the sound of men’s calls reach us. We’re not even outside of the final barrier. We’re not safe.
Sheza presses a palm to her lips as her eyes widen in shock and horror. Her gaze lifts to Solomon and whatever she sees in his face must tell her it’s the truth. Tears glitter in her familiar, soft eyes and she drops her hand, sucking in a breath. Her fingers grip mine, pulling them from her skirts.
“Then you must go,” she says. “Quickly.”
“Come with us,” I take her hands in mine, certain I can pull her along as Solomon has done to me.
“No.”
My attention snaps up to my escort.
“No,” he repeats. “She’ll slow us down.”
“He is right,” Sheza says quietly. “I will do what I can here. I’ll distract them.”
“Shez―”
“You must go,” Sheza interrupts. “The fate of our Kingdom is in your hands. My Princess, if what you say is true then you are now a Queen and you’re in danger here.”
“Trade her clothes,” Solomon demands. “Give her your garments. Now.”
I balk, but Sheza nods, understanding his meaning. Solomon guides us into a darkened stretch of garden trees as she pulls at the strings of her gown. There’s no time for arguing. Solomon’s rough fingers turn me away from him as he yanks at my own bindings, ripping them loose enough that the dress can be jerked down my body.
Cool air wafts over my naked skin. The heat of his palms on my body brings me somewhat back to the present. I would blush if I had time to before Sheza steps forward and thrusts her gown over my head. Her fingers move lightning fast as she laces me up and tightens everything before slipping my gown over her own body, loosening the strings as she goes to make it fit.
“Do I need to carry you?” Solomon asks.
Numb, I look up, my gaze settling on his face. Something dark lingers behind his eyes. An emotion I haven’t seen on him so plainly since he’d returned from battlefields in years past.
“No.” I wipe my sleeve over my mouth. “No, I’m fine.”
He nods. “Now you don’t stop until I tell you to. You run like your life depends on it, because it does.”
“Won’t they recognize you, too, though?” I ask, half dizzy with the rushing sensations rolling through me and the pain and loss and the chaos that continues all around us.
Solomon shakes his head. “They will likely be more focused on you,” he answers. “You’re their target. I would simply be the guard to get in their way.”
“What about Sheza—”
“I will be fine, My Queen.” Sheza’s voice is everything I don’t feel. Proud. Strong. Courageous. Solomon spirits me away from her and behind us, she steps out onto the path. She looks nothing like me, but the dress will give some people pause. It’s a royal gown for a royal daughter.
A daughter I am no more.
A Princess … I am no more.
Only a Queen on the run.
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SOLOMON
   
E arly morning light kisses the horizon, allowing only the slightest trickle of sunbeams to break through the trees. My vision pinpoints every shadow and flicks to any small suggestion of movement. My senses are on high alert. The slightest sound of a twig cracking under the Princess’ slippered foot causes my gaze to dart right then left. I clench my fingers into the sleeve of her sweat-drenched borrowed gown when she stumbles slightly. They’re the only thing keeping her steady.
Though our movements have slowed as the night has progressed, the sensation of being watched hasn’t abated. The knowledge that we’re being hunted keeps us moving. Every few hours, though, I leave her to rest and double back to make sure our tracks are covered. Were I alone, this journey would be far quicker, but for her … I look back and glance over her figure. Extra precautions need to be taken.
The hue of her pale hair is streaked with dust and dirt, appearing duller than I’ve ever seen it. Her expression is void of emotion, empty and almost lifeless as she walks alongside me, half stumbling as she numbly marches on. I’ve seen warriors that had gone without sleep for three days with more life than she shows. It’s disturbing.
The Princess hasn’t said a word in a long time. It is quite possibly the longest I’ve ever been in her presence with such silence. Her legs carry her forward, but her body sways under the exhaustion. Her features are drawn tight and there are dark shadows beneath her luminous eyes. Still, she continues, and a part of me has to wonder if it’s fear or something more that drives her. I’ve known her all my life, but even now, I find her thoughts more impossible to read than my enemy’s.
Despite her obvious exhaustion, we can’t let up. The distance we’ve managed to put between us and the Sunfire Palace—and Prince Nasir—does not ensure our safety. As long as he remains behind, no doubt spreading lies and false reports to explain the King’s sudden death, she will remain in jeopardy.
Upon the next rise of soil, my hand slips off of a nearby tree trunk and I hiss through my teeth as a cramp assaults my senses. My red vision and Bloodlust have long since cooled, but the effects of my abilities haven’t. Devonry continues, unnoticing. Thank the Gods. I push away from the tree and stomp forward, burying the pain as deep as I can manage. I’m still moving fast and have been for several hours. Unfortunately, the expended energy has caught up with me. It was bound to—another sharp pain stabs me in the stomach, wiping away all thoughts in my head but my ability to put one foot in front of the other.
The pain swiftly turns to nausea and saliva floods my mouth. My fangs slide forward, cutting out of my gums and pushing against my bottom lip. I’ve only ever experienced this kind of severe backlash during battle where blood and enemies were plentiful, but here and now, there is no one I can turn to. No one except the Princess and I would rather die here and now than admit that the only thing that can save me from this agony is her blood. No, instead, I turn my face forward and keep walking.
When she stumbles again, I reach back and grab onto her upper arm. She doesn’t comment, but her weight behind me shifts, a muffled squeak following my actions. I immediately force my fingers to release her and stop completely, turning back to face her. Weary, sleep-deprived eyes look up at me and see right through me for a moment before she blinks and true emotion returns to their depths. It’s the first fleeting reminder of the old Princess I’ve seen since we started running.
She takes another step forward and then immediately shrieks as her foot catches on a lifted root and her body topples into mine. A dark curse slips out as I catch her and slam my back into a tree, barely keeping both of us on our feet.
Dark circles frame her red-rimmed eyes. The scent of salty sweat and tears coats her body and the underlying floral smell of her is dampened by it. Devonry tilts her head up and scowls up at me as if her clumsy fall is my fault. My chest eases ever so slightly at the familiar irritation in her face. I was starting to think that her expression would be forever frozen in body numbing shock.
“Something wrong, Princess?” The taunting tone is usually one that gets her blood pumping. I’ve known her long enough to know it irritates her to no end. I’ll happily take her anger. At least it’s a form of emotion.
Her answer is a small growl. I suppress the urge to chuckle. Immediately trailing that small spot of amusement, though, is the even more overpowering feeling of guilt. Of shame. Of loss. I close my eyes as I push away from the tree and she from me. Silence descends between us once more, only briefly interrupted by the sounds of the animals in the underbrush.
The bubbling sound of a nearby stream appears to catch the Princess’ ear as she turns her head in its direction and without a word begins to make her way toward it. I follow, watching as she adjusts her steps to remain on her feet without my help.
Out here, in the wilderness, I see a new side to her that I’ve never experienced before. As long as I’ve known Devonry, she has always been a fragile creature. Sheltered. Hidden away. She knows not how to push her body past its woes. Yet, throughout the night, she has followed me—heeded my urgings and warnings—and escaped the only place she’s ever known. All without a word.
Her tears have long since dried, but her silence eats at me. My mind screams in rebellion. It is such a contrast to the sunny Princess I know. To her smile and sharp wit. Quick to release her temper—but only ever on me. Now, she’s more of a hollow reflection of that young, naive girl. This one is different—she has seen horrors that I wish I could erase from her memory.
Devonry breathes deeply as she attempts to go through a rough patch of sparkweed, sharp little barbs arching up from the ground covered in moss. I hasten my pace and catch up to her before she can make that mistake. Her slippered feet wouldn’t even make it halfway through.
The second my arms close around her and lift her away from the dangerous weeds, she stiffens. I pause, waiting for her to start battering me with her little fists and demand I release her, but she doesn’t. Instead, she calmly waits until I can carry her over the plants and let her down along the edge of the creek.
No words are spoken as she moves away from me the second I let her go. My fingers tingle with the reminder of her warmth and I want to yank her back into my arms, to remind myself that she’s still here. That she’s alive.
This quiet resilience is something I never knew she was capable of.
There is a steely determination in her movements as she marches at my side. The edges of her gown have muddied and tattered in our escape―not to mention the staining of blood on her skin. Devonry’s hands fist in her dress as she reaches the water.
The gentle flow of the current tells me that it likely comes from a nearby forest lake. It flows back and forth in slow, easy movements. Devonry goes to her knees at the water’s edge and reaches forward. She cups the liquid in her palms and brings it to her face to sniff.
“Don’t drink it,” I tell her. “It needs to be boiled before you do that or else you could get sick.” Her hands remain lifted to her face as I stride up behind her. I can see the reflection of her face in the small pool of water cupped between her palms. “We should reach our destination by tomorrow morning,” I continue, gentling my tone. “I promise you, Princess, you won’t perish from thirst or hunger before then.”
The liquid ripples as she lets it go and sits back on her heels. She laughs, the sound of it echoing up the trees and across the water. It’s a harsh, unfamiliar sound. Certainly not a laugh she’s ever released before. It makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.
“I think I would have rather perished in the same way as my father,” she says after a beat.
I freeze as violence, the likes of which I’ve never known, invades my veins. Is this an attempt at humor? “I am not amused, Devonry,” I bite out through gritted teeth. “Do not speak like that again or I shall have to take you over my knee.”
The corners of her mouth stretch into a tense smile. “I think you’d like that,” she replies. “So, I guess I’ll have to keep from saying as much aloud again—if only to get you to keep your hands to yourself.”
I go to my knees alongside her and cup a handful of water, tossing it over my face and down my neck to cool the rage inside. It does little to help, but at least it gets me closer to her. “Is that what you want, though?” I ask. “For me to keep my hands to myself?”
No matter the heat of the day, the humidity will still be suffocating. At least this water has a chill. A moment of silence passes and I almost pray to the Gods for an answer that I’ll actually like, but of course, they must not be listening.
“It wasn’t a jest.” Devonry stands as she speaks, returning to the original topic. Her hands tremble at her sides, and I watch as she looks down at them. She stares at her slender fingers, lifting them closer to her face for inspection as her brow creases, forming a little v. “Perhaps that really would have been best. For me … for you.”
My reflection in the water stills. “Death is never a joke,” I say. “Your death would solve no issues. Not of mine and not of Rozentine. You’re simply tired and sad.”
“Sad?” Devonry tips her head back to look at the top of the forest where the trees separate over the creek bed we’re in and the sky above grows brighter by the minute. “Sad is an inadequate description of how I feel, Solomon. Sad is an emotion. What I am is…” Her words drift off and I know it’s because she has no way of describing how she’s feeling.
I can imagine what she is. I’ve seen it before. In the looks of women’s faces as they stand in the broken doorways of ravaged villages ruined by disease and war. Emptiness. Hollowness. Devastation. If fate had been left up to me, she would have never known her current state of being. Unfortunately for both of us, fate is for the Gods to decide, and often when their mortal kin needs them most, the Gods are unavailable.
The same is true now. As much as it makes me pity her—all she has right now is me. A cruel twist of fate indeed.
Unlacing my boots, I set about scrubbing blood and mud from them. My clothes and body are drenched in sweat but are minimally cooled by a slight gust of wind. I’m so focused on flaking away every crimson mark that it takes me a minute to notice Devonry has gone silent once more. I lift my face from my task only to find her head cradled in her hands, shoulders shaking.
An invisible arrow pierces my chest. She’s crying. What, in the name of the Gods, am I supposed to do?
“Princess.” I stand and reach for her, but she moves back so abruptly, stumbling slightly sideways toward the water’s edge as if she fears my touch. It’s such a fast movement that for a moment I wonder if she’ll topple right into the river—that would be very damsel in distress of her, fitting of the woman I know.
She stops herself just in time, though, and ignores my call. Instead, she begins jerking at the corset strings along her lower back. Her movements are sharp and uneven, as if she’s in the midst of a panic. I blink in shock and my lips part as I stare, confusion sliding through me. She reaches up and yanks some of the ribbons from her hair—the ones still remaining. Blonde hair cascades over her shoulder, glimmering like moonlight in the darkened forest. Her fingers move back to the laces of her gown—Sheza’s gown—and she continues yanking them loose.
It isn’t until the sleeves of the dress begin to fall along her arms, gaping forward, revealing soft flesh and the top curve of her round breasts that I burst into action.
“What are you doing?” I bite the question out as the desire to reach for her overwhelms my better instincts. I jerk forward, meaning to grab onto the top of her gown and yank it back up to cover the soft, creamy flesh she’s revealing. Before I can even graze her, however, Devonry moves back and cuts a glare my way that has my blood sizzling in my veins. My nails sharpen and stab into my palms as I clench my hands into fists to resist the urge to reach for her once more.
“I’m covered in blood,” she snaps. Her movements quicken, growing sharper—almost frantic. “His blood. I can’t—it’s all over me, and I can’t—I need—I need it off!” Her voice rises in pitch, growing more and more panicked. She growls in frustration as a ribbon from her hair falls into her face. She doesn’t bother to gently remove it. No, instead, she reaches up and yanks it out—tearing out several strands of her hair in the process.
My nails retract, blood drips from my hands as I loosen my hold. It’s difficult to maintain a calm facade in the face of her nakedness as Devonry begins to shed her dress. She pulls the sleeves down and then all of the way off before shucking the fabric down her legs. She stands there, in nothing but her underclothes, a nearly see-through shift dress that molds to her frame, shaking and trembling as she closes her hands around her upper arms, rubbing them up and down furiously.
Shadows pass over her face as she begins to scratch at the flecks of long since dried blood on her arms. “It’s disgusting.” She hisses the word. “I’m…”
I take a step forward as the layers of the gown drift down to her feet and she kicks it all away like it’s offensive. “Devonry.”
If she hears me, she doesn’t respond. She begins to peel away her underclothing, reaching down and gripping the hem of her shift to pull it up and over her head. I should look away, but I don’t. I can’t. It makes me a bastard, but my eyes are locked on her. Even with the memories of the night before and the knowledge of what she’s going through in her mind, my groin tightens. I clench my teeth as a fresh wave of desire spills into my blood.
Secret words in the back of my mind beg me to take her. Help her strip the last of her barriers away. Remove her clothes. Pull her to the wet soil beneath our feet and make her forget it all. I could, and perhaps she would let me. Perhaps she would welcome the act and take it for what I want it to be, a distraction from the inevitable. It would be so sweet, I know, to drive my cock into the wet virginal recesses of her body and take what I’ve always wanted. What I’ve known is not mine to have. Nothing is stopping me here.
Out here in the wild, there is no royal decree. No noble etiquette. It’s survival of the strongest and there’s no doubt who that is. Base, animalistic urges swarm me. A hunger that pierces my insides. Red descends over my vision. I take another step forward, not even realizing how close I’ve drawn to her until she pauses and looks up, her shift pulled up to her thighs.
Almost—so fucking close to the place I want to see. The hollow that I can only see in shadow through the thin, flimsy fabric. I half expect it to be shadowed by darker hair down below, but no—Devonry’s hair is the palest shade of white blonde, so of course the hair below is the same. It must be. Still, I crave to find out for sure.
“Solomon?” Her voice snaps me out of whatever monstrous being has overtaken my mind. The red recedes and I blink back at her. “Aren’t you going to turn around?” she asks.
Her question finally drags my gaze up from her body to her face. Tears track the dirt on her cheeks, but the blood, the blood is very much still there. I swallow roughly and grit my teeth as I shake my head. “Who will ensure your safety if I am looking away?” I ask, arching a brow.
Devonry’s petal pink lips press together in a mutinous line as I lift my hands in a surrendering motion. I move backward, taking slow and careful steps to over exaggerate my lack of threat. The truth is, to her, I’m the most dangerous thing out here—not that she will ever know that. When my back is flush against a tree, I stop and cross my arms, leaning lazily against it as I wait for her response.
“I suppose the birds and the fish, maybe even the Gods above,” she replies. “Now turn around.”
I give her an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Princess,” I say. “I can’t do that.” It’s true that I need to watch her to keep her safe—there’s no telling what swims in the creek bed or what could be lurking around us—but at the same time, I sense nothing. No monsters or threatening creatures in the vicinity could hold a candle to me, even as weary as I am. But if I can’t touch her, then at the very least, I can set my eyes upon her skin. It would let me know that she is truly unharmed.
Her nose wrinkles as her tone hardens. “Are you trying to disgrace me? I am a Princess of Rozentine, Solomon. When I order you to turn, I mean it. Or would you like to be considered a traitor of the crown as well?”
Hot anger burns low in my gut. My smile falls and I can feel my muscles tighten as I straighten away from the tree at my back. “Princess.” Her hands fall as I speak and she lets the hem of her slip go until it falls to her ankles once more. “My life is devoted to you. Your safety is important. I am not doing this to rob you of dignity, but to merely ensure your safety.” I’ve given up everything to see that she is alive, and there are no regrets about my actions. None. I would go back and do it all again if it meant she remained safe and living.
Tree leaves rustle as a morning breeze blows through, lifting the fabric of her slip and shoving it against her frame. Once more, she crosses her arms over her chest and rubs her arms. Her eyes turn down to the ground and with a voice much smaller than I’ve ever heard from her, she whispers, “Please, Solo…”
Fuck. I grit my teeth and close my eyes, reaching up to pinch the bridge of my nose as a pounding ache slams against my temples. I suck in a breath and count down for several seconds before finally reopening them.
“I will turn around to allow you to undress and enter the water. Once you are up to your shoulders, I will turn back to watch,” I state. When she opens her mouth to protest, I hold up a hand. “I do not take my job lightly, Princess. This is all I am willing to give. Either you accept it or put your dress back on and we keep moving.”
As if she realizes the seriousness of my words, Devonry nods slowly in acquiescence. Her expression reflects one of acceptance. I blow out a breath and turn from her. “Hurry.” I bite out the word.
The sound of fabric shifting and falling replaces the silence. I lean heavily upon the soles of my feet as I listen to her. Water splashes and small whimpers escape her lips when she realizes just how cold the wild waters are. Nothing like the heated baths from the Palace that she’s used to. She doesn’t complain, however, and I wait another few seconds before peeking back to see her turned away from me with her body nearly completely submerged.
I turn to face her and cross my arms. After last night, my bones are laced with weariness and sorrow that cannot be ignored. With King Vernon gone, she is all this Kingdom has left. Whatever story Nasir has concocted will likely not be enough to hold together the nation for the long term. Rozentine is devoted to its Gods, and no one but those chosen by Aerea, her descendants, are permitted to rule over this land.
The people will fight back. Eventually, they will rebel. Until the crown is returned to its rightful heir and owner, Rozentine is bound for desolation. So, until things are settled—until I can find a way to return Devonry to her throne—I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her. Even if that means more tongue lashings from a pampered, haughty, Princess.
Cocking my chin, I shift my eyes over the pale expanse of her back as Devonry cups handfuls of water and scrubs it over her slender limbs. She shivers in the icy waters but doesn’t make any sounds other than a few quiet hiccups as she washes away her own sweat and the blood that flakes her skin. Delicate lines shape her body. She moves back, more of her body lifting from the surface until her narrow waist is above the water, sending ripples over the surface. When she turns ever so slightly, I catch the swell of her breasts, the rose pink hue of her tight little nipples as they pucker in the chill of the water. My throat tightens.
Fucking Gods. She is divine.
Her eyes find mine over her shoulder. Time slows as the two of us hold our gazes, caught in this new and daunting territory. I’ve seen battle. I’ve witnessed death firsthand and dealt it when it suited my needs and those of my King and men. Yet, I fear my own body’s reaction to seeing Devonry undressed more than anything.
The feelings filling my soul drive me into a dark place in my mind. One full of fear and distrust. So, I retreat to the only place I know well enough. The comfort of irritation and hate.
“You look like a drowned rat,” I tell her.
Devonry’s gaze narrows into a glare. “At least I don’t act like I have a sword shoved up my ass.” I blink as the curse slips from her lips. She turns and begins scrubbing once more. Spots of crimson wash from her skin.
“You think I act as if I have a sword shoved up my ass?” I repeat.
The things she’s seen tonight. The visions she’s witnessed. The brutality of death and war and greed. I had hoped it would never reach her. Perhaps I was too naive myself. An exaggerated sigh leaves me. She is not another soldier on the field used to violence and loss. Nor is she a peasant who understands the difficulties of their status—rampant diseases, starvation, and death from the elemental extremes this world has to offer.
So, I’ll distract her then. My hands go to my belt and I begin to loosen it. She’s not the only one who requires a wash.
“I don’t think,” she snaps back. “I know.”
I hum in the back of my throat as I toss my belts and sheathed sword along with them onto the edge of the water. The clanking of metal and leather reaches her and she turns to glance back at me. “What are you doing?” Her mouth gapes open as I strip my tunic over my head, peeling up the sweaty fabric away from my sore flesh, and drop it to the shoreline. My hands go to the front placket of my trousers as well.
Pink stains her cheeks. “Stop!” she squeals out, half shouting.
“Stop what?” I ask, unable to stop my lips from twitching in amusement as I yank my trousers down, stripping off my boots with them, and toss the whole of my things into the same pile as my sword.
“You know exactly what!” Her voice takes on a shrill note. “You can’t come in here. I’m bathing!”
I ignore her words and wade into the creek along with her, the water rising to my shins and then my hips until my lower half is completely submerged. Devonry remains facing away from me, her shoulders turning the same shade of pink as her face had.
“You made me realize that I need to bathe as well,” I tell her. “What better way to hurry this along than to do it together.”
“No.” She shakes her head. “We can’t. You—you can’t be in here.”
“Do you think I’ll attack you?” I ask, curious. Of course not, she wouldn’t think that. She wouldn’t know of my deepest, darkest desires. “Are you frightened of me, little Princess?”
Devonry doesn’t answer for a long moment. Then she turns, her palms and arms crossed over her front to cover her delicate skin and flesh from my eyes. My mouth dries up.
Never has there been a more perfect form in the shape of a woman. Never have I laid my eyes upon a Goddess. Not until this moment. I’ve lain with women. Fucked my way through a brothel or two and still never felt this level of heated want. Only an open, aching emptiness that I was missing; that one singular piece of myself that would finally allow me to be whole.
Despite her obvious embarrassment, Devonry tilts her head up and juts her chin out. It’s as if she can’t stop herself from defying me. At least she hasn’t lost herself completely to her grief. That is a comfort. “I don’t fear you, Solomon,” she says. “I never have, and I never will.”
Oh, but she should. She should fear me. If she only knew … I wade through the waters, the liquid sluicing over my skin and I see the way she sways back, eyes jumping nervously from me to the bank.
“Wash yourself, Princess. We’ll have to be moving on soon,” I say.
“Not until you get out,” she says.
I shrug, turning away from her as I begin to scrub my arms. “Suit yourself, then.” I lift the water I cup in my hands and let it drain over my muscles, cleaning the wounds I sustained in the earlier battle. The skin around the cuts in my body tightens with each movement, but one thing about my Awakening is that it heals them faster than any medicine ever could.
“You’re really not going to get out and leave me be?” she demands.
Beneath the water, my cock rises. I take another step, my feet squishing through the mud underneath the surface as I slide deeper beneath the surface, hiding my arousal.
“Play the scared little mouse all you like,” I tell her. “You’re not the only one who wishes to be clean.”
“I’m not—” The Princess’ words cut off abruptly and the soft growl full of feminine rage echoes over the water’s rippling surface. I’m sure she has more she wishes to say, but instead, she moves through the water, sliding away from me as fast as she can.
“Don’t go too far,” I warn her. “Stay within ear and eyesight.”
“Nothing is out here,” she snaps.
Though I know her angry retort to be true. I wouldn’t let her stop and bathe here if I thought enemies were waiting nearby, I still taunt her with the possibility that she could be wrong. “Are you sure about that?”
Several paces away, her jerking steps come to a halt. She glances back over her shoulder, brow creased in apprehension. “Do you hear something?” she asks.
I lift a shoulder in a casual shrug as I continue to wash off the blood from my skin. Her eyes turn to the vast forest, moving back and forth as if she’s hoping to see and find something. She doesn’t, and after several minutes, she finally returns to her quiet bathing.
“You’re exasperating, Solomon,” she mutters.
“Only for you, Highness.”
“Ugh, lucky me.” Her caustic words are a boon to my ears. I can’t help pressing for more.
“I’ve never met a royal with a mouth such as yours,” I tell her with a small chuckle. “In war, any soldier that spoke to a commanding officer the way you speak to me would be flogged.” Another breeze rips through the trees.
“You think yourself my commander?” She looks back with another glare. What makeup had been on her face is now nearly scrubbed clean, and she appears as innocent and youthful as a child. At least, she might were it not for the fullness of her chest and the length of her curves.
The edges of my lips slide into a smirk. “I think it’s clear you need guidance.”
“The only guidance I need is away from you,” she replies snidely. “Or perhaps, you need the flogging.”
“Shall you lift the whip yourself?” I ask. “With those delicate arms of yours?”
My mockery makes fire dance in her eyes. “Maybe I will!” That fire eases something inside of me and lets me know that she’s at least not completely gone. She’s still Devonry. Though Nasir’s betrayal will likely send our current world into an era of blood and peril, it will not destroy her.
I lift handfuls of water and let it descend over my scalp, drenching my face in the iciness. “You will need far more strength than what you possess now to take me down, Princess,” I tell her, gasping through the chill. I turn and face her, catching her gaze as it lowers down over my chest. “Wash the sins from your body, Princess,” I tell her. “Wash the darkness away”—I step back toward the shore—“then I shall find us something to eat and a place to rest for the night.”
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DEVONRY
   
W arm afternoon light pours in through the thicket of branches above. The day's heat clings to the air, thick with moisture, and lays heavily on my skin like a wet blanket. Sweat drips from my brow to be eaten by the sparks of fire that Solomon started sometime in the early morning. My eyes droop as I stare into its depths. Exhaustion clings to my limbs, but every sound sparks an anxiety I’ve never known before.
I feel watched. Hunted. Preyed upon.
I press my lips tightly together, eyes flicking up to where Solomon sits before the fire, stabbing a long stick into its center as sparks and ashes fly up under his ministrations. The thick tree root beneath me is rough and unusual. My eyes are drawn to my surroundings as I take in everything. I’ve never been so far outside of the Sunfire Palace. The forest is like a whole new world to me.
The neckline of Sheza’s dress gapes in front of me. I pick at the fabric, darkened with my perspiration, and wipe my forehead with the sleeve of the gown. Silence stretches with only the hissing of flames when something drips from the rodent-like creature Solomon hunted and is now roasting for a meal.
Solomon’s eyes bore into the side of my face, hard with intensity. Despite the heat of the fire and our surroundings, I shiver under the weight of his stare. The quiet between us is something I’m uneasy with. Yet, at the same time, there are no words that come to my lips. Nothing to break the monotonous silence.
I hate it.
I’d rather he talk. I’d rather bicker and fight than stay in this dreary silence, but no words come. Nothing can be said that will change the emotions wrapped in my chest. The agonizing memories that play at the back of my mind every time I close my eyes even for the briefest of moments. Solomon, as different as we are, and as frustrating as he is—always so staid and overprotective, like a constant shadow tracking me everywhere, never letting me out of his sight—is my one constant. Though I doubt I’ll ever be able to admit it aloud, having him here with me now fills me with gratefulness.
His presence reminds me that I’m not alone. Not in body and not in my grief.
Solomon shifts forward, drawing me out of my thoughts as he grimaces as if he’s in pain. Is he? I wonder. I thought his abilities made his wounds heal faster. When he’d gotten naked in the creek with me, I hadn’t seen more than a few cuts and bruises. The reminder of his nude form makes my cheeks heat with a new kind of fire.
I swallow harshly and quickly glance away when Solomon looks up once more. I stare at the hunk of animal meat upon the stick he pulls from the fire with as much attention as I can muster. It’s ruined, however, a moment later as he stands up and closes the distance between us.
“Eat.” The word is a command, not a question. He hands me the stick. I take it in my hand but stare at the half-bloodied meat. It looks cooked—mostly—but it’s certainly nothing I’ve ever put to my lips before.
My head tips back and I look up at him. For a brief second, his crimson eyes glow and then fade almost immediately the second he yanks his gaze away. “I don’t intend to carry you for the rest of the journey,” he says. “You need to eat.”
“What about you?” I ask.
A twig snaps under his boot as he moves away, pausing long enough to look back as his lips pull into a half smile. “Are you worrying about me, Princess?” he asks.
I can’t help the scowl that overtakes my face. Pompous ass. “Of course not,” I snap. “I was just pointing out that you’d only caught one … erm…” I turn the meat hunk over in my hand. “Animal?”
Solomon’s low laugh is quiet and deep. It rolls over my ears with a familiarity that cuts through the numbness in my limbs. My eyes prick with unshed tears. Before he can answer, I lift the hunk of meat and sniff it. Something to distract from the roil of emotions swarming my insides.
“I don’t know if I can actually eat.” My voice sounds hoarse, unfamiliar. I cough and try again. “This hardly even looks edible.”
“I don’t know when you’ll be able to eat again,” Solomon says. He turns and moves back toward me, going to his knees in the dirt. His fingers find my wrist. Lightning dances up my arm until my heartbeat is pounding inside my ears. As soon as the feeling travels through me, it is gone. Nothing more than a figment of my imagination or some spark of static. He lifts the stick toward my mouth. “Eat it."
“Okay,” I mumble.
Solomon’s expression tightens, his laughter gone. A beat passes between us as I lean forward and bite into the unseasoned meat, tasting nothing.
“It’s going to be alright.” Solomon’s words sound like a promise, an oath. I close my eyes as I swallow the food in my mouth. With my eyes closed, though, worse images travel through my mind. The reminder of Jacin, of Sheza. Of my father. My eyes reopen and meet his. “Eat and then rest. I’ll let you sleep for as long as I’m able, but we can’t stay here for too long. There’s still a ways for us to go.”
I don’t reply. There’s nothing more to say. He’s right. We can’t stay here. It’s not safe. My eyes focus on the smoke of the dying fire, watching it drift up into the sky. I bite, chew, and swallow, repeating the motions of eating.
“How is it?”
My lips are numb. “Awful,” I lie. In reality, I have no idea what it even tastes like.
“There are worse things in the world,” he replies.
I continue to eat until the hunk of meat in front of me is half gone and my insides are uncomfortable. I taste nothing. I feel nothing. Only hollowness. Only sadness. Only emptiness. I don’t say a word as I pass off the food to Solomon once I’m done. My eyes burn as he consumes the rest and I stare, unseeing, into the fire.
A part of me wants to ask Solomon … Why? Why did this happen? Why me? Why my father? Why Jacin? What’s going to happen now? To me? To us? To Rozentine?
But most of all, I want to ask him … why did you save me?
I want to cry. The desire is buried beneath my flesh, scratching at my insides. Yet, my eyes remain dry. They fill and refill with tears but none fall. I blink, trying to force them out, but they don’t come. They remain trapped inside. Does that make me a bad daughter? I watched my own father slaughtered, and yet, I can’t shed a single tear.
“Solomon.”
The shift of dark hair slides back as he turns his head at my call. My lips part and I try to squeak out a word—a question—something. Anything. Nothing comes.
Solomon sighs and stands as he tosses the now picked clean carcass of the animal he cooked into the fire before lifting his booted foot and smothering out the embers. “Rest, Princess,” he says. “Just close your eyes. I’ll wake you when it’s time to go.”
I inhale sharply and scrub both of my grease and dirt smudged hands down my face. “You’re the worst,” I mutter. I don’t know why I say it. I should be grateful. I should be kind. Of all the people in this world, he’s the one who sacrificed for me. He saved me. But this—our mutual animosity toward each other—it’s familiar. It’s safe.
Solomon doesn’t refute my words. He merely finishes his task and then pulls off the leather overcoat of his soiled uniform and tosses it into my lap. “I know,” he replies. “Now, sleep.”
I pull the overcoat up and wrap my arms around it, burying my face into the thick fabric. I turn away, climbing behind the wooden log I’d been sitting on, and lie on my side amidst the leaves with his coat clutched against my chest. Despite the blood and mud, it still smells like him. Maybe that’s what finally breaks me. The scent of Solomon.
Whatever it is, as I close my eyes, I fall asleep with fresh wetness soaking my cheeks. The exhaustion, however, doesn’t help. All it does is catapult me directly back into the darkness that’s now carved into my memory.
BLOOD. It is soaked down the front of my dress, sticking the fabric to my flesh like a new skin. I lift my shaking palms to my face and see more of it. Everything else remains in a disturbing scene leeched of color. The only blotch of vibrancy is the blood that is everywhere.
I follow it into the darkness as my heart pounds in my ears. I know what I’m bound to find. The memories aren’t gone, yet here—in this dream … in this nightmare—I hold no power. I’m yanked along on the string of fate to find the truth.
My father lies upon the ground of his chambers face up this time with his eyes open and more of that vile, red liquid dripping from his lips, creating a cavern in his chest where a sword sticks straight up. I open my mouth, but my scream remains locked inside.
Arms slide up from behind me, circling my middle and pulling me into a hard chest.
For us, Devonry. My Princess. My Queen. You’re mine and now … no one can keep us apart.
Vomit threatens to spill out at his words. I shake my head back and forth.
No. This isn’t what I wanted. This wasn’t how tonight was supposed to go.
My father … he was never supposed to die like this. We were supposed to be safe.
Our friends—my friend … Nasir.
This is all for you, he continues. This is what you wanted. You did this.
No, I didn’t. I never wanted this.
Stop. I try to speak, but my words are swallowed up by an invisible wind. The image of my father, lying unmoving before me. The arms surrounding me. It’s too much. I fight against it. Struggling in Nasir’s grip. Stop! No! Let me go!
Never. I’ll never let you go, my love. You’re mine. Come back to me, Devonry. He can’t save you. He can’t protect you. You’re meant to be at my side. Return to where you belong, my darling.
I fist my hands, pounding against him. I kick. I scream. I fight with everything inside of me exploding outwards until my mind is a shattered mess. Until the vision of my nightmare changes and the dream world fades.
“DEVONRY! WAKE UP!” Hands grasp my arms, shaking me. “Wake up!”
Gasping, sobbing, and shaking hard enough to tremble the leaves beneath me, my eyes burst open. Horror descends over me as I realize that the nightmare’s black and white image hasn’t disappeared. The blood is gone, but everything remains gray with a new hint of gold.
Solomon hovers over me, his brow creased as he shakes me again. My lips part and I suck in breath after breath. Solomon. Not Nasir. It’s Solomon.
I reach out, latching onto him. My nails sink into the hard muscles of his forearms. He blinks, realizing that I’m awake, and lifts me from my prone position. He turns, directing me into his lap as he crosses his legs and holds me against his chest.
“It was a dream,” he whispers. His warm hand strokes my spine. Up and down and back again. He rocks me back and forth like a child. “Nothing more. Just a dream.”
The gold haze on my vision fades until the colors return. My trembling doesn’t cease, though. I open my mouth but a fresh sob catches me by surprise, slipping free. Shame slams into me. My palms land against Solomon’s chest and I push back. I’m sure he’s just as wrecked inside as I am. Jacin hadn’t just been his cousin, he’d been a friend. Now, he’s gone. I’m not the only one who lost something last night. I shouldn’t—it isn’t right that I force him to give me comfort when he likely needs it himself. It makes me weak, too, that I can’t offer it to him because there’s simply nothing left in me to give. Not when the whole world feels as if it’s crumbling around me. Unfortunately, however, there’s no release from Solomon’s grasp. He merely sighs and drags me harder against him, tucking my face into the crook of his throat.
The sound of his blood rushing through his body, and the beat of his heart fills my ears. Knowing that he’s alive, that I’m alive, and that—despite everything—we both made it out is a relief. As much as I don’t want it to, feeling him so near, the gentleness of his touch calms me. My racing heart slows until I can feel something other than the bone deep fear that overtook me.
A wide masculine palm cups my skull, keeping me anchored to the familiar body beneath me. “It was a nightmare, Princess,” Solomon says. “You’re alright. You’re here. You’re alive.”
It takes a moment for me to realize that his hand isn’t staying still, it’s moving. Carefully, he strokes the sweat-slick strands of my hair back away from my face. He coddles me and rocks me back and forth. I want to be angry, offended, but I can’t be. Right now, I feel very much like a child in need of comfort. Though the nightmare is over, the emotions it elicited within me remain. My breaths come in harsh pants still. My fingers lock into his tunic, clammy and needy.
It’s wrong. I bite down on my lip until blood floods my mouth. I shouldn’t cling to him like this. I have no right. I’m … a monster. I’m the reason he’s out here. The reason Jacin and my father died.
His heat seeps into me, driving out those thoughts. “P-please…” I stutter out the plea, not entirely sure what I’m asking for. All I know is that I need something, and I feel like he’s the only one who can provide it. It doesn’t seem to matter, though, that I don’t know. Solomon seems to.
He tips my head up until our eyes meet. The crimson glow is familiar now; it eases my panic. Gold fills me up once more. Descending between us. Blood red to shimmering gold. A split second later, it’s gone. His and mine.
What does it mean?
“You’re alive,” Solomon repeats his earlier words, gritting them out through his teeth.
My eyes and nose burn. “I shouldn’t be,” I confess. I wish I wasn’t. It’s not fair. That I survived, but they didn’t.
Solomon’s arms compress around me in response, and he shoves my face back into his throat. His scent fills me once more. “Don’t say that,” he growls out. “Don’t ever fucking say that again.”
Sharpened nails prick at my arms and I don’t have to look up to know that Solomon’s anger isn’t just in his tone; it’s showing on his face. His muscles swell beneath me as he tightens his hold. It should frighten me. Awakened ones with as much ability as he has are often unstable. UnAwakened as I am, weak as I am, I wouldn’t be able to fight him. I wouldn’t survive the Awakened madness.
As I lay in his arms like that, however, I think … I wouldn’t mind it. If Solomon was the one to take my life. He saved it after all. Maybe it should be his now.
I don’t say the words, for fear of what they’ll make him do. How strange. I used to love getting a rise out of him. I adored watching his irritation form. Right now, though, clutching at his shirt and inhaling the smell of him as I move closer to the fiery heat he emits, I find that there’s no desire to hate him.
My enemy. My savior. They’re one and the same now.
My mind drifts with that thought, dispersing like the smoke of the old morning fire. It catches on the wind as my eyes slide shut and this time, when I dream—it’s of a Goddess and her lover. A story I feel I should know but can’t remember.
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SOLOMON
   
M y booted feet trudge through dried fallen leaves. The wetness of the soil smears across the bottoms of my leather trousers as I pause and lift a branch away from its trunk, pushing it forward so I can see out over the ridge we’re meant to cross.
There it stands—Driage Castle—tall upon the mountain it was built. A veritable monster against a backdrop of forest, creaks, rivers, and valleys. It’s older even than the Sunfire Palace, built long before the start of the Kingdom itself. Created by the native warriors of Rozentine in centuries past before the Gods ever descended to our mortal realm, the castle is a stark formation of towers and spires that jut out over the landscape, almost like a crown placed upon the land.
The ancestral castle draws nearer with every step we take. Over fallen trees, lifted roots, and moss covered boulders, we pick our path from the ones hunters had carved to a newer one: the winding back road that leads up to one of the few secret entrances into Driage Castle. As much as I wish I could take the Princess through the front gates, there could be eyes even here. Nasir’s abilities are unknown, but it’s clear from the way he’s managed to take control of the Sunfire Palace that he’s not to be trifled with and I won’t risk my charge’s safety even if it means throwing suspicion on those under my command.
I glance back as Devonry moves to my side and stares past me, unblinking at the outline of the castle. I’d let her sleep as much as I was able to, carrying her in my arms as I forced my Awakened abilities to the surface once more to speed up our trip. What normally would have taken at least half a fortnight of travel by road and carriage or horse to get this close to the House of Blood’s territory only took us two days.
The drain in my powers and my hunger has only grown in the hours since we left Sanctus City. I clench my teeth as my canines threaten to punch through my gums, demanding sustenance. Blood will be mine soon. I’m sure my uncle will have enough to feed this thirst once we get to the castle.
The second day of our travels dawns, a welcome sight to both me and the Princess. Though she's never seen Driage Castle before, she appears drawn in by its visage. Staring blankly at the dark spires at the four corners of the castle. Then again, perhaps it’s just her hope that we’ll stop soon.
“We’re in House of Blood’s territory now,” I say carefully, watching for her reaction, negative or positive. “Beyond that ridge―that castle is where we’re heading.” I gesture to the image before us.
Devonry’s white-blonde lashes lift and her blue-hazel eyes peer past me and out in the direction I’m pointing. There’s no relief on her face, only resignation. She nods.
My arm drops back to my side and the branch slaps back into place. Discomfort sits heavy in my chest. It’s strange to see her like this. Devoid of life. There’s no whip-smart quirk on her lips or even a complaint. It’s unnerving.
There hasn’t been hardly a solid conversation said between us in the past couple of days as we’d traveled through the forests that lay along the outer ridge of Sanctus City and over the smaller rolling hills between my home territory and that of the royal family. My soldiers had whined more as they’d marched behind me in battles past than the Princess.
Though Rozentine has been a mostly peaceful nation in the last several years, there are still the occasional land disputes at the edges of the Kingdom. Small rebellious regions and bloody skirmishes that can leave even the most hardened warrior screaming in his bed at night. Watching death and, worse, delivering it, is never easy. Instead of complaints, though, the Princess merely walks with her sodden slippers, following behind me without comment. It almost makes me miss the viper-like insults she used to toss my way.
“Not long now,” I say absently as I duck beneath the branch I’d just moved and head down a small hunter’s pathway. She trails me in silence and just like that, the two of us continue to make our way toward the smooth stone walls that blend in with the mountain’s edge.
To my continued surprise, Devonry never asks for my assistance. Her eyes stay trained on the path before her and her mouth is set in a cutting line. The quiet of dawn stretches into morning as the sun rises higher still.
Tall grasses give way to the dirt trail that will guide us to the last stretch of walkway leading toward the back side of the castle. Every step is a laborious feat as the earth points us forward. I let the Princess get ahead, my hand daring to hover at her lower back to keep her from toppling backward as we climb the steep ground. My fingers skim the back of the gown once as she gasps and nearly trips over a small rock. Her spine stiffens as she pulls away and her pace quickens.
A thought occurs to me and I reach out, snagging the back of her dress, and drag her backward just before we crest the next point. A small shriek of surprise erupts from her lips, but I don’t let it or her get far as I pull her quickly into my arms and turn her to press against the side of the mountain. My hand cups over her mouth to keep any more screams from coming out.
Finally, some sign of life enters her eyes and she glares up at me, slapping my chest. “Stop,” I command her. “Before we reach the gates, you need to listen to what I’m about to say.”
Her eyes narrow, but her hands fall to her sides at my words. “When we enter Driage Castle, you are not to tell anyone who you are,” I say. “As far as anyone here is concerned, you’re simply a court lady who followed me from the Sunfire Palace. Your name is Dina. Do you understand?”
Devonry’s eyes cloud with confusion and she shakes her head, her lips skimming across my palm—all heat and softness. My insides clench. She reaches up, and this time, I allow her to pull my hand away from her mouth.
“Why?” she demands.
“We can’t be sure of anything right now,” I warn her. “Nasir brought his soldiers to Rozentine and it’s clear he was planning this.” I hate to think it, but it’s possible he could have had assistance from anyone within our nation—including my territory—but I don’t say as much.
Devonry stares up at me, her brows pinched. “Someone will know it’s a lie,” she says. “Someone will recognize me.”
I shake my head. “You’ve never been to Driage and most of the people from my territory have never met you,” I reply. “My uncle would be the only one to recognize who you are. He’s quick-witted. If you introduce yourself as a court lady named Dina, he’ll know there’s a reason.”
“Do you come home often with court ladies following you?” she asks.
Her tone gives me pause and I arch a brow. “No, I don’t.”
She adjusts against the mountain’s side, wiggling her body between mine and the hard rock she’s pressed against as if she can’t seem to get comfortable. “Then what makes you think they’ll believe me?”
“They would have no reason to question it,” I state. “Especially not since I’ll be here to provide credence to your story.”
Those bright eyes skim to the side, away from me and up the mountain. “I can’t reveal my own identity?” Though her words come out as a question, there’s a wispy note to her voice. One full of fear and pain.
I release a breath. “I’m sorry, Princess,” I say. “Truly, but it’s for the best. It’s for your protection.” I reach up and grasp her chin, turning her back to face me. The heat of her breath brushes my face. Her scent, despite the days spent traveling, invades my nose. It’s fucking heady. It makes my insides ache and my teeth sting with need. My cock hardens inside my trousers and as discreetly as possible, I pull my lower half from hers as she stares up at me. “I will protect you,” I swear the oath to her. “I need you to do this. Do you understand?”
A beat of silence passes between us, and then she nods. Barely perceptible. Quiet. Her head tips up and then back down as she gives me her silent acquiescence. It’s enough. I release her as if her skin is on fire and move forward, stomping my booted foot into the dirt path as I grind my teeth and mentally threaten my manhood in an effort to get my cock to go down.
“Good,” I say gruffly. “Then let's keep moving. We’re nearly there.”
Once more, we start up the steep mountain path, and just as before, Devonry somehow manages to move in front of me. Her legs jabbing at the ground with frustrated, albeit tired movements.
Gods, she’s tormenting me. My thoughts are scrambled as the entirety of my view is filled with the curve of her rear end. The sway of her skirts are ripped up from the ground as she clutches them to give her a more steady pace. Unfortunately, it has the added effect of pulling tight against her ass, molding perfectly to her frame and all the curves that hide beneath her clothes. Curves I’d seen the morning before in the forest creek bed.
A vile creature, I must be. A man of dark desires. Because regardless of the fact that she’s been through a bloody ordeal—regardless of the fact that she’s now just as much a fugitive as I am—her body makes my mouth water. Damnable Gods.
I tongue the tip of my fangs, willing away the hunger that threatens to consume me. There is no distraction to be found upon the path. Nowhere else to look but up and the only thing up is the Castle and … her. Between my home and Devonry’s body, there’s no contest. My eyes continuously seek her. I close them and release an internal groan as I’m immediately attacked by images of her soft, supple flesh.
My fangs pound with need at the thought of sinking into the pretty pale flesh of her thighs, sucking back the blood I so desperately crave to replenish the energy I’ve spent to get here. Just one taste is all I’d need. Something stronger than annoyance bubbles inside of me.
“Let’s move faster,” I huff impatiently, opening my eyes, “or do you need a break?”
“No break.” Her words are muffled by clenched teeth. “I’m moving as fast as I can.”
It’s on the tip of my tongue to offer her praise for how brave she’s been, but I bite down on the thought and direct my attention upward and point past her. “There’s a servant’s entrance to the main part of the castle,” I state. “We can go in through there and keep our heads down so that the majority of the castle’s residents don’t know of our arrival.”
My fingers clench into a fist and just as quickly release as I reach up and touch the small of her back, pressure forcing her to speed up. Soft pants escape her throat. The scent of her sweat pours into my nose. At least as long as I’m at her side and not behind her, I’m no longer tortured by the imaginings of her nakedness.
“You don’t have to push me up this mountain, Solomon,” she says. “My feet are working just fine.”
“Only making sure you don’t fall and crack that thick, regal skull of yours, Princess,” I bite back.
She releases a small snarl of irritation. Good, I think. Her anger is far better than her silence. I’d rather have her biting out curses at me than collapsing and sobbing. It will happen soon enough—I’ve seen it time and time again in the heat of battle. Once the dust settles, the reality of all that was lost in the bloodbath will finally hit. I want to stave it off for her for as long as I can, even if it means I must be cruel.
“I’m fine without your assistance,” she snaps.
“I’ll have to see that before I believe it,” I reply easily. “You’d be dead if it weren’t for my assistance.” Another feminine growl releases from her and I have to curb my desire to smile at the sound. “Besides,” I continue, “you’ve hardly spoken a word the entire journey. I’m starting to worry you’ve lost your sharp tongue.”
The Princess draws to a halt, pushing back against my palm when I mean to urge her forward. Her weight presses into my hand as gravity threatens to pull her down. “Since when do you care?” she demands, turning her sparking eyes on me.
My smile falls away. “I always care, Princess.” More so than she will ever know, more than I should, and certainly more than what should ever be allowed—especially between a Princess and her guard.
She snorts, disbelieving. “You care?” she repeats. “About my feelings?” Her hair falls over her shoulders as she turns her cheek. “No, you don’t. You never have. To you, I’m nothing more than a spoiled brat. You’ve made that very clear.” She starts walking again, moving fast enough that my hand falls from her back.
“What, exactly, have I made clear?” I prompt her.
“The only reason you’ve ever guarded me is because of my father. You are not loyal to me, but to the King and he’s…” She stops again, her back going ramrod straight as if her words have caught up with her and the reason for her presence here slams back into her mind. After a beat, she continues. “You think I’m only a Princess in name,” she states, facing away from me. “Incapable of anything.” She looks back, turning so that she’s facing me, but instead of looking down at me, she stares out past the ridge we just climbed and out over the vast valley beyond the House of Blood’s territory. “I’ve never even been here.” Her voice takes on a wistful, almost breathy tone. “I’ve never been past Sanctus City, and even that I had to fight for. And now … I…”
Her brows pinch together and her hands grasp at her skirts. Wind blows past the two of us and even I can tell, it’s coated in the scent of frost. A storm is coming. She doesn’t even shiver.
“Devonry.” I take a step up toward her. “Now isn’t the time to—”
“If not now, then when?” she stops me. “You don’t think I’m capable, but I didn’t ask for the life I was given.” The pitch of her voice rises.
I sigh. “Devonry, seriously?” She glares back at me. Dragging a hand over my face, I look up at the final stretch of our walk. “We both know that you’ve been perfectly fine thus far. You were born on a golden pedestal and it’s a part of who you are. You’re sheltered.”
“I’m educated,” she replies sharply. “I know several languages. I can recite old poetry. I’ve been taught politics my entire life, and I—”
“All that you know you’ve learned from books and the same tutors who haven’t left their own comfort zones,” I interrupt her with a note of irritation. Any other time, I wouldn’t mind telling her the truth of her circumstances. Now, it feels wrong—as if I’m hurting an already wounded animal. Yet the words come regardless. “You’ve never set foot outside of your Palace.”
“You think I wanted that?” she screams back at me. “You are the one who dragged me back! All I wanted to do was visit the festival.”
“Because you need to be protected!” I snap.
“And you’ve done such a good fucking job at that?” As soon as the words leave her lips—the curse, another shock—she realizes her error. Devonry’s eyes widen and she slaps a hand over her lips, staring back at me as if she wishes she could retract her question, but it’s too late.
“Solomon, I didn’t mean…” She blinks, her teeth sinking into her lower lip as guilt and shame cross her face.
Coldness washes through my bones.
I stomp up the path, pausing for only a moment as I get close to her frozen body. “Instead of harboring anger toward the one who saved your fucking life,” I sneer. “Perhaps it would behoove you to grow the fuck up, Princess.”
I hate the words almost as soon as they are out of my mouth, but there’s no taking them back. She’s grieving. She’s hurting. She’s frightened. And I’m sure in her mind, she’s all alone. She can’t know the true effect those words have on me, though. I’m angry, not because she said them, but because … I can’t tell her she’s wrong.
Lord of Blood. The Blood General. Protector of Rozentine. Solomon Winett. I am and always have been the one to lay down my sword before the royals of my Kingdom and for the first time in my life, I am faced with the failure that my sword was not enough. I was not enough.
My King is dead and his last living heir, the Princess—my ward—is in danger. A danger I don’t know if I can protect her from. What is a protector without their charge? Nothing but a lost soldier, and there is no greater defeat than losing one’s Master.
I turn back as I reach the next crest. “Now, walk,” I command.
Devonry’s eyes lift to me, and to my shock, there’s no fear or anger. Instead, the depths of her gaze are swarming with something else. Something new. Awareness. Regret.
“Solo … I…”
I hold up a hand, stopping what I’m sure is an apology. I don’t say a word as I shake my head and turn back to the path. The sound of her soft footfalls reaches my ears as she finally starts moving again.
The two of us remain silent as we finish our climb. We reach the servant’s entrance without another word, and I quickly find the hidden key among the stones, unlocking the door and pulling it open. Darkness surrounds me as I step out of the windy outside and into the lower quarters of Driage Castle, gesturing for Devonry to follow my lead.
The moment she steps inside at my back, gasping for breath, I turn—meaning to help her—and pause as a shadow appears at my side and the ice cold point of a blade touches my throat.
“Well, well, well,” a deep, unfamiliar voice speaks up, “what do we have here?”
Dread sinks into the pit of my stomach and a snarl rips from my throat. My fangs punch out of my gums and I grab onto the blade, letting it cut through the flesh of my palm, ignoring the sharp tint of pain.
Is it too late?
Has Nasir already reached the House of Blood?
Have my brethren fallen for Nasir’s strange power?
Have I led Devonry right into the fire once more?
If so, who will save her if I’m gone?
Each question is a gut punch, slamming into me from all sides. There is no panic—a trained soldier knows the moment panic invades is the second they’ve lost. My anger and fear, however, increase with each passing second. I don’t know who this man is or what he’s doing here, but there is one thing I am sure of—the second he touches her … he’s a dead man.
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SOLOMON
   
H e hadn’t been alone. It was a mistake on my part to assume so. A fledgling error.
I clench my fists and lift away from the uneven stone floors of the cell to get a feel for the chains locked around my wrists. The links click and tighten, but remain embedded into the walls. I suppose I should feel a sense of pride that it’s not an easy feat to escape from my own territory’s dungeons and that my castle’s soldiers didn’t simply toss me into a cell. Instead, they actually took the time to lock me up properly.
A shallow layer of water that slips in through the tiny sewage gate in the corner covers the uneven floors of my cell, allowing a ring of dirt to settle around the bottom of my boots. My vision flickers back and forth from the narrowed red tint of Bloodlust to the shadows of the darkness on the other side of the bars every few minutes.
The taste of copper lingers on my tongue. Without much else to do but wait, I sag back against the wall and take inventory of my wounds. A swollen, split lip. Cracked ribs—at least two of them. External bruising, perhaps even some internal as well. Most of these injuries would have been healed by now were it not for the severe cramping of my gut warning me that I’ve overused my abilities and am dangerously close to the second phase of my Bloodlust—Bloodmadness.
I close my eyes and draw air into my lungs in an effort to center myself. My ears prick at each and every sound down here in the darkness. The dripping of water. The tinkling of the chains. Even my own breath is loud in the absence of heavy sound. What’s left of a scab clings to my eyebrow where someone’s elbow had oh so gracefully met. Not precisely the warm welcome I had hoped for.
I breathe deeply, warring with the inner desire for blood in my gut. Worry sits in the pits of my stomach. It’s a poison that eats away at me. I have never felt so close to losing the reins of my own control as I was the moment I realized Devonry was at the mercy of someone else. Someone that I would have hesitated to kill. In battle, hesitation means weakness. It means death.
The monster in me screams for Devonry. It does so in a way that even frightens me. Had the House of Blood not been ready for me, had there been one less man holding me back … who would have died today?
All of them.
That deep, inhuman voice in me sings. For several heartbeats as I’d fought and struggled as a stunned Devonry had jumped toward me—toward danger itself. She hadn’t known. Could never know the kind of man I truly am. If she is to trust me with her survival, with her life, she can never truly understand the depths to which I would go for her. No. She must continue to expect rage and biting mockery.
Because that is all we will ever be. All we could be.
Guard and Princess.
Servant and Queen.
The surprise attack that my own House of Blood guards had delivered is humbling. I had not been myself, otherwise, they might have all perished. Then again, perhaps I had been entirely myself. My fingers curl into my palms and itch for the weapons that no longer hang on my belt.
My teeth shift in my mouth, the points of my canines lengthening. The sharp tips of my fangs slip out to dig into my bottom lip. For the first time in a long time, I’m scared. Really, truly scared. Not only for my Princess but for the beast that croons far beneath my flesh. Primal and hungry, it’s not only angry but it yearns. It is a struggle to push it back and maintain some semblance of civility—of humanity.
It’s been hours. They should have been down here long before now. Hinges on a door somewhere down the hallway outside of my cell door squeak as someone finally enters the dungeons. Footsteps echo up the stone walls, growing closer and closer with each passing second. My eyes open as they come to a stop not far from where I’m chained. The red of Bloodlust shines all around me as my fingers close around the iron bars. Metal groans under my touch as I leverage up and the shackles on my wrists—the chains pinning me to the wall—work to keep me in place. They groan but don’t snap.
Light dances across the floor and wall as the figure before me hangs the lantern in his grip on the hook on the other side of the bars. Despite the red haze of my vision, the fresh lighting illuminates the figure that has made its way before me. Adjusting the silky sleeve that is cuffed at the end of his black jacket, my uncle tilts his head at me. Crimson eyes shift over my body and he blows out a slow breath.
“Tell me it isn’t true, Solomon.” His voice is calm and quiet even as his brows draw down low over his eyes.
The storm beneath my flesh fights to free itself, but instead of allowing it to escape, I tilt my head back and let it thunk against the stone of the dirty cell wall. “Depends on what exactly you’re asking me, Uncle,” I reply. “Care to clarify?” Before he can answer, however, my eyes flick back the way he came and I strain my ears as I hear someone speaking—my heightened senses picking up the distinct cadence of a feminine tone. “Tell me you did not bring her here.” I bite out the words.
Uncle Ahren’s chest swells with my tone, indignation clouding his face. He straightens, his figure growing as he rises to his full height and stares back at me. It is easy to forget that a man such as himself used to be a commander in his own right. A battle-weary soldier like all the men of the House of Blood before him, second only to me and my father.
“Dina is safe, I can promise you that,” he says, emphasizing the pseudonym I’d given the Princess. Few outside of the Palace have ever actually seen the Princess in person and he’s an intelligent man—enough so that he should understand my reasoning for bringing her here in the manner that I have. “The House of Blood is sworn to our royal family, no one here will harm her. You know that just as well as I do.”
Ahren’s body is encased in long dark trousers, likely the same color as my own, though I can’t see quite as clearly in the darkened interior of the dungeons, and an equally dark tunic. As he stands there—head tilted upward and broad shoulders shoved back—I’m reminded of Jacin. His features, from the dark thick eyebrows, to the cut of his lips, flattened with displeasure, are so familiar it makes my temples throb. Sorrow pulses deep inside my chest, masked only by my sheer will not to break. Yet there, in the recess of my mind, is the image of my cousin—my friend and my brother—pinned to the north gates. His eyes devoid of life, nothing left but the vessel which he sacrificed for Devonry’s safety—and my own.
Forcefully, I set my jaw and listen to my teeth grind together. Ahren continues, likely unaware. “Word has spread far and fast about what happened at the Sunfire Palace.”
I just bet it has. “And what, exactly, do you think happened?” I inquire.
Ahren sets his jaw as he stares at me. “His majesty is dead.”
I nod. “It’s true.”
“And you, son of my blood, were his murderer.”
I lift my chin and stare back at him, waiting.
A beat passes. Two. Then, “We have been called into service,” Ahren states. “Our House is to be readied to search the continent for the kidnapped Princess and the assassin that has betrayed our country.”
Still, I wait.
“Have you nothing to say?” Ahren slams the flats of his palms against the bars as he glares through the spaces between them at me. His eyes flare bright and then dim once more. His own power receding as quickly as it had made itself known.
“I will speak when you have asked me the question in your heart, Uncle.”
“Did you do it?” he snaps.
“What do you think?”
His fingers curl around the bars. “That is not an answer.”
“You already know the answer,” I reply.
His shoulders descend and he blows out a breath. “Thank the Gods.”
I shake my head. “Did you truly think I would say it was true?”
His hands leave the bars as he reaches up and pinches the bridge of his nose. “I had to make sure,” he says, “and regardless of our familial loyalty—I am not blind to the affinity you’ve always had for the Princess, the poor thing.”
I ignore that last comment. My feelings for the Princess will remain sealed until the day I go to the grave. “What did she say?”
Ahren shakes his head, the dark gray of his hair swaying with each turn. “I haven’t spoken to her just yet,” he admits. “The second I realized who she was—I sent her to bathe and rest. Her exhaustion was evident—though I’ve been told she continues to ask for you, so it was clear that you are not the monster those in the Palace have been portraying you as.”
“You don’t believe I could have tricked her?” I press. I don’t know quite why I ask it, but perhaps an insidious curiosity.
His chin dips, the dark coiled strands of his hair falling over his eyes. “You are my nephew, my blood. Few know the truth behind your feelings for her royal highness and the others who do are now dead.”
My heart stops in my chest at his comment. Other than Uncle Ahren and my father, the only other person who has known of my … attachment to the Princess was… “You know of Jacin’s death then.” It is not a question but a statement of fact.
Tension swarms the space between us as I turn my hands and wrap my fingers around the cold chains above my shackles to keep myself grounded. The memories of that night—such a short time ago—invade my mind and I shove them back. Cold though it makes me, if I were to let every single loss take its hunk out of my soul, I’d be nothing left but dust and debris. I cannot falter here, now. There isn’t time. Once I am safe, once Devonry is safe, then I will mourn.
Ahren turns his gaze to the floor and keeps his answer quiet. “My son sacrificed his life to protect Her Royal Highness,” he says. “He died a warrior. A hero. That is what I know. That is what I believe.”
Though he is not looking at me, I nod. “Yes. My brother was first and foremost a warrior and he lives on in the realm of the Gods and in our blood.”
Silence rolls in at the end of my response. Uncle turns and withdraws a familiar key. He inserts it into the cell door and I watch it swing open as he steps inside, his boots splashing into the dingy waters.
“What else is there?” I demand as he approaches. “I’m sure that’s not all the usurper has declared.”
“Prince Nasir claims that upon King Vernon’s offer to exchange the First Prince of Bartoli for himself as the Princess’ official fiancé, you lost your mind and slaughtered him.” The lock slides out of place with a click. My shackles open and the chains drop away from my arms, releasing me from their confines.
“Ridiculous,” I growl as I rub my wrists and step away from the wall. “His Highness would never have entertained the idea of Prince Nasir as her fiancé. That was truly why the King was slaughtered. Prince Nasir is obsessed with her.”
“You never did like him,” Uncle says cautiously. “Did you perhaps have an inkling?”
I shake my head. “If I’d known he was capable of this, I wouldn’t have ever allowed him near her to begin with, much less within the Sunfire Palace.” Or even in Sanctus City, honestly. I wouldn’t have rested until all of Rozentine considered him the enemy. Fucking arrogant, two-faced prick.
The light of the wall shadows my uncle’s face, but I can still feel the burn of his stare. I lift my head and meet it. “He wants her,” I confess, “and he must be Awakened.” Ice slithers down my spine, chilling the dried sweat on my flesh.
“Awakened?” he repeats. “You swear on this?”
“Yes.” The word escapes on a hiss. “Prince Nasir is vying for the throne. King Vernon’s blood stains his hands and he controls the Sunfire Palace with his ability. I’m certain.”
“Dear Gods. ” Ahren’s words are breathless. “What ability allows such a thing?”
Control. Hallucination. Influence. I can’t quite say what Nasir’s ability is, but I’d seen the blank faces on the soldiers that I’d fought. I’d wondered how a man such as he could overtake a Palace that hadn’t been breached in hundreds of years. He was somehow influencing them, controlling them, baiting them with information only he allowed out.
Why, then, I have to wonder, did it not work on me, Jacin, the Princess, or even King Vernon?
Did it only work on the weak-minded? Or perhaps it has to do with others’ Awakened abilities? No. That isn’t possible, the Princess is unAwakened. If that were the case, he would have easily managed to manipulate her. I doubt he is above meddling in her mind too.
“Whatever his ability,” I say, answering Ahren’s question, “it’s dangerous and you cannot believe any information from this point on. It could all be influenced by him.”
Uncle nods as he steps to the side and allows me room to exit the cell. “Do not breathe a word of this to Marjorie,” he says as I move past him. “Especially of Jacin.” His brow puckers and his expression darkens, creasing with pain and sorrow. “Let me … let me tell her of the terrible things that have befallen Rozentine. And of our son.”
I bow my head and fist my hand, placing it over my heart. “I’ll follow your command, Uncle.”
A heavy palm lands on my shoulder. “Enough of that,” he says. “Let’s get you cleaned up and we can talk more. You truly look like something dredged up from the Afterworld.”
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DEVONRY
   
L ord Ahren had been kind, recognizing me almost immediately even though no one else seemed to. He appeared to be the only one aware that the rumors circulating Driage Castle were just that—rumors. False ones at that.
Hunger curdles in my gut and exhaustion pulls at my limbs. Still, I ignore the bed at my back in the small room I’d been escorted to the second the guards of Driage Castle had attacked and carried Solomon away. Lord Ahren had stopped by to inform me that my identity must remain a secret. He nodded with understanding when I spoke of the concocted persona Solomon had assigned me as a low-class lady that had served in the Palace.
Dina was to be my name while I was here. I didn’t care. What I cared about was whether or not Solomon was okay. I hadn’t realized it until he was out of my sight, but being without him left me bereft. As much as he lacked the comforting nature of normal gentlemen, I knew him. The people of Driage Castle had never seen or met me before. Any one of them could be a spy for Nasir.
A knock echoes through the room and I push away from the window and turn to face the door. “Come in,” I call.
The heavy wooden door creaks open, the metal hinges squeaking as a voluptuous older woman in fine clothes enters. I recognize her for her attire, not necessarily for her face or because we’ve met before. There can only be one woman in this Castle that has the status to wear such fine silk and deep indigo colors.
I bow my head, firmly in my role as a lady in waiting. “Lady Marjorie,” I greet her. “Thank you for allowing me sanctuary here.”
The woman steps into the room and closes the door behind her, long black braids swaying against the length of her back. “Enough of that, Highness,” she replies, shocking me.
My head snaps up and I meet her warm, sympathetic gaze. Her eyes, though not the same red as Jacin’s, are the same almond shape. Her bow shaped mouth tips up and the light wrinkles that edge the sides of her face squish together as she smiles. “There are no secrets between a married couple in the House of Blood,” she states. “We are partners, my husband and I. Though we’ve never had the grace to meet, I know who you are, child.”
“I see.” Stunned and unsure how to continue, I find myself standing there, across the room in silence, as she takes me in. Her gaze roves over my travel worn clothes. The mud and dirt caked on my skin and likely the blood that still stains the fabric despite my attempts to wash it out.
“Come,” she says, arching her hand toward me. “I shall help you bathe.”
“The lady of the house should not assist the guest,” I tell her.
She arches one dark brow as her lips quirk. “In this space,” she replies quietly, “I am merely the servant to my Queen.”
Queen.
The title burns into my ears like hot pokers lit with eternal flames. Just hearing it is painful, but instead of showing the agony, I merely press my lips together and move forward, bypassing her hand and entering the bathing chamber attached to the bedroom. It’s an insult, I know, one I don’t mean to be harsh, but the thought of her hands on me leaves me feeling unworthy. My mere presence here is an insult to this very land.
“You’ve been in your room for a while now, Your Highness,” Lady Marjorie says. “Is there a reason you haven’t yet bathed?”
I stiffen as she steps into the bathing chamber behind me. “No,” I lie. “Not particularly.”
She hums as she bustles around the room, lighting candles in a flurry. Even with the slim window at the far side, the chambers are darker than average. With trembling fingers, I begin to undo the laces of my borrowed gown. I step out of the soiled flats, the edges peeling away from my feet as I push them off and kick them away.
When Lady Marjorie bends to the wide metal tub and turns the spigot to release water into the basin, I jump. “It took many years to convince my husband to allow interior pipes to be set into the walls for things like this,” she comments lightly as she presses her fingers to the water and adjusts the rune-carved handles. “Convenience is a deeply feminine thing, it appears.” She chuckles to herself. “I think he would have been quite happy to live forever forcing the servants to cart buckets of water up several flights of stairs for his baths.”
“Thank you,” I mutter as I set the outer layer of my dress over the back of a nearby chair and then fumble with the ties of my slip. My hands tremble embarrassingly. Why? Why can’t I just remove the clothes covering me. It’s nothing. I’ve done it before. I did it in front of Solomon of all people.
An intense fire blossoms behind my eyes. I squeeze them shut and clutch the fabric still covering me, wishing I could just rip it from my flesh. What is wrong with me?
Soft hands land on my shoulders and I jump, but there’s no escaping them as they gently turn me around and I’m enveloped in a hug against Lady Marjorie’s buxom chest. Her warm brown skin presses against my cheek. “Forgive me, My Queen,” she whispers. “I know this is presumptuous of me.”
It is. It truly is. Yet … the second her arms close around me, my trembling ceases. I find my fingers lowering to her sides and then touching the folds of her dress. She doesn’t wrinkle her nose or even show how much I must stink. The bath—if it can even be called that—I’d shared with Solomon had wiped away only so much and there’d been even more travel after. More sweat. More dirt and filth.
“I am alright,” I whisper.
“Yes, I know you are, child,” she replies. “But I am not.”
I blink, confused. “W-what?”
“I can only imagine what might have happened if you had not escaped that horrid place. If Solomon had not found you. You are my Queen, my Lady. You are the hope of Rozentine.”
Hope? Chills warp through my body. How can someone such as me be a hope to people? That burning sensation returns, this time heavier and hotter than ever. I recognize it for what it is. The need to cry, but who am I to cry now? I did nothing but run away. I was saved while others were sacrificed. Why? Because of the mistake of my birth?
I am no Queen. I am a fake. Disgusting. Wrong. It is immoral for me to survive at the cost of others’ lives.
Still, Lady Marjorie does not release me. She holds me to her chest and smoothes her clean hand down my dirt crusted hair. She whispers soothing words into my ear and gently rocks me back and forth like a mother to a sobbing child while behind us, the tub fills with water. My tears never fall. I suck them back in and hold onto them, ashamed by their mere existence. I have no reason to cry. I, who have been given everything, have only one purpose—to make sure that the lives that have been lost are not lost in vain.
“It’s time to get clean, Your Highness,” Lady Marjorie states after some time. Her hands release me and she pushes back to take a look at my face. I don’t know what she’s thinking, but her brow puckers when she sees my face unstreaked by tears. “I will leave you to bathe on your own if you so wish,” she says. “There are new dresses for you in the wardrobe there.” She pauses and points to the back of the room. “I’m sure something will fit you. Once you’re done, please come join us for something to eat. You appear quite thin and I’m sure it’s been a rough trip.”
I hear what she doesn’t say—for someone who has never even been outside of the capital and so very rarely outside of the pearly gates of the Sunfire Palace. She’s kind, Lady Marjorie. She won’t say the truth even if I would not blame her for it.
Does she know? I wonder. That I am the reason for her son’s death?
As she leaves me and exits the room, guilt assails me. Now that she’s gone, I find it easier to remove my clothing. I drop them, letting the loose fabric pool at my feet before I move toward the basin of water and step inside.
The heat steals up my ice cold feet, burning at my skin, but still I sink lower—flinching when it reaches the various cuts I have from so many hills trekked. The dirt and dust sluices off my skin at the first touch of soap and by the time I’ve washed every inch of my body, the water around me has turned murky.
When I step out, I feel different. New. Not quite reborn, but rejuvenated in some ways. I’m not sure if it was the bath itself, or if it was also Lady Marjorie’s comfort.
My Queen. Her words echo in my head as I dry my skin and march toward the wardrobe, flinging the doors open. It felt like an insult to be referred to as such; I have no place to consider myself a Queen when I fled my own Palace. I dig through the gowns hanging in the small closet. My eyes settle on something in the back—a large black shirt, a man’s. It billows outward with the sudden opening of the wardrobe, sticking to the gown closest to it.
Without realizing my own interest, I find myself fingering the sleeve and staring down at the pair of brown leather trousers folded at the bottom of the closet beneath it. After several beats, I release the fabric and reach for a gray gown.
Unhooking it from the top, I pull it free and begin to dress. Minutes later, I stand in front of the mirror with the flickering of the candles behind me. Wet, bedraggled hair hangs in clumps around my face. I tilt my head to the side, reaching up as I comb my fingers through the strands.
The silence in the room echoes back at me, weighing on my shoulders and dragging them down like a massive boulder is being placed upon my back. My eyes flick to the bed and then back to my reflection. No doubt, Lady Marjorie will return soon, but a small, short nap wouldn’t be offensive.
I drift away from the mirror to the bed. Ignoring the wet locks of hair that slap my cheeks and drip down my back, I crawl onto the blankets, not even bothering to get beneath them. It takes no time at all. The second my head hits the pillow, the oblivion that’s been on the fringes of my mind takes full advantage and I’m pulled into the world of unconsciousness, unaware of what awaits me in the dark.
    
THE DREAM IS BACK. The same and yet slightly different. Will it not cease? Will it not leave me be? I’ve already experienced the reality of it. Why does it continue to haunt me?
Regardless of my wants or desires, regardless that I know it’s not real, I fall into the dream and it starts as it has in the past. With blood. So much blood.
It coats my hands, stains my gown, drips from my skirts in a pool at my feet, and paints the walls. I’m surrounded by it. The scent invades my nostrils, stronger than anything I’ve ever smelled before. I gag on it. My fingers tremble and shake as I try to wipe them on the fabric of my dress. It’s not coming off.
It’s not coming off. It’s. Not. Coming. Off.
Why won’t it come off?
A sob shakes my shoulders.
“Come here, Devonry.” That voice. I recognize that voice. I look up and straight into the dark, glittering gaze of Nasir Bartoli. My heart stops beating in my chest. No. No, he can’t be here. I escaped. I got away. Why is he…
He takes a step toward me, holding out his hand, a sword dripping with blood in his other. “I said, come here,” he repeats.
I shake my head, my whole body suddenly light enough to fly away and all too heavy to take the next step at the same time. “No.” No this can’t be happening. Solomon saved me. Solomon would never—Solomon … where is Solomon?
Nasir’s expression turns from gentle to angry. “I did this for you, Devonry,” he snaps. “You are to be my Queen. Why are you looking at me like that?”
Like what? How am I looking at him? I swallow as he advances on me and I nearly trip over my wet skirts as I stumble back. Light flashes over his face, revealing what the darkness did not.
He’s drenched in blood. The front of his clothes drip just like mine. But that makes no sense. Why am I covered in blood?
“You wanted this,” Nasir tells me. “If it were not for you—your advances, your desire for me—I would’ve never taken this chance. I killed King Vernon for you. For us. You cannot leave me now, My Queen.”
My Queen. Queen of Rozentine. No longer a Princess because…
I killed King Vernon for you. Nasir’s words penetrate my mind. I’m no longer Princess because my father is dead. The King is dead.
“Long Live the Queen.” It takes me several moments to realize that phrase is spoken aloud and not in my mind. I lift my gaze to Nasir as he smiles at me. “You’re my Queen now, Devonry, and I, your King. Come to me, my love. Take my hand. Let me ease your fears.”
I shake my head harder this time, bloody strands of hair slapping my cheeks. No. Never. I take another step back, staring at him—seeing him now for what he is. A monster. Coldness in his gaze, despite the smile on his face. The way he steps upon the body at his feet as he moves toward me. The disregard for human life. For decency. Has it always been this way? Why did I never notice? Why was I so blind? What kind of Princess—Queen—puts her trust in someone so horrible? And where in the Gods is Solomon?
I don’t allow Nasir another word. I turn, gathering as much of my skirts as I can, lifting them despite their weight, and start to run. The rooms around me morph into long, unending corridors shadowed by darkness. I open my mouth and scream as I run.
“Solomon!” Fear assails me. It strikes into my chest and burns through my veins as I pump my legs as hard as I can. Faster and faster. I turn corner after corner, finding no open path. No relief. No other people. My home has become a torturous prison. A maze that twists and turns and leads me nowhere. Still, I run.
I run from Nasir. I run from the truth. I run from the fear. Hoping against hope that each step I take brings me closer to someone who can save me, that it brings me closer to Solomon.
“Solomon!” I scream for him again, lifting my voice until it threatens to shatter.
A new corner arrives and my foot catches on something unseen, sending me sprawling out—my knees collide with the floor, sending bolts of pain arching up my body. My hands curl into fists as tears burn my eyes and slide down my cheeks. Just when I think the nightmare is going to enclose on me, two booted feet stop in front of me—silent.
I look up, terrified that it’ll be Nasir. My heart leaps in my chest when, instead, it’s the man I’ve been searching for all along. Reaching out for him, more tears fill my eyes—this time, they’re tears of relief.
“Solomon. ” Just as my hands graze his legs, though, Solomon steps back and stares down at me. His stony expression is one I’m only familiar with in rare circumstances. I’ve seen him this way before. He’s angry.
“Solomon?” My chest clenches tight as he takes a step back, moving further from me as I climb back to my feet. My body aches. My insides are a rioting mess.
“Where is the King, Devonry?”
I swallow, my throat dry and tight. “H-he …” How do I explain? Doesn’t he know? My father is…
“Did you kill him to get what you wanted?”
“What?” I gape at him. “No!” I would never hurt my father. How could he think that? Why would he ask me that? I jerk toward him, lifting my hand, pausing only when he snarls at me, his eyes flashing blood-red. “Solomon … I didn’t … Nasir, he—” I gesture back, begging him to understand what I can’t seem to voice. My words are swallowed up by the darkness, dispersing. Why is he acting this way? Why won’t he believe me?
“I should have known you wouldn’t live up to what he wanted for you,” Solomon’s words are cold, striking invisible wounds into my chest with each syllable. “He held such hope, but you couldn’t even see the snake curling around you.”
“Solomon!” I scream his name as he turns away from me. His back is a lone figure before my sight. I reach for him. “Don’t leave me!” Not like this. I need him. I need—
“I am not yours to command, Princess.” He spits the word back at me. “Only a Queen can command me.” His head turns, black hair sliding over the side of his face as those crimson eyes cut my way, a pinpoint of color in the otherwise hollow and bleak darkness of the corridor. “You are not a Queen but a coward.”
The accusation slams into me, knocking the air from my lungs, and I collapse. My knees hit the ground once more. My vision blurs before me as my eyes fill with angry tears. How could he say that? A coward? I just … wanted to survive. I needed to survive. How can I help anyone if I’m dead?
“How are you going to help anyone as you are?”
My head tilts up at that question and it’s no longer Solomon standing before me but Jacin. The ache inside my body intensifies. His face is pale, ghostly white against the dark circles of his faded red eyes and blue lips. This is what death looks like, I realize.
“Jacin, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I sob out the words, wishing for all the world that I could trade places with him. That I could give him his life back even if it means relinquishing my own. My head bows toward him, eyes on the ground as I cry.
“That’s just the way a coward would think,” Jacin says and it takes me a moment to understand that he’s responding to my inner thoughts.
A thump sounds and a cloth covered knee appears in my line of sight. I glance up to see that Jacin has bent down toward me and kneels in front of me. His hands move out and grip my shoulders. “That’s not the way a Queen would think, Devonry.”
I don’t know how a Queen would think, though. I’ve never been one.
“You were born to be a Queen,” he says. “Think—what should you do now? How do you overcome this?”
Overcome this? Is that even possible?
Jacin—always far kinder than Solomon, the very reason I liked him so much—gently brushes long tendrils of my hair back and tucks them behind my ear. His image shimmers before me and I reach out, terrified that he, too, will disappear. My hands pass right through him, though. He may touch me, but I cannot touch him. The realization digs into my core and shreds my insides. Because he’s dead. He died saving me, protecting me.
“You are the daughter of Aerea, Devonry. Queen of Rozentine. This land is yours alone. Its people are connected to you by far more than dominion. They know naught of the reality that has befallen the House of Sunfire, but eventually, they will. Once they know, they will rebel. They will fight back. Rozentine will not accept any other ruler but that of the blood of Aerea.”
"If they fight back,” I say, “if they go against Nasir, he’ll slaughter them.” The same way he’d done to my father, to Jacin. “I can’t let that happen.”
“Then don’t,” Jacin says. His hands fall away from me, leaving me feeling bereft and empty. Hurt and hollow. “You know what you must do, Devonry. You just need to gather the courage to admit it to yourself.”
My lips part, but just as I’m about to ask how the fuck I can do that—Jacin disappears and the world returns.
MY EYES SNAP open as the door to my room shudders upon the impact of someone knocking. It takes me several moments to adjust and recognize that I’d been dreaming, then the knock sounds again and I swivel my head toward the door.
“My lady?” The door opens as Lady Marjorie enters. I sit up and quickly get off of the bed, adjusting my wrinkled gown and trying to tame my hair as I wipe at my face. My hand comes away wet and the knowledge hits me a split second later.
The wetness is tears. I’d been crying in my sleep. Whirling away from her worried expression, I quickly wipe the evidence away, pretending to straighten the bed I’d just slept on though I’ve never made a bed in my life.
Thankfully, Lady Marjorie seems to pick up on the fact that I don’t want to admit that I’d been crying. The girl at her side, a young woman in the dress of a castle servant, keeps her eyes downcast and says nothing.
“Are you ready?” Lady Marjorie asks quietly. “My husband has finished interrogating Solomon and they’ll be joining us for a meal soon. I’m sure you’re starving, but I thought I’d ask my maid, Alisa, to give you a tour of the grounds first to allow them some more time to talk before we eat. I’ve got a few more tasks to take care of myself, but I wanted to introduce you before you head off.”
I sniff hard and turn back to face her. “Yes, of course. Thank you,” I say. “And I’d love a tour of the grounds. I’ve never been to Driage Castle.”
She holds out a hand and offers me a gentle smile as if she knows. As if those eyes of hers can see deep into my soul and the vile blood that now stains it. Though a nightmare my dream had been, it had also told me something—the ghost of Jacin was right. If I don’t take care of this matter soon and make up my mind, only more blood will be spilled.
The blood of my people.
And as a Queen, I cannot allow that.
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SOLOMON
   
“W here is Devonry?”
Ahren watches me from under his heavy brows. “The Princess is safe.” Crimson eyes roam over me. What is he looking for? What does he see?
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
Ahren’s face remains neutral as he guides me up the stairs in silence. When we reach the top he shoves another key into a lock and opens the heavy wooden door that leads out of the dungeons. The weight of the wood—nearly three inches thick to maintain the security of the lower levels—doesn’t even creak as it swings outward.
“Uncle?” I prompt once more as I step behind him, moving forward as we leave the dreary, wet stone walls behind and enter the upper levels of Driage Castle. I look up across the opening to find large arching windows curved and angled with sharp metal edges at the top to lock in the panes of glass. Outside, the sunlight has dimmed—meaning I’d been down in the dungeons for several hours. All day, at least. I can already see some stars shining through the deep blue of the night sky as the horizon glimmers with the last vestiges of the day. Clouds drift lazily through the sea of them, hiding the sliver of the moon that dares to shine even in the face of the sun that has yet to fully set in the distance.
Ahren clears his throat, alerting me that I’ve lingered for too long. It’s been a while since I’ve been home; I’ve forgotten the differences in the view from Driage Castle compared to the Sunfire Palace.
“Lady Dina is under the care of your aunt,” he replies. “We will be dining with them tonight and you can assess her yourself. Before that, we must talk further about the future.”
I stiffen. “I assume you mean her protection,” I carefully say, pausing to wait for his response.
Ahren turns his head, his bushy brows lowering over his eyes as he scowls back at me. “Of course,” he snaps. “I am as much dedicated to the Estand royal family as you are. I’ve been concerned since the news arrived and I need more than what you’ve deigned to tell me thus far.”
“I’ve given you what I know,” I tell him.
He scoffs, the sound echoing off the walls as he strides between them with me at his back, falling in line with every step just like I had as a boy on the training grounds. “You’ve sweetened the truth,” he replies. “Do not think I don’t recognize when a man is trying to ease the burden of heavy secrets and tales. I am far more experienced than you but not weak. Do not try to placate an old man.”
“I’m not trying to placate you, Uncle,” I reply, unable to stop the twitch of my lips as he pauses at the next pass of walkways and turns back to narrow his gaze on me once more. I hold up my hands, palms forward in mock surrender. “I will tell you all that you wish to know.”
He grunts and continues marching forward, the aching cold of the corridors growing warmer as we enter the more occupied section of the old castle. “I knew something was wrong,” he says. “I could feel it in my gut. Your arrival only justifies my concern.”
As warmth finally infuses my bones, I begin to feel the effects of the last several days of travel. The wearying punishment of the fight at the Sunfire Palace. The exhausting effects of my overused abilities. My mouth grows drier the further we walk. My head pounds as if blacksmiths have begun hammering the insides. My stomach rolls with unease.
Blood. I slide my tongue along the front of my teeth as my canines threaten to punch forward from my gums. “Before we continue,” I say, rolling my tongue against the backs of either side of my teeth to try and get some wetness to quench the bolt of thirst that coils my insides, “I—” My next words are cut off as the edge of my boot snags against an uneven stone and I damn near send myself stumbling and sprawling out on the ground.
With a growl, my arm snaps out—my palm slapping against the wall, sending a ricocheting sound echoing up into the rafters above our heads. I stop completely and cup my free hand over my face as the Bloodlust blinks in and out of my vision. The red haze coming and going in bursts that remind me of beating hearts and pounding blood through veins. It doesn’t exactly help to quench the pain and hunger in my gut.
Ahren pauses and looks back. I can sense his eyes upon me, assessing me up and down, but I do not respond to it. Not yet. “You’ve overused your abilities, haven’t you?” he finally guesses.
I don’t have to answer for him to know the true answer. Still, I nod. “I’ve not fed in several days,” I admit.
He tsks under his tongue. “You know better than that.”
With a weary look, I lift my head and give him a dark glare. “I was a little busy, Uncle.” Busy escaping the Sunfire Palace. Busy saving the Princess’ life. Busy running from the evil that now lingers upon the throne of the Kingdom I’ve dedicated my soul and blood to.
Fury bubbles under the surface, but neither of us acknowledges the unspoken. It is a silent agreement between men. He waits several beats and then finally, when I’ve gotten myself under control and the animal that hides inside of me is thrust back into its cage, we continue forward.
Ahren leads me through the darkened halls that I’ve not been in in several years. The winding hallways cling to the edges of the castle before delving further into its massive depth. A few patrols we pass watch me with uncertain eyes. I don’t offer any apology for myself. After all, I am their Lord, whether I’ve been in residence in the last several years or not.
When he finally slows, I rub a hand to my chest, but it does little to resolve the thrumming of pain. Hunger. Sorrow. Worry. All these different emotions are tied up into a messy knot right next to my heart.
“Your rooms are much the same,” Ahren says, soundlessly pushing open the door. Firelight flickers in the room, the hearth already lit as though he’d had more faith in me than I’ve ever had in myself. He’d never intended to keep me in the dungeons. At least there is that knowledge. “I recommend you shower and change before attending the meal with your aunt and Lady Dina.”
It’s odd enough for him to call Devonry ‘lady’ versus Her Highness, but I understand it. We’re further into the castle now and the fewer people who know who she truly is, the safer she’ll be.
“Understood,” I reply, feeling much like the youth I once was in his presence and in my old room.
I take a look around, picking out the old weapons piled in the corner—weapons that are of no use for someone beyond adolescence. Still, it’s quite easing to see that this place hasn’t changed in the time I’ve been away. Though a warrior I might be, in the eyes of the House of Blood—I am much more than a General. I am a Lord. A boy they raised and a soldier they carved out of their own flesh and hearts.
“I’ll come for you in a bit,” Ahren says. “Dinner will be served soon, so I suggest you not keep your aunt waiting.”
“Wait!” I bark out the word before he can shut the door behind him. He turns back and arches a brow. “The vault?” I ask. “I need blood.”
His lips press together. “You know that the sun has set,” he replies. “The vault guards have gone to bed for the evening. It’ll reopen in the morning, but I’ll ensure your meat is bloodied enough, unless you wish for me to send up a bloodletter…”
I grit my teeth. A whore, he means. Well paid for their blood donations as they are, it still does not erase the fact of what they are. Someone to both feed and fuck. For a price.
Despite the curdling hunger in my gut, I shake my head. “I’ll wait,” I say.
Ahren stands at the door, watching me closely before finally nodding and stepping out, letting the door swing shut at his back.
As soon as the door closes, the air sucks out of the room. Alone. Finally, truly, alone. The emptiness of the room sinks into my bones, weighing me down enough that it is a struggle to walk much less think. The steps to bring me across the room and past the large overstuffed bed take me far longer than they should. I make it to the chair in the corner and collapse into it.
Days of survival. Days of working off of minimal sleep and blood and food. The compelling force of the last several days hits me all at once. A hungry fog takes over my brain, clouding everything. I hardly even realize I’ve begun to undress as my fingers peel at the placket of my trousers and rip my shirt over my head before dropping the soiled garments to the floorboards. I stand, shucking the trousers down my legs before making my way into the separate room bearing the metal spigots coming from the outer wall.
Turning the handles etched in runes to heat the coming water, I stand bare beneath the onslaught as scalding hot water assaults my back. I don’t turn it down. I welcome the burn and the sting to every slowly healing cut.
Dirt spins into holes dug for drainage at my feet. Water drips from my nose as I lean into the wall and watch it go. Round and around, the water murky with the grime of travel and blood that never quite washed off in the pond, finally disappearing and running clearer with each passing minute.
After the water has run itself cold, I shut it off and pad out to the main room with a drying cloth wrapped around my hips where I find that Uncle has returned. He sets a pile of fresh clothes on the end of the bed and I note that the ones I’d left on the floor are gone.
My stomach growls, crying out in need. I need blood, but the food will help, too. Holding the towel against me, water still dripping lazily down my back, I pluck the fresh pants from the edge of the bed and begin to dress. Uncle stands to the side, watching quietly and waiting.
“Thank you for the clothes,” I offer, my eyes scanning the room with more alertness. The shower certainly did more than I expected. My exhaustion is still prevalent but nowhere near as bad as it’d been before. “I plan to eat with you tonight and tell you anything you wish to know, but after, I’d like to request some supplies, as I’ll be heading off in the next day or two.”
Ahren frowns and crosses his arms over his chest before leaning against the wall and staring at me beneath his brows. “What do you mean?”
“I need you and the House of Blood to protect her. Hide her. After I take care of matters here, I’ll be gone by next nightfall most likely.” I tie the strands at my waist and secure the pants before grabbing the shirt and pulling it on over my head, weaving my arms through the loose sleeves. A leather belt with openings to secure a dagger and sword accompanies the clothes and I attach that as well, hooking it into place around my hips. “I’ll also be needing my weapons back, of course.”
“You are not thinking clearly,” Ahren replies, shaking his head. “Your first instinct should be to care for the Princess, not leave her.”
“She’s a girl.” The words rip themselves from my throat as I pause, not turning to face him. Not just yet. Innocent. Naive. Pampered. The Princess knows nothing of the world outside of her little Palace. Old anger resurfaces, overshadowing and burying the gentle feelings I might have for her. She is ignorant.
I close my eyes. After returning from battle, I had wanted to hate all of that about her. I’d looked for anything to keep the feelings that had grown so much in the time separated from resurfacing in such obvious ways. So, I’d hated her for her frivolousness and her naïveté. Hated her for the very fact that all she needed to do to be loved was exist whereas I had to fight for it. The other houses were naturally respectful of her, but to me—one of their own—the very fact that I’d been born Awakened and that I’d quickly become so relied upon by King Vernon had made them envious. I had been forced to claw my way up and earn the respect of the noble houses.
The emotions that she provokes within me—the responsibility of caring for her—is and always has been a weight upon my chest. So many times, I have wondered if things would have been different if I’d never Awakened. If there wasn’t this perpetual longing for her. Would we have been friends? Would we have never even glanced at one another?
I’d gone on bended knee for the King because I’d respected him. I’d catered to her because of that damnable responsibility, but if I remain behind now … if I keep her close, then that can only mean that these ancient affections of a childhood crush will resurface again. Protection. That is the basis of what I should give her. Nothing more.
Because, in the end, she’s still just a girl, and even as much as I despise the way she can force things I do not wish to feel from the depths of my body, I would not wish her current circumstances upon even my worst of enemies. I do not wish this on Rozentine.
“No.” Ahren’s response is quiet but fierce. “She’s not.”
I lift my head and turn to meet my uncle’s cool, stern gaze as he speaks. “That girl you see is not like the ones you’ve met on your nightly outings. She’s not a pretty villager. She’s not even a noble lady. She’s not a girl at all. She never has been, and she never will be.” He scowls at me, dropping his arms from his chest as his body swells with anger. “She is, first and foremost, a royal. She is a paragon of this country. It does not matter, now, where she goes or who she will become, nothing will erase who she truly is. She cannot escape her blood.”
I cannot escape her blood. The words that pour through my mind are the ones he doesn’t say out loud. Just like I cannot escape this painful hold she has on me. As much as I want to end this responsibility of mine, to run from her, the fact is—Devonry Estand is the last heir to Rozentine and the only hope this country has for peace once more.
My hands curl into fists as violence rages in my blood. I can feel it burn against the inside of my flesh, wanting out. I roll my tongue into my cheek and then take it between my canine and a lower tooth before biting down and tasting blood―if only to keep myself from rejecting the truth in his words.
“Her blood is the reason for the danger she’s in,” I say. If she weren’t the Princess then Nasir likely would never have even met her, much less become obsessed with her.
Ahren shakes his head. “If she decides to run, she will be running for the rest of her life.”
“Perhaps that would be better for her,” I snap. “Unless you wish to send her back to Sunfire Palace and have her face that fucking monster on her own, or have you forgotten what all we’ve lost because of him?” Jacin. King Vernon. I grit my teeth and clench my hands into fists. “She is the daughter of the Saintess, and she has followed the Queen Mother’s teachings for her entire life, even after her death. She knows not even how to wield a blade!” Devonry was not meant for battle but for rule. She was meant to sit prettily upon a throne and hold her head high with a crown placed upon it, and I was meant to kneel at her feet and offer my sword and life for her disposal. That is who we are. She is not hardened the way past royals had to be.
“This country was built upon the divine ancestors, and as of now, she is the last living descendent of the House of Sunfire,” Uncle continues as if my words hold no meaning to him. “She cannot hide. The people will accept no other ruler. If she does not retake her throne or, Gods forbid, she perishes in this Gods forsaken attempt at imperialistic takeover―”
My uncle’s words drive a dagger deep inside my chest. The mere thought of her potential death fills me with an endless void of pain. The image of her, covered in her own blood, appears in my mind’s eye, and it shakes me to my very core. It is more than repugnant. It is vile. It takes me a moment before I’m capable of refocusing on his words.
“―this country will fall. The people will not stand for false royals sitting upon the throne given to us by the Gods.”
His words reach into my soul, burn through me, and make an ache appear where there had been nothing of pain before. I look away from him to the window and beyond. In the time since I entered this room, the sun has fallen completely to the land of the moon. Lamps have been lit throughout the gardens. Night blossoms glow like stars amongst weeds.
As if my thoughts conjure her, I watch as Devonry appears in the courtyard below, trailing behind one of the younger maids of Driage Castle, Alisa. Though the girl is younger than me, she is barely a year younger than Devonry herself. Seeing the two of them together, side by side, even from this distance, fills me with a strange emotion. I’ve known Alisa for years, though I haven’t seen her in quite some time. I can tell the difference between their upbringings based purely on the way they walk and talk.
Alisa keeps her eyes downcast whereas Devonry holds her head high—despite all that’s happened. I’ve never once seen the Princess lift a finger to do anything … yet, I watch with a fascinated gaze as the young maid, Alisa, stumbles over something on the ground and Devonry reaches out to catch her and help her back to her feet. Has she always done that?
From birth, Devonry’s only purpose in this life has been to rule. For as long as I can recall, I have been content and resigned to my fate of watching over her. It has never occurred to me for a single second that either of us―her nor Rozentine―would witness this level of betrayal or that it would catapult us into the state of emergency we currently find ourselves in.
She’s young. Innocent. Naive to the ways of the world, and yet … here she is, smiling at a servant girl, helping her up, striding proudly through the gardens of Driage Castle. It is only because I have known and followed the Princess her entire life that I can see the changes in her. The tightness of her lip when she smiles. The crease in her brow. The slight hunch of her shoulders, still straighter and prouder than Alisa’s. All of it reveals her inner pain, but she’s not broken.
In a way, just seeing her like this proves my Uncle’s point. Any other girl would have caved under the pressure and betrayal of the last few days. Devonry is not so completely senseless that she doesn’t realize the danger she’s in. She knew well enough to get away from Nasir in the beginning. She knew she needed to escape. She didn’t shatter at the sight of her father’s murder. Nor has she shattered upon Jacin’s and the loss of her home.
To Uncle Ahren’s belief—she truly is not just a girl. She’s something more. She always has been. At the end of the day, though, I want to save her. Save the girl that she could be.
The shape of Nasir’s face enters my mind, and I lift a palm to the window as I watch Devonry and the maid continue on. A single crack forms from the center of my hand in the originally flat glass. The higher my emotions rise, the further it travels, creeping along in long spider-like strings until the pane of glass is flawed by the perfectly cracked outline of my palm.
Devonry has always been sunlight personified. Fiery-tempered and often more trouble than she should have been. At least, she’d been nothing but alive. The brightness of her aura is subdued now. Her voice is gone. Her pain is so visceral that even from up here, I can see the tightness of her features, though she attempts to mask it with small smiles and head nods.
This Devonry is not the girl―the Princess―that I know. She’s a broken shell of herself. Silent. Mute. Sad. To her, it’s already over. Or so it feels. She’s swallowed up in her own misery and I don’t know how to free her. Short of rushing back to Sanctus City and the Sunfire Palace, and killing that bastard Prince, there’s nothing I can do. And even if I were to do that, I still can’t turn back the clock and bring back her father. Strong as I am, even I don’t have that particular ability.
King Vernon is dead, and unlike Devonry, he was not originally from the House of Sunfire. There will be no rebirth for him. Instead, his soul will head into the Afterworld on the wings of Aerea’s flames.
“Solomon.” I hear my Uncle’s call, but only as if it were somewhere far away. It’s easy enough to ignore as I lean toward the glass. My eyes follow each movement Devonry makes. From the swish of her skirts―far below the expensive silks that she’s used to―around her ankles, to the way her hair sways, and even to the minute detail of her chin as it tips down at something Alisa is saying.
I’m aware of the new cracks that have formed due to the loosened restraint of my power, overwhelmed by my own anger. They grow in depth, breadth, and number along the window’s surface.
Slowly, I release a breath and turn back to my uncle, pulling my hand from the glass. Neither of us comments on the damage. “What do you recommend then?” I ask.
Cool, seeking eyes stare back at me for several long moments. “Both of you should stay for the time being,” he says. “No one can know who she is of course―and considering she’s never been out of Sanctus City, few have seen her face. She’ll be safe while we regroup and watch the Prince’s actions.”
“Her face may not be well known outside of Sanctus City, but her hair…” I don’t need to make him understand. It’s widely known that the white-blonde of the Estand line is unique to the royal family. People likely already speculate within the castle, though they wouldn’t say a word to argue with their masters.
She is safe here, at Driage Castle, where no one would dare betray my uncle’s order, but outside of the House of Blood’s territory, no one else can be trusted. “Whether you want to admit it, Uncle, I should go. To the general public, I appear to be a wanted criminal, though the crime was not mine.”
“It will be taken care of,” Uncle replies. “You have my solemn vow, my Lord.”
A heavy weight sits on my chest. If I were to leave Devonry here, I have no doubt she would be cared for. My uncle would risk his life for the royal family, as our line always has even in centuries past when we were nothing but a tribe of warriors fallen before the Rozentine’s early aristocracy, and our Gods and theirs were found to be one and the same. It is Estand’s line that raised us up, granted us titles, and devoted the land that our people had fought and bled for back to us. It is through them that I have the power and authority as a Lord of Blood.
I glance down at my arm, gripping my fingers into a fist that makes the veins beneath my skin stand out. I consider his suggestion for a long moment, but in the end, I have no better response. “You will keep her, then?” I clarify. “Regardless of your agreement?”
He releases a slow sigh. “If you cannot be convinced otherwise, you know I will devote everything to Her Highness.”
I nod, not surprised by the answer. “I’ll leave her to you, then,” I decide.
“And yourself?” he presses. “Where will you go?”
Where will I go? I almost laugh at the question because within it lies another statement. I will go. Because there is no other option for me. To stay here any longer than the time it takes for me to pack my belongings and leave brings more danger than I dare to risk putting either Devonry or House of Blood’s territory. I, like the Princess, am a fugitive. Unlike her, though, my face is well known.
I’ve traveled this region and many others. Met with each head of Rozentine’s noble Houses as well as numerous soldiers. Unlike Devonry, I cannot disappear so easily. I cannot hide.
“I’ll head West,” I say aloud, even as my thoughts hurry to catch up with my words. “It shouldn’t take me any longer than a few days, and I should be ready to go.”
Even if I can’t rely on my noble lineage for safety, I have the knowledge of a warrior and connections in the underbelly of Rozentine’s House of Ravens. I never considered that I would fall to that level—to enter the final House. The fallen nobility. The bastards. Those who have lines of ability and the possibility of Awakening, but no true power beyond that. It is almost laughable how one can descend so quickly from the Sun into the darkness.
No response comes from my uncle for a long while. Finally, he bows his head and utters words I never thought I’d hear him speak. “I am sorry, Solomon.” The grief in his voice makes his tone tight, and I have no doubt that if he raised his gaze to meet mine, I would see more than a glimmer in his eyes.
Without thought, I stride across the wide room until I’m close enough to reach up and clasp his shoulder. “Apologies are meant for those at fault,” I tell him without hesitation. “I don’t want to hear them from you. Instead … please do me the favor of continuing to look after this region and our people as you always have.”
His shoulders stiffen, the muscles bunching under my palm. He wants to refuse, there’s no doubt in my mind. He’s a good man, and unlike many brothers I have met, he never craved what my father had, nor what I inherited. Now, he will be forced to accept it regardless of his own wishes. The House of Blood cannot have a fugitive for a Lord.
Normally, the duty would be passed on to the closest kin of age in line for the title and that would’ve been Jacin. The thought—the reminder that he’ll never be at my side again—is a painful ugly truth. “I’m leaving the rest up to you, Uncle. Look after our soldiers,” I force the words out. “Take care of the castle and make sure our people know of our care.”
Where other lords sit in their houses and eat their fill, we have never been such a family. It is the duty of those who are fortunate enough to help those who are less so. That is our way. Noblesse oblige is not simple lessons taught to our children, but the reality of it has been beaten into our brethren for generations. We are those who came from the soil of the Gods and to them we will return one day. Even if we’ve been given abilities beyond the common man, it only means that the weight we carry is heavier. Our burdens will never cease, but the Gods would not have created us if we could not withstand the duty.
“I will keep this region,” he starts, voice gruff, “until you come home, Nephew.” His head lifts and he meets my eyes. “I will look after it and treat it as my own, and when the day comes that you and Gods willing, the Princess, are free from this dark cloud that hangs above our heads, I will hand it―sword and scepter―back to you both.”
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T he early glow of the moon has fallen over the land and as such, the windows of the dining room within Driage Castle, draped with burgundy curtains, do nothing to illuminate the chamber. Instead, it’s up to the kindling of the twin black-lined fireplaces set into the stone wall as well as the candles hovering overhead to brighten the room. Even at night, the Sunfire Palace was often lit up. A beacon at the center of the Kingdom, my mother had told me when I was younger. Even the decor had been bright—an ode to Aerea and her flames. Here, in the House of Blood, the decor is much darker—ominous almost—reflecting its owners with their dark hair and red eyes. I am the single spot of white in the room, and I almost feel as if there is a light shining from above directly illuminating where I sit at the dark oak table when all I’d like to do is hide.
My teeth scrape against the fork as I pull a bit of ham onto my tongue. I let my attention roam the table, unwilling to meet Solomon’s gaze specifically because I feel it sear into my face. The strange dream from earlier lingers in the back of my mind and the knowledge that the four of us sitting here—Lady Marjorie, Lord Ahren, Solomon, and most of all, myself—are putting off the inevitable weighs heavy in the silence.
“My lady, you should try some of the potatoes,” Lady Marjorie says, politeness in her tone and concern in her face as she gently prods a bowl of mushy white fluff in my direction. “It’s a specialty of our land.”
I stare at the bowl and then at the already heaping helping sitting upon my plate before I offer her a strained smile. “Yes, they’re quite delicious.” I spear another bite onto my fork and shovel it into my mouth. The food, although truthfully appetizing looking, tastes like dirt on my tongue, but I don’t say as much. I choke it down to show my appreciation for the hospitality of the House of Blood.
The table is painfully quiet except for the clinking china and silverware scraping plates. Curiosity has me glancing to my left when I sense Solomon is no longer watching me. I’m glad to see that, though it’s taken a while, his coloring is finally returning. He’d been taken so abruptly when we first arrived that I’d been worried we’d have yet more to face in the place that should be his home. I find myself staring as he lifts a bite to his lips, closing them around the hunk of meat. The shape of his mouth is drawn and I worry that he’s far more exhausted by the trek here than me. Droplets of blood slide down the tines of his fork and I glance at his plate, noticing that the slice of meat he has is practically raw. I swallow absently and flinch away from the sight. The redness of animal blood only serves as a reminder.
I set my fork down, my appetite thinning. No sooner have my hands found my lap, though, than Solomon clears his throat and speaks up. “You should eat more,” he says gruffly. “Your body needs the sustenance. You haven’t slept or eaten well in days.”
I close my eyes and press my lips together as I inhale through my nostrils. When I finally open them once more and meet his gaze, I channel all of my anger, all of my frustration, into my glare. Solomon’s face remains painfully blank as he stabs into the hunk of meat on his plate and lifts a bite to his lips. “Are you planning to monitor everything I consume?” I ask him tartly. “Have you decided that I need a nanny to care for me? At my age? Who knew you’d volunteer for such a position—a man of your standing, willing to play nursemaid? Someone call upon the Gods, they must know of your humble servitude.”
Solomon barks out a laugh as someone from the castle staff sets a fresh glass of sloshing dark liquid before him. “I am nothing if not a glorified nanny and nursemaid, Your … Ladyship.” He coughs, covering his near slip of the tongue as he lifts the glass in salute before taking another sip.
What little appetite I previously had disperses in the short time it takes for us to insult one another. My stomach cramps and I wince, placing a hand on my lower belly as I sit back against the high, wingback chair. Solomon lifts his glass to his lips again, licking away a droplet of red wine. Just like the blood from his dinner, it draws my attention. The rounded way his tongue smooths against the glass makes something in my abdomen throb in awareness. I feel the weight of his stare, but I quickly divert my attention elsewhere.
Lord Ahren clears his throat and shoots Solomon a dark look. “Leave the lady be, Solomon,” he chastises him. “She’s been through enough.”
I stiffen at that last comment. Not because it’s not true, but because it is. The burden of Lord Ahren’s pity hangs heavy over me, like a shroud made of a thousand blankets, each one piling on yet another burden to my shoulders. He looks at me as if I am a weak, insignificant child in need of protection, and what’s worse is that he’s right.
I am weak. Young. Confused. Lost.
Every time my mind attempts to take a step back and think over all that I have suffered in the last few days, it threatens to completely send me under a wave of oblivion. Sometimes that oblivion is panic—a feeling of being weighed down beneath crushing waves of water without an ounce of air to fill my lungs. And sometimes, it’s worse—a sense that threatens to catapult me into a catatonic state where nothing hurts anymore. The second of the two is most certainly the more unfavorable of them both.
It scares me because of how much my body seems to crave it. The absence of emotion has lingered within me off and on over the past few days as Solomon and I traveled. Any time the emotions come back, they attack with a vengeance, tearing through me worse than before. I fear that one day—the next time I cast myself into that oblivion—there will be no coming back.
Lady Marjorie dips her chin. “You’re safe here, My Lady,” she says gently. “So long as you’re within Driage Castle, you are under the House of Blood’s protection.”
“What of the other Houses?” I inquire. “Do they know of what’s happened?”
Silence stretches through the dining room, lifting to the open wooden rafters and the beams that crisscross over our heads, hanging with circles of chandeliers lit with candles. The lady turns her gaze to her husband, and in response, so do I.
Lord Ahren’s face is tight. “We’re not yet sure what the other Houses know,” he states. “We are a far cry from the Sunfire Palace and we’re quite a way from the next House’s territory. News travels a little slower here than it does within the Capital and Palace.”
My fingers find the stem of my chilled glass. Greedily, I drink it down, letting it relax the only part of me that can be soothed at all. My throat is parched and it seems my stomach can only stand the liquid. “I see.”
More silence fills the room. My hand moves to my fork. Not wishing to hear any more criticisms from Solomon, I fiddle with it to at least pretend I’m eating. If he notices, he thankfully doesn’t say anything again. The air is dry here. The candles cast a strange glow and shadow upon the entire room, warping the view before me.
I sit here, breathing heavily through my nose as my eyes play tricks on me. The massive creatures etched artistically into the stone face on either side of the fireplaces across from me change. They grow darker, the flicker of candlelight moving over them as my heart thumps faster and faster within my chest.
“You should be happy here, my Lady,” Lord Ahren says with a strained jovial note that I know none of us believe. “You will be well protected.”
His words make me frown. “I appreciate the hospitality, my Lord,” I say, “but I—”
Solomon grunts, interrupting me. “The House of Blood is loyal,” he says. “They will keep you safe from … they will keep you safe.” He repeats his words as if he can’t quite bring himself to say what, exactly, they’ll keep me safe from.
Something about the way Solomon speaks strikes me strangely. My attention snaps to him and I narrow my eyes. The burn of Lady Marjorie and Lord Ahren’s eyes sears into the side of my face. I ignore it in favor of centering my focus on the man sitting across from me with his eyes downcast.
“Why does it sound like you’re preparing to leave me with them?” I ask. A beat passes. No one lifts a fork. No one speaks. The only sound is that of our combined breathing and the crackling fire. “Solomon?”
“Because I am,” Solomon finally says. When his lashes lift and the red glow of his gaze meets mine, I swear something flashes in their crimson depths. It almost looks sorrowful, full of pain. Yet, it’s there and gone so quickly that I have no way of lingering on what it could possibly mean.
“What?”
Solomon reaches for his glass once again, sipping heavily from it before holding it in a clenched fist as he speaks. “You will remain here, within Driage Castle,” he states. “You will be taking on the name Dina and your identity will be that of a lady in waiting from Sunfire Palace. My aunt and uncle will vouch for your identity should anyone grow suspicious of your—”
“Stop.” I hold up both of my hands and press them against the edge of the table, shoving back from my placement as I get to my feet. My breath comes faster than before, scraping in and out of a throat that’s quickly becoming raw. “It sounds as if you have no plans to return here for me.”
Solomon’s expression slips into the perfect mask of neutrality. His fingers tighten on his glass. “Do not make this difficult, my Lady,” he emphasizes the term. “It is safer for you to remain here. Perhaps you don’t yet realize it, but we are both fugitives now.”
“In my own Kingdom?” I snap.
“Yes,” he snaps back, slamming his glass down hard enough for a loud cracking sound to echo throughout the chamber.
I gape at him.
“Solomon, perhaps this isn’t the best time to discuss—” Lady Marjorie’s soft spoken words are quickly cut off as Lord Ahren reaches over and takes his wife’s hand. Dimly, I’m aware that the two exchange a silent look, but I’m too focused on the man across from me to truly understand what invisible conversation the two of them are exchanging.
“You can’t be serious.” I shake my head. “You can’t leave me here.” Alone.
“The House of Blood will hide you, keep you safe from him,” Solomon replies.
Him. Prince Nasir. My whole body tightens at the reminder. My friend—my ex-friend. The betrayer of my trust and my family. The murderer. What little I’ve eaten feels precariously close to coming right back up. My chest expands with each breath and yet it feels like nothing is reaching my insides. My head grows light. I waver on my feet, reaching out and clamping my fingers around the lip of the table to keep myself upright.
“This is not the time for petty hysterics, my Lady.” Solomon’s voice is cold. Unemotional. My head jerks up once more, meeting that glowing crimson gaze of his.
“I am not hysterical.”
“You are well on your way to acting that way,” he replies, his tone callous. “You may be an adult, My Lady, but you are an innocent with very little knowledge of the actual world outside of—”
“I. Am. Your. Queen.” Each word tears from my throat, dripping with venom and blood.
Solomon doesn’t flinch. “You are naive to the ways of the world,” he continues as if I haven’t spoken. “Royals who have lost their thrones are threatened by all manner of crimes of war. If Prince Nasir discovers you, if—Gods forbid it—you are taken back to the Sunfire Palace and you fall under his ability, you will be subjected to the unthinkable.”
“You are obviously thinking of it,” I snap. “So I suppose it’s not that unthinkable.”
The only sign that he hears me is the pulse of a vein in his forehead as his gaze darkens on me. “This is not a matter to be taken lightly, Devonry.” Not My Lady. Not Your Highness. Devonry. He must be truly angry. Well, I don’t care. “When I say you could be subject to the unthinkable—I am not talking about death, though that’s a possibility.”
“Nasir doesn’t want to kill me,” I say, but Solomon’s not wrong. What Nasir wants is much worse. He wants my hand in marriage. He wants my love. And after watching him slaughter my father … the only thing I wish to offer him is the sharp end of a blade.
My heart freezes in my chest and then restarts, moving faster than before. The vile, dark thought permeates my mind.
Kill. I want to kill Nasir. I want to destroy him. Erase him from existence.
The desire is wicked hot, like a fire poker being jammed into my chest. It’s nothing like I’ve ever felt before. Painful. Strange. Violent.
I’ve never desired violence a day in my life—not this kind of dark brutality. Sure, I’ve thought of smacking someone, namely Solomon. But never murder. My mother had ingrained within me the value of life. Once a person fell into the dark path of slaughter, they so rarely came back. These were dangerous thoughts. Ones that I shouldn’t even entertain.
“Your existence is very precious to this country, Princess,” Lord Ahren says. “What Solomon says is right. It is best that you remain here, with us.” He pauses and gestures to his wife. “We realize how difficult this might be for you. You’ve just lost your father. You’re grieving.”
Heat spills into my chest. Grief? Is that what this is? This empty, hopeless feeling? I don’t even quite understand how I’m standing here before them right now. Everything I’ve experienced over the last several days feels like a nightmare, like it happened to someone else, and I’ve merely heard it secondhand. I can’t quite connect my own emotions to the horrors that I know have happened.
My father. The Sunfire Palace. Jacin. Sheza. Nasir.
My grief feels so very small in comparison to the loss of everything else. I’m alive, though. I have no right to feel this way. I shove the emotion down, deep into my soul, burying it beneath anger because anger is familiar. It’s easier. It shields.
“Regardless,” I say, fixing my attention on Solomon once more, “I expected to be included in any discussions relating to my future.”
“All decisions that concern your safety are at the behest of your guard, Highness,” Solomon says. “I am that guard.” He stands to his full height, pushing back from the table to mirror my stance. Together, the two of us glare at each other across the intricately carved table laden with precious food and expensive tableware. It’s at the edge of my mind to lift that tableware and chuck it at him.
“You overstep yourself, Solomon,” I snap.
“Do I?” His words are a challenge. He arches a brow at me. “Would you have preferred to take your chances in the arms of your friend? In the arms of Prince Nasir?”
I inhale sharply, but it’s Lady Marjorie who stops me from speaking. “Solomon Winett,” she gasps, “that is quite enough.”
“I’m sorry,” Solomon’s voice gentles, but only marginally. Still, he keeps his red gaze locked on me. “But I cannot take it back. I am right about this, and Her Highness is aware of that. She simply hates to be told what to do, especially by me.”
“You’re damned right about that.” The words spill from my lips before I can think better of them. Somehow, someway, he always pulls the worst from me. It’s as easy as breathing. “But it doesn’t matter anymore.”
“It doesn’t matter?” Solomon narrows his eyes on me.
“No.” I shake my head. “Because this conversation is over. You are not abandoning your duties. I won’t let you go that easily, Solomon.”
“You don’t have much of a choice,” Solomon replies.
The desire to throw my plate at him grows. Tension blankets the room. Thick and heavy, grounding all of us in these desperate emotions. Several seconds tick away before words are uttered again.
“I am the future Queen of Rozentine,” I state, “and I will not hide that.”
“If you don’t hide who you are, then you risk everything, Devonry,” Solomon replies.
“He’s right, darling,” Lady Marjorie says, leaning away from her husband toward me. She draws my attention to the light lines of concern that crease her face. She looks up at me from her seat, her fingers laying on the table, outstretched toward me. “The Prince knows that the people of Rozentine will not accept an insurgent upon the throne. Your blood, your crown, was delivered by the Gods themselves. He will use you to control the country…”
“You will become a Queen in name only,” Solomon finishes.
“What am I now?” I ask. “What will I be if I do as you say and I stay here and hide away? How long will I do so?”
No one speaks for several long seconds, no one even dares to answer that final question. That, more than any words they could utter in response, tells me all that I need to know. Solomon has no plans to fight back. He would let me hide for the rest of my life, leaving Nasir upon the bloodied throne that he stole from me, from my father’s cold hands.
“No.” I shake my head again, feeling a tingle start up in my belly. It spreads, moving outward through my limbs. I back away from the table and only then do Lord Ahren and Lady Marjorie get to their feet. “I cannot accept this.”
“You have no choice—”
“Stop saying that!” I scream. Solomon’s words cut off, but I refuse to look at him. The world tilts around me. My throat is closing up. I can’t breathe. Ugly images flash through my head every time I blink. Every time I close my eyes, they’re there. Replaying in my mind like some twisted moving painting.
I stumble away from the table, pulling away as Lady Marjorie leaps to help me. I can’t stand it right now. The thought of her hands on me, of anyone’s hands on me.
“You are a coward,” I spit the words at Solomon, not looking back as I do. As they leave my lips, though, they come arching back, slamming into me, splitting me open with my own hypocrisy.
In the end, I know the truth. The words they say aren’t wrong. I can’t deny that the danger I face now is greater than anything I’ve ever encountered before.
Solomon saved me from Nasir. He risked his life for me. He is a warrior and I am nothing without my crown.
Solomon is not the true coward here.
I am.
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H ours later, long after the disaster of dinner has ended, I lay awake tossing and turning in my borrowed bed. Objectively, I know that Solomon is not trying to hurt me. He wouldn’t. We might hate each other, but I’ve never feared him.
I roll to one side, shoving a hand beneath my pillow and squeezing my eyes shut. When I do, however, those same images from earlier reverse and start all over again in my mind. My eyes pop open and I toss the covers back. A restless feeling has overtaken me. Sliding out from between the sheets, I grab the silken robe draped across the back of a chair and wrap it around myself, tying it closed at the waist before I light a candle and lift it to face level as I leave the room.
The night within Driage Castle is colder than I’m used to—though warmer than the outdoors. I trail the wide, stone hallways, my mind wandering as my feet take me to unknown parts of the castle. By the time I come back to my senses, I realize I’ve wandered a bit too far and I don’t recall where I came from.
Turning in a circle, the candle in my hand flickers as I look down one hallway and then another—trying to remember which one I took to get to where I am. “Damn,” I whisper to myself. I’ve never cursed so much as I have in the last few days. It is unbecoming of a lady, I was always taught. Right now, though, I don’t feel like a lady.
Standing between two crossing hallways, there are four directions at my disposal. I knot my fingers into my robes, the fabric slipping as I clamp onto it only to let go again. A terrible feeling builds with every heartbeat.
What am I doing? I ask myself. What was the point of coming out here?
There’s no answer. I’m the only one who can provide it and unfortunately, that simply means I was greedy once more—greedy for freedom. Greedy for an escape from my own thoughts. I thought leaving my chambers would provide me with a distraction, but all it’s done is bring me right to the place I don’t wish to be.
Alone and frightened.
“My Lady?”
I jump at the sound of a familiar feminine voice, whirling to face the figure that appears in one of the four passageways. Lady Marjorie is dressed much the same as myself—a chamber robe wrapped around her frame as she holds up a candle.
“Lady Marjorie.” I swallow. “I’m glad I ran across you. I appear to have gotten lost on my way to…” I trail off, no lie coming to my lips. It doesn’t feel right to lie to her.
Lady Marjorie eyes me for a moment in silence and then she moves closer, her steps gliding over the stone floor as she approaches. “Were you looking for Solomon?” she asks.
“I was—no, I wasn’t,” I say quickly, stumbling over the denial.
Her lips twitch and she offers me a small smile, one that lets me know without words that she doesn’t believe me. She tilts her head to the side, her braids falling over one shoulder and making her appear younger than she had during the day. The burgundy wrap that covers her is cinched tightly at her waist with a black and gold rope, defining her shape.
She hums in the back of her throat as she continues to look me up and down. My fingers tighten on my candle as I wait for whatever decision she’s about to make. After the embarrassment I’d made of myself at dinner, it feels wrong to demand information from her right now. I am in her home, a guest. A fugitive—Solomon had said.
“Would you walk with me, dear?” Lady Marjorie finally asks, holding out her free arm.
Blinking, I switch my candle to my other hand and take her arm. “O-of course.”
For several moments, we walk in silence, our steps and breaths the only sound in the corridors as she leads me down one hallway and into another. “You know,” she starts, “Solomon has never spent much time here.”
“He hasn’t?”
She nods. “He was young when he was called away to the Palace. Being born with Awakened abilities meant that he was destined for greater things than to preside over a singular territory such as ours.”
“The House of Blood’s territory is important to Rozentine,” I tell her. “It is the oldest in the land and the people rely on a lot of the products that come from here.”
“Oh yes,” Lady Marjorie chuckles, her fingers patting my arm where we’re connected. “I’m not saying our territory isn’t important, but in the grand scheme of the world—of our Kingdom—Solomon was destined for greater things. I knew it from the day he was born. Ahren, as much as I love him, hated to admit it. He doted on Solomon as a child and never wanted him to experience the darkness of the world. It’s the curse of being a parent, and after Solomon’s parents perished in that horrible winter when he was barely out of training britches, that’s exactly what we became.”
I think over her words. “You and Lord Ahren seem to be quite close,” I say. “You’ve been married for a long time.”
Lady Marjorie’s face softens at the mention of her husband. “We haven’t always been like this,” she admits. “You know, there was a time when Ahren and I fought just as hard as you and Solomon.” Marjorie gives a small smile. “It was over much more trivial things, admittedly, but we were young and stubborn-headed. We’ve found, over the years, that high passion can bring about even more heightened emotions when things are so uncertain.”
“My mother told me that soulmates are found among the Awakened because of similar reasons—high passion, high emotions, the power … there needs to be a trade-off. Forgive me for asking, but are the two of you … is it real? The mate bonds?”
She nods. “Yes, it is. The Queen mother spoke true. Though Ahren wasn’t born Awakened like Solomon, he Awakened early. His abilities aren’t as strong as Solomon’s, but he found that after we met, he was more able to control them. The Awakened are often gifted with a knowledge that those of us who aren’t don’t have. They know, almost instinctively, who they are meant to be with. It is an intuition I wish I had. The impulse of an Awakened to take their mate once they find them is nearly impossible to resist. It takes a considerable amount of willpower.”
“Why would an Awakened resist their mate, though?” I ask, confused by the very idea. If I had a mate, if I knew for sure that there was someone the Gods had made especially for me, I don’t know that I’d ever want to be without them. The world seems frightening to me now, and I’m not alone. Imagining what might have happened to me had I not had Solomon … the thoughts could only offer me more nightmares.
Lady Marjorie offers me a gentle look and smile, the thin lines of age on her face tightening as she does. “Sometimes, my dear,” she says, “the rules of man do not necessarily aid the plans of the Gods. All you need to understand now is that the Awakened have been blessed with these special abilities, but that grace does not come without cost. There must always be a balance. With great power comes great sacrifice. A burden so intense that it has felled weaker beings. The Saintess was right. Mates are the trade off. The Gods counteracted the hardship that their powers bring their descendants by ensuring that any Awakened would be able to recognize their mate. No questioning it. No wondering. It simply is and they know.”
I consider Lady Marjorie’s words, our steps sliding along the stone floors of the corridors. After several beats, I glance to the side, examining her features. Her proud, straight nose and the slip of a singular dark lock that flips out over her ears where the rest of her hair is tucked back.
“And what of you and Ahren?” I inquire. “Are you mates? Lord Ahren wouldn’t have married you if you weren’t, right?”
Her lips twitch and when she looks back at me, her gaze softens. “Some Awakened marry those who aren’t their mates, darling,” she says. “The plight of humankind, it seems, can lead them astray. But yes, for us, once Ahren and I committed ourselves to one another, we did find that there was a special bond between us. It’s rare, I believe, and not everyone finds it.”
“What…” We were meant to be, Devonry, Nasir’s words echo in my mind. They don’t strike me as romantic, though. Instead, they deepen my fear. Soulmates. I can’t be Nasir’s soulmate. The very idea of being connected to someone such as him against my will makes me want to vomit. But what if there is no choice? What if soulmates are predestined and there is no escaping? Is Nasir a punishment? Was he right? Are we meant to be and am I just running from something inevitable?
Lady Marjorie clears her throat, distracting me from my worrisome thoughts. “It’s true Ahren and I have a bond, My Lady,” she says, “but I’m not sure if we’re soulmates.”
I blink and look at her. “You don’t know?” How can she not know? My mother always said that the knowledge of one’s soulmate would be undeniable.
“I don’t,” she admits. “I am not Awakened and with how old I am now, I doubt I ever will be. Ahren claims he feels it—the bond—but without abilities of my own, I fear I’ll never know what he does.”
“That’s…” Tragic, I finish the thought in silence, unwilling to say it aloud. The idea of one soulmate never able to feel the bond breaks my heart. I stare down at the floor and the skirts of my chemise and robe as they glide over the stones. If I were Awakened then I would know for sure if what Nasir claimed was true. If I truly am his soulmate or if he’s just as deranged as I think he is.
“Solomon might seem like a callous soldier sometimes,” Lady Marjorie says as she slows our steps to a careful stop at yet another pair of crossing corridors, “but because of his abilities, he feels things much harder. He wishes to protect you in much the same way that Ahren and I wanted to protect him as a child.”
“I’m not a child, though, my Lady,” I tell her. “Solomon and I, though we’ve known each other since our youth, are not parent and infant. He was born for war and I was born for this Kingdom.”
Her smile is gentle as she pulls her arm from the circle of mine. “You’re right,” she says. “You’re not a child and Solomon is not a parent. He’s something else.”
A pain in my rear end, I think, but I don’t say it.
“I think you’ll find what you need in the south tower,” she continues, pointing past me to one of the corridors at my back. I turn, following the trail of her finger. “It’s right down this hall, up the first staircase to the next floor, through the red doors, and to the left.”
“What I need?” I turn back to her, but she’s already retreated. Her steps are quiet, nearly inaudible as she walks away.
Just before she disappears around the corner, she calls back. “I wish you the best of luck, Your Highness.”
Right down this hall, up the first staircase to the next floor, through the red doors, and to the left.
The lady’s words repeat in my mind as I turn back to the corridor she’d pointed me toward. I’m not exactly sure what it is she’s led me to—perhaps my bedroom?—but I don’t recall any red doors. Nevertheless, I can’t simply stand here in the center of the hallway all night, so I start walking.
I follow her directions, and as I walk, I consider her words. Soulmates. Solomon’s childhood. Awakened abilities.
How much does Solomon remember of his childhood here? Did he remember his parents? What did a young boy with more powers coursing through his veins than the average adult look like? Was he happy that he’d been born with his power or was he frightened of it?
I find the staircase at the end and take its winding steps up to the next floor, my fingers trailing along the rough stone walls, coming away coated in grime and dust. A castle like this must be impossible to keep clean. What must it have felt like for him to leave this place behind and enter the Sunfire Palace?
Just as Lady Marjorie had said, there’s a set of double red doors that awaits me at the end of the short hall on the upper floor. With the black frame that surrounds them, they appear even more crimson than the color of the House of Blood’s eyes. A shallow breath rasps down my throat.
My fingers curl into my palm and my nails stab into my flesh as determination brings my weightless body back to the present. I reach forward and pull the iron handle of the door, exhaling with surprise at the heaviness of the door as I drag it open.
The moment I enter is the same moment that I realize I’ve been tricked. Across the room, Solomon sits beneath a large open window with the same black arch as the frame of the door. He’s got his head resting back on one side of the frame with one leg outstretched and the other bent to support the arm he has draped over it.
He looks back as the door shuts behind me. The wind from the open window blows into my face and the candle in my hand goes out. I look down at it before glancing back at him.
Solomon sighs. “Let me guess,” he says, his voice echoing across the empty room, “you’ve come to yell at me some more? Perhaps you wish to trade more insults?”
“I…” I bite down on my lower lip and let out a frustrated breath. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”
Solomon arches one dark brow at me. “These are my chambers,” he states. “Where else would I be in the middle of the night?”
“No, that’s not what I—ugh—” I grunt in irritation, cutting myself off. Why do I even bother with him?
I stride forward and set down the useless candle on the table across from the four-poster bed against the far side of the wall to my right. “Lady Marjorie was walking with me and she told me that I’d find what I need here. I didn’t know these were your rooms,” I explain. “Why she thought I needed to find you is ridiculous.”
Solomon levels me with a bland look and the shadows beneath his eyes appear darker than before. “On that, we agree, at least. You should return to your room, Princess. A man’s private chambers is not a place for you.”
With a huff, I gather my skirts into my hands and move toward him, stomping across the stone floor until I’m standing over him. “Then I shall endeavor to avoid a man’s chambers,” I say tartly. “Fortunately, all I appear to have crossed into are the rooms of an annoying little boy.”
Solomon’s dark head arches back further as he gazes up at me. “Trading insults, then, is your goal,” he says softly, “but unfortunately, for you, I am not in the mood to entertain you. Return to your rooms, Princess. I am tired.”
My anger deflates at those last three words. My brows snap together and I hesitate for a moment before finally deciding to take a chance. I move toward the opposite side of the window’s frame and lower myself to the dusty floor. At one point in time I might have grimaced at getting my dress unnecessarily dirty, but now … this is nothing in comparison to everything else.
“I’m … sorry.” It’s difficult to apologize, but I shove the words out regardless of how they make me wince with humiliation. “About what I said at dinner,” I clarify. “You’re not a coward.”
In the shadows of the room, Solomon’s face is shrouded. Still, the moonlight that pours into the open window reveals the twitch in his lips. The hardness of him fades ever so slightly when he lifts his face and his mouth draws into a small smile. “I know,” he says.
My fingers fiddle with the hem of my skirts and I pull them out, fanning them around me as I draw my knees closer to my chest. Marjorie’s earlier words—the smallest insight as to who Solomon had been as a child—come back to me. How Ahren and she had both wanted to protect him from the darkness of the world, and how they had, inevitably, failed. Is he just like them?
“I know you want to protect me,” I say, choosing my words carefully. "I know you think you’re just doing what is right—”
“A Princess really shouldn’t be sitting on these dirty floors.” Solomon’s words interrupt me. I lift my head to meet his gaze.
“I could argue that our prestigious Blood General shouldn’t be doing so either.” I clasp my hands in front of me making a show of settling more comfortably into my seat on the floor.
“You are rather good at that,” he mumbles, that wary smile still in place.
“Good at what?” I ask.
“Arguing,” he says.
I give a very unladylike snort. “You’re one to talk.” He sighs with a shake of his head. “Okay, okay, I see your point. Perhaps we can lay our verbal weapons down? And just talk?”
He arches a brow at me. “Can you go without stabbing at me, little Princess?” His words are a challenge.
I arch my brow. “I’ll never know unless I try.”
With a chuckle, Solomon leans forward and moves his hands down to his waistline. My eyes widen as his belt buckle clinks. The place within my lower belly tightens and butterflies fill my insides. I should stand up and turn away. I should yell at him, demand to know what he’s doing, but somehow, I can’t seem to do either. I’m locked in, both curious and unwilling to disturb the moment. My gaze follows the path of his fingers as he finishes undoing his belt and then pulls the leather free, the straps holding his weapons to it clattering as he tosses it to the side. A shiver slithers down my spine and my eyes return to his face.
“There,” he says, the rasp of his deep voice sliding over my ears and making me realize just where we are. Alone. Just him and I. “No weapons. Your turn, Princess.” He holds my gaze, pinning me with his crimson lit eyes that appear sharper and more focused than ever before. Almost as if he’s silently daring me, pushing me to take that next step. “Or do you think you need to protect yourself from me?”
I wonder. For some reason, here together, Solo and I are in a position we never would have been in had we been at Sunfire Palace. This is a new type of freedom, one that might just alter the way I see him. Instead of saying as much, though, I lift my chin and deny it. “You’re no danger to me, Solomon.” I reach down to my own waistline. My heart thrums a steady beat in my breast.
“Do you truly believe that?” he asks, his gaze darkening. “I’d say I’m the most dangerous creature you’ll ever meet.”
I swallow around a suddenly dry throat and roll my eyes. “That’s just your ego,” I reply, forcing a casual tone into my voice that I don’t feel. Tension and something else linger in the open air between us. It feels almost like I’m putting my hand too close to the open flame of a candle—I’m not hurt … not yet, but the fire is there and it threatens to burn me.
Solomon’s lips part and my hands still at my sides. Blood red eyes slowly lower down my body, roving over my throat before delving lower—where the opening of my robes gape to reveal a soft expanse of skin above my breasts.
“Divest yourself of your weapons, Devonry,” he finally says, sitting back. “So we may talk.” I don’t know why he places particular emphasis on the word talk, but it leaves me with a strange sensation inside.
Forcing a sarcastic smile, I mimic his actions, watching as he presses his lips together, his gaze sparking with amusement. I hold my hand out to the side, dropping my imaginary weapon belt next to me. Then, with a small smile, I lean forward and lift the hem of my skirts. His eyes widen and then narrow, but I merely slip my hand out again and then lay another invisible weapon alongside my other weapons.
“You come strapped, huh?” he comments.
“One must always be prepared for war.” I pull another fake weapon from under my skirt.
“Any other weapons hiding in all that fabric?” He waves toward my skirts.
Heat flushes through me, filling my chest and traveling farther up to my cheeks. I arch a brow and hope he doesn’t notice. “Ah, yes, I almost forgot.”
I reach back and pull on the long pointed pin that holds my hair up. White blonde strands fall down my back and forward into my face. I blow a wayward stream of it out of my eyes and set the pin down in front of us. The silver shines in the bit of moonlight that streams through.
“So, you had real weapons on you after all,” he says, not moving.
“It’s a hairpin, Solo,” I say with a snort. “Hardly a real blade.”
“You’d be surprised,” he says. “I’ve known women that could do considerable damage with something that small.”
My lips part, but I have no response to that. Instead, I lean back against the frame of the window and cross my arms over my chest. My hair snags on the crease made between my elbow and chest and I adjust.
The taste of dust lingers in the air as I take a deep breath in. “I want to be a part of the decisions that affect me.”
Solomon doesn’t respond immediately. His face tilts forward, shadowing his expression in darkness. I wait, the heavy beat of my heart echoing in my ears. I’m viscerally aware that despite my wants and desires, I do not have the physical capabilities of forcing Solomon to do what I say. My father is not here to command him. If he is to follow me, he has to be willing to do it himself.
The thought of losing him, though, is a terrifying possibility. The trust I once had is now broken. As kind and sweet as Lady Marjorie and Lord Ahren are … there’s a small voice in the deepest part of my mind that wonders if they’re just pretending. If the smiles they show me are merely masks. What if they resent me because of Jacin’s death? What if they resent me for being too weak to do something about it?
“No one knows what the future brings, Devonry,” Solomon finally says.
“No, but we can control the present,” I reply. “I need your assurance, Solo. Please. I can’t be kept in the dark, not anymore.”
Silence falls between us once more.
“Solomon.” I fight the urge to pinch the bridge of my nose. Desperation clings to my back, creeping up into my mind and laying waste to my calm demeanor. “If you leave, I want your promise that you won’t go without talking to me first. Without considering my opinion.”
“Even if I choose not to take you with me?” he asks.
“Yes.” But he will. I will make him see that leaving me behind is the wrong decision to make. I don’t care what I have to do to prove it. As kind as the Lord and Lady have been, I am not part of their House.
The House of Sunfire has not yet fallen. I am still here. I am still alive. That has to mean something. By the Goddess Aerea’s Flames, I will make it mean something.
“Your father would be proud of you, Devonry,” Solomon’s words are quiet. A whisper on the wind, nearly stolen away by the pounding of my own pulse in my ears, but I hear them, and they strike me deep.
My lips part and I release a breath. Before I can utter a response, he speaks again. “I apologize for letting my anger get the best of me earlier this evening,” he says. “Jacin was always better at communicating, especially when it came to you.”
My eyes burn, but I force the tears that threaten to fall back. There has been enough crying, enough weakness. “Does that mean I have your agreement?” I press.
Solomon lifts his head and stares at me wordlessly. I stare back, waiting.
“Yes,” he says. “You have my agreement.”
I want to believe him. More than I’ve wanted almost anything. Truly, I hope that laying down our weapons, imaginary or not, is enough. As I stare back at him, though, something in his eyes—perhaps the way they darken—betrays him.
Solomon Winett—proud Rozentine warrior and the infamous Blood General—is a liar.
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SOLOMON
   
M y heart pumps beneath my flesh, wild and untamed. Before the thrashing organ can thrust itself out of my chest, I send the Princess off with a smile and deception on my tongue. I know her. I’ve known her for years—and as much as I wish we’d never crossed paths, as much as I pray to the Gods nightly that they could turn back the clock and make it so that we never met—the fact is this lie will save her life. I can’t have her following after me.
Devonry is strong in many ways, but physicality is not one of them. She is naive. This small, precious creature. A bird raised within gilded walls. I am the monster that craves her.
“Solomon…” My hand tightens on the brass handles of the door and I lean against the frame of it, putting my forearm sideways across it as I hover over her much smaller frame. Every muscle in my body instantly reacts to the sound of my name on her tongue. My muscles tense, coiling beneath my flesh, and an invisible fire sparks and spreads throughout me.
“Yes, Princess?”
Bright, wide, blue-hazel eyes stare up at me from her heart-shaped face. A goddess in human form. She’s so fucking beautiful, it makes it that much harder to resist her. Her petal-colored lips part. Lips I want to slam my own into. Lips I’d love very much to see parted as she moans in pleasure beneath me. My groin tightens.
“You look pale,” she says softly. “Are you okay? I mean, truly?” Her lashes fall down and then lift once more. “You know you can tell me anything, right? I know we’ve never gotten along, but we … what we went through—what happened at the Sunfire Palace, and Jacin…” She swallows and I watch as she pushes her shoulders back and forces herself to raise her head. Regal. Queenly. Elegant. Beautiful. “You’re not alone, Solomon. Even if we can’t get along, we can still be friends.”
Devonry tilts her head, exposing the column of her throat, stretching the tendon that runs there. Her expression is a question for a moment longer than it should be.
Why does she stand so pretty for me right now? As if she is offering me the opportunity to sink my fangs into her flesh?
It takes a moment for her question to penetrate my head. It delves past the fog of lust and hunger to finally stab into my gut. Am I okay? No. I hunger. I crave her—both blood and body. I see her and I want. I smell her and I need.
Her fingers touch my chest, questioning and curious, driving me to move forward, turning as she does until it’s now her back pressed into the frame of the open door. I have her imprisoned within the circle of my body. She inhales slowly, removing her fingers from the gentle press on my chest. A groan crawls up my throat, threatening to escape. Nervous panic sparks inside my chest.
“S-Solo?” She frowns. “You look like a ghost.” Is it my imagination or are her words a little breathless?
My fingers dig into the stone and wood above her head as I resist the urge to bend over her and press my teeth to her neck. Hunger swells inside of me.
“I think you should go get some rest.” My words are clipped, cold.
Devonry gazes up at me. I track her movements as she pulls aside the curtain of her hair to reveal her pale flesh, nervous energy in her fingers as she grips it and her teeth sink into her lower lip. “Solomon, I really think—”
“We’re not friends, Princess,” I tell her, cutting her off, hating the words as they scrape out of my throat, leaving my insides raw and bleeding. “We never have been and we never will be. Friendship is an impossibility for us.”
You will protect her, Solomon. I know it. As her mate, you will ensure that she is always safe. You must understand that, in this life, you cannot be what you desire. She is a royal, and you are her shield. If you wish to remain by her side, then she must never know the truth. She must never know who you are.
King Vernon’s old words the day I confessed the truth to him slam into my head. He’d been a strong ruler, protective of his people, wise beyond his years, and yet … to me, he had been a cruel jailer. Even if I understood his reasoning, that didn’t make the pain of being so close and yet so far from what I most wanted in this world lessen.
Devonry flinches at my words. She inhales sharply. “Do you truly despise me so much?” She shakes her head. “Why did you even bother saving me if you hate me?”
My gut cramps with agony. The King is gone. Nothing stands between Devonry and me save for my own morality and that, too, is quickly waning. All I can smell is Devonry and my stomach twists a little tighter with want. Whatever beast came thrashing out of me earlier it reaches for her now. It purrs.
She must never know the truth. My heart fucking shudders in my chest. A red haze descends over my visage. Desire. Hunger. Want. Need. Violence. Lust. Everything within me strains toward her very being. A soul deep ache that she is unaware of, unAwakened to.
Somewhere deep within me, I had hoped when the King was killed she would—there have been documented instances of those suffering from trauma Awakening suddenly … but no, still there are very few signs of her Awakening. No indication that she knows what I truly am. Who she truly is to me.
Perhaps, if this is to be our last meeting … maybe it wouldn’t matter if I allowed myself one tiny taste of the forbidden. I lean forward, closer, catching a tendril of her fresh floral scent. Her blood beats steady and strong in the column of her throat. My eyes catch on the fluttering sound.
Monster. I curse my instinctive desires. She has no idea. No thought of what I feel for her. It would be crueler to tell her if all I plan to do is disappear from her sight. I draw away from the door and from her, pulling my forearm down.
The answer to her question is simple. The thought of this world empty of her is not a world I want to exist in. Her presence is the only thing that keeps me taking a step forward and when the day comes that she is laid to rest within the soft Earth is the day I will take a dagger to my own chest and carve my heart out to lay it next to her.
Instead of responding, however, I close my eyes and release a breath. “Goodnight, Princess,” I say, letting the door shut quietly between us.
My head bows forward, pain eating away at my insides. The blood vaults are still closed for the night and I’d almost—I’d damn near … I whirl away from the door and stomp toward the center of the chambers.
Yes, it is better if the Princess stays here. She’s in no condition to go gallivanting through the countryside with me. So she’ll stay and they can hide her identity while they come up with a plan, and I’ll be … I’ll be as far away as I can get.
That thought makes loathing burn inside me. It makes me hate the part that longs to be at her side, the part that feels strained when we are away from each other.
Cool, night air drifts into the room, doing nothing to chill the raging fire within me. I am fucking starving—for blood and for her. My chest pumps. Up and down. Up and down. My claws extend from my nail points. My teeth shift in my mouth, the fangs dropping down as my eyes blaze fiery red.
The thought of Devonry’s blood upon my tongue has my cock straining against my trousers. “Fuck!” The curse hisses through my teeth. I stumble backward, hitting the edge of the bed. I can’t take it. The scent of her still lingers in the air, surrounding me, driving me mad.
Her blood would be the sweetest nectar. I can fucking imagine it. My hands on her soft body, her thighs parted to allow me room, my fangs in her throat as she moans above me. Feeding me her life as I feed her my cock.
For me to feed from her would be a forbidden sin. She is promised to another, I remind myself. But … Gods, the taste of her would be so fucking divine. That fucking prince is undeserving of such a prize.
She might be promised to the crown prince of Bartoli—but in her ancient soul, she is promised to me. Theirs are earthly ties whereas the connection between the Princess and me flows deeper. Darker. It is inevitable—she and I. It was wrong that her father would have kept us apart.
Straining, I grip the ties holding my trousers shut, ripping them away as I free myself and take my shaft in hand. The damn thing bobs, long, thick, and proud as I grip the base and stroke it once—from base to tip—stopping to cover the head and shudder as I close my eyes and let the fantasy of a completely different scenario overtake my mind.
My back presses against one of the bed posts. My heartbeat pounds inside my ears.
Feed from me, Solomon … I’m willing. Soft, sweet words filter through my ears in her harmonic voice.
I groan and my hips jerk against my palm. My fangs fucking throb with need. In my mind’s eye, I can see her pinned between me and stone. My body covering hers, trapping her to my will. How would she react if I were to sink down and take her mouth with mine the same way I’d wanted to earlier?
Would she open for me willingly, or would I have to force my way inside?
In my fantasy, she is neither simply willing nor unwilling. She is an active participant. She curls her hands around my neck, goes onto her toes, pressing her perky breasts against my chest. My cock threatens to burst as I stroke it again.
In a single heartbeat, any air between us is crushed away. Her pulse is as familiar as my own as it rushes against my bare skin. In my head, I trail my nose along her exposed throat, hating myself even as I savor the moment.
I won’t hurt you, Princess, it’s a promise that I fully intend to actually keep.
It’s okay, please, Solo, feed from me. Take me.
A growl forms in my throat, slamming against the backs of my teeth as it makes itself known. It vibrates from my chest to hers as slender fingers work their way into my hair, guiding me closer, even as my entire body tenses.
Why are you so stubborn? she asks. You need blood and I can give it.
My mouth finds the bend of her neck. A tremble passes through her as my fangs glide over her skin, but they don’t yet sink into her flesh. Instead, I tease her with my tongue, stroking it over her skin—tasting the salt of her.
A wicked groan escapes me once more. Her skin tastes of the divine realm. Ecstasy. My shaft stiffens further as my palm moves faster, racing against the fantasy in my head. My fangs ache. Every rise and fall of her chest brushes against me and I’m keenly aware of the few layers of cloth between us.
Solomon, it’s okay. And just like that her hands are sliding between us, coasting over my chest, daring me to come closer.
She would never be like this. Sanity breaks through the fog of Bloodlust and sexual hunger. It’s brief, but there. Devonry doesn’t touch me. Not like this. This is not how we act with one another. It’s wrong. Everything about this is wrong.
From head to toe, my body burns. Still, I trail my nose up the length of her neck, inhaling her scent like it’s the last time. By the damned Gods, even in my own dream, I cannot have her.
I hold her scent in my lungs, her breath on my tongue. Heat swarms my veins. Fabric chafes my thighs and I shove my trousers down further as I spread my legs as far as I’m able, anchoring my back against the bed as I fuck my fist to the thought of her blood.
Devonry’s parted mouth comes to mind all too quickly. How might my cock look between her lips? What sounds might she make when she struggles to take me all in? I harden further, a soft pant leaving my lips. Liquid beads at the tip of my cock as I stroke, my fingers tightening around my length. With my thumb, I circle the head, wishing it was her tongue. A tremor races up my spine.
Devonry stays on my mind as I pump my cock and when my release comes, it spurts out over the top of my fist, the sparks of my desire, of my need, curling through my body. Long after I’ve finished—my limbs tremble and my abdomen ripples as my muscles contract and release—the image of her remains.
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SOLOMON
   
T he night has grown colder. It’s almost as if all of the warmth in the world has deserted me, stolen from my very being because of the creature that lies within me. Still, for a moment today, all had been different. We had been close. She had made me smile with her antics. She had made me yearn, once again,
for something neither of us could ever have.
I’d never been so scared in my fucking life. So when she asked me if I would stay, I gave her the answer she wanted to hear. I am not in the habit of lying, yet she dragged it out of me. It seems, when it comes to the Princess, I’ll do anything—even compromise my own morality.
And that is why it must stop. Here. Now.
The guilt of my lie hangs heavy around my throat as I shove extra weapons into the bottom of my satchel, along with a few other small items and necessities I’d gathered for my journey. I pull the drawstrings tight. A single candle trembles in the breeze from the open window, the curtains on either side lifting and then falling back to the frame. Stepping up to the candle, I blow it out and let the darkness take over. The small whisp of smoke dissolves into the air while my eyes adjust.
There will be no waiting for the vaults to open in the morning—if I’m lucky, I’ll be able to find blood in a willing whore or traveler as I make my way to the next territory. If I’m unlucky … well, I haven’t perished yet. Better not to think of my lack of luck just yet.
Everything is mercifully silent as I begin to move, leaving my childhood chambers and heading through the corridors of Driage Castle. Despite my time away, the memory of the corridor’s maze-like structure has never quite left my mind. It’s easy enough to find my way into the outer regions and then to the open back courtyard.
I release a held breath with the relief of knowing I’m nearly away. A moment later, however, that breath gets caught in my throat as I spot the lone figure waiting at the gate. My exit. It takes hardly a moment to recognize the shape of the man standing with his arms folded stubbornly across his chest and the knot that had begun forming slowly eases once more.
My uncle’s smirk makes me lose every ounce of tension in my body. Perhaps if I simply bypass him without a word, he’ll let me be. However, as if he hears my thoughts, Ahren shakes his head at me, and I know it won’t be so easy.
“You truly are my brother incarnate, Solo,” he comments lightly. “Just as stubborn and as predictable. Are you so determined to make your life as difficult as possible?” Ahren takes another step and centers himself in front of the gate when I slow to a stop several paces away. His wide shoulders span the same width as mine, blocking my path as readily as a boulder.
I ignore his words and lift a brow. “Do us both a favor, old man,” I say. “Make this easy and step aside.” Out of habit my hand drifts to my hip and settles on the pommel of my sword. Ahren watches the movement, his mouth curving down in a half frown that’s tipped with amusement.
Somewhere in the courtyard, crickets chirp, and farther away yet, a bird lets out a shriek.
My uncle tilts his chin, cocking his head to the side, examining me as if for the first time. “Would you truly fight your uncle to get past?”
“It doesn't need to come to that.” I can hardly hear myself speak with the ringing of my pulse in my ears.
“Does she know you’re leaving?”
No—Gods willing—Devonry still believes everything I say to be only the truth. “I will be long gone by the time she wakes up,” I say by way of answer. “She will be safe here. You said as much yourself. You’ve sworn to always protect her.” My words are for myself as much as they are for him.
“Nephew. ” Ahren steps forward, his body shifting as his steps move silently over the ground. “You know as well as I do, that’s your job.”
“And it was an honor while it lasted,” I say, “but things are different now.”
Ahren sighs. “I agreed that you could go earlier,” he states. “I’d simply hoped that you would change your mind.”
“I haven’t.” The grip on my sword loosens and I drop my hand to my side.
Ahren looks back at me, sorrow deep in eyes the same ember red as my own. More crimson than the fires of Aerea’s flames and the deepest color of the blood we sustain our powers from. He nods once, turning his cheek as he gazes out over the courtyard, I suspect, to keep me from seeing deeper into his emotions. “I will never let any harm come to her,” he states. “While she is with me, I will do everything in my power to keep her safe.”
Wind blows against my back, bringing with it the thick smell of earth and the reminder of sleeping at the Princess’ side on the way here. I grit my teeth, ignoring such a wicked thought.
“Thank you.”
“That still doesn’t mean I don’t think you should have at least told her,” he says more sternly. I bow my head and he curses under his breath.
“She’ll be glad to be rid of me.” The words sting my throat. “With time, maybe she won’t hate me as much.”
Ahren stomps toward me, his once silent steps barely a whisper now as he reaches me. Large, warm palms curl around my biceps and he gives me a gentle shake. “The line between love and hate is thin,” he tells me. “You know as well as I do, neither of you hate each other. Not truly.”
“She does,” I insist, lifting my gaze to his.
Still, he shakes his head—negating my belief. “No,” he swears. “Any woman who stares at a man the way she does you does not feel hate. Not for you.”
“She’s annoyed by me,” I press. “What she might be feeling now is mere gratefulness. Saving her was my duty. Nothing more.”
“Duty is not the reason you’ve been bound to her side, Solomon,” Ahren says, his fingers gripping me tighter—the leather of my coat creaking under the pressure. “You may attempt to lie to yourself to ease that guilt you carry like a shroud but do not mistake it for truth. Eventually, all inevitabilities come to light and the two of you are as inevitable as Aerea and her love for Levim. Our God and her Goddess are bound just as the two of you are. It is fate.”
I close my eyes briefly and lift my shoulders in a shrug, reaching up to push off his hands. “Fate has other plans for us,” I say, reopening my eyes. “I cannot stay.”
When I next meet his gaze, there is a desperation in the way his features have softened and hardened all at the same time. His expression is nuanced between the curve of his brows, the firm set of his mouth, and the pleading in his eyes. Words linger between us, strung up in our silence. I imagine he’ll tell me how like a son I am to him just as he has acted as more than an uncle to me. There is love shared between us in our family bond that somehow neither of us can express in more than a long forlorn look.
When he says nothing more, I take the chance to move forward. “Take care of her,” I say, reaching up and giving his shoulder a firm squeeze, “And give Aunt Marjorie my best. I’ll contact the two of you when I’m able. Goodbye, Uncle.”
Ahren closes his eyes, absorbing my words before nodding and turning to stride away. I wait, my booted feet planted in place until his steps disappear. Then I wait a little longer, listening to the sound of the wind as I tip my head back and stare at the stars above. A beat passes and then the next. Finally, I can delay no longer. I move toward the gate and just as I reach for the lever to open it, a voice calls out across the courtyard—freezing me in place.
“Solomon Winett!”
He wouldn’t. My hand falls from the lever as I twist and look behind me. There she is, backlit by the lanterns on either side of the entrance. Like a Goddess fallen to earth, Devonry stands at the top of the stairs, her hair whipping behind her as the breeze picks up. Her face is a mass of rage as she glowers right at me, high cheeks flushed with red and eyes glittering with the kind of temper only a woman can have.
My uncle—the devious bastard that he is—is nowhere to be seen, likely on his way back to bed. It leaves me to wonder if I’ve been tricked. Had he predicted my actions so well that he’d set this all up? Or had the Princess found me herself?
The time I have to wonder how I’ve gotten caught in this predicament quickly disappears as she pads barefoot down the steps and sprints across the yard. Her white nightgown presses against her. Every curve and dip of her body is readily visible. She no longer looks like a fallen Goddess, but instead more like a bride running after her husband as he heads off to war. My heart pounds against the inside of my chest.
Her features are tight. Angrier than I’ve ever seen. Her gown blows behind her, a white trail in the darkness that captures my attention. I need to look away and leave before she can reach me. I’ve always been faster than her. It wouldn’t take much to disappear on the other side of the gate and lock it behind me—blocking her from following. Somehow, though, I can’t seem to shift so much as a muscle or peel my eyes away from her as she runs. Devonry draws me like a moth to a flame in the worst possible way.
With wild hair around her face, hanging in long pale strands over her shoulders, the tips curling around her breasts when she finally reaches me, she looks more alive than I’ve seen her in days. She comes to a halt before me, panting. Her cheeks are flushed as she catches her breath. All I can do is stare. She shows no sign of caring that she’s in front of me in little more than a slip gown that hugs her body in places I crave to touch. Unintentionally, my gaze roves down to where the gauzy fabric reveals a somewhat visible shadow of the place between her legs. I inhale and force my gaze away.
“What are you doing out of bed at this hour?” I demand gruffly.
Devonry plants her hands on her hips and barks out a short, astonished-sounding, laugh. “I could ask you the same thing.” I open my lips to respond, but I don’t get the chance. She takes a step forward and shoves a finger against my chest. “You lied to me.”
“No.” I shake my head. “I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did!” Her insistent finger pokes me hard. “You said you wouldn’t leave me. That I was going to be a part of the conversation if you decided to go. We had an agreement.”
“Yet. I said I wouldn’t leave you yet.” I remind her. “I was supposed to leave this afternoon but I had the courtesy to wait until you were asleep.”
“Oh, you gave me the courtesy?” Her voice rises and turns mocking. “How kind of you, Lord Solomon.” She scowls at me. “You know exactly what you wanted me to believe. There’s a reason why you’re sneaking out in the dead of night.”
“I am a fugitive. Nothing more than another target on your back,” I snap back. How can she not see that I am doing this for her? That this is the right thing to do? “If I don’t leave the House of Blood I am putting everyone—my brethren—at risk.”
“I never said you couldn’t leave.” I watch the perfect curve of her lips as she speaks. Distracting. “I just asked that you not make a decision without me. As your…” She pauses, swallowing roughly. “As your Queen, I deserve that much. Why would you leave like this? Why would you abandon your duties like this?”
“My uncle will ensure your safety,” I assure her. “There is no better place for you than here with the House of Blood. You may live the rest of your life here with virtual ease, Princess.”
Devonry straightens her back, standing a little taller. “You’re avoiding the question, Solomon. Why are you leaving without me? Why are you abandoning your Queen?”
The rushing of my pulse in my ears turns into a wail as my blood pumps harder and faster. My fingers curl into my palms until my knuckles are stark white. She doesn’t move from her stance, doesn’t so much as blink.
I look at her. Truly look at her, observing every inch of her. The way she stands before me, her eyes focused and expectant. For the past several days, she’s been a hollow version of herself. Distant and half-empty. No one can blame her for it. The things she’s witnessed and experienced in the last few weeks would make even the strongest of soldiers struggle to sleep at night. Devonry is no soldier.
She reminds me of one I knew long ago, though. An Awakened illegitimate daughter of some fallen noble house. A member of the House of Ravens. She’d been strong in mind, even if not in body. Yet, still, she had joined the King’s forces to repel an uprising of nomadic barbarians on the borders of the Kingdom in an effort to be recognized by her family. I’d admired that. She’d eventually died on the battlegrounds, but even as I’d seen her laying there—bloodied and bruised—she’d smiled up at me as I’d called for aid and healers.
I still recall her last words.
If you live—if all of you survive—then my sacrifice was worth it, my Lord, she’d said. It took me a long time to understand what she’d meant. Because it hadn’t seemed worth it to me. For a light such as her to be put out so early simply because she wanted the family that had thrown her out to accept her. As I’d thought about it, though, I realized what she was saying.
However she ended up on that battlefield—in the end, she’d given up on the dream of being accepted by stuffy nobles who relied on their staid traditions of bloodlines even as they fucked commoners in dark corners and abandoned alleys. But in the war, in the other soldiers at her side, she’d found her true family. Her comrades in blood and sword.
I’d made sure to give her a proper burial, paying for a pyre out of my own coin. In her death, she’d been as regal as Devonry appears to me now.
Strong even in the face of fear. Unwilling to break despite the world’s storms. Gone is the girl from my childhood and in her place is a woman.
“What—” I clear my throat. “What do you wish from me, Princess?”
Devonry meets my gaze, her eyes unclouded. Outrage sparkles in the gold speckled cerulean of her irises. “I am not a lady of the House of Blood,” she states. “I am the heir to the throne of Rozentine. My guard is abandoning me, breaking his pledge.” Her voice is clear, each word cutting and sharp as she stares back at me, daring me silently to defend myself, to tell her that she’s wrong. I can’t. Goosebumps form along my arms at the way she says my guard. “I expected better of you.”
There it is. The Gods forsaken truth … and it sounds so much worse coming from her. She paints me as a traitor, a coward, and everything I’ve strived my entire life not to be. What am I to do when what is best for the Princess ruins everything that I am? I’m already a criminal and if I leave I’ll also be abandoning my post. Devonry has every right to hate me for that.
“What will you have me do?” I ask. “You have no power and no ability to fight. To take you with me would be reckless.”
“Then teach me.” Her words echo through the night, barely above a whisper and yet they scream through my ears.
“Teach you?” I repeat, needing confirmation.
She nods. “Yes. Teach me, Solomon,” she says, standing firm. Tall. Proud. Like the Queen she was born to be. My insides tremble. “I am not a child,” she continues. “I am the Crown Prince—no.” She stops and shakes her head. “My father is dead. I am not a Princess. I am a Queen.” Her eyes connect with mine and the intense strength I see within them strikes me to my core. “I will not hide within the House of Blood when my people, my Kingdom, needs me. I was not born to run. I was born to lead, to sacrifice.”
“He could trap you,” I remind her. “If Nasir finds you, if he captures you, he will lock you up. He’s not sane. If you reject him, he could kill you.” I need her to understand that the path she’s suggesting could lead to devastation. More so than she’s seen thus far. Despite her escape, the danger is far from gone.
“I’m aware of what Nasir is capable of,” she replies stonily. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I don’t care. He is not King. He never will be. This isn’t about him. This is about you. You swore an oath to my father, to King Vernon, to be my guard—to devote your life to the royal bloodline.” She tilts her head to the side. Damn it. I know what she’s doing. The pause is nothing more than a ruse for me to reconsider my actions before she drives home her thoughts. “Does your warrior’s oath mean nothing to you now that Rozentine’s throne has been stolen?”
My spine stiffens at the insult. An echo of my own thoughts. A coward I am not. Without hesitation, I go to my knees before her. They dig into the stone and Earth of the ground as I punch the dirt at my side and bow my head toward her. “My oath is never ending, Princess.” I bite the words out. “This decision was made to protect you. After the bloody night, you—”
“Queen,” she states, interrupting me.
My head turns up to meet her hard gaze. The expression reflected back at me is one I’ve seen many times before—in the eyes of fellow generals, in warmongers, in the heat of battle. It’s a look I’ve never seen on her before, though. Her gaze is set. Unwavering. Cold and determined. It is the look of a true ruler. My flesh comes alive, heating up and crawling with sparks as if a fire has been put to me.
I don’t know what has changed her, but something has broken this Princess and out of her shell, a Queen has crawled forth. An angry, vengeful Queen ready to wreak havoc on the enemy that has infiltrated her land. Shivers cascade down my spine and my eyes turn downward once more.
If leaving for her own good makes me a traitor then staying at her side may make me stupidly loyal but it also makes me selfish. No matter what I say, I want to be here at her side every day of my life and the lives I will live beyond this one.
I am a deceitful, selfish man. But I am hers. Eternally.
“My Queen.” The words are a whisper, dripping with power and sincerity. “I devote my soul to your rule. I dedicate my blood to your reign and will follow you into the void forevermore. Give me your commands and I will follow.” My oath spills out of my lips, a repetition of what I had once—so long ago—promised King Vernon.
“Help me, Solomon,” she whispers back. “Help me return Rozentine’s freedom and teach me how to fight for my people.”
Lifting my head, I meet the hardness in her eyes. Despite her words and the tenacity with which she holds herself, there is, too, a dim sense of desperation within their depths. She is frightened. I can understand. More than her freedom and identity is at stake here. Her very life hangs in the balance. I both hate it and respect her for deciding this path in spite of it all. If it were up to me, Devonry would never have seen this dark part of humanity. She would have ruled through a land full of peace and never known the evil and wickedness of the world. The definition of bravery, however, is knowing fear and using it as motivation to do what must be done. Devonry has the potential for such courage.
“If you choose to give me your loyalty so that I may take my throne back from the monster who has invaded our home,” she states, “then I swear to you—I make this oath as your Queen—that I will free our people from the shackles that have fallen upon us.” She raises her hand and I take it without hesitation. “Give me the same loyalty you gave my father, Solomon, and I will show you—I am no longer the Princess you knew. I am the daughter of the Saintess and the Great King Vernon. I am the daughter of Aerea and the House of Sunfire and I am your only Master, Rozentine’s only heir.”
My lips find the back of her knuckles and then drift down to where the royal signet ring of the House of Sunfire should be. I kiss her flesh in its place “I am yours, my Queen.” Devonry. “I am at your will. Your loyal General. Your war dog. Command me and I will rise at only your behest.”
Truth rings out deep within me because I have only ever been hers and no matter what, my soul will always belong to her.
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DEVONRY
   
A  little while later, not long before the sun is set to rise, Solomon and I reconvene at the back gate. I’ve foregone my nightgown for a more utilitarian dress. Mud brown with pockets hidden in the seams, it’s a borrowed dress from one of the maids of Driage Castle—warm and comfortable enough to move in. With a bag strapped to my back, I march toward the waiting shadows at the gate.
Shockingly, Solomon is not alone. Black mourning cloth clings to both our hosts. As I draw closer, Marjorie moves away from Lord Ahren and Solomon. I’m swept into her arms, and for a moment, I’m breathing in my own mother, feeling her arms wrap around me as a young girl. I savor her touch, unable to pull away for far longer than is appropriate of me. To her credit, though, Lady Marjorie seems as if she has little intention of letting me go either.
“Take care of each other,” she murmurs against my hair.
“We will,” I promise her.
There’s something in the air that she doesn’t say. A prayer and a plea that’s silent, but still there. When Lady Marjorie pulls away, her hands clasp my shoulder as she sniffs and looks down at me. I can’t lose another son, the words seem to echo.
My chest tightens at the meaning behind them.
“You are everything this country needs, everything he needs. I wish you well on your journey.” She pulls me back into her bosom once more, and her arms tighten around me with one last squeeze before she reluctantly lets go.
Confused by her statement, I take a step back. Everything he needs?
Solomon appears at my side, distracting me from that thought. Both my bag and his are now strapped to his back and draped from his shoulders. His face remains blank. The glow of his red eyes has faded into a dull crimson. “Aunt.”
Lady Marjorie cups his face, her lips twisting as she strokes his jaw. She swallows roughly. “Be safe.” Her words are hoarse.
He meets her gaze and nods. Her hand falls away and then in one swift movement, she and her husband—Lord Ahren move before me. They lower down to the earth, each of them going to one knee before me as they reach for my hands. I let them. The flickering light of the lantern now hanging by the back gate throws shadows and little lines of light over their backs and downturned heads.
“Our Queen,” Ahren speaks, his voice deep but ringing with pride. “We devote our souls to your rule. We give our blood to your reign. Give your commands and the House of Blood will follow.”
My back straightens at his words. Cold wind moves through me, chilling me to my bones. Their fingers grip mine tight as their oath hovers in the silent air. A sensation starts up beneath my skin—like small pinpricks, sewing needles stabbing at every inch of my flesh. Turning my palms over, I take their hands in mine and watch as their heads lift and both Lord and Lady raise their gazes to my eyes.
Did Aerea feel this way when the other Gods bowed before her at the start of the world? Did she feel this same sense of panicked unease? Did the weight of the lives relying on her hurt her shoulders as it does mine?
Other than bloodline, I don’t know what makes me so qualified to lead this nation. Is it a coincidence of birth? Or perhaps something more? I am an unAwakened Princess, a fugitive within my own Kingdom. Still yet, there are people—like these two—who believe in me. Who dedicate themselves to me.
What kind of monster would turn them down? What kind of ungrateful child would refuse and deny them the leader they so desperately crave and love?
Not I, I realize. I meant it—every word I spoke to Solomon. I have no intention of running and hiding from my duties.
From our own ashes within the flames, the House of Sunfire will always rise, a voice whispers to me. My own thoughts? Or no—another voice. I’m hardly able to expel the tightness of breath in my chest.
Marjorie lowers her forehead to my fingers once more. Her skin is shockingly warm and her lips move, though I hear no sound, and I wonder if she’s praying for all our souls. I hope that her God—Levim, the God of the House of Blood—answers her prayers as much as I hope that Aerea does as well. When she lets go, Ahren does the same with my opposite hand. His touch is as light as a feather, the kiss he brushes over my knuckles as he turns my hand over even more so.
Solomon watches them at my side, his face blank. On the horizon, the first rays of sunlight threaten to dissolve the bleak night sky. A reminder of the new day that’s coming, bringing with it my own fresh determination.
Lifting my chin and inhaling sharply, I guide them both up to standing. I may not have much in the way of family left but perhaps … perhaps Solomon’s family feels as though they love me in much the same way. And I, them.
“Thank you for your hospitality,” I say, releasing them with a tight squeeze of their fingers. “I will never forget the loyalty of the House of Blood. I will never ever forget the loyalty of the Winetts. Darkness might have fallen over Rozentine now, but I swear to you that it will not last.” Chilly air fills my lungs as I continue. “We will see you again in the Sunfire Palace. When the throne has been returned to its rightful owner and the people of Rozentine.”
When. Not if. There can be no ifs.
“We look forward to that day more than you’ll ever know.” Lady Marjorie gives a soft smile, her eyes bouncing between Solomon and me.
Ahren closes the last of the space between him and Solo, wrapping him in such a fast and tight hold that Solomon lets out a grunt. “Long live the Blood,” Ahren growls, slamming his closed fist against Solo’s back.
“Blood of Levim, blood of our House.” Solo’s voice cracks as he answers, speaking against his uncle's ear.
With our goodbyes hovering in the cold dawn air, Solomon and I leave Driage Castle and slip back into the outside world. I force myself to keep my eyes forward when the bloodied memory of my father’s face as he lay dying upon the floor of his own chambers burns into my mind. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. I wanted to escape the fear and forget it all even if my nightmares wouldn’t allow me to. The truth, however, is this:
There is no corner of this world that I can shroud myself in to hide from myself.
So, I march on. Following Solomon’s strong back without ever glancing behind me. If I allow myself to look back, I won't be able to continue forward. What lies behind me matters not. It’s only what waits ahead that I need to look for.
In all the stories you hear of the heroes and Gods, never once do they mention the power of fear at their heels. So are the stories wrong? Or am I as weak as I’ve seemed my whole life?
Solomon stops at the next crest of a hill, reaching back. I stare at his hand for a moment before taking it and allowing him to help me over a fallen tree. There is familiarity in the way my body aches and protests as we make our way through the forest surrounding the castle. When we’re far enough away and I finally do allow myself to turn, Driage Castle can hardly be seen through the fog that falls thick and heavy around it, clinging to the trees and mountains that surround it, protecting it.
Solomon clears his throat. “Do you have a plan?” he asks.
I meet his gaze. I’ve plotted and schemed my entire life—with Sheza and other attendants from my past—in the effort to retain my freedom from this man. Not a single one of those plans has ever been as important as this one.
“We need to travel to Bartoli,” I say. “We need to seek assistance from the royal family there. Nasir’s brother—my fiancé—will accept us. He will help.” I swear Solomon flinches at the mention of both Bartoli and my fiancé, but he recovers so quickly that I wonder if it wasn’t just a figment of my imagination.
He offers his hand again as my clothes catch on a branch that sticks out from a ragged brush. Those dark eyes dance away from my face. “They could refuse to help,” he says.
It’s a possibility, one I pray has little to no chance of happening. “I still need to try,” I tell him. “My engagement is meant to strengthen them. This betrayal from someone of their own family will shame them in the face of all other rulers.”
When I’m free of the snags, he drops my hand as if it’s burning him. The wide expanse of his back is all I can watch as we move along our winding path. “If we are going to do this, then you’ll need to follow my every command,” he states.
A flash of frustration tightens my lips as I glare at his broad-shouldered back. “I thought you were willing to follow my commands.” My heel comes down on a twig with a resounding crack. “Or did you not claim yourself to be my war dog?”
He stops in the middle of his next stride, rounding on me so quickly that I smack into his massive chest and bounce off. The only reason I manage to maintain my balance is because his large hands wrap around my biceps to steady me.
“This is a serious matter,” Solo growls. His voice and gaze harden even further, darkness glinting from his eyes as he stares down at me. “This is not the Palace nor Sanctus City. You’ve been protected and sheltered from the outside world for so long, you don’t know how very dangerous it can be.”
His hand clenches my arm. “This world is filled with poverty, crime, and the vilest of beings. Not everyone is going to fall on their sword in front of you or pledge their allegiance. If you are to survive long enough to retake your throne, you need to at least be aware of when you are not the expert in a given situation. While you are outside of the Palace, you are under my rule, Devonry. I am and always will be dedicated to your safety, even at the cost of your affection for me.”
“Affection?” My heart batters against my chest. “I hold no affection for you, Solomon. We are merely two beings forced to act in accordance with one another. We are Master and Servant.” Even as the words fall from my lips they taste like lies. Dust on my tongue. Revulsion in my blood.
It’s not true.
All it would take is one single step on his part, one mere hint from him to make the entire falsity of my mask crumble. All the so-called hatred I’ve built over the years since he came back from war could all shatter in a heartbeat. We can’t risk that. Not now. For my peace of mind, for the sanctity of Rozentine, for my promised marriage … I can’t have affection.
This beating, living thing inside of me that longs for the best friend I’d once known must be purged from my body. The way I know our souls were always made to co-exist is only an idea created to torture people like me, royalty. There is much to be said about the lower classes and the way they bind themselves eternally. It is sweet though, to think that there are special people whose lives will always be meant to intertwine with yours. If only it was real.
Guard and Princess. That’s all we are. That’s all we can ever be.
His hands fall away. My skin burns where his touch lingered. “Be that as it may,” he says, turning back and marching forward, “you will listen to me while we are fugitives. In matters of life and death, I will take command. I’m sure you understand the importance, Princess,”—I flinch as the word Princess sounds more like a curse now than ever before—“of having a man such as me on your side.”
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SOLOMON
   
N either Devonry nor I speak much as we trudge through the forest. Her steps are loud compared to mine, but I don’t warn her from making too much noise. Instead, I use it as an excuse not to look at her—choosing to keep an ear out for her panting breaths and the stumbling steps she takes to tell me how tired she’s growing. Surprisingly, however, she doesn’t offer a single word of complaint.
When I hear the sound of a very unfeminine curse slip between her teeth, I have to refrain from chuckling. She’s trying. In fact, she’s thriving, thus far. At least, that’s what I tell myself. Knowing who she is—and how she’s lived her life until this point—it’s the truth. What other Princess would choose to tramp through ground thickened by roots and overgrowth rather than stay safely within a castle whose hosts would cater to her every need?
Mine, apparently.
The two of us are so focused on our respective tasks of walking that there is little need for us to bicker. A fact I am grateful for. After our travels, I have little energy to entertain another fight as well. Beats pass and I pause, hearing the way her footsteps slow at my back. She’s good at that, despite her objections to the idea of doing as I say, she’s become quite adept at picking up on my hesitations and following my unspoken commands.
Devonry sways forward, her slender frame against my side. She brushes small bits of bark from the top part of her dress. “We’ll camp here for the night,” I say, breaking the silence that’s been hovering between us.
“Here?” she repeats, glancing around at the small clearing we’ve managed to stumble upon before turning her confusion on me. “There’s hardly enough space for both of us to lay down and sleep.”
“There only needs to be enough space for you,” I tell her as I begin undoing the straps holding the bags into place. I let them drop at my feet and sigh as I stretch my sore and tired muscles. Her attention follows my movements, soft, albeit tired eyes lighting on my chest before sliding down. I’d almost mistake her stare for interest—if I didn’t know better. I’ve worked hard enough for the past several years at getting Devonry to find me annoying. Necessary, yes, but certainly not a man she would gaze at with heated and rapt awareness.
The second I suspect she might show some … the two of us will be in quite a world of trouble. All it would take is one move from her, one slip, and I might forsake all that I’d promised her father. If only for a little taste of her.
Her frowning expression is inquisitive, but I have no intention of explaining my meaning. Right now, we have more important things to do. I bend and lift a long, broken branch from one of the trees above and then snap it in half before turning and holding it up before her.
“If you can manage it, we need several more sticks like this for a fire,” I tell her.
Cool blue eyes with flecks of hazel in their depths narrow on me. “I think I can manage that,” she huffs out before turning away and marching through the trees.
I watch her go, the swish of her ass beneath her dress drawing my attention. Fuck. It was such a poor idea to let her come with me. I drop both sticks in the center of the clearing—away from the trees, and scrub a rough hand down my face. Having her so close and yet still so very untouchable threatens to make me lose my sanity.
Shaking my head, I get down on my haunches and begin digging a circle to create a makeshift fire pit. I clear away the leaves softening the Earth beneath my feet and then stack what’s in the nearby area into a soft pile. By the time I hear the Princess return from her task, I’ve already retrieved the sharp stones from my pack and have a small fire burning low in the pit I’ve gouged out.
Devonry breathes heavily as she steps up to my side, and drops a small pile of kindling at my feet. Our gazes pass each other briefly. I try not to think too hard on the way exhaustion drags on her features. Instead, I pull a small fraction of our rations out of my bag and toss the cloth wrapped food to her. Devonry catches it, fumbling slightly before finally clutching it to her chest to keep it from slipping from her grip. She shoots me a level look that says everything I have no doubt she wishes she could say.
It doesn’t take long, though, for her to settle down on a lifted tree root on the edge of the clearing a few feet from me. Even in commoners’ clothes, hair wind-whipped, and her cloak dusted in dirt, she looks more Queenly than ever. Her shoulders are pulled back, her head held high, and fire burns in her eyes.
She’s hard to look away from. She is enthralling in the worst kind of way.
“What?” Devonry demands before sinking her teeth into the hardened bread from the wrap I tossed her way.
“What, what?” I ask, turning my attention to the kindling that needs to be added to the fire, grabbing a handful, and adjusting them to my liking.
The sear of her attention burns into the side of my face, roving up and down my form. When I glance back at her, Devonry’s lips are tipped into a slight frown. “You were staring at me,” she says. “Scowling.”
The snort that leaves me is my saving grace as I quickly turn my attention back to the fire. I pray that it sounds more dismissive than a sign of the truth. That I am simply nothing more than a guard who has been caught admiring their charge’s beauty.
“If you have something else you would like to say, by all means,” she offers, the sound of her trying to speak between bites filtering over to me. “It’s not like you to keep your thoughts to yourself.”
“I always assumed you preferred me silent, Your Highness.”
“You’ve never tried to please me before, Solo,” she says. “Don’t start now. It’s far too late for that.”
Tipping my head to the side, I arch a brow at her. “Shall I prove to you just how good I am at pleasing a woman, little Princess?” I offer snidely.
Pale cheeks blossom at my words and she huffs out a breath. “You, Solomon Winett, are positively uncouth.”
My teeth sink into my lower lip as I try to keep myself from laughing outright. That, she’s right about. Uncouth. Primitive. A barbarian wanting to shove her back into the rich soil beneath us and lift her dress up those long, slender pale legs of hers just to reach underneath and find out if she’s as cold to me as she acts. My thoughts are growing more and more dangerous the further we get from the Palace—the further we get from who we once were before Nasir’s betrayal. I can’t tell if my willpower is simply that strong that I haven’t acted on them yet or if the Gods enjoy tormenting me with the wonderings of ‘what if.’
The small fire begins to build, and I ignore her long enough to gently encourage the flame. “I was just lost in thought,” I say.
“Ah, about how much you would enjoy these travels if I hadn’t weaseled my way into coming along.” I look back at her just as her head bobs up and down in a mimicry of her understanding. A faint smile ghosts over her face but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “It was necessary, though. I suggest you get over whatever remaining qualms you have.”
The only ‘qualms’ I have with where we’re at now is the fact that she’s still very much in danger and as experienced as I am, I am still only one man. Even an entire army would not feel like enough to protect her.
“Actually,” I dust off my palms on my pant legs as I rise to my feet, “I was thinking about how you look like a Queen.” She blinks up at me as her smile falters. “How even though you aren’t in a fancy gown and there is no crown on your head, the way the wind has kissed your cheeks and ruffled your hair … it suits you.”
The slender column of her throat works as she swallows the food in her mouth and for several long beats, she stares back at me. No doubt, she’s completely shocked by my words. I chose to tell her the truth. Though, Gods only know why. I could have sneered another half truth that would've ensured she didn’t bother me for the foreseeable future or even made her regret her choice of following me like I have a thousand times before.
Perhaps I said it because things are different now between us. She’s no longer my ward, my Princess, pushed upon me by my King. Instead, she is my end and my beginning. She is my Master and I, her faithful dog.
Her lips move, parting and closing. I can see the play of confusion over her features as she tries to find the words she wants to say. Humming, I find my own rations and take a seat next to her watching as our small fire grows. “You think so little of me that I may never have a single good thought of you?” I ask as I watch the expressions shift across her face.
“You’ve never given me reason to believe otherwise,” she replies. “Not since…”
“The war,” I finish for her.
War changes most men. Usually for the worse. I would have come back to her only slightly calloused but still her dearest friend if it hadn’t been for her father’s warning before he sent me off. A warning that reminded me of my place in this world. And of hers. From that moment on, I tortured myself into hating her or, at the very least, trying to get her to hate me. Because I’ll never be allowed to love her and any affection she shows me will only give me hope. So, I burned up that hope for myself—destroyed it to prevent any future problems. Even if it meant earning her ire, I was willing to be nothing more than an annoying and hated noble within her periphery rather than be denied her presence completely.
Together, we stare ahead and watch the flames dance before us. They shift and sway in the slight wind, smoke blowing up into the tops of the trees. The branch we sit upon is short enough that our bodies are forced to brush against one another and as the moments pass, I feel her shoulder press harder into mine. When I finally glance over, it’s to find her eyes closed and breathing steady as she leans back, half propped up by my arm and the tree behind us.
Unashamed, I allow myself to stare at her, my gaze seeking out every detail of her face that I’ve already traced a thousand times before. I thought I knew each thought and reaction, but she still surprises me. As I watch her, I lose myself in my thoughts once more.
Stars glitter down at me between the passing clouds. Though the air is still warm from the heated summer day, I can’t help but shiver. The thing in my chest, what is supposed to be my heart, feels cold and shriveled. My humanity has never been as far from me as it has been the last several months.
I roll onto my side, adjusting my bedroll under my head. My eyelids are heavy with exhaustion. They burn with the dire need for rest but I can’t bring myself to close them for longer than a quick blink. Ever since I left her side, called to defend her name against our brazen enemy, my entire being has felt off. I’m lighter in the worst sort of way, as though I’m missing an essential limb, the one that has been holding me up for longer than I’ve even realized.
A dark twisting knife right to the gut might be preferable. Yet, I can recall at an early age, before I could put a name to it, needing to be near her.
Her. My Princess. My best friend.
The one person I may never be allowed to have in the ways that my body and soul crave—no, dare I say need. Yes, need feels more accurate when it comes to Devonry.
It is her that I see when I sleep every night. I see her making playful faces at me when we are being tutored. I see her tucking a wayward strand behind her ear and looking up at me while the sun illuminates her porcelain skin.
Devonry is my sun. I am drawn to her. I live because of her. Yet, if I were to ever touch her, I would burn.
So I force my eyes open a little longer to postpone the agony.
Men fall at the end of my blade, their blood fueling my abilities. Each and every man has the same face as the assassin who’d crept into her bedroom. When I swing my weapons I hear the echo of her screams. I feel the intensity of my beast awakening and taking control. Fear. There is fear as I run through the throngs of men. Though that night is years past, it is what has led to this moment. It is the reason I’m under a yellow moon with beaten and battered men all around me.
I’d go to war a thousand more times if it meant she’d see another day. I believe some part of me will live on in her even if I perish in these fields. She doesn’t know it yet, doesn’t feel that piece of her soul that has its fingers latched so tightly on mine. I wonder if she ever will.
With a huff of a breath, I scrub at my face, certain I can last a little longer. Frustration bubbles up inside of me, boiling until it turns into anger. Why me? Why must it be me who is destined to love a Princess but never know the wealth of her love in return?
No doubt, she is lying on her overstuffed mattress sleeping without a care in the world. I’m just another boy at her every beck and call. She’s probably forgotten I even exist.
“Can’t sleep?” the soldier next to me whispers.
“Something like that,” I mumble in return.
“You look as though you’re being tortured. Must be some real serious thoughts running through your skull.” He speaks a little louder, an accent coming through that identifies him as someone from the outskirts of Rozentine where the rivers run from the ocean and meet the land. It’s more marsh than solid ground. What might have prompted him to sign up for the war? I narrow my eyes, taking in his features. We’ve traveled together, fought side by side, and yet I’ve never asked him his name. “Thinking about a woman, I’m sure. I recognize heartache when I see it.”
“What do you know about women?” I snort.
“I know what it’s like to lose them.”
I can’t lose what I never had.
All I offer him is a grunt as I roll in the other direction. My eyes start to drift closed.
“Got a girl back home?” His voice carries, thankfully forcing my eyes back open.
“No.”
“Probably for the better, they’re nothing but trouble anyway.”
Yes, if Devonry has ever been anything to me … trouble seems like the right word for it.
With a shudder, I bring myself back to the present. A soft fluttering piece of white blonde hair sways before my face. Before I can stop myself, I reach for it, feeling the softness of it between my fingertips. Gently, I tuck the strand of hair behind her ear and savor the smooth silk of her skin for those mere seconds.
Nothing will happen to her. I swear to myself. Nothing.
With the memories of restless nights and blood-filled days still haunting me, I try to shake off my bitterness. I ensure that Devonry’s form is comfortable against the tree, trying my best not to wake her from slumber as I find a packed blanket and tuck it around her. Darkness has begun to fall and the fire burns lower now that time has passed.
With one last look back, I turn and disappear into the woods for my first round of patrolling. She’ll be safe for a short while, but safer still when I’ve ensured that we haven’t been followed. Power pulses through me with every heartbeat as I race through the trees, making ever growing circles around our camp. Every movement I make is deliberate. Careful.
I scale a nearby tree and then shoot from one of its higher branches to the next. My body throbs with speed and power, pumping my muscles as I lift my nose to the air—smelling nearby fires. All I need to do is ensure that we’re unfound. It isn’t long before I find freshly trodden earth. Hoof prints lead me toward the mountain pass that leads to the greater peninsula.
Pausing at the height of one large oak, as old as it is strong and from its covering branches, I see a series of small fires and a camp in the near distance. A curse settles on my tongue but remains inside. Soldiers? Or Bandits? My hope is the latter, but my worry is the former. So, I’ll have to check.
I drop down to a lower branch, my hands catching on the wood as I swing my body into the next. The time it would take to reach the unknown camp is cut in half as I move by the branches of the trees and finally, I come to a halt just outside of their circle. Men linger in small groups of three and four.
Rozentine citizens. Several of them are laughing and chatting amicably as they drink from their canteens and sit around the warmth of their fires as if they hadn’t just lost their king. I scowl as I spot their attire. Fabric of rich red and gold is draped over the backs of their horses and phoenix crests are embroidered on their uniforms. These are the Palace guards and there’s only one reason for them to be so far from Sanctus City. The Princess.
Slinking through the brush, I circle the camp, taking in every little detail, from the number of horses to the heads of the men. The number rises to the double digits. There are too many for me to fight by myself and guarantee the Princess’ safety. So, in light of the danger they present to my Princess, I do what I know to do. I settle upon a branch above their camp and I wait and watch.
The night advances and the fires begin to die as one by one, the men settle into their sleeping pads and the conversations wane into silence. My eyes settle on the single tent amidst the other men who sleep out in the open beneath the night sky and the treetops, but no one ever emerges. Only when the last of the fires has died and darkness reigns over their snores and even breathing do I finally climb down from my perch.
I move silently through the enemy camp, stepping over sleeping bodies as I make my way to the far side where the horses are tied to trees. Carefully, so as to avoid detection, I brush soft hands over the horse’s hides as I unhook their packs and slowly lower them to the ground. One pack turns into ten—I know from experience that losing the guards’ supplies of rations will damage more than their forward momentum. It’ll certainly sow seeds of anger and discontent within their group.
Once I’m done, I swing the packs over my shoulders, huffing under the weight, before I leave the camp. My legs eat up the distance I’ve covered in the night, sweat clinging to my brow. I follow the sounds of a bubbling brook, stopping long enough to rip through the packs and dump anything I find useless into the water—to be carried somewhere downstream. The rations, however, I keep, along with any money.
Packing one of the bags full of anything I’ve found of use that won’t slow me down, I sling it back over my shoulders and make my way back to Devonry. Somewhere above my head, a bird caws and takes flight. It sends a fluttering of leaves falling over me as I race back the way I’d come, careful to move back into the trees to ensure that I’m not leaving footprints to be followed.
Muscles straining, when I finally do reach the small clearing where I’d left the Princess, it feels almost wrong to come to a dead stop. My skin practically buzzes and vibrates with the need to keep going, movement a necessity even if my mind is fogged over with fatigue.
Sighing, I toss the bag onto the ground among our other supplies before I add another log onto the fire. Wiping the dampness of my brow with the back of my sleeve, I pull my sword—scabbard and all—from my waistband and hold it up against my chest as I settle down across from the Princess with my back to a tree.
Adrenaline continues to course through my veins as my body twitches. I scan our surroundings again and again. My ears strain to catch any and every sound—any sign that I’ve been followed back from my midnight outing. All I hear, though, is late night bugs chirping and the occasional howl of a coyote several miles away.
Leaning to the side and cracking my neck, I let my eyes slide shut and drift where I sit even as I keep my ears alert. Across from where I rest, the sound of soft, even breathing becomes choppy. Blinking my eyes open as Devonry lets out a shallow cry, I tense and jerk my gaze to where she half lays upon the branch and half leans against its tree trunk.
Even in the dim lighting leftover from the mostly dead fire, I can see the shadow that crosses over her face. Beads of sweat form along her brow and her fingers curl and uncurl. She mumbles something under her breath, and it doesn’t take my heightened senses to know what she’s saying.
No. Please … don’t…
A nightmare, I realize, another. Of course, she would have them. After everything she’s been through in such a short time, the knowledge shouldn’t surprise me. Yet, at the same time, it does. She’d never let on. I’d assumed her exhaustion was merely physical. How ignorant of me.
Every muscle in my body grows tense with the need to wrap her up in my arms. I blink several times, waiting to see that whatever may be stressing her has passed. A tear slips beyond her curling lashes and rolls down her cheek.
“Fuck.” I’m up from my seated position in a flash and striding across the clearing until I stand over her. Gently, I run my hand across her damp forehead, pushing her hair away from her face.
My lips part, but just as I’m about to wake her, her face turns into my palm and I freeze. Her whimpers quiet and her breathing evens back out. My stomach rolls with unease, but that can’t mean anything. Simply because she reacted to my touch, her comfort when I laid hands on her—it means nothing.
I release her, but instead of going back to my position, I sit down on the ground with my back against the tree and gently ease her off of the branch and between my legs with her cheek cushioned upon my chest. It’s wrong to do this, I know. She needs the rest and if she doesn’t manage to get good sleep now then she won’t hardly last the rest of this trip. That’s my excuse.
Bark bites at my back as I lean into the tree behind me. My fingertips trace along her hairline as her breathing grows ragged once more and then fades again. Each touch I bestow upon her, the brush of our skin, seems to ease whatever dark monster invades her mind.
There is so much bad in this world that she didn’t even know existed. She may be masquerading as brave and strong but deep down I imagine she must be terrified of what is to come.
It takes a courageous soul to follow this path of blood and glass even when one is frightened. If any one thing is true about my Princess, it is that her soul is wildly strong and terrifyingly, if not stupidly, courageous. I smile lightly to myself at the thought, stroking my thumb over her brows. With my movement the slight twitching of her body lessens and her features smooth out.
If only I could take away her pain as easily as I can wash away her nightmares.
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DEVONRY
   
T he short dagger belted at my hip feels wrong. With each footstep, the sheathed blade taps against my thigh, clunky and awkward. The weight is another reminder of how flawed my life has become, how far I’ve come from the destiny that was supposed to be mine. If my parents could see me now, would they be horrified at what I’ve turned into—what this journey is turning me into?
There is a part of me that wonders if what I’m doing is right. Merely keeping a weapon strapped to my side opens the door to something my mother always forbade. Violence. Bloodshed. How can I possibly come to understand if this choice I’m making is the one that will save not only my life but the lives of my citizens? I’m slowly slipping down this path, terrified and yet unable to turn back—becoming everything I’ve been told I shouldn’t be, and yet everything I believe my Kingdom needs me to be. The guilt of it all sits on the back of my throat like a slow acting poison, killing me from the inside out.
I glance at Solomon, my gaze roving over his form—body moving fast and swift as he brushes branches and fallen obstacles out of his way. His brows are pulled low, and his attention is focused forward. Reaching down, I grasp onto the blade that thunks against my thigh for the thousandth time in the past hour and simply hold it for a brief break from being reminded of its weight.
Solomon pauses, eyes flicking away from our path before turning back to me. “Is the weapon too heavy for you?”
I frown and look pointedly at his own luggage. Between the two of us, he’s carrying the majority. His pack, plus my own. His weapons, all of which are larger and more considerable in weight than the singular dagger strapped to my side. “No,” I say.
“Then I suggest you move a bit faster, Devonry.” Whatever thought I might have had that he was concerned for me flees at the brisk dryness in his tone. I release the blade and stomp forward, moving faster and pushing my legs until I can feel my thighs aching as I catch up to him.
“Perhaps you should focus on yourself,” I snap back. “I’m moving just fine.”
“No, you’re not,” he responds. The edge in his voice grates against my nerves.
With a growl, I shoot a glare his way. “What is your problem?” I demand. “I’m going as fast as I can. Not all of us can have tree trunks for limbs.”
Instead of being insulted by my quip, Solomon’s head tilts up to the sky and then back again. My lips pinch tight and I follow his gaze but find nothing. Ever since our last stop, he’s been more on edge—practically jumping at every sound that trickles out of the forest while he pushes us relentlessly.
The flat, grassy terrain of the valley below Driage Castle has given way to crumbling rocks and steep hills. Each step makes my calves burn. We’ve been traveling up for the last two days—always up—and the minuscule breaks he allows to refuel or relieve ourselves have done nothing but exhaust me even further.
Last night, just when I thought we’d take more than a few minutes to sleep at the very least, Solomon had forced me onto his back instead and continued onward up toward the mountain range as I’d fallen into a fitful slumber. I know we need to be swift and careful, but I’ve heard not a peep from the forest or the smaller villages we’ve skirted around of being chased. Solomon’s anxiousness doesn’t seem over-exaggerated, but I am beginning to worry about his health. If he’s been carrying me through the night, then when has he had time to sleep?
The answer is simple. He hasn’t.
The air grows more and more frigid the further we climb, the altitude changing as the winds whip past us and slap our faces with frosty temperatures. Each gust stings worse than the last, seeping beneath the fabric of my clothes and deep within my bones. I’m so tired and focused on forcing one foot in front of the other, that when Solomon’s fingers fist against my cloak, I nearly let my feet slip out from beneath me. Coming to a sudden halt, I scowl as I look up at Solomon and open my mouth only to stop at the expression on his face.
“Solo?”
His nostrils flare. Those dark eyes of his scan the slope below us and then ahead. “We need to move faster. Get on my back.”
I open my mouth to demand an answer as to why he’s acting like this, but before I can utter a single syllable, his eyes pan back to me and his grip on my cloak moves to my arm. A gasp escapes me as he lifts me and swings me against his back. One of the packs hanging down his spine pushes against my stomach and I suck in a harsh breath as he growls low in his throat.
“Hang on,” he commands.
Blinking in surprise at both his movements and the sharpness of his tone, my hands instinctively reach for his shoulders and I wrap my legs around his waist. Heat radiates off of him and soothes the bite of the cold against my own skin. Without thinking, I press myself tighter against him, trying to soak it in. Solomon stiffens.
“You’re shivering,” he says, more a statement than a question.
“Of course I am,” I reply, pressing my face into the back of his shoulder despite the discomfort. “How are you so warm?” Another tremor moves through me. My face moves back and forth over his shoulder and then skids to the side into his neck. The tip of my nose to his flesh. Even after this time traveling through the forest the scent of soap still lingers on his skin.
Despite his sudden demands, his voice is amused. “We’re warm blooded in my House.”
I narrow my eyes at the back of his head as he picks up speed. The trees fly past. A wicked idea pops into my mind and I smirk as I move my hands further over his broad shoulders and down into the open neckline of his shirt. “Then you won’t mind if I steal some of that warmth,” I say teasingly.
Solomon’s body stiffens beneath mine, the muscles of his shoulders, back, and waist where my legs are wrapped around all tense in the singular sharp inhale he takes. My heart stutters inside my chest. A moment passes and I contemplate removing my frost-tipped fingers from his skin, but the heat hits me a second later and I can’t. It feels so damn good. A groan rumbles out of my chest and my face moves back into the side of his throat. By the Gods, why does he have to be so warm?
“Fucking … Gods…” Solomon’s whispered hiss reaches my ears. The gruff tone of his curse slides through me, and for a brief moment, I feel regret, but I can’t stop. Not now.
“S-sorry,” I mutter. “I-I didn’t actually realize how cold I w-was until…”
He shakes his head, cutting me off. “No,” he says. “Don’t apologize—” His jawline tightens, but then he turns his face toward me, clear crimson eyes scanning me. Though his features are tight, there’s no accusation in his expression. Instead, like the heat of his skin, his eyes shine with a similar fieriness. Our faces are so close, I can practically see the red hue clouds of smoke drifting through his irises. I want to touch him more, but, strangely enough, I think I would still want to even if I were sweltering in heat rather than shivering from the cold. Finally, he returns his attention to the path before us.
“Stealing a man’s own warmth is cruel, Princess,” he says. “But far be it from me to stop you from putting your hands all over me. Now that you have my oath, you should know that all of me belongs to you … including my body.”
My cheeks burn as I leverage away from him slightly, glaring down at the back of his head. I catch the slimmest corner of his mouth, tipped up in a smirk and scowl. “Don’t be vulgar,” I snap, defensiveness rising. “I’m sure you’d love that—it would be nothing but an honor to allow me in your bed, but that will never happen. I assure you.”
“Never say never, love,” Solomon replies. “All men dream of bedding a Princess.”
“I am not just your average Princess,” I reply tartly. “Bed all the Princesses you wish, if they’ll even have you.”
“There is only one Princess I seek to please,” he says. “If she would have me as her mate, I would worship her each day and every night.” Though his voice is light, there’s an undertone of steeliness that hadn’t been there before. Almost as if his playful tone is a ruse.
My heart picks up pace within my breast, galloping like a half-crazed horse. I suck in a breath, my chest pushing harshly against his back. Though I plead with myself not to participate in this strange turn of conversation, I can’t help myself. “What else would you do for her?” I find myself asking.
The muscles beneath my fingertips coil tighter. “I would climb the skies to bring her the stars,” he says. “I would go beyond the Afterworld and beg Aerea, herself, for a singular lock of fire from her hair to bring it back to her. There is nothing I would not do.”
Silence spreads around us. I don’t know what to say, but the longer the quiet echoes, the more uncomfortable I grow with his words circling my head. Finally, I lean down and rest against his shoulder. “You would make the most possessive of husbands, Solomon Winett,” I mutter half to myself and half to him. “I fear any woman that could take you away from your position as my guard will have her work cut out for her.”
“I am but your humble servant, and whatever my Mistress asks of me is hers to command.” His palms reach down, squeezing my thighs once before he hoists me up a little higher. Everywhere our bodies align I find myself greedily enjoying his warmth and the firmness of him. “If she commands me to remain by her side for the duration of my life, then there will be no other Princess for me but her.”
I don’t respond. I wouldn’t even know where to begin. After a while, he begins to move faster. So fast, in fact, that conversation becomes a thing of the past. He sprints up the pebbled path, holding me tightly while I tuck my face against him to avoid the icy air. Wind tugs the hood of my cloak off my hair, sending tendrils out in quickly frizzing waves. The pebbles beneath his feet turn to solid dirt and then slanted rock.
The speed with which he runs makes me realize just how slow I was in comparison. His muscles and body are accustomed to traveling. Unlike Solomon, I’m not built for it. Time ticks away as I rest, cradled against his back. The sun moves closer to the horizon. Streaks of pink and orange cast across the clouds. When he finally slows, I lift my head and glance around to find that we’ve left the thick trees of the forest behind for the barren flat rock of the mountains. Below, the forest sits dark and eerie.
Solomon lowers me to the ground, my body and clothes dragging against his steady form. As my feet touch rock, I sway and stumble. He snaps out his arm, fingers grabbing onto my wrist to keep me standing. I blink and thank him quietly and only then does he remove his hand.
Twin towering mountains frame us as the sun descends between them. A few scattered, spindly trees wave against the bitter winds, bare of leaves and trembling in the face of the angry gusts. There, cut into the jagged form of rocks, a small curving pass waits. Had I not been looking for it, my eyes may have easily passed right over the unassuming path.
I swallow. “Are you sure this is safe?” I ask hesitantly as he urges me toward it.
Solomon doesn’t speak for a moment, so long, in fact, that I jerk my head back and stare up at the underside of his jaw. I plant my feet and refuse to move until he looks at me. With a sigh, he merely pushes me forward—my minute strength no competition for his raw power.
“Step where I step,” he warns, his voice dark and low, “and you will be fine.”
How very … not reassuring.
My eyes seek out the area over the cliffside, instantly regretting the action when the world begins to sway and my knees start to go weak. I’m struck with the sudden realization of how high we’ve actually climbed.
“And I’d advise you not to look down,” he adds with a hint of a smile. Too late for that.
“It’s beautiful,” I admit begrudgingly. “But I can’t help but feel a little terrified.” I grit my teeth, eyes cast to his feet.
He shrugs our bags further up his shoulders, and then looks down at me, pinning me with his red-hued gaze. “There are many beautiful things in this world that exist purely to tempt and bewitch,” he says. “Those, too, are deadly.”
The emotion swirling behind his eyes pins me to the spot for several heartbeats. Our eyes locked together as his lips part and I catch a flash of his teeth, sharp canines jutting out slightly longer than the rest. His eyes glow and then he turns his head away, back to our path. Warmth burns in my chest and dares to dip lower. As quickly as the spell was set, it’s lifted, disappearing into the twilight as if it never was.
“Follow along,” he commands, “and be very careful, Princess.”
Hugging the mountainside, the path is hardly large enough for a horse to pass and each step we take sends pebbles skittering over the ledge. I trail my hand along the rock, fingers in search of any handholds. I try to keep my eyes trained on Solomon’s wide back but my vision blurs when the wind refuses to cease. I stall, a tremble passing through my body when I risk another glance back and down.
There is so much … down. Miles and miles of rocky ledges lead to a raging river that looks just as eager to eat me as the wind is to slow me. With shaky hands, I wipe at my eyes.
At least if I fall to my death I won’t have to deal with Solomon barking orders at me.
The thought doesn’t bring as much comfort as I would hope. Instead, my chest tightens and my palms slick with sweat.
“How are you doing back there?”
“I think it is safe to say that I’ve felt better.” I offer a nervous laugh.
Solomon’s breath is swallowed by the wind, but when he next speaks, his voice softens. “Do you remember when I first came to Sunfire Palace?”
Teeth chattering, I stare at the back of his head like he’s lost his mind. Why would I … he’s trying to take my mind off of where we are. Oh, my Gods. Is … Is Solomon Winett being considerate?
He doesn’t wait for me to answer before continuing. “Your father and the Palace guards let the two of us run through the entire Palace,” he says, “and there was that pile of stones they were using to make the back curtain wall?”
My lips press tightly as I recall the vague memory. “Yes, we climbed them and walked the wall.”
“This is just like that time,” he says. It’s what he doesn’t say, however, that I’m focused on. If we fall this time, we die.
I try to remember the memory of that old wall and what happened. “Didn’t you fall off the wall?” I ask him.
He looks back, the dark strands of his hair whipping against his face as he grins back at me. “I didn’t fall,” he replies. “You pushed me.”
A huff escapes my lips. “That doesn’t sound like something I’d do.”
His breathy laugh is taken by the wind, but for a brief moment, I hear it, and it calms me like nothing else in the world. “One foot in front of the other, Devonry. Not much farther and the path will widen, I promise.” The sound of rocks grinding underfoot fills the silence. One step. Then another. “Good girl.”
His praise nearly chokes me.
I groan. “Don’t say that.”
“Why?” Solomon’s head turns back to the front and we start moving again, edging along a little bit at a time.
Is he amused by this? His tone suggests he is.
“It’s weird when you say nice things to me. Shouldn’t you be correcting where I place my hands? Or yelling at me to go faster?”
“I would if I could see you well enough to direct you properly but as it is”—he attempts a look over his shoulder—“I can’t. Also, I would not advise going any faster.”
I hiss as my finger slides past a particularly sharp rock, drawing a slender line of blood. The sting hurts and reminds me of the danger we’re both in. “Come on, Solo. Surely you’re smart enough to come up with something better than this.” I can’t help the almost pleading in my voice. “I promise I won’t push you this time if you come closer.”
“If you’re so smart, why don’t you just tell me what you want me to say,” he quips. My lips pull down before I silently repeat his words in a mocking face I know he can’t see, and I roll my eyes. He sniffs the air, stopping. “You’re bleeding.”
“Just a small cut. Sharp rock. Don’t worry about it.”
A rumble of disapproval rattles in his chest but he doesn’t say anything more. We continue with little conversation and as he’d suggested the path slowly begins to widen until I no longer feel as though I need to keep a hand on the mountainside.
“We’re almost halfwa—”
A sharp noise clatters in the distance, cutting off his words. I tilt my head trying to listen. A bird? Some other kind of animal? A rockslide?
Solomon’s head whips around, startling me as he bares his teeth with a growl. His eyes aren’t on me, though, but on something behind me. Fear pierces my heart. I open my mouth to ask what’s wrong when his large hand encircles my wrist and pulls me along. Warmth centers in my palms. A droplet of sweat trails quickly down my spine. I nearly stumble trying to keep up with the pace he sets us off at.
“What’s going on? What was that?” I breathe the words out, my lungs aching.
The pass before us finally opens up further allowing Solomon to pull me off the ledge and onto a wider base. “Go ahead of me.” He demands. I wrinkle my nose at him. “Please,” he adds hastily. “Quickly.”
“Solomon.” I move forward only to cast my attention behind me. “What in the name of Aerea is going on?” Something dark swirls in my stomach spreading up to my aching chest.
“Soldiers.”
“Soldiers,” I repeat, my blood running cold.
“Palace soldiers.”
“Palace soldiers.” My mouth goes dry. My feet suddenly feel numb under me.
“Quit repeating everything I say and move,” Solomon says, his voice clearly restrained.
This is it. This is when everything I’ve been running from finally catches up to me.
Perhaps I was doomed from the beginning. How long has Nasir been planning this? How far ahead of me is he thinking?
My mind churns, stuck on that one single thread of thought. Distantly, I know I’m moving. One foot still finds its way in front of the other. A hand grazes my back. I know at that moment it’s Nasir reaching out to me from my own throne. His hand is coiling in the cloth of my shirt ready to yank me back to Sunfire Palace prematurely. My lungs fill with air as I suck in a gasp only for Solomon to look down at me with pinching brows while he pulls his own hand away.
A darkness seeps into my vision, tinting the edges until I’m only able to follow a pinprick of light along the path. Every breath is sharp but shallow, never giving my body enough of what it needs. Time passes with the same stringy slowness of cold molasses poured over breakfast.
“Up ahead!” A soldier shouts. “I see them!” The clinking of armor and metal sliding against metal tells me all I need to know. They’re too close.
“Shit.” Solomon curses. I stagger into his side when his fingers take hold of my bicep and yank hard. Air whistles over my shoulder. An arrow embeds itself into a crack along the cliff.
The jutting rock around us provides minimal cover but Solomon shoves me into its shadow nonetheless. His eyes take me in, lips pulling down into a frown that reveals his elongated canines, and his thumb swipes along my cheek pushing away a tear I hadn’t even realized was there. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “I won’t let them take you. They won’t touch you, Devonry. I promise.”
My nod is frantic, unconvinced of my own safety though I know Solomon’s strength. Perhaps it is even more than that, the fear that it will be over his dead body and he won’t have a choice in the matter anymore. It’s already hard enough knowing that Jacin is dead and Sheza is likely to be in a shallow grave right alongside him. Solomon’s cold, lifeless body, though, is a sight I’m not sure I could ever bear to live through.
As if sensing my innermost thoughts, Solomon’s eyes glow a deep crimson in the shadows that darken his features. The wind from another arrow ruffles the hair on the back of his head. He aligns himself against me, crushing us together in our small alcove until all I can feel, smell, think about is his body against mine.
Solomon inhales, cupping my face. My lips part with a shaking breath that draws his attention to them. His thumb draws a line over my mouth, dragging my bottom lip down for a moment before the touch vanishes. “I always keep my promises.” His whisper is there one moment and in the next, he disappears.
Every inch of me begs for his body to be back on mine. I instantly miss his weight and the sense of security his nearness created even if it was only for a few stuttering heartbeats. I shiver against the rock and press my eyes closed at the first sound of shouts echoing between the mountains.
My fingers find the hilt of the blade against my hip. But there is little comfort in a weapon I hardly know how to use. Still, Solomon is out there fighting for me—for us—while I’m here cowering out of sight. My stomach turns sick, coiling and cramping in disgust at my own weakness.
Forcing my breaths to slow, I open my eyes and lean forward. A body is launched over the cliff's edge, and a man’s screams descend down below. My ears ring with the sound as the chasm eats him up. Several more men teeter and then fall over the narrow edge where the path isn’t very wide with the assistance of Solomon’s boot slamming full force into their chests, necks, or groins.
Long black claws stretch from Solomon’s fingers, digging into the nearest soldier's face. Red drips down the man’s cheeks before his head is turned at an unnatural angle and his body tossed away. A scream echoes all around me. Only when my eyes are met with the determined stares of those who wait for their chance at the Blood General and their frightened Princess do I realize the sound is coming from me. I clamp my hand over my mouth, halting the noise. My feet send rocks in all directions as I scurry backward.
With a blade held within an inch of his neck, Solomon’s body is slammed against the mountain wall. A crack forms behind him with the impact, dirt and debris raining down above him. With the pass open, men slip by.
Soldiers move forward, aiming their spears and swords at me, their faces blank and expressionless as though they are unfazed by the death they’ve just witnessed or that they all stand just a few short feet away from an Awakened in the throes of Bloodlust.
“Stop!” I cry, then raise my voice and try again. “Stop! I am your Queen and you will stand down.”
Their features don’t even so much as flicker with recognition as they advance, hands reaching out to grab me. I step away, narrowly avoiding the first swipe but the next comes quicker and harder than the first. Air is knocked from my lungs. My clothing is fisted in sweaty, meaty palms briefly before I’m lifted from the rocky terrain and dragged backward.
My strength seems feeble against the men's. I push against the one at the forefront, holding onto me the tightest, twisting and writhing only to exhaust myself.
“Solomon!” My scream is strangled with fear and rasping with more unshed tears.
Solomon seems farther away than he ever has been. Blood streaks his face as he turns in time with the shout I unleash. Terror plunges into my gut, convincing me that this is the last I’ll see of him. If I lose sight of him now, he’ll die. I just know it.
He’s too far and there are too many men coming for him still. His features blur as a sob breaks free of my chest.
“Solo!” I cry again, his name the only goodbye I can offer because either I’ll be dead at the blades of my own men, or worse, they’ll drag me back to Rozentine and into the waiting arms of Nasir.
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SOLOMON
   
M y name on her lips is a tragedy as she screams it. It rolls off of her tongue with a desperation that calls to the monster within me. Immediately, I whirl toward her, blinking through the haze of red that descends into my vision. Droplets of blood cling to my lashes.
White hair flutters in the last of the day's light. Devonry’s scream echoes up the cliffside as she fights the hold of the soldier that lifts her into his arms and tosses her over his shoulder. Seeing his hands upon her flesh, the rough treatment of her skin, causes a newfound rage to boil within me. The visage of Bloodlust that I’d been so intent on pushing back rolls in, shoving past all of my boundaries as it takes over.
Devonry bounces against the man’s back while she swings and kicks with all her might—tears streaming down her face.
They’ll die. They’ll all fucking die.
A sharp burn blooms within my arm as an arrow cuts through the space—so fucking close—and slams into my arm. With a roar, I reach over and rip it out of my flesh, ignoring the tearing of my skin as more blood flies. Another hits me and I jolt as the momentum of the freshly pierced arrow collides with my shoulder. Molten hot liquid soaks into my sleeve, my own blood running in rivers over my limbs as I fight toward her.
I should feel the pain, but all I can feel is the rush of my abilities pouring through me—heavier and stronger than ever before. It’s been years since it invaded me quite like this. The last time had been amongst the final battle of the uprising I’d fought in. More is at stake now.
A sword swings dangerously close to my neck—so close that it knicks me as I jolt away from its deadly pass. The owner of the sword goes down under my boot as I turn and kick his legs out from beneath him, reaching down and lifting the fallen weapon into my own hand.
Something low and dark rumbles in my chest: a growl. I heft the sword in one hand and reach for a dagger with my other. The second blade warms my palm for a brief second before it’s flying through the air.
“Devonry!” I call her name as she cries out and the soldier holding her goes to his knees with a wet grunt. The dagger juts out from his throat and his fingers fumble with it as he tries to pull it out before realizing that it’s too late for him. He falls face forward, his body sagging into the blood-soaked earth.
Devonry falls from his grip and scrambles up to her feet, backing away quickly. Dots of red litter her face, staining her pale skin, but she doesn’t seem to realize. Good. I hope she remains oblivious until I can wash the fucker’s blood from her skin. I pull the new arrow from my shoulder and stalk forward. She hurries toward me, her feet eating up the distance until she’s close enough for me to snatch her closer and shove her behind me.
My body will shield her should these idiots decide to loose another arrow. “S-Solomon?” Her nervous tone squeaks out behind me. My muscles tense.
“I must say, I’m impressed,” a voice speaks. I freeze, slowly turning toward the sound as my upper lip curls back from my elongated teeth. Fury pounds through my blood.
All around us, though, the soldiers move forward—their faces focused as their swords raise toward Devonry and me.
“Then again, I suppose they don’t call you the Blood General for nothing, Lord Solomon.” The man that steps forward before the soldiers is dressed not in the traditional garb of a Rozentine Commander, but instead that of the Bartoli Empire. I hiss through my teeth. It’s none other than Nasir’s right-hand man, Rathborne.
Tall and broad-shouldered, Rathborne holds himself with the same regality of any nobleman. The only difference is that, unlike the posh and self-absorbent style of the upper class, Rathborne is a soldier. His hair is cut close to the scalp, so much so that you can see the skin beneath the dark prickly points. His crystalline eyes, shockingly pale against his darker features, span across the small opening on the cliffside. He wears no armor, only the uniform of Nasir’s countrymen, decorated with the bright crest of the Bartoli royal family, a golden bird with its wings flared out wide and its beak open on a silent cry. I sneer at the sight of him.
Devonry’s fingers clutch onto my back and I can feel her moving—her head twisting and then, “Solo…” The audible gulp makes me turn my head back to hers briefly. “The cliff.”
Shit. I look down and realize how damn close we are to the drop-off. We’re backed onto a literal ledge. I curse again internally and adjust my grip on my weapon. The only way out of this is through. If we fall, the likelihood that we’ll both survive is low. Too low.
“This can only end one way, Lord Solomon,” Rathborne continues, taking another step forward. “Give us the Princess and we’ll see that she’s returned to her rightful place.”
The sharp exhale that leaves Devonry, breathes across my nape, sending shivers down my spine. I put my free hand out, as if to ward off what I know is coming. It’s too late, though. Her front pushes harder against me as a low growl releases from her.
“And just where is that, Lord Rathborne?” she demands.
“By our Prince, of course.” Rathborne smiles brightly and holds his arms out wide as if he’s delusional enough to believe that she’ll leave my side to go to his with that singular gesture of care. “Prince Nasir is sick with worry for you, Your Highness. He misses his bride dearly and only wants you to return to your place at his side, whole and unharmed.”
“I am not his bride!” Her outraged shout echoes in my ears.
The ringing that begins at the sharp sound of Devonry’s voice doesn’t go away, though. I shake my head when the Bloodlust vision begins to fade. Red recedes and the ache of my teeth moves into my skull—hammering away at the inside of my head. My tongue dries up, all of the saliva within my mouth evaporating as black begins to encroach.
Fuck.
I glance down at where the arrows had pierced my skin. The blood still runs freely, soaking into my clothes, dripping from my arms and sleeves. Something isn’t right. Never have I lost the ability of Bloodlust during a battle like this. I lift my sleeve and sniff, wincing as the sharp tinge of herbs stink up my nostrils.
Poison. They must have rubbed the edges of the arrows in it for it to work so quickly—it’s already infiltrated my veins.
Rathborne’s eyes turn to me. “Lord Solomon, you don’t look so well,” he says, ignoring Devonry’s words completely. “Perhaps you should release the Princess now into our care.”
The hiss that escapes me is more animal than man. “Over my dead fucking body.”
A gleaming light enters the man’s eyes. He lifts one dark brow, the corner of his lips twitching with amusement. “That can be arranged, though I suppose it’s only a matter of time anyway.”
“What?” Devonry’s voice makes me close my eyes briefly and shake my head before re-opening them. “What is he talking about, Solomon?”
“It’s going to run its course eventually, Lord Solomon,” Rathborne continues. “It will be painful, but if you hand over Her Highness to me now, I might just take pity on you and end your suffering quickly.”
“I think not,” I sneer back at him.
Rathborne hums in the back of his throat and seems to switch tactics, his attention moving to the woman behind me. “Do you not truly think it’s cruel to force your kidnapper to suffer this way, Princess?” he beseeches her. “After what happened with Lord Jacin, the House of Blood is losing its heirs one after the other. Their treason is enough to seek their demise, but I am not a cruel man, Your Highness. If you simply come away from him, I will ensure your safety and Lord Solomon’s quick and painless execution. It is only humane.”
“What?” I can feel the Princess’ gaze on my back. Her warmth sinks through my clothes, but it’s too late for me—that much I know. Rathborne is right. The poison’s effects are spinning through my limbs. It burns.
My teeth cut into my lower lip as I grit them to keep from shouting out at the agony. His insinuation enrages me. The Bloodlust comes back with a furiously fresh haze of red. It storms over my vision as I feel the nails cut out of the tips of my fingers elongating them while my spine pops and breaks. Twin spots on my forehead begin to throb.
Strange, the pain makes it all seem almost comforting. My body pulses with something new. My booted feet shift sideways into the ground and I breathe out another hiss through my teeth.
One moment, I stand before Rathborne—the only shield between him and the Princess—and the next fresh blood stains my sword. I’d seen the soldier inching closer—sideways to get at my ward. Never. I curse internally. They will never have her.
Another man falls beneath me and I stomp down upon his throat as I swing my blade—severing the arm of a soldier rushing forward to collide with me. Twisting and turning, I swing wildly, ducking and cutting through flesh again and again until I’m splattered with both the blood of my enemies and my own.
Red drips from my lips. My breath saws in and out of my chest. Black spots fade in further, narrowing my field of sight, until the only pinpoint of light I see is through a red hole.
“Solomon!” Devonry screams my name once more and I swivel back to her as she stumbles away, still along the edge, but moving back as Rathborne dives for her.
A blade cuts across my back—that singular moment of distraction giving the soldier the opening he needed. Vomit arches up my throat, but I swallow it back. Pivoting, I slam my blade straight into the man’s chest, recognizing the spurt of blood out of his back for what it is— death’s toll.
Devonry cries out again and the next time my gaze finds her—Rathborne is holding onto her by her hair. Tears track through the dirt on her face as she falls to her knees, hands clutching at her head as he holds her tight—yanking several strands out as they drift from his fingertips.
A fresh blade pierces me, this time through my thigh, and I grit my teeth as I yank out the dagger and fling it at my assailant who falls under the suddenness of my counterattack. I take a step toward Devonry and stumble, nearly going down on my knees. My sword trembles in my grip. I blink—the world around me disappearing for a brief moment. Blood rushes through my ears.
Rathborne laughs as he turns his head and looks at me. “I guess it doesn’t matter how great a Blood General is, no mortal can withstand everything all at once.”
“Let go!” Devonry screams, tugging at her hair.
Another step and this time, I do slam onto my knees. The sword in my hand collapses at my side. So close—the edge is right there—darkness below, calling out to me. I shake my head. No—it can’t be. That cannot be our out.
“I’ll never go to Nasir!” Devonry cries out. “I would rather die here.”
“I’m afraid that’s not an option, Your Highness,” Rathborne replies. “You’re to be Prince Nasir’s Queen. You should be grateful. He is a dedicated mate.”
Devonry’s struggles slow as she gazes up at the man holding onto her. Why? I want to ask. Why isn’t she fighting anymore? She needs to fight. Even if I can’t—she has to get away.
“Nasir is not my mate,” she states, her voice shaking but no longer panicked.
My body is failing me. My hands dig into the ground as I crawl another inch toward her. The soldiers have all stopped trying to detain me. It’s as if they realize that death is coming—it’s stinging in each of my limbs, turning my fingertips and toes to stone. I lose the feeling within them.
Devonry turns toward me. Her hand inches down to her hip. She opens her mouth and then closes it, her lips forming words that I cannot hear. She’s trying to give me something. What? A signal? I suck in breath after breath. Through sheer will, I manage to get one leg up and planted. The other follows slowly—too fucking slowly.
As the rest of the world tilts and I can feel my body swaying backward—closer to the cliff’s edge—Devonry’s hands latch onto her dagger and rip it from its sleeve. The dagger I gave her glints beneath the moonlight as she takes it to her hair, cutting through the silvery strands like butter and releasing her from Rathborne’s grip. The second she’s found her freedom, she arches to her feet and dives toward me.
Rathborne’s shocked expression is all I see as he stands there, holding nothing in his grip but silken strands of her hair as she races across the ground, barreling straight toward me. She slams into my chest and I close my eyes, pressing my face against her throat as the momentum of her sprint sends both of us right over the edge.
My mind tries to catch up with her words—what had she mouthed to me just before sending both of us to our certain deaths?
Wind rushes past us and despite the agony pouring through my body—the poison winding its claw-like grip around my throat—somehow, I manage to wrap my arms around her. I clutch her against my chest, inhaling the soft, feminine scent of her. Her legs twine with mine as we fall—down, down into the darkness below the cliff.
I open my eyes and see the spots of light above, growing further and further away. I close my eyes again and tighten my hold, wrapping myself around the woman in my arms. I wish I’d kissed her before this. I wish I’d confessed. I wish I’d done all the things I won’t be able to. Still, if this truly is the end, I find that I am grateful.
The final actions I saw from her are a testament to her trust in me—despite her lifelong hatred of me—in these final moments of my life, her faith never left me. That knowledge will carry me into the Afterworld.
My only hope now—my only prayer to the Gods—is that they will see fit to save her. Even if my body breaks, I hope she survives this. My sacrifice means everything if only it’s to ensure her continued existence in a world that needs her light.
My Princess.
My Soulmate.
My Goddess incarnate.
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DEVONRY
   
T he pain wakes me before anything else. So much pain—more than I’ve ever felt in my life and I’d once, as a child, held my palm over an open flame with the hope that it would Awaken my Sunfire abilities. This pain is worse by far. It’s as if a thousand tiny needles have wormed their way beneath my flesh and are set on shredding my insides.
Tears leak out of the corners of my closed eyes, sliding over my temples as I whimper. Cool hands touch my face, wipe the sweat from my brow. I’m too delirious with agony to realize just how odd that is, to realize that no one should be aware of my presence, much less kind enough to care for me.
“Shhh, sweet, it’s almost over,” a soft feminine voice urges. “Let him heal you, love. I know … we know it hurts.”
“Stop.” My lips part as I croak out the begging word.
Pain echoes through my body. There’s a dim light on the other side of my eyes. I want to open them, but even lifting my lashes is more than I can manage. My breaths are accompanied by an ache as if I’ve been dunked underwater for far too long. My thoughts are scattered—few and far between, drifting away from my consciousness like the final spirals of smoke leaving dying embers.
“Slowly, almost there,” the voice replies. “You will feel better after this is done.”
After what is done? I want to demand, but even just that singular word I managed to bite out has left me weak and too exhausted to attempt another. After a while, the pain fades and so does my mind. The oblivion of unconsciousness returns and I don’t even mind this time. I let myself drown in its welcoming arms, sinking deeper as the rest of the living world fades away and my pain disappears completely.
The next time I wake, it’s easier. My body still aches, but the pain is far better than it’d been before. Gingerly, with careful movements, I stretch my fingers out first, testing my body. The joints pop as I curl my hand into a fist. With a harsh breath, I blink my eyes open and then turn my head down, struggling to lift my arm to see the damage.
Ever so slowly, the fog on my mind lifts. A staggering agony darts down the muscles of my back. I force myself up to sitting anyway, face contorting with a deep grimace. A full mattress cradles my bruised body and thick, heavy quilts are draped over me. I let my hands drift over my shoulder as the lightness of my head registers.
I’m wearing a loose chemise that I don’t recognize and although it’s whole and clean, the fabric sticks to my sweat-drenched skin. My hair. A trembling exhale escapes me as my fingers snap up to the strands fluttering around my cheeks and down my chin. I find the ends of my hair, and though I expect them to be choppy and uneven, someone has obviously taken a pair of scissors to them while I was asleep. The once long locks have now been shorn in an even line around my head, the ends barely grazing my shoulders when they used to fall to my waist. The heaviness of it has been lifted, but in its place a new realization takes root.
My appearance is not the only thing that’s changed. It’s simply one of the first physical signs that I am no longer the pampered Princess I once was and that I no longer have the luxury of hoping to go back to the past.
Purple splotches that yellow at their edges dot my skin in big swatches along with several tears that have scabbed over. They’re everywhere. On my arms and legs. Across my chest and from the soreness I feel along my spine, no doubt, along my back as well. Yet, I’m somehow still whole. I’m not dead. I breathe a sigh of relief only to stiffen as I turn my head, seeking out … something. I’m not sure what, but there’s a niggling sensation that tells me I’m missing something. I recheck my limbs, but they’re all in place and still connected.
Sheza’s fear-stricken face flashes through my mind as my fingers return instinctively to the strands hanging around my face—the hair she loved to braid and weave into intricate updos. Her image drags with it several unwanted memories. The Palace. My home. Nasir’s men. My father’s blood on Nasir’s sword. Jacin’s final moments. And Driage Castle…
Solomon.
The memory of the cliff's edge and our bodies toppling down, straight into the darkness that awaited us below floods my mind. Along with it, the unwavering sensation of Solo’s arms closing around me—our heads drawn so close—as even in the face of death, the only breath of safety for me was found in his arms. But if I survived then perhaps so did he.
With a groan, I push away the quilts and force my legs over the edge of the bed. More bruises and cuts peek out from under the thin slip dress hanging from my body. A breeze ruffles the skirt and I glance up as the sound of a door swinging open captures my attention. A tall man dressed in a white suit with gold embellishments down the seams and edges steps into the room.
My lips part in surprise. The man is stunning—more than stunning, he’s more beautiful than most women with long pale lashes that curl upward and a pink hue to his otherwise ivory complexion. Long blond hair is bound with a leather tie with the tail curling over the side of his shoulder. When he looks up, blue eyes widen behind rounded spectacles. Water sloshes in the bowl he holds as he comes to a sudden stop. The slight smile he offers at the sight of me quickly jogs my memory. Lord Frederic.
Relief is now a foreign sensation, but a familiar and friendly face couldn’t have come at a better time. Though Lord Frederic has never been anything but kind when he visited the Sunfire Palace in the past, for a brief period—before Prince Enver—he’d been considered as a candidate for the future King Consort. As the Head of House Caladrius, whose powers are said to take away ill omens or disease, he appears as more of a miracle to me than merely kind. It must be because of him that I survived that great fall into the valley.
Lord Frederic approaches quietly and sets the bowl down on a small table near the bed. “I’m surprised you’re awake so soon, Your Highness.” His face softens as he straightens and stops at the edge of the bed. “You don’t know how lucky you were—were anyone else to have fallen over the cliffs of Sevire, they would have most certainly perished.”
Though he’s likely right, my main concern now is not the fact that I’ve lived but if Solomon did as well. “I didn’t fall alone,” I say. “Where is Solomon? Where is my guard? Did he…” I choke off the last question, too scared to finish it for fear of the answer.
Lord Frederic tilts his head to the side and takes a seat in the weathered chair next to the bed. The wood creaks under him. “Lord Solomon is asleep in his own room,” Frederic replies, carefully folding his hands in his lap. “He suffered far more severe injuries—likely as a result of protecting Your Highness. It will take him some more time to wake.”
Breath rushes from my lungs as I press a hand to my chest. He’s alive. Tears prick at my eyelids and I shut them, trying to hold them off. Solomon is alive. Whatever else can be handled later. All I needed to know was that he still existed, that he hadn’t perished in that horrifying fall.
Several beats of silence pass. Guilt stabs at me. I can recall the way he’d curled himself around me—even in the midst of our fall how his arms had protected me. In the moment, all I’d been thinking of was getting to him, was feeling his arms close around me. I hadn’t meant for us to go over the edge, but in hindsight, what other choice did we have?
“I’m sure I have you to thank for our survival,” I say, reopening my eyes as I sit forward and repress the gnawing in my gut and pain in my ribs. “Can you tell me how long we’ve been here? How long have I been asleep?
Frederic leans against the side of the chair, propping his elbow on the arm and setting the side of his head upon his upturned palm as he watches me. “This is the fifth day of your recovery,” he says. “Your wounds, both internal and external, were much easier to heal than that of Lord Solomon. I’d hoped you would wake before the week’s end.”
“And Solo?” I press. “When do you think he’ll awaken?”
“Hopefully within another week's time,” Lord Frederic replies.
“Thank the Gods…” The words fall from my lips on a sigh.
“I wouldn’t thank them quite yet,” Lord Frederic says, roughly clearing his throat. “He’s not out of the woods. He’s quite injured. There are a multitude of cuts and wounds, all of which seem to have him suffering some type of poisonous effects that slow the healing process. Even with what abilities I have, they’ve hardly touched whatever is ailing him.”
My gaze lifts. “What?” Shock sends an agonizing sensation into the pits of my stomach and fear slicks my palms.
I shouldn’t be surprised. Of course Nasir wouldn’t play fair. He hadn’t before; there was no point in him starting now. Solomon’s sudden weakening during the fight makes sense now. I’d watched his training sessions in the Courtyard of the Sunfire Palace for years, witnessed just how outmatched everyone who’d ever gone against him was. It was odd that he’d fallen so easily, but now I know that he hadn’t. He’d been poisoned.
My hands curl into fists as my nails stab into my palms. A wild anger rises within my core, spreading throughout my limbs. Were Nasir before me right now, I doubt I’d manage to hold myself back from wrapping my own hands around his throat and strangling him. I blink at the sudden image and my hands release themselves. What a violent thing to think … I’ve never felt so out of control before.
“If his healing is slowed, does that mean he’ll sleep for a while longer?” I ask, shaking the thought from my head and returning my attention to Lord Frederic
“It’s likely, but I wouldn’t worry too much. Lord Solomon seems accepting of my abilities,” Frederic assures me. “Of course, his own powers help. I suspect if he were anyone else—or perhaps were his own Awakened powers less potent, he might not have made it this far.” Lord Frederic dips his head and his spectacles slide down the long bridge of his nose. He pushes them back up with a single finger. “But enough about Lord Solomon.”
He stands, smoothing his hands over his dark trousers, and turns away, reaching up to a long rope hanging over the bed. He yanks it down before taking his seat once more. “I’m certain you’re famished. Allow me to call a servant to bring you something to eat.”
“I want to see him.”
“Perhaps,” he says. “After you’ve eaten, though.”
I scowl, eyes narrowed at the press of his lips. “Lord Frederic, while I appreciate all that you’ve done to aid my escort and I—I am your…” What? Queen? Princess? I’m not sure what kind of power I wield here. Does he even know what’s happened to Rozentine? Has it reached this far yet?
Before I can figure out my words, Lord Frederic replies, his tone gentle. “I recognize that it is presumptuous of me, Your Highness,” he says. “But please, indulge me. I’m happy to bring you to Solomon Winett, but to see him, I believe you’ll require strength. A small meal isn’t much, but it should help you. That’s all I ask.”
“But you will let me see him?” I clarify.
Lord Frederic stands as a knock sounds on the door. “I would never dream of keeping the two of you apart,” he says. “Especially not when Solomon, himself, refused to let you go even in his agonized unconscious mind. We had to practically pry you from his grip before we could start the healing process.” His gaze wanders away from me, and his mouth lifts with a sanguine smile as he stares off somewhere in the distance, out the window across from the bed.
“Okay,” I say, giving in. “Thank you.”
With a nod, Lord Frederic opens the door and leaves the room. I’m left reeling with the knowledge that even in pain as he was—poisoned, wounded, broken—Solomon Winett had still protected me. I scoot back on the bed and cover my legs with quilts again as I lean into the headboard. Minutes later, Frederic returns with a plump woman in patched skirts at his side.
She bustles over, smelling of spices and bread, and sets a tray down before me. Lord Frederic stays back as he watches her work with an enigmatic expression. The woman hurries through her duties before bowing light and then departing from the room, leaving her Lord and I alone once more.
Lord Frederic nods to the bowl upon the tray. “Eat,” he urges as he returns to the chair from earlier and takes his seat.
I look down at the food. It’s a simple meal, one that’ll be easy on the stomach—porridge topped with stewed plums and a sprinkle of walnuts. Though my body feels little more than the constant aches of my bruises, I still manage to pick up my spoon and follow his command.
“Thank you,” Frederic says as I eat the food before me. For the first time, I notice the bags under his eyes. “Lucky for you two, we were able to expedite your healing process. The two of you had several wounds, not to mention the broken bones.”
“You healed us yourself.” It’s not a question.
He answers, though, as if it had been. “Yes.”
“What of your duties?” I inquire.
He waves his hand absently through the air. “I’ve taken an extended absence from my current duties to ensure that the two of you are taken care of.”
“Does anyone within your house know of our identities?” I ask, setting the spoon back in the bowl.
His eyes light on it and his lips turn down. “If you continue to eat, I’ll answer all your questions, Highness.”
I sigh but lift the spoon once more, earning a nod of approval from him before he begins. “You and Lord Solomon are safe within these walls,” he says. “There are few that have ever actually seen the Princess of Rozentine. You’re quite lucky, however, that I am one of them and that a hunter within my territory found you before anyone else could and brought you to my healers here. Had they not informed me of your appearance, it’s very likely I wouldn’t have reached you in time.”
“I appreciate your help, Lord Frederic,” I say quietly. “Whatever you wish as a reward will be seen to as soon as I make it back to my Palace.”
His eyes pierce me even behind the spectacles. “I’d give far more than a few sleepless nights for this Kingdom, Your Highness. A reward is unnecessary.”
“Still, it is deserved,” I reply.
He hums in the back of his throat, before waving his finger at my meal. “Finish eating and I shall take you to Lord Solomon,” he says, and that’s all the encouragement I need. Those bright eyes flash with knowing before a comfortable silence falls between us while I dig into the meal, eating as much as I can before my stomach cramps in denial of anything more. When Lord Frederic seems satisfied, he stretches and moves to leave. “Someone will be in with fresh clothing shortly,” he announces. “She will help you dress and take your tray and I will wait outside until you are prepared.”
As he leaves the room, a new maid appears with a dress hanging over her arm. She helps me from the bed and into the adjoining room where a bath is drawn and I’m slowly lowered beneath the steaming hot water. I sigh as the dirt and grime on my skin wash away. I’m surprised I’m not even more filthy considering all of the sweat and travel that I’d been through, plus falling over the side of the massive cliffs, but I suspect a servant had helped to wipe me down while I’d received healing.
Soon, I’m clean and dry and standing as the same maid wraps a new chemise around my form and slides the dress over my head, tugging it into place. Her movements, precise and confident, remind me of Sheza, and as I stand there, allowing her to do the work of a lady in waiting, I hold back the pain in my heart.
Once the dress has been fastened into place, I look down and lift the skirts. They’re lighter than the dresses of the Palace and the fabric is duller in color, but obviously quite expensive regardless. The bodice glimmers with the intricate beading that climbs up my stomach and over my breasts. Little white ruffles peek out from beneath the edges of my skirts and sleeves and over the top of my collar.
The maid brushes my hair and pulls it back, her gnarled fingers working quickly despite their age. She braids the shorter strands of my hair and then pins them to the back of my head, leaving several tendrils out to hang over my face and frame my cheeks. She turns me toward the mirror and my stomach curdles.
This is a gown fit for a Princess. How can I wear something like this when I’m little more than a fugitive right now? I shake my head, my fingers hovering against my lips muffling my words.
“Could you bring me something simpler?” I ask.
“I’m sorry?” The maid tilts her head up, her smoky voice confused as she gazes at me in the reflection.
I turn away from it, unable to see myself a moment longer. “Could you bring me something that isn’t so extravagant? Just a top and perhaps some trousers?”
“I—are you sure?” She hesitates casting a look over her shoulder as though Lord Frederic might appear and scold her.
“Please,” I whisper.
Her wide eyes take me in. Despite her hesitation, she curtseys and darts out of the room. The maid’s departure is swift as, minutes later, she appears with a fresh outfit. Wordlessly she helps me slip from the gown, pulling off the chemise and frowning as it’s replaced, instead, with black trousers and a long flowing shirt. Every movement hurts and my muscles scream in pain, but I tamp them down, unwilling to show that weakness, especially when somewhere in this castle, Solomon is lying unconscious—a physical reminder of my powerlessness. He’d gotten hurt in my stead, protecting me, and I could do nothing to prevent it.
The maid’s graying hair slips out of her white cap as she dips down and quickly tucks the tails of the white shirt into the high waistband of the trousers obviously meant for some gangly teenage boy. I don’t care whose they are though, so long as they’re on me and I don’t have to look at that dress again. Reaching up, I undo her earlier work of my braided hair with a wince of regret. I should’ve suggested she not put it up at all. It feels useless now. The strands fall into my face, tucked back only with the twin braids I leave at the top of my forehead that keep it all back and out of my face.
“I’m ready,” I inform her. She nods and hurries to the door as I enter the main bedchamber once more.
“My Lord,” the maid says as she cracks the door and Lord Frederic enters once more.
His brows pull low together but his lips tip into an amused smirk. “You Highness, I’ve never seen you look so…”
“Plain?” I answer for him.
“I was going to say lovely.” He offers his arm, quickly looking forward when my cheeks start to heat. “The haircut suits you.”
Heat steals over my cheeks. I touch the ends, butterflies take flight in my stomach, followed by the wonder of what Solomon might think of it. “Does it?”
“Yes,” he replies. He leads me from the room, our footsteps echoing up the stone walls of the corridor. “I should warn you, even with the best efforts of the House of Caladrius, your guard is still in rough condition. He will need several more days of healing.” I don’t say anything and soon enough we’re stopping before a closed door. “Please don’t be too shocked, he may not even look like the same man with all the swelling. Do you understand?”
My throat feels like sandpaper and my tongue dries against the roof of my mouth. Still, I manage to answer him. “I understand. Thank you.”
“Whenever you’re ready, Princess.” He gestures to the knob and steps away, releasing me.
I stare down at the brass door handle. It’s now the only thing that stands between Solomon and me. Straightening my shoulders, I take hold of the cold metal and twist.
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DEVONRY
   
S olomon’s still form rests on a bed similar to mine, though there is no quilt covering his body. Instead, bandages are wrapped on nearly every exposed part of him, most stained with blotches of crimson. His dark lashes curl against his cheeks, where the skin is colored with bruises. What skin isn’t purple, blue, or yellow, is dangerously pale. I’ve never seen him like this before. The sight is more than stark, it’s both enraging and guilt-inducing. My heart clenches as though he’s reached his hand into my chest and squeezed it with his fist.
Frederic hovers in the doorframe as I take two hesitant steps into the room. The closer I move, the easier it is to see the sweat coating Solomon’s skin, dampening the bedding underneath him, and darkening the bandages. Next to the bed, a basket filled to the brim with more bloodied bandages rests. The scent of iron and sweat is thick in the air. I move the last few steps to his bedside, the hollowness inside me growing.
He’s never looked so fragile. Solomon Winett, the Blood General, assassin killer, one of the most feared men in the House of Blood and within Rozentine. Yet, here he lies looking as though even I, weak as I am, could end his life with just one harsh breath.
My eyes sting as I reach out and gingerly brush my fingers against his upturned palm where it lays at his side. His fingers curl toward my touch. I pull my hand away with a small gasp. My gaze settles on his face to see if he is waking, but no. Solomon doesn’t stir any further.
This sight repels me. The rage that I’d felt earlier returns stronger than ever. This is it for me. The last time I ever dare watch someone that is meant to be my soldier damaged by my own ineffectual reign. I send a silent apology and prayer up to my mother in the Afterworld, but I can never allow this to happen a second time. Never again. I don’t ever want to see Solomon like this ever again.
Frederic moves, floorboards creaking in his wake. I can feel his eyes on me but I can’t bring myself to turn and face him. Does he see a broken Princess and her bloody guard? Maybe, for once he might just see me as I am … a broken girl trying to learn how to find the strength to keep on moving.
“Here.” The sound of wood dragging across the floor echoes in my ears and his solid hands find my shoulders, pressing me down into a chair. “Take a seat, you’re still very weak.” My sore muscles relax with relief as I settle at Solomon’s side.
I lean forward, clasping my hands in my lap. What now? I can’t help but wonder. What can I do to avoid this? To shield him and take back my throne? What can I do but rely on others for protection, for my own Kingdom?
“I will continue to observe him and heal the worst of his wounds as the poison is pushed out,” Lord Frederic says behind me. “Right now, though, we’ve done everything we can. The rest of his recovery will be up to him.”
Up to him? What if part of him doesn’t want to survive? What if he’s finally exhausted with his duty—his pain—and death sounds more inviting?
Panic slides through me, an unfamiliar anxiety.
So long ago we had been friends, but when Solomon came back from the war, cold and harder than I’d ever seen him, gone was that friend, and in his place was a stranger. I’d grown to hate him, hurt by his sudden change and the way he now looked at me as his duty—one he obviously despised—though he’d never say as much because of his loyalty to my father.
Hate. Pain. Hurt. That’s all we were. For years, I’d secretly hoped he’d be sent off once more and I’d be free of him. Now, when I am able to release him from my presence, to cut him loose from his responsibilities, I find that I can’t. Physically. Mentally. There is some sort of tether binding the two of us together so tightly that I know even if I take a sword to it myself, it’ll still hold firm. I have to figure out how to live with him, how to keep him at my side—or risk both of our lives.
Frederic and I share the silence for several long minutes. Together, we stare down at Solomon. I watch the rise and fall of his chest, begging him without any words to live, not to leave me. Somehow, I’ve lived through all this death but the thought of losing him might be what finally breaks me.
“What do you think of all of this, Lord Frederic?” I whisper.
Lord Frederic’s gaze burns into the back of my head. I don’t turn to meet it. “What do I think of what, Your Highness?”
“Devonry,” I say. “Please. No one here can suspect my identity, it’d be best if you simply referred to me as something else.” Solomon’s own chosen pseudonym pops into my head. “Lady Dina will do,” I suggest. “It’s an easy enough name.”
He’s quiet and then, “If that is what you prefer,” he concedes.
“I do.” My hands clench in my lap as I stare at Solo’s undisturbed face. His brow is stiff. The skin around the corners of his mouth is drawn tight, paler even than the rest of his skin. Even in sleep, he suffers. “What do you think of this situation?” I repeat my question. “What would you do if you were in my position?”
“That’s a difficult question to answer … Lady Dina.” His tone warbles over my fake name as if referring to me so casually is not only unusual but uncomfortable for him.
It doesn’t matter anymore now. I never knew how fragile my crown could be until it was shattered. Now it sits, invisible upon my head, a cracked broken thing. Its awkward edges stabbing through me, reminding me that I am not whole. It could have been glass for all that it took was one betrayal to break.
“Try,” I urge him.
He is quiet for a long moment and then finally, he speaks. “I suppose I would make it my mission to protect those important to me,” he says.
Finally, I turn in my seat and look up at him. Skepticism twists my features. “You think I’m capable of protecting anyone?” I ask him. “In my state?”
Weak as I am? UnAwakened? Inept? Useless?
Lord Frederic nods, though, as if it has never occurred to him that I could be anything other than a powerful royal. “Everyone has the ability to protect,” he says softly, placing a hand on the back of my chair. “Even the poorest of the poor. It is all within a person’s will. You, my Lady, have a strong will—you would not be here if you didn’t.”
Here. Alive. Surviving a fatal fall from the Sevire Cliffs.
“How do you know where I’d be?” My nails dig into my palms. This is ridiculous. I should never have asked him; he obviously still holds me in some high regard when the truth is I am just a woman. Young. Naive. As unworldly as Solomon always claimed and taunted me with. I put him in danger. I pitched a fit and forced him to bring me along when he wanted to leave me behind for my own safety. I let my fear take hold—the fear of being left alone.
As if he senses my internal thoughts, Lord Frederic goes to one knee at my side. His eyes meet mine, a pretty marbled ocean color. “The Gods do not bestow upon their subjects obstacles that which they cannot overcome,” he states. “You are far from weak, Your Highness. Yes, you can protect those important to you. You simply need to figure out the method.”
My thoughts race and tangle together in fear and doubt. Is he right? Am I just taking the coward’s way out by believing I’m useless? Still, I am not just any subject of the Gods, I am Aerea’s direct descendant, the heir to the Rozentine Kingdom.
“What can I do?” I demand. Frustration warms my aching chest.
“I can’t answer that for you,” Lord Frederic replies with a shake of his head. “I wish I could, but only you can make that decision for yourself.” He pats the back of the chair once before dipping his chin. “I’ll go ahead and step out so you can be alone for a while. I’ll be in the hallway if you need anything.”
I hardly even hear his footsteps as he retreats and the door clicks shut. With Frederic gone and Solomon as he is, the room truly feels strangely empty, or perhaps it’s just I who feels strangely empty.
“Oh Solo,” I whisper, daring to lean closer. Most of the bandages covering his arm stop at his wrist, leaving his hand bare, bruised and cut as it is. Carefully, I let my fingers trail over his palm, but unlike last time, he doesn’t move as I lace my fingers with his. My skin, only a few shades lighter than his, looks nearly the same with all my cuts and bruises.
What a pair we make. Who are we to think that we could save all of Rozentine?
Only you can make that decision for yourself. Frederic’s words replay in my head.
“I’m sorry. Gods above, I’m sorry, Solomon.” Sorry that I am so weak. Sorry for all of the years I spent hating him. Sorry that I have not a single idea of how to protect him and take back my throne, or how to get revenge for my father’s death and make Nasir pay for his betrayal. A long ragged breath escapes my lips as my insides contract, the emotions colliding within me making the rest of my body go numb. “Please forgive me for my weakness, Solo. I’ve been nothing but another thing for you to carry with you … to drag you down.”
I close my eyes as my words whisper through the room. For a heartbeat, I can feel the wind rushing past our bodies as we collide and plunge over the edge of the cliff. The pain that blossoms as I sink my teeth into my lip returns my mind to the bitter reality.
This cannot be all that I am meant to be. This cannot be the last, final defeat. Yes, we are wounded, but we are not dead. So long as my heart beats and air invades my chest, I cannot stop. I won’t stop seeking the right of my blood. My crown. My Kingdom.
Slowly, my hands release Solo’s and I sit back, staring out the window across from us. Light fills the room, dusky and pale as it illuminates the man sleeping before me. I think of the precious memories of my mother. Her bright smile, carefully sung lullabies, and more—her teachings.
Swords have power but so do words. Physical violence will mold people but so can patience. I can practically feel her soft hands, stroking back the long strands of my hair as I gazed up into her heart-shaped face.
Remember this, my little one. You are to be a pillar of peace, a guiding light that brings an end to unrighteous violence. Don’t let your anger take control. Be everything you wish to love and the world will open its arms and love you back.
Oh, how I wish I could see what she saw. How I wish I could be everything she wanted me to be. I fear, however, that the sweet, pacifist Queen she wanted me to become is about to be buried beneath this anger she warned me of. I tried—with everything inside of me, I tried. I rejected weapons. Refused to consider them, and now I regret it. If I were more powerful, then perhaps the deaths that have come to be would have been avoided.
The lack of action of a pacifist is an easy feat for those born and raised in times of peace. This is not that time. It is no longer the world I once believed in. It was wrong of me to think that I could simply sit back and preach my mother’s teachings with no true knowledge of the world, with no experiences of my own.
The truth that I now know is this: raising a weapon doesn’t have to be out of anger, but hope. Protection. Saving.
I can’t take back my earlier actions, but I can change the way I will fight in the future. I can cast aside the notion that wielding a weapon means I will fall down a dark path. It’ll be hard, and I have no doubt that I will get lost along the way, but I can’t risk it anymore. I can’t simply sit back and let others lay their lives and bodies before my path—that does not make a pacifist. It does not make a martyr. It makes a coward. Someone willing to let others die for them—I won’t be that any longer.
In my mind, Solomon’s voice rings out in my thoughts. My Princess, they’re dead and you’re not. So what are you going to do?
What am I going to do?
I’m still here, still fighting. Solomon’s still alive, but he could have died, all because of me—because he was protecting me. Because I have no skills other than talk. How can I be a pillar of peace when I can’t even lead my Kingdom to it?
“Solomon Winett.” My gaze falls to his face, eyes closed as he continues to sleep. “You swore yourself to me and you’re not done with your duties yet. You hear me? You’re going to survive this.” I reach up and my thumb sweeps over his calloused skin. “You have to.” Then I add a little soft, “even if only because I’ve commanded it.”
Solomon’s eyes don’t open. He doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t have to. I’ve said my piece and I know what I need to do. I stand, my knees and back protesting as I straighten, and I let my hand slip from his. As promised, I open the door and find Lord Frederic waiting for me. He offers a tightlipped smile as I step out, closing the door behind me.
“I have a request.”
“Oh?” He raises a single brow, waiting as I steady myself and wipe my palms down my borrowed trousers.
“Yes, I’ve made a decision,” I say, “and I’ll need your help.” I raise my chin, only to add, “Please.”
His gaze softens. “Your Highness.” Frederic lowers to his knees before me, scooping up my hand in his. “All you have to do is ask and I will obey. I swear under the watchful gaze of the God, Caladrius himself, that my hand will only move at your request. I am yours to command.”
Somehow, that last statement of his doesn’t set me at ease the same way it does when Solomon says it. In fact, I’m starting to feel the weight of lives under my command and the very thought of failing them wraps around my throat, choking me with invisible hands that threaten to steal everything away.
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SOLOMON
   
R ed light washes through my eyelids. For a moment my hazy thoughts suggest I’m still in Bloodlust, that I’m still fighting my way through a line of men to save her. Her. I reach out on either side of me finding nothing but soft layers of material. Not rock. Not bone. Not my Princess.
My eyes open and the world blurs as the pain finally invades. Fuck. I haven’t ached this much in years. Not since my first battle. As my gaze adjusts to the light streaming in through a window at my side, I groan and try to move my arms. Thick beads of sweat roll down my body as I lift myself up to sitting to take quick stock of the room around me.
A bed under me. The single window. A closed door. An empty chair and a basket filled with bloody cloth. Shoving the blankets back, I look down at the bandages covering my body. Many of them are stained with my blood. I begin to unravel them, tossing them into the nearby basket as I reveal, slightly bruised, but otherwise unmarred flesh. How long have I been unconscious to have healed so much?
The question remains unanswered as I quickly finish unwrapping myself and then lurch toward the side of the bed, forcing my body to move despite the stinging bursts of spasms and aches that linger. As I stand, I can feel my muscles contract in agony, reminding me of every wound. In my mind’s eye, I still see the way she threw herself at me—her cut hair flying around as she leapt for my arms. I’d caught her and held her fragile frame to me, certain I could never let her go again, wondering if it might be the one and only time she’d ever ask for my arms around her, and yet, knowing that the two of us were bound for certain death. Death that has apparently evaded us yet again.
Where is she?
My body tingles with the need to move, to find her. I take a deliberately slow breath to try and ease the constriction in my chest and the beast that begs me to rip the door from its hinges and the walls from the building as I move forward. The trousers covering my legs sag down my hip bones and I rip them back up and tighten the ties above my groin as I continue forward only to draw up short and look down at my appearance. I can’t leave like this.
Cold air brushes against my chest, the sensation quickly replaced by the warmth of fresh oozing blood that seeps from the leftover bandages I couldn’t manage to remove. I groan, turning my head, seeking a solution. Fresh bandages are stacked next to the bed. With a stumble, I make it back to the bed and reach for them. It takes time—far too much for my liking—to unravel the bandages stuck to me still and then rewrap those wounds with fresh gauze. Redressing wounds is not exactly something I’m unfamiliar with, but in my current state, I feel as though I’m moving at a pace designated for turtles and not a warrior.
A few choice words slip out as I reach for the bottles sitting next to the basket and read the labels, dumping the contents I deem safe onto my open wounds and then covering them with bandages. The pain pushes me to move faster, to hurry. My drive to find my charge persists.
Once I’m finally done and I can hiss out a breath of relief, I stand taller and feel marginally better. Under the window is a stack of clothes. I glance down at the trousers still hanging loosely despite the sharp knot I’d made at my hips. A fresh curse slips out, but I move toward it regardless. Struggling out of the trousers and replacing them with fresh ones as well as the shirt is a fight in patience that I’m not entirely sure I win. The pressure of fabric against my bandages is another sort of terrible misery. Hissing through my teeth, I grab onto the boots set nearby, not caring whose they are, and slip my feet into them.
Gods above, I don’t even want to know what my face must look like. With every expression I make, the skin over my cheeks, jaw, and forehead feels tight and hot. Gnawing hunger lengthens my fangs. The desire for blood is as raw as my torn flesh. Just as I move to leave the room, finally, the door is pushed open and a man appears. Tall and lithe, the man stops just inside the room, his white blond brows rising above the spectacles on his face.
“You’re awake.” A simple statement.
I narrow my attention on him. He is familiar—the voice, the attire, the way he stands and presents himself. I’m sure I’ve seen him before, though I can’t quite place where. His suit is carefully embroidered and neatly tailored to his slender frame. He looks nothing short of nobility.
“I am Lord Frederic of the House of Caladrius.” He extends his hand. “How are you feeling, Lord Solomon?”
Lord Frederic. Yes. I do know this man. Resentment bubbles up somewhere deep in my gut, but now is not the time for old jealousy.
Despite the reminder, I place my hand in his and squeeze. “I feel as though I fell from a cliff, drowned in a river, and was immediately trampled by horses.”
The corner of Lord Frederic’s lips tilt up in amusement. “Yes, well,” he releases me and adjusts his spectacles before motioning for the bed, “it would be a good idea for you to continue your rest.”
“I’ve rested enough. Where is she?” I stare at him, waiting.
Frederic returns my gaze and, surprisingly, doesn’t seem to be intimidated by mine. “She’s safe.”
“Take me to her.”
“There truly is no—”
“Now,” I repeat, my voice deepening with a growl.
To his credit, the man doesn’t jump at the bark in my tone. In fact, he stands a little taller, all while holding my gaze. “Your body has been brought back from the brink of death, my Lord,” he says. “If you wish to see the Lady, then I suggest you eat something first.”
I scowl. There is an ache in my lip as the movement deepens and threatens to crack the skin open. Frederic carries on though as if he doesn’t notice the way my entire being trembles with the desire to rip him limb from limb.
“It’s admirable that the two of you have traveled all the way from Sanctus City and into the House of Caladrius,” he says. “A blessing from the Gods that the two of you were found and brought to my doorstep.” He moves around me and grasps a rope swinging from the bedside. Distantly, I hear the echo of a ringing bell somewhere else in the building. My senses prick with the sensation.
“I’ve done what I can with my abilities.” He pauses, gesturing for me to take a seat. I ignore him and remain standing. He frowns but continues speaking nonetheless. “Clearly, it wasn’t enough to completely heal injuries as grave as yours. Your head was practically split open from—” He grimaces. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now that you’re awake and clearly on the mend. Just know that your survival is nothing short of a miracle.” He points to the bed again. “Please, I must insist you sit.”
“I’m fine,” I grunt even though every fiber of my being is screaming that I am, in fact, not fine. “What of the Princess? Is she unharmed?”
His lips turn down but he nods. I open my mouth to demand more answers, but just as I do, a servant pushes through the door, holding a tray of food. Steam rises from the bowl at the center and my stomach growls at the sight of fresh bread. The woman gives me one fleeting look with large wide eyes as if I’m the most barbaric thing she’s ever encountered before she sets the tray down and rushes from the room.
Lord Frederic watches her go but doesn’t seem surprised by the servant woman’s obvious fright. “You’ll have to forgive her,” he says lightly. “But now that your food has arrived, I insist that you sit down and eat. If you wish for me to take you to the Lady and answer your questions, you’ll at least grant me this.”
His lips twitch in what appears to be amusement. I don’t understand the reason, but I finally do give in and take two stomping steps forward and drop into a seat at a small table in the corner where the servant had set the tray. “Where is she?” I demand as I grab the bread and tear into it heartily.
Lord Frederic arches a brow and then leans back against the end bedpost. “She’s within the grounds.”
I scowl. He’s hardly giving me any information. “And where exactly are we? House Caladrius?”
He nods.
A soft growl echoes out of my lips as I swallow the last bite of bread. “If you know who I am, then I’m sure you’ve heard of my deeds as Blood General,” I say.
“I have,” he confirms.
“Then you might think it wise not to cross me, Lord Frederic,” I snap. “Can I trust that word of our stay has been kept private?”
Frederic’s blue eyes frost over and he straightens away from the bedpost. “I am a servant of the Divine ancestors, my Lord, like you are. Whatever games are afoot within Sanctus City, what I know is that the Princess was found in my domain, harmed, and obviously frightened. Only those who I trust completely know of your identities.”
“Who?”
Frederic does not answer, but instead, stares at me. I lift the last loaf of bread and hold it in my hand, waiting. He arches a delicate blond brow. Despite his slender frame and feminine features, the man has the audacity to stare back at me without flinching. I suppose that’s par for the course as the Head of House Caladrius.
I bite into the bread and swallow it, grabbing onto the metal mug filled with fresh water to wash it all down, and once I’m done, I turn back to him. “What do you know of what’s happened in Sanctus City?” I ask.
“I know that the King is dead,” Frederic replies, “and that the second royal son of Bartoli has taken over the Sunfire Palace. He is claiming that the Princess had accepted a change in groom and that he’s meant to be the next King consort, and out of jealousy and rage, you kidnapped the Princess and slaughtered dozens within the Palace in your madness.”
My hands clamp into fists, the muscles beneath my flesh winding tighter as fresh aches and pains blossom. “It’s not true,” I sneer.
He sighs. “Of course it’s not true,” he replies. “Prince Nasir is obviously spreading vicious rumors in an attempt to gain some control.”
My gaze slides to him, tinged with suspicion. “How do you know?”
For a moment, he’s quiet and his eyes turn—lingering somewhere far beyond the window. “I wasn’t entirely sure, but when I found you, I decided to heal both of you and learn the truth when you awoke. I’ve gotten the Princess’ side of what has occurred, but it was actually her words when she first awoke that convinced me that you were not the culprit of her kidnapping. That she, in fact, had not been kidnapped at all, but rescued.”
“Her words?” I repeat, my fist loosening.
“She was looking for you,” Frederic says. “She seemed intent on finding you, on knowing whether or not you had survived your fall from the Cliffs of Sevire. No one afraid of their captor would be so concerned.” My chest tightens at this information. A wicked hope steals inside of me and stabs at my gut. I shake my head.
“She told you of what happened at the Palace?” I confirm, focusing on that topic rather than anything that might give me the wrong idea.
Lord Frederic looks back at me once more. “Yes, and from the sound of it, Prince Nasir has tricked us all. The notices I’ve received from the Sunfire Palace since the Princess’ disappearance leave a bad taste on my tongue. It reeks of lies and subterfuge. Tell me, how does one even turn the entire Sunfire Palace into a puddle of groveling servants overnight? He may be royalty but he isn’t our royalty.”
“Are you suggesting Nasir is Awakened?”
“It is not unheard of for the people of Bartoli to occasionally be blessed by our Gods. A lot of nobles have married and passed down their blood to those outside of Rozentine.”
“Nasir is no blessing.” I snarl. But his words would explain the strangeness of the soldiers I’d fought on the cliffside and those at the Palace before. “Though, you might have a point. I, too, believe he is Awakened and using these gifts to command the Palace and people.”
Frederic hums his agreement. “Certainly not a blessing.”
His statement leaves my thoughts churning. How else could he turn my own men into expressionless bodies to do his bidding? How else could they all be so certain of his blatant lies? Though clearly, the rest of Rozentine has yet to be fooled. There is hope in that.
“If you’re finished, I will take you to the Princess,” he says after a beat.
I nod and stand up. “Yes. I’m ready.” Frederic tilts his head, watching me. A slight smile plays at his lips. I scowl, irritated by something he’s so obviously entertained by. “What?”
Lord Frederic shakes his head, turning toward the door. “It’s nothing,” he replies. “Only that you and Her Highness have quite a bit in common, that’s all.”
I scowl, confused, but that confusion morphs into pain as my abdomen clenches. My tongue swells and my canines throb. It’s an easy decision to ignore the growing need for blood. Blood will come later. Devonry I need to see now.
“Take me to her,” I command, choosing to ignore both his words and my own needs.
“Certainly.” Frederic’s smile takes up the entirety of his face, likely pleased with himself because he just managed to get the Blood General to sit like a dog and eat for his reward. Disgust curdles deep in the pits of my stomach, threatening to make everything I’ve consumed come right back up.
He quietly pushes open the door and holds it for me to follow. Not once does he look over his shoulder as he strolls down a long hall, down an annoyingly grand staircase, and out into a courtyard. I blink as fresh sunlight hits my face, its warmth settling on my shoulders. Cool, mountainous air hits my lungs and I shudder. How long have I been unconscious?Another wave of nausea crashes over me. The sensation only intensifies as Frederic gestures off to the side of his courtyard. I turn and follow the direction of his gesture, stopping in shock at what I see.
Beads of sweat glisten along her forehead and the front of her shirt is nearly soaked through. Devonry pushes a breath through clenched teeth, swiping a dagger through the air at some imaginary opponent. At her side, a few men linger talking amongst themselves but one steps forward, tutting, and takes her wrist in his hand to adjust her grip on the weapon.
I freeze, afraid that if I allow myself to move I’ll tear everything in my sight into shreds. Some small part of me sighs in relief because she’s here, she’s alive … but what the fuck does she think she’s doing right now? Why is she allowing some man to put his hands on her so casually? The sound of my blood rushing through my veins fills my ears as she smiles at the man offering guidance.
“It was her choice,” Frederic says softly. Can it be that he sees the dangerous jealousy as it eats away at my insides?
“Her choice,” I repeat. She would choose to pick up a weapon? It doesn’t sound like something she’d do. The Saintess Queen’s heir. The girl who reviles weapons and violence. The girl who is certain she can change the world with only her words … Devonry is willingly holding a weapon and being taught how to properly wield it.
Since Driage Castle, she’s worn a small dagger at her hip, but she’s never been comfortable with it. She practically flinched every time it patted against her leg during our travels. I never thought to see her actually ever use it, though I hoped if her life depended on it, she would.
“Our knights found themselves with some downtime so they agreed to give her some lessons.” His eyes trail over my form. “She asked if I could introduce her to someone who would be willing to teach her and I could not refuse a request from my future Queen.”
I close my eyes, unable to watch as one of the knights points at her feet then pats her thigh until she adjusts her stance. My fangs jab painfully against my bottom lip. The cramping in my stomach sharpens, like swords piercing my flesh from the inside. When I open my eyes again the world is shaded in red.
Devonry’s face points up to the sun for a heartbeat, her hair, twisted and braided at the back of her head makes the short strands surrounding her face flutter as they’re lifted in the breeze. Her awkward and embarrassed laugh as she falters with her weapon and is redirected carries across the wind, easing my anger if only slightly.
“She is lovely and strong,” Frederic whispers. His head is cocked, watching me instead of her. “I don’t think I need to tell you that though.”
“Aren’t all Princesses supposed to be beautiful?” I try to blink away the Bloodlust and only succeed in making my eyes water. Pressing my palm against my stomach, as though that might keep the building agony at bay, I take a step in her direction.
“Hmm, what an interesting thing to say.”
I halt and glower at him. “What does that mean—” I start but am unable to finish as the red pulses angrily and my body’s need for blood doubles me over. A groan echoes out of my throat as my muscles stretch and my mind threatens to push me into the throws of blood madness. Everything inside of me demands sustenance. It demands blood.
Frederic is there, his hand hovering against my back. “You need blood. Now.” His curse is quiet as he helps me to straighten and then gestures for the entryway back into the mansion. “I should’ve thought as much. My apologies—come, this way.”
I grunt, allowing him to guide me back into the house. Warmth seeps through my clothes where his hand is settled, the pang of hunger slowly abates and, with it, my body returns to its natural state.
“We have a servant here that would be willing to offer you some blood to help you heal,” he says.
My gaze never leaves him as he speaks. Suspicion pulls my brows low over my swollen eyes. “How do you know what I need?”
Frederic pushes me along, his steps twice as fast as before as he practically drags me back to the room from before. He stops in front of the door, twisting the handle, and sweeps us both inside. “I was taught many things in my training as a healer,” he answers. “I have a relative that lives within the House of Blood and was warned that it’s something an Awakened of the House of Blood would need if they were ever severely wounded. I promise I will be discreet. Does the Princess not know?”
I shake my head, swiping my tongue down the back of one fang and then the other as the pulse of need sharpens once more. “She knows of the Bloodlust,” I pant. “She knows it’s what my abilities are referred to when they overwhelm me.”
“But she doesn’t know of your need for actual blood?” Lord Frederic scoffs at me. I grit my teeth. Of course not. She already thinks I’m some terrible brute. How much more would she hate me if she saw me feeding?
He sighs. “Seeing as it’s not mine to share, your secret is safe with me. Shall I get the servant?”
“Please.” He nods once and then hurries from the room, letting the door swing shut behind him. The moment Frederic is gone, I find myself staggering to the window if only just to catch another glimpse of her through the Bloodlust that consumes me.
I catch sight of her hair, soft and fluttering for a moment before the cramps twist my insides into shredded meat. Turning against the wall, I groan and shudder. When my eyes slide shut, all I can picture is her. Her face tilted up, turned to the side as she offers me her throat, her blood, her … everything.
Fuck. I scrub a hand down my face. I truly am an unconscionable monster.
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SOLOMON
   
T he soft skin beneath my fingertips shudders as my teeth clamp down on the woman’s throat. Every draw of blood comes with a flashing image of Devonry. The soft slope of her jaw. Her lips. The curve of her ass. Every time I try not to think of her, I push away the images, but they come back brighter and more vivid. I groan as blood flows over my tongue and down my throat. Already I can feel the pain of Bloodlust easing.
Swaying away from the woman, specifically keeping my lower half out of touching distance makes this exchange awkward, but it’s necessary. The blood makes me think of pleasure—of Devonry—of her soft fingers gripping my cock and her name on my lips. The smell of her skin is ingrained in my memory. I’m certain if I think hard enough, I’ll be able to recall everywhere our bodies touched when she was wrapped in my arms, the two of us falling through the wind and sky.
It had been the single most precious moment in my life and the most terrifying.
With a gasp of relief, I pull away from the servant, my fangs slipping free of her flushed skin. A droplet of crimson trails from the small puncture wounds, sliding down the slope of her neck. Clenching my jaw, I refuse to lap up the last of it like a dog. The red drips down and soaks into the neckline of her gown. Gripping her shoulders, I turn my face away from the sight. With this much blood, I can handle curbing the other needs within me.
“Thank you,” I grunt, releasing her. “You’re dismissed.” The servant’s face is flushed red, but she stands, bobbing a curtsey once before hurrying from the room. At least, from her movement, I know I didn’t take too much. Even if I wanted to.
A curse falls from my lips as I reach down and carefully adjust the front of my trousers as my cock presses against the ties. Licking the last drop of blood off of my lip, I take a moment to ponder if I should take myself in hand to ease the agony of wanting something I’ll never have.
The cramping in my stomach is finally gone, my foggy thoughts now focused, and several of my wounds no longer throb in pain. Yes, my body desperately needed this. I should be thankful Lord Frederic had someone so willing. Instead, I find myself bitter that she isn’t who I want to sink my teeth into.
With feeding comes pleasure. Blood calls for more from my body, for me to spill my seed and fill her up. Yet, I’ll deny myself this again and again even if it kills me. This isn’t the House of Blood. There aren’t any bloodletter whores for me to fuck and drink from. Honestly, the fact that the House of Caladrius had knowledge of my needs and someone so readily available is a miracle in itself. I should be grateful, not greedy.
Purposefully heavy steps stop outside my door, followed by a short knock. I call out an answer and Lord Frederic steps inside. If there was ever anything to make my dick go soft, it’s him. His attention locks on my face for far longer than necessary before he gives me a once over.
“Your color has returned,” he says conversationally. “Good. Consuming blood will help you with your healing as well. How do you feel now?”
Sex deprived. Desperate for her touch. Burning with need.
“Better.”
“Glad to hear it. Princess Devonry has moved on to our archery course for training whenever you’re ready to go to her.”
“Yes.” I stand, making sure my shirt is tucked into my pants. “We need to be on our way soon anyway. She and I should discuss our travel arrangements.”
Frederic taps his fingers on the back of the chair next to the bed, his brow quirking at the word ‘arrangements’. He tips his head from side to side as if in thought. “You’re welcome here for as long as you need. It would be frowned upon by Caladrius, himself, if I didn’t suggest that you stay longer with your injuries. You’ve only been awake for a few short hours. You’ll need much more rest.”
“How long have we been here thus far?” I ask, curious.
“Ten days.” Damn. Not what I wanted to hear but also not surprising. The fall from the cliffside had made things difficult. “I must also tell you something else.”
I look at him. “What is it?”
“I received another notice while you were … otherwise occupied,” he answers. “The soldiers you escaped from must have reported back to the Sunfire Palace and Prince Nasir. They’re claiming that the Princess was slain in a horrible accident when they tried to rescue her. As of now, the Kingdom believes that she and you are both dead.”
His words are short but full of meaning. If Nasir thinks that Devonry and I are dead then we’re at an advantage now. “Anything else?” I demand.
He nods. “It also appears that despite that, the Prince is searching for her body.”
Of course he is, I think darkly. He likely won’t rest until he’s sure he’s lost the object of his obsession. I stand and move away from the wall. “If that’s the case, then I think it’d be best for us to take advantage of our sudden circumstances as dead people,” I say.
“You won’t be staying then?”
I shake my head. “I don’t think that would be a good idea for either of us. There is too much at stake and you’ve already offered us more hospitality than necessary.” I tongue where my fangs have retracted.
“When you are ready to go, we will not stop you.” Frederic looks to my single window, his gaze unfocused.
“I appreciate your discretion.”
A smile pulls his lips up but never quite reaches his eyes. “To everyone else, you are no more than a couple of weary travelers who have had an unfortunate accident—I suspect with my calling Her Highness by Lady, though, my servants think she’s some fallen noble.”
Good. They can think whatever they like so long as they don’t know the truth. The truth, in this case, could mean their own demise as well as ours.
“You know,” he continues, “I keep thinking about how disturbed the Princess was at the sight of your wounds. I worry for her. Even if, outwardly, she appears stable, how can one lose so much and still continue on as she is?”
A crow flits past the window, drawing my eye as I respond. “You have no need to worry,” I tell him. “So long as she is with me, I will ensure her protection. Any concern she has for me is needless. Everything that happened is only because I’ve failed to do my duty. Every ounce of her distress is on me.” I clench my fists at my side. “The Princess is very strong for lasting as long as she has. Perhaps stronger than I’ve ever given her credit for. She’ll make a fine Queen when this is all over.” I refuse to see any other outcome.
Frederic moves past me and stands at the windowsill, staring out it as well. Can he see her from here? Black wings flap against the glass and a bird’s beak taps against the frame. I watch as Lord Frederic unlatches the glass and lets it open. The crow takes a seat upon the ledge and Frederic reaches out, curving his fingers over the animal’s head, smoothing back its feathers. I swallow to try and appease the dryness in my mouth.
“Will she still marry the Bartoli prince, Prince Enver? Do you think?”
I don’t want to think. In fact, the notion makes me feel ill. Those are worries for tomorrow, worries that I fear if I take on now, will drag me down until I’m drowning in my own woes. Not particularly something I can allow myself.
“With her father gone, she will be the one to make that decision,” I say. “I have no right to offer my thoughts on the matter.” The words burn in my throat and even I can hear the detachment in my voice.
“No right, hmmm?” Lord Frederic continues to focus on the bird as it turns its beady eyes to the side and tilts its head for him to continue the petting. “Yes, there will be much for her to settle. I imagine when she rises back to her throne that the council of noble houses will want her married and with child as soon as she’s able. Rozentine is nothing if not invested in Aerea’s lineage.”
His words leave a bitter taste on my tongue. Imagining Devonry wed to a son of Bartoli is truly unthinkable at this point even if Bartoli is our goal. What Nasir has done is an act of war. Neither of the Bartoli princes deserves her heart or her body.
“I suppose those are troubles for another day. I apologize if my wandering thoughts are bothering you,” Frederic says, turning back to me as he releases the bird. “Where shall the two of you head off to when you leave?”
“Abendroth,” I lie, not certain I should give him the truth. He’s been nothing but kind, but I can’t chance anything at this point. I can’t let my guard down.
Abendroth is in the same direction, also located on the Carion Peninsula. Not far from Carion City but far enough we’d have time to escape should we need to.
“The Carion Peninsula.” He taps a finger on his chin. “There is a path, mostly traveled by merchants, that will take more than a day off the journey. I have a merchant here now that was expected to leave soon. He could help you get there. If I remember correctly, he’s heading out sometime tomorrow.”
The sooner the better.
“That is a generous offer, Lord Frederic.” I move toward the door. “I’ll inform the Princess when I find her. Which direction is the archery course?”
Lord Frederic’s expression shifts, his lips lifting at the edges once more. “If you head to the back courtyard and turn to your left you won’t be able to miss it,” he answers.
“Thank you.” I turn to leave, making it nearly out the door when he clears his throat.
“Lord Solomon?”
My boots come to a stop just at the edge of the doorway.
“I’ve considered Her Highness a friend for many years now, though she might not think of me as the same. I respect her, and some might say that if she were to not marry into the Bartoli royal family she’ll look within the borders of Rozentine for her future King Consort.” Irritation curdles in my gut and slowly, I turn back to face him. My uplifted mood sours at the knowing expression on his face.
“If and when she returns to her throne and is put under pressure to choose a king, her mind might recall a reward she offered in return for saving her and her escort’s life.” A muscle in my jaw jumps beneath my flesh. “Perhaps she might feel more comfortable choosing a friend and someone she seems to think she owes a debt to.”
“What exactly is it that you’re implying, my Lord?” I snap.
Frederic arches a brow. “I’m implying that if someone else who is close to her—who so obviously craves her and desires to protect and shield her—can’t get his act together, then he might lose his chance.”
Frederic’s warning is clear.
“I’m sure, whomever she ends up with, it will be whatever is best for Rozentine.” The words cut out of my mouth sharp as daggers. “I am but her guard, and I will look upon our Queen and our future King with the respect they both deserve when the time arrives.”
If I can keep from reaching into my own chest and ripping out my heart so as not to feel anymore.
Frederic’s eyes narrow on me. “I’ve never felt the intensity of finding someone the Gods have declared my mate. However, I hear that to deny oneself the bond is quite the same as setting yourself on fire every morning and adding more kindling every night.”
His words could not be closer to the truth.
“Well once again, even if your advice is not necessary, I thank you for your consideration. If you’ll excuse me. I have to find my charge.” With that, I turn from the room. There is an ache in my chest and my palms are damp with sweat.
If anything, after all of this, Devonry deserves to choose her own future. Perhaps, I’ll consider presenting myself as an option just to watch her laugh in my face. Or maybe I’ll just let this fire in me consume my entire being. I’ve lived with it long enough.
That would be a fitting end.
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DEVONRY
   
T hunk. My eyelid twitches as I spot the disappointing landing of the arrow, and I hurry to line up my next shot. Breathe out. Release. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.
I stand back and look at the line of arrows I’ve unleashed on the poor, abused target. Two are sunk into the wood on the outer circle, one in the inner circle, and one didn’t hit the target at all.
“You’re getting better.”
I cast a look at Aegis, Lord Frederic’s and the House of Caladrius’ Captain of the Guard. Despite the casual trousers and loose-fitted tunic he wears, with his hands clasped behind his back, he appears every inch the militaristic man he claims to be. Hair shorn along the sides of his scalp and the top part tied back neatly.
“And you are being kind,” I say, returning my attention to the poor excuse for a target. “I need to hit the target every time.”
“You’ve only just started, My Lady,” Aegis says. “It takes a master of the bow years to discover true accuracy.”
My fingers reach for the basket of arrows. I lift one from the stand and line it back up, pulling the string of the bow back as I straighten my stance. I inhale and on my release, I let the arrow soar. Thunk. That same sound that’s become so familiar to me over the past few days echoes back at me.
“At least I’m better at this than I am with a sword or dagger,” I say, though the fact doesn’t truly bring me any comfort.
“A sword is too heavy for someone of your size,” Aegis states. “Skill with a dagger implies a certain level of speed and coordination with your senses.”
Turning, I arch a brow his way. “And a bow and arrow doesn’t?”
“In a sense,” he says. “Though it’s still different. It’s good that you’re aware of your own weaknesses. Because you recognize that you’re not adept at strength or speed, you can use what you do have to the best of your ability.”
“I’m not exactly sure if I have anything of use,” I tell him honestly. My shoulders sag as I gaze at the target and the last arrow. Another inner ring, yet none of them have hit the center.
“Intelligence,” Aegis says. “You have a cunning mind, My Lady. You may not be quick on your feet, but you’re quick in thought. You see a problem and you move to fix it—I’ve seen it in the way you adjust your stance mid-draw. Having an inane talent for solving problems as they arise is not something everyone possesses.”
I eye him from my periphery. Surely, he’s just placating me, right? After all, he, along with Lord Frederic and Solo, are the only ones who know my identity in this House. The ‘my Lady’ bit is simply his way of showing respect without revealing it.
I sigh and line up my next shot. As the arrow releases from my bow and sails toward the target, a man speaks up from behind us. “What’s this?”
I whirl around so fast that my skirts spin in a circle, swinging wildly around my ankles and calves even though I’ve stopped. “Solomon!” I nearly drop my bow where I stand at the shock of seeing him—not only up and standing, but out of his bedroom and dressed as if he means to stride about the grounds of House Caladrius all on his own. It’s only a moment before I let go of the bow that I recall what Aegis had taught me and I quickly hook it into place alongside the basket of arrows before I return to Solomon. “What are you doing here?”
“I should be asking you that,” Solomon replies as he strides toward us, his gaze sliding to Aegis with suspicion.
“You shouldn’t be up,” I say, hurrying toward him. Upon second glance, despite his upright stride, it’s apparent that Solomon is moving slower than normal. His movements are stiff and his face is drawn with lines of tension. “You’re in pain.”
He waves me away as I reach him. “I’m fine.”
“Don’t deny it,” I say. “It’s obvious that you’re—”
“Devonry—”
“Lady Dina,” Aegis says, using the pseudonym I’d taken from my time at Driage Castle and given to Lord Frederic, halting Solomon’s words with the reminder that others are milling about the training grounds. Though they’re nowhere near us, caution is still needed.
Solomon turns to him immediately as his hand lands on my shoulder. “Yes, of course,” he says. “I thank you for taking care of My Lady, but I’ll take it from here.”
“He’s helping me with the bow,” I say.
“I can shoot a bow as well as any soldier or captain.” Solomon’s grip tightens on me, but instead of meeting my gaze as he speaks, he stares across the short distance at Aegis. “I will train her.”
I’m shaking my head before he’s even finished. “No, you need your rest,” I say. “You just woke up, and—”
“It was not a suggestion,” Solomon interrupts, his gaze sharpening as he looks down at me. A beat passes and he speaks again. “Besides, Lord Frederic has been kind enough to offer his healing services. I’m well enough to assist you.”
I wonder about that, but I don’t want to upset him further by saying as much. Instead, I turn back and meet Aegis’ gaze. He doesn’t allow me to speak, but instead bows his head ever so slightly. “Then I shall leave it to the two of you,” he says. “Should you have need of me, I’ll be with my soldiers.”
“We will not, but we are grateful for the offer.” Solomon’s tone is firm, and I swing my head to look at him. What in the world is wrong with him?
Aegis says nothing more as he raises his head and strides away, leaving the two of us in uncomfortable silence. I wait a beat before pulling myself out from under Solomon’s grip and taking a step back as I cross my arms over my chest. “What was that?” I demand.
Crimson eyes meet my gaze briefly before sliding away as Solomon moves around my form and steps into the same spot I had vacated before the target. He hefts the bow I left in his hand, seeming to measure its weight and length as his fingers drift over it and he lifts it to pluck at the string.
“Solomon,” I snap. “Answer me.”
“I will,” he says, lifting his head. “After you show me your skill with the bow.”
A scowl overtakes my face, but somewhere, deep inside of me, I’m not at all displeased by the idea of receiving training from him. Solomon spoke no lie when he said he was as good with a bow as any soldier. He’s not the Blood General for nothing. With a huff still, I walk toward him and take the bow from his proffered hand.
Solomon moves back several feet, but the intensity of his attention remains on me as I get into my stance. Strangely, my hands shake as I lift the bow and reach for an arrow. Sucking in a breath through my nose and blowing it out through my lips, I settle my pounding heart. Ears full of rushing blood, I raise my arms and line up my next shot.
One of my fingers sticks out against the curve of the bow, pointing straight. I grip the back of my arrow with two fingers and the shaft settles upon my knuckles. I pull back, tightening my hold as the line of the string resists my movement. Still, Solo says nothing. It’s wrong—my stance. My hands are still shaking ever so slightly. Why hasn’t he said as much? Wouldn’t he love to criticize me? Tell me that no Princess should ever wield a bow and arrow like a common hunter? Much less, do this so poorly?
I want to look at him, to see his expression and determine his thoughts, but I know doing so would distract me and I have a dangerously sharp weapon in my hands. I need to focus. I keep my head trained forward and adjust my attention on the target in front of me. I count the rings—one, two, and the center. It’s a simple target. A flat piece of wood set up against a bale of hay. I’ve already hit it more than a dozen times alone today. I just need to make sure to hit it again in front of him. It doesn’t matter if I don’t hit the center, I tell myself. I just need to hit the wood. I can’t show him something shameful such as a complete and utter miss.
On my next exhale, I release the arrow and it sings through the air before slamming into the wood. I wince. It hit the target, but none of the rings. Lowering my arms, I turn to Solomon and wait, nervousness a fresh feeling.
He steps forward, though his head is turned as he gazes at the target that’s several feet away. He doesn’t speak immediately, but instead, walks past me to the target, striding until he stands before it—and the other arrows I’d been shooting just before his arrival. My eyes light upon his back and the way the muscles beneath his tunic strain the fabric over his shoulders. Were the material any tighter, I wonder if I’d be able to see them better.
I watch as Solo pulls each arrow from its place and then returns to where I stand. His long legs eat up the distance between us, each step drawing the cloth of his trousers tightly over his thighs. It takes me a moment to realize that I’m not just staring, I’m practically ogling him, and it’s not because I’m sizing him up. I mean, sure, I could say it’s because I’m looking for any hint that he might not be as well as he claims, but at the same time, the frame of his physique appears almost … larger than before. That’s impossible, though. Just a figment of my imagination.
Sharply lifting my head, I blink up at him as he stops before me and slides the newly retrieved arrows into the basket at my side.
We’re so close, I swear I can see the different shadows and shades of red in his eyes. Were they always so bright? “Again,” he says, voice low.
I nod numbly. “O-okay.”
This time, as I line up my next arrow, he doesn’t step away. “S-Solo?” My tremors start back up, but Solomon doesn’t give me the space I’m used to.
His body moves up against my back, one arm drifting down my arm that holds the bow and the other circles the elbow of the arm that holds my arrow. “Shhhhh,” he hushes me. “You can do it, love. Adjust your stance—yes, just like this.” He lowers my elbow and then uses the force of his own body to shift me slightly. “Good girl.”
Good girl? My mind fogs over as his words echo through my ears. The rushing of my blood and heart rate cease. It’s as if every piece of my body, mind, and soul has quieted in an effort to hear him, to listen to only him.
My hair is tied up into a braided crown and pinned at the back of my head. Meaning the back of my neck is naked. Every puff of his breath lifts the baby strands that flutter against my nape, causing a strange sort of tingle to rise up from my belly. I close my eyes briefly before forcing them back open. My insides quiver with an unknown sense of need. Solomon’s fingers brush my skin. Somehow, I don’t mind it. In fact, I want more. I want him to touch me.
I blink. Is that right? I want Solomon to touch me?
“There, ease your stance,” Solomon’s voice deepens, quiets until I feel like the only person in the world that can hear it. “Line up the end of your arrow.”
My body moves according to his will, following his directions without any input or resistance from my mind. My breathing is shallow and uneven. I swallow roughly, waiting for him to step back, to release me, but he never does. His big hands remain against me, gently directing me in a way that no one ever has before.
“A-are you going to let me go?” I stutter out the question and as soon as it leaves my mouth, I regret it—wishing, instead, that I could pull the words out of the air and bury them back into my throat.
Solomon doesn’t move back or even loosen his hold. “After you shoot this arrow,” he says. “Now, focus.”
“I am focused,” I say, but the truth is—it’s not on the arrow. It’s on him. All I can sense, all I can feel is the strength of his body against mine. The way the heat of him somehow delves through both layers of our clothes to warm my back as he presses against me is maddening. What is wrong with me?
“Not on what you need to be focused on,” Solomon replies. “Look at your target, Princess.”
A breathy gasp leaves my lips, but we’re nowhere near the others in the training courtyard. No one could’ve heard his usage of my title. Still, my skin heats in both embarrassment and worry. This action feels dangerous. More than simply shooting an arrow, letting him help me—letting him train me like this … it feels as if we’re both toeing the edge of some boundary I didn’t know existed until this moment.
“Breathe,” Solomon orders and I do.
My breath rushes out of my chest. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. My fingers tighten. “Good, now turn your head completely to the side. Don’t tilt down—yes, good, just like that. Ready when you are, love. Release it.”
I let go and the string of the bow jerks forward so quickly, I jump. It’s too late, though. The arrow soars through the sky and slams into the wooden target several paces away. Right. In. The. Middle.
For a moment, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to say. I’m shocked I managed to do it, even with his help. Slowly, I turn to face him and his hands finally release me. My head cranes backward as I look up at him. The underside of his jaw is unshaven and speckled with tiny, dark hairs. His full, masculine lips are pressed into a flat line. My eyes seek upward, over the sharp, high cheekbones that mold his face to the glittering red of his eyes. The dark locks of his hair have grown over the past few weeks. Where once they barely grazed the top of his forehead, now they curve down further, toward the middle of it and the sides are slightly longer too. It gives him a less soldierly look and more of a boyish charm.
My heart takes over—racing against my chest and throbbing in my neck. Perspiration grazes my skin, sweat beads slide down the center of my back beneath my clothes. My lips part, but no words come out. It’s Solomon who moves back first and turns his head, cutting off the intensity of his eyes and releasing me from the unusual spell of silence.
“You have talent,” he says.
Blinking, I stare at the side of his profile. “I do?”
He nods.
Silence descends again. Awkward. Uncomfortable. The type of silence that I’ve never actually had with him. Irritated silence, sure. This is something new and I find that I don’t like it. Not at all.
“So, I should keep training then?” I ask. “Do you think I’ll get better? Good enough to be of use?”
Solomon’s head jerks toward me at the last question, and I nervously finger the center of my bow in front of me. His mouth tightens and he remains quiet for a moment more before speaking. “The bow is simply for your protection,” he says. “I don’t care for your learning of it, but I understand the need.”
My gaze finds the ground and I stare hard at the dirt beneath my feet. “I…” I swallow roughly as the words catch in my throat. “I know they wouldn’t want me to learn any of this,” I say. I don’t need to say who they are. I’m sure Solomon knows that I’m talking of my parents, and more specifically my mother, the Saintess Queen. “But if I can’t be stronger than I was before, then I could die. You could die.” My lashes flutter as my eyes burn and I try to blink away the sting. “You almost did.”
A cool wind blows through the training courtyard and I shiver as I release the bow into one of my hands and cross my other around my chest.
“The King and Queen would be proud of you regardless of your choices,” Solomon says quietly. “The only person you need to focus on is yourself. Don’t make any decisions that you will regret later, Devonry.” I lift my head at the mention of my name, my real name. "You should strive to be proficient, but remember that it’s not what you’ll dedicate your life to.”
“The bow is a tool to help me get back what I will dedicate my life to,” I say.
At that, his expression finally eases and he tilts his head in a nod of agreement. “So long as you’re aware of that, then I’m sure you’ll be fine,” he says. “With a little more practice and training, you’ll be quite good. You already have a natural inclination for it.”
“That’s what Aegis said too,” I reply.
He stiffens. “Did he, now?”
I arch a brow. “He did,” I confirm. “Why? Is that a problem?” Solo shakes his head, but the pinched look on his face doesn’t ease again. I sigh and step over to the basket of arrows to set the bow back down against it.
“Are you truly alright?” I finally ask, moving back toward him. “Don’t you think you need a little more rest? Lord Frederic told me that he was amazed you managed to survive the fall. He said that the only reason I wasn’t hurt as badly was because you protected me—that you wrapped yourself around me and used your own body as a shield.”
“I’m healing well enough,” Solo replies. I wait a beat, but when he doesn’t elaborate, I huff out a breath and cross my arms over my chest.
“Lord Frederic has been quite hospitable,” I say. “He was quite kind to both of us. Perhaps, when we return to the Sunfire Palace, I should offer him a reward or some kind of compensation.”
If possible, Solomon’s expression darkens further. His brows lower over his face and he mimics my body language, crossing his own arms over his massive chest. Only, when he does it, the stance looks far more intimidating. “Is that right?”
“Yes,” I reply lightly. “Of course, I’d offer the same to Lady Marjorie and Lord Ahren for their loyalty.”
“How kind of you,” he says through gritted teeth. “I’m sure Lord Frederic would appreciate that.”
I frown. “Yes, well, he did save your life,” I remind him, emphasizing my words. “I thought you’d agree with me.”
“I agree he’s been quite kind,” Solo says, “and whatever you decide to do with him once this ordeal is all over will be your decision in the end. However, I suggest you not get too close to the Lord because we won’t be staying much longer under his guidance.”
My brows raise in surprise. “We won’t?”
“Staying would put the House of Caladrius in just as much danger as the House of Blood. There was a reason we left, if you’ll recall.”
I lower my arms to my sides. “I see…” As much as I hate to admit it, Solomon is right. We left the House of Blood for a reason. We have plans and those plans don’t include staying within the safe arms of the House of Caladrius. “You’re right,” I say reluctantly. “We need to continue for the peninsula and then onto Bartoli.”
“I’m glad you understand,” Solomon says with a nod as he drops his arms and starts walking. I turn to the side as he strides past me. “We’ll be leaving tomorrow at dawn.”
“Wait, what?” Glancing back at the bow and arrow, I decide to leave it and follow him. I rush to trail him, confused at the speed with which he wants to move forward. “Isn’t that too soon? You might be healed enough to walk around the grounds of Caladrius, but that doesn’t mean you’re ready to be traversing the woods and hills again. What if something happens?”
Solomon stops at the edge of the steps leading back into the Castle’s corridors so quickly that I nearly run into his back, only managing to escape it by skidding into the dirt and wobbling backward as he turns to face me. “A merchant will be leaving the House of Caladrius, heading in the direction we need tomorrow morning. Merchants don’t reach this far out from Sanctus City often and it’s certainly a burst of luck to know that he’ll be heading toward the peninsula. We won’t be traveling by foot this time and Lord Frederic has been kind enough to offer one of his horses to take with us.”
“But—” I stop as Solo reaches up and touches a strand of my hair as it flutters over my shoulder. I look down at the shortened ends.
“Would you be able to color your hair the way you had before?” he inquires, throwing me off.
“Uh, I suppose,” I reply. “I just need ingredients—”
“I will ensure you get them tonight,” he says, cutting me off.
“Why?”
Red eyes flash to my face and I’m viscerally aware of how close his fingers are to my cheek as he rubs his thumb over the ends of my hair. “I suspect that Nasir will think you died on that cliff, Devonry,” he says. “I intend to ensure he has no idea that you didn’t. For all he knows—Princess Devonry is dead.”
“Oh.” The realization hits me with a resounding wave of nausea. I’ll have to erase my identity for real this time.
“Instead of Dina, though, I think simply shortening your name to Dev should be sufficient. We won’t have to worry much, I expect, once we reach the peninsula. Most citizens likely wouldn’t think the Princess of Rozentine would be that far from Sanctus City.”
Numb, I nod my acknowledgment.
“The next leg of our journey is very important,” he continues, bending his head forward. My eyes widen as he lifts my hair and presses his lips to it, his eyes meeting mine. My breath stops altogether, disappearing in my lungs as if it’d never existed in the first place. “I will ensure you’re never put in that much danger again, Princess. All you need to do is follow me and I will put you back on your throne.”
He releases my hair and steps back. My hands tremble at my sides as Solomon inhales sharply, the wide expanse of his chest lifting with the inhale. It isn’t until he turns and walks away that I realize I’m growing dizzy from the lack of air. My lips part and I suck back a breath and waver on my feet with how good it feels.
As I press the back of my hand to my forehead, feeling unusually hot, I realize that the entire time Solomon had held my hair to his lips, I’d wished it was something else against his mouth.
I wished it was mine.
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DEVONRY
   
T he sun rises from its sleep on the horizon the next morning with an eerie chill in the air. At the knock upon my chamber door, I hurriedly finish drying my freshly colored hair and call out to the person on the other side.
“One moment!”
After so many years with attendants and ladies in waiting catering to my every need, it’s a new experience to be in charge of myself. One I don’t mind—even if it makes me late for my expected departure. I quickly drag on the cloak Lord Frederic had gifted me over the fresh pair of trousers—likely meant for some squire boy—and a small tunic. One last glance into the floor-length mirror in the corner reveals a creature I don’t recognize. Solomon’s words echo in my mind.
Princess Devonry is dead, and the girl standing here now is nothing more than a young archer named Dev. Unlike the Princess, this girl’s eyes are harder. They bear more pain, but along with that pain comes understanding. The responsibility that rests on my shoulders has never felt heavier, but now, I think I’m actually finding what I need to prepare myself to carry it.
The knock sounds again and I blink, shaking away the emotions clinging to me as I finish grabbing my satchel and head for the door. With a rushing breath, I grab the handle and yank it open just as the man on the other side lifts his fist to knock a third time. He stops and looks down.
“Why didn’t you change your looks?” I ask.
Solomon arches a brow. “Dark hair is common in Rozentine,” he says. “White? Not so much. It wasn’t necessary.”
I scowl. “Should’ve known you’d make me do the hard work.”
He gazes down and I get the distinct impression that—even though it was at his behest—he’s displeased by the disappearance of my normal white-blonde hair. It’s been replaced by a muddy brown color, the only thing I'd been able to manage with the ingredients he’d had delivered the night before. With such short time, this is all I could come up with, and he’s right—dark hair is common.
I breeze past him into the hallway, hefting my bag higher. “Shall we go?” He reaches for my satchel, but I step out of his reach and shake my head. “Like you said—I’m not a Princess from this moment forward. It would look strange if you were to treat me with any special regard.”
The crease of his lips deepens into a scowl far fiercer than any I could come up with. The sight of that scowl does something to me. A fluttering swarms my insides, like a million tiny butterflies are buzzing around within me, seeking a way out. Before he can reject my comment or reach for my bag, I turn on my heel and start walking. It forces him to catch up with me rather than the other way around, and together, we head for the front courtyard of the House of Caladrius.
As we step out into the fresh morning air, the wicked chill that I’d felt in my chambers bites through my cloak and I shiver as I hurry to close it, buttoning the front to keep it from flapping open. The twin slits on either side of the front give my arms room to leave the warm confines and keep my bag over my shoulder as Solomon and I make our way over the ground and toward the waiting horse-drawn cart at the entrance.
Alongside a rather bulbous merchant who appears more bleary-eyed than awake, Lord Frederic presents an imposing figure dressed in a royal purple tunic edged with a golden amber hue. The merchant seems to realize that he’s been chosen for some important job as, despite his obvious fatigue, he defers to Lord Frederic as we approach. Lord Frederic, however, ignores him in favor of Solomon and me as he bows his head slightly.
“I’ve asked our regular merchant, Jarvis, to take the two of you as far as the peninsula’s edge,” he says. “Unfortunately, his journey takes him further up north and he will not be able to take you the entire way.” Lord Frederic gestures to the front of the cart where one black and white speckled horse neighs lightly next to a tall, dark brown stallion. “He’ll have the horse I’ve gifted the two of you to take you that far and you’ll have to unhook him from the cart before you continue forward.”
“Generous of you, my Lord.” My head swivels around as Solomon speaks. Though the words, themselves, are respectful—his tone and expression suggest otherwise. I scowl at the grimace he has on his face and the flatness of his voice. What is his problem?
“Very generous,” I say, forcing a casual but happy voice as I turn back to the Lord of the House of Caladrius. “We appreciate everything you’ve done for us.”
Far from being insulted, Lord Frederic’s lips seem to twitch as he gazes over my head at Solomon. “Jarvis’ cart can only handle two horses,” he says. “Were I able to give you more, I would—however, it's my impression that the two of you need to remain inconspicuous, yes?” My eyes trade back and forth from Lord Frederic’s face to Solo’s. When Solo doesn’t respond. Lord Frederic continues. “As horses are an expense that most commoners are unable to afford, sharing a singular horse between two people is less ostentatious.”
Even if I’m not particularly fond of the idea of sharing a saddle with Solomon, Lord Frederic’s words make sense to me. “I agree,” I say, quickly, “and truly, we are grateful.”
A brief beat of silence passes through the group and I’m left to wait, with bated breath—such as is the merchant, Jarvis—for one of these men to break it.
Finally, Solomon speaks. “Yes,” he says, gesturing to me, “as she said. We are grateful, my Lord.”
Lord Frederic arches one brow but merely nods in response. I release a breath. “Okay, well, I suppose we should pack up and head out, right?” I glance up at Solo, who continues to stare at Lord Frederic. Whatever is happening between the two of them, though, is obviously something I have no awareness of. Instead of trying to fight my way into their thoughts, I simply gesture for the merchant.
“Shall I put my things in the back of the cart?” I ask, pleasantly.
The man jumps forward as if he’d been waiting for an excuse to escape the awkward air. “Of course, My Lady,” he says. “Please, this way.”
With a sigh, I follow behind him as we round the covered wagon. The white fabric flaps on the back are tied closed and I have to wait for him to undo them before I can peer into the inside. Despite the reason for Solomon and I to need this man, though, curiosity has me bound. I’ve spent my life within Sanctus City and the walls of the Sunfire Palace. I’ve never seen the inside of a merchant’s cart for myself.
Reaching for the fabric flap. I pull it away as the merchant bends down and hurries to the side to undo some sort of metal latch. Unmarked crates are stacked up to the ceiling of the cart where beams stretch the fabric covering over the top of them. More crates line both sides all the way to the back and between with bags of what I assume to be merchandise or food and grain between them. I let my bag fall forward as I swing it into the back of the wagon and let it fall to the floorboards.
A clack sounds and the merchant pushes past me rather roughly as he reaches for the latch on the side I’m standing on. I release the flap of fabric to allow him access and as he finishes his task, the two foot tall back panel drops down.
“Is that to keep things from falling out of the back?” I ask, curiously.
The merchant shoots me a look full of confusion. “Of course,” he says. “Otherwise all my product would fall right out any time I went over a bump or hill. You ain’t ever seen a cart or wagon?”
“Oh, uh, I—” I curse internally as I realize my mistake.
“She’s only familiar with tumbrels, sir,” Solomon says, startling me as he appears around the side of the wagon.
The merchant jumps alongside me, but harrumphs and offers a nod. “Well, wagons are much more comfortable. I find you’ll be quite alright back here. I’ve got quite the load, but I made sure to stack my materials out of the way to allow for you and your…” Jarvis’ gaze extends to Solomon. “Friend?”
Another realization hits me as Solo opens his mouth—a single woman traveling with a single man, both unmarried, is likely unheard of. It certainly would be the result of a scandal in Sanctus City, so I do the only thing I know to do—I lie.
“Brother, actually,” I blurt, forcing a smile to my face. “We’re heading back to see our parents after quite a long time.”
The merchant arches a brow at my statement but nods. “I see,” he mumbles. “Well, the two of you should be quite comfy in the back. It should take about a day or two to reach the peninsula’s mouth. We’ll only be stopping briefly to water and feed the horses and allow them some rest, so if you must relieve yourself—I recommend doing so now.”
With that last statement, Jarvis walks off and my face burns at the implication. Ladies do not discuss relieving themselves. But you’re not a lady anymore, I tell myself. You’re Dev. An archer. A commoner. No one Nasir would ever recognize.
As the merchant ambles off to the front of his cart, I blow out a breath and turn toward Solo. “Well, that was—what’s wrong?”
A thunderous expression covers his face as he strides toward me. Stumbling back, my rear end slams awkwardly—and painfully—into the wagon’s lowered back panel. Eyes wide, I gape at Solomon as he advances.
“Brother?” he sneers.
“W-what was I supposed to say?” I demand, defensively. “Unmarried men and women can’t travel alone? It’s indecent!”
“Indecent, huh?” He moves forward still, one hand slamming down on the lowered panel of wood on one side of my hip and the other following on the opposite side. I gulp low in my throat. He’s so close that I can see the quickening pulse beating against the side of his throat as well as the individual lashes circling his fiery eyes. “As indecent as a woman being bathed in a wild creak alongside her lifelong escort?”
Heat burns through my face. “How dare you. ” I hiss through my teeth, more surprised and embarrassed than angry. “I was just trying to blend in,” I snap. “He would’ve been more suspicious if I’d agreed that you were my friend, besides, you’re the one who told me that friendship between us was impossible.” A fact that still pricks my pride and yes, that small hope that maybe … this animosity between us would finally fade.
Solomon’s upper lip curls back and he appears even more enraged by that little reminder. At my sides, his forearms bunch up and his upper body leans into mine. There’s simply so much of him, I don’t know where to look. By the Gods, why does he have to be so fucking … massive.
“Don’t ever suggest that you’re my sister, Dev.” His words are low, evoking something in my head that warns me against speaking against whatever he says. “If we’re not friends then we’re even further from family—do you understand?”
“Why are you being like this?” I ask, swallowing as I find my voice again. “I was just—”
“I don’t care what you were just,” he says, interrupting me. “Out here, in the real world, things go my way, little Princess.”
He always uses the term ‘little’ whenever he wants to irritate me and though I tell myself not to give into his obvious taunts, I can’t help but shove him back with a glare. “Fine,” I snap. “I won’t suggest it again, but you don’t have to be such an ass about it!”
“Did I step in at a bad time?”
A squeal erupts from my throat as that sudden question pops up and I spin to face a very amused Lord Frederic, standing there with twitching lips and a gleaming, knowing look in his eye. He glances from me to Solomon and back.
“No,” I squeak out before shaking my head and running my hands down the front of my cloak as if to smooth it. “No,” I repeat, a bit calmer. “You’re not.”
“Hmmm.” Lord Frederic muses as he continues to eye the two of us, and I lower my gaze, taking notice of the wrapped parcel in his hand—the long wrapped parcel with familiar feathers and a rounded shape poking out of it.
“What’s that?” I ask, curiously—both wanting to truly know and wanting to shift subjects.
Lord Frederic looks down at my question and then leans forward, offering the package to me. “For you,” he says.
I unwrap the parcel to find a freshly made bow and arrow. It’s similar to the ones I’d borrowed to train with over the last several days, but unlike those that were well used, this one comes without any markings or scratches. The wood is cleanly carved and shaped just for my hand and body size. A smile blossoms on my face as I run my fingers over it.
“It’s beautiful,” I say, a bit breathlessly before lifting my gaze to Lord Frederic. “Are you truly giving this to me?”
He nods, a small smile gracing his lips.
“Thank you,” I say. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to repay you, but one day, I promise, I will.”
“The only thanks I need,” Lord Frederic replies, “is to see you returned to your rightful place.”
I blink, a mist of tears threatening to spill forth. No more tears are needed, though. I’ve cried enough over the last several weeks to last me well beyond this lifetime and I don’t wish to do it anymore. So, instead, I nod, bowing slightly toward him as I whisper my thanks once more.
“Alright, well, we should be on our way,” Solomon finally speaks.
I’m so touched by Lord Frederic’s gift that I don’t even bother with his disrespectful tone. The bow and arrow set is beautiful, something I’d never thought I’d consider a weapon. At that thought, my stomach drops and my fingers freeze over the top curve of the bow. Wielding this bow and arrow goes against everything my mother once believed in. My fingers begin to tremble. Sacrifices have to be made, though. My gaze turns to Solomon. I can’t lose him, and if I can’t even protect myself—then I put him at risk as well.
The cliffside battle had nearly been the end of us both. He’d been so hurt, poisoned, wounded, all because of my weakness. That can’t happen again. Inhaling sharply, I turn and gently place the bow and arrow into the back of the wagon as I hear the merchant’s call from the front. It’s time to go.
Solomon offers a hand to help me inside, but I ignore it in favor of climbing in myself. When I turn around, he’s glaring daggers at me, but fuck him. I glare right back, daring him to say a word.
He doesn’t. Instead, he grips the side of the wagon’s back frame and then hefts himself up and inside in one smooth movement. Quickly gripping the panel, he swings it up and holds it as he reaches over and latches it once more from the outside and then moves to my side, doing the same. The heat and smell of him invade my nostrils. I hold my breath until he finishes and returns to his side of the wagon.
“I wish the two of you safe travels,” Lord Frederic says, capturing my attention once more.
Wrapping my hand over the top of the panel, I lean out of the wagon past the flapping fabric. I lift my hand in a similar gesture I’ve seen the men of the court do to each other—a greeting and a goodbye. A handshake. Instead of taking it, though I know he’s aware of my intention, Lord Frederic captures my hand and then turns it over. Shock settles into my system as his lips move over my knuckles and then down to where the Signet Ring of the House of Sunfire should be, just as Solomon had when he swore his oath to me.
“May you live long and prosper, my Queen,” he whispers against my hand. “My prayers to the Gods are with you, and my heart will not settle, my mind will not rest until you are on the throne that belongs to you and you alone.”
“Ha!” The merchant’s cry shoots into the air and in the next moment, the wagon clacks forward, the wheels turning as they kick up dust. My hand slips from Lord Frederic’s. Still, he remains in place, his head bowed—though both hands have returned to his side—and moments later, as we crest the hill outside of the House of Caladrius’ ancestral home, he disappears from my view.
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SOLOMON
   
D evonry’s face bobs in the darkness as she succumbs to the inevitable oblivion of sleep. She tried, I have to give her that, but I’m glad that she’s finally fallen into slumber because now it means I won’t have to answer any unnecessary questions as I gingerly get up from my position and shift toward her. Gripping the side of the quiver of arrows, I maneuver it out from between her arms and set it gently along her side, propping it between the crates and our stretched-out legs.
The wagon jolts as it goes over a particularly rough patch of the road and her head tilts to the side, nearly colliding with the side of one of the beams. I reach for her on instinct, capturing her head before it can slam into the wood. The heat of her cheek burns into my palm and I freeze. For a brief moment, I allow the contact. Despite the rough terrain she’s traveled and the various obstacles she’s been forced to contend with, somehow her skin is still so fucking smooth. Soft. Silken. My thumb, rough as it is, rubs up and down her rounded cheek. I lean forward and inhale her soft scent. Pale as moonlight, her skin glows even more illuminated now that her hair has been dyed a muddy brown color. As much as I hate it—despite the fact that I told her to do it—I know it’s necessary.
With tender movements, I urge her head over and rest it against the stack of crates at her side before straightening away from her. It’s impossible to stand up completely within the back of the wagon, but it’s unnecessary since I won’t be in it for long. Swinging one leg over the back panel, I crawl out of the wagon and hang onto the sides as I climb my way toward the front. Moments later, I slide into the open seat next to the merchant, startling him.
“Mother of Gods!” he breathes, his bushy brows shooting up toward his hairline. “Ya damn near gave me the fright of death!”
“My apologies,” I say half-heartedly as I direct my attention toward the front. “How far are we from the next checkpoint?”
The merchant huffs and adjusts his hold on the horses with a grumbly reply. “Not long now,” he says, pointing to the lit fires toward the end of the road—far enough away that they’re pinpoints, but not so far that they can’t be seen at all. “I suppose the two of you will be departing and circling about once again?”
I shake my head. “Not this time,” I say. “She’s asleep. I’ll be circling around. If the guards ask, you’ll need to tell them she’s your niece or something.”
“You want me to lie?” the merchant scoffs. “I ain’t get paid for no lying.”
I shoot the man a sharp look. “You’re a merchant,” I remind him. “Don’t think I don’t know what kind of lies that entails.”
He harrumphs. “I don’t know what kind of merchants you know, boy,” he replies, “but I’m an honest businessman.”
“Honest and businessman don’t belong in the same sentence,” I say, withdrawing a short blade from beneath my cloak. I hold it up meaningfully. “While we appreciate the ride, you’ll do as I ask.” The or else is implied.
The merchant’s gaze goes to my blade with a familiar nervousness and he nods sharply. “Alright, alright,” he says quickly. “You have my word.”
I eye him, but make my peace with that being my answer quickly enough and slip the blade back into place before I turn and leap from the shifting wagon. Putting on a burst of speed, I cut through the woods as fast as the wagon until we reach the checkpoint in tandem. Like the others that came before during the day time, this one is a simple stone tower with a few countryside soldiers that hold up their hands as the merchant’s wagon draws to a halt. Not far beyond this, I spot the street lanterns of a nearby town.
My ears prick as I wait in the darkened woods, listening to the merchant’s words as he lies to the guards when they roam around the back of the wagon to check. Thankfully, they don’t seem to wake the Princess, but they do ask after her and the merchant keeps his promise, lying to them and calling her his niece. I hold my breath, wondering if they’ll ask for papers, but it’s late at night, and no doubt, these soldiers are as tired as they appear. They let the merchant through with no fight.
I run through the woods, circling away from the tower as I slide down the next hill and then cut back toward the road. Diving across the flattened path as the wagon clunks and sways forward, I jump back onto the back. My hands grip the beams at the side, jagged wooden splinters cutting through the thick fabric and stabbing into my palm. I ignore the slight pain and clamber into the back of the wagon. I’m greeted by the soft snores of the Princess.
My lips twitch as I crouch in front of her once more and tuck a stray hair behind her ear. For a young woman who used to pride herself on her regal attire and beauty, she’s certainly a whole new person like this. My mouth dries up as my gaze turns down to her lips. Pink against her pale flesh, like twin petals they call to me. I lean forward without thought as her facial muscles twitch. She turns and whimpers in her sleep. I pause. Another nightmare?
Those lips of hers part as if to answer me as she pants and cries out. “No … don’t … please…”
Rage pours through my veins. Her lashes flutter as her eyes cut back and forth beneath the lids. With a silent curse, I scoop her away from the corner she’s in and turn myself—sliding my body into place as I pull her against me. Her face presses against the warmth of my neck, the barely there puffs of her harsh breathing rocking through me as they drift over my skin. Every muscle in my body tightens impossibly—strings being pulled to their last threads. In my trousers, my cock strains.
Only a fucking beast would be aroused in this situation, I tell myself. She’s vulnerable. Frightened. In need of protection. Yet that knowledge does nothing to alleviate my raging shaft as it throbs against the inside placket of my pants.
“Solo … Solomon…” The sound of my name on her lips pains me. I glance down, and my heart jerks to a stop in my chest. Eyes wide open, glowing a soft golden hue, they gaze up at me—unseeing and unaware, murky with the depths of sleep, but open. Gone is the blue-hazel I know and in its place is the illuminated gold that I’ve only ever seen in my dreams.
The Goddess Aerea’s eyes.
Mother of the Gods. I cup her face and stare down at her. “Devonry?” My voice is quiet, slightly shaky. She doesn’t respond. Instead, her lashes flutter shut once more and she sinks further into my embrace. She’s still asleep and unaware of what has occurred. I’d wondered if I’d only imagined it that one time, but now I know—it’s real. She’s Awakening.
My chest tightens with the realization. That disgusting bubble of hope I’d thought I’d long since buried rises from the ashes like the great Phoenix of Aerea’s House of Sunfire. Does she know? Does she recognize me? Who I am to her? Who she is to me?
The answers to my questions remain unanswered in the silence of the night as the wagon sways back and forth over the road. No one is here to tell me the truth. Not Devonry’s Goddess, Aerea, nor my God, Levim. I’m left to fester in my wonderings, pained as I always have been, driven to the point of madness by the mere fact that what I want is forever out of my reach. If she Awakens … will we remain the same? Two souls pushed together by circumstances and loyalty. Will she still maintain her hatred? Her animosity? Or will I finally get to see her face ease when she looks at me, will she come to me with arms opened wide? Will she welcome me? Accept my kiss? Accept more?
With a low harsh breath, I shove those thoughts and questions away and adjust myself, letting her rest more comfortably against my body as her whimpers ease. Just that singular action is enough for me to know that I’m doing the right thing. My fingers itch to cup her face and stroke her cheek once more, but I resist. Barely. Her body against mine is a sinner’s paradise—delicious in the pain it gives me. I close my eyes against the sight of her, but I cannot close off my body to the way she makes me feel. Each valley of her limbs over mine—her legs twining with my own—her hands so trusting against the expanse of my chest. I want more—so much fucking more.
With gritted teeth, I try to fight off the images that delve through my mind. Her body divested of her clothes, exposed to the open air. Her hair returned to its original color—pale and silver in the darkness—curling down around her rosy-tipped breasts. Arms outstretched toward me as she opens herself to my darkness. Hunger dries up my throat. A deeper hunger than that of which I’ve ever known. The dangerous kind.
I’m about to return her to her corner of the wagon alone and steal myself away when I hear her voice, soft and whispery in the air. “Solomon. ” I glance down, worried I’ve woken her and she’s caught me in the midst of my ridiculous half-dream state, but no. Her eyes remain shut, lashes casting shadows down her cheeks as she breathes evenly. She’s not calling my name because she’s aware of me, but because even in sleep, she calls for me, trusts me. My eyes fall to the pulse of her heartbeat, heady and strong in her throat. I salivate at the very sight.
Fuck. I need blood.
Without further thought, as the wagon draws closer to the town, I shift her back into place and find a stray blanket folded up in the back. Placing it over her sleeping body, I climb back out of the wagon and take off once more—sure I’ll meet up with the merchant and Devonry again once I’ve sated this hunger as much as possible. For now, though, I need to stop myself from desiring her more than I already do … or risk the impossibility of confusing her in the future.
    
HOURS LATER, the horizon turns a dusky yellowish pink and Dev’s eyes blink awake as the wagon sways past the last checkpoint we’ll have to worry about. With a soft groan that goes directly to my crotch—despite the blood I’d purchased off of a willing whore in that town so many miles back—Dev stretches and rises like the sun.
“Where are we?” she asks.
“Almost to the mouth of the peninsula,” I inform her.
Her eyes turn toward the back of the wagon and I follow, but there’s not much to see. Just trees on either side and a dusty road devoid of all other life. “I don’t think I realized how big Rozentine was until now,” she says absently.
I hum in the back of my throat as a response, but truth be told, of course she didn’t. She’s never been far from the Sunfire Palace and certainly never beyond Sanctus City. What she knows of Rozentine was taught to her by tutors and maps, not real travel, not experience. The two are vastly different methods of learning.
“Whoa!” Ahead, the call of the merchant echoes back to us as the wagon wheels slow dramatically. Dev’s gaze shoots to mine and I shake my head.
“Don’t worry,” I tell her, answering an unspoken question. “It’s time for us to part ways. We’ve got to pull over to unhook the horses.”
Her lips curl down, but I don’t say more as the wagon rolls to a slow stop. Once it’s still, I climb out of the back and unhook the panel, letting it drop down before I reach up for Devonry’s hand. She stares at my outstretched palm for a second before reluctantly taking it and allowing me to assist her as she clambers out of the back of the merchant’s wagon. Her booted feet slam down into the road, kicking up dust and making her cough and sneeze as it reaches her face.
Footsteps shift around the side of the wagon as the merchant walks toward us, rubbing his ass as he shifts awkwardly on his legs, no doubt numb from all the travel over the last few days. “We’re about a half a day’s travel by horseback to Carion City,” he announces. “You should be able to find a ship there to take you to wherever it is the two of you are heading.”
I nod. “Thank you. I’ll unlatch the horse we’ll be taking.”
The merchant nods his understanding and then turns his attention to Dev as she coughs and smacks the flat of her hand against her clothes and cloak. “Enough of that, girl,” he says. “You’ll only give yourself another fit if ya keep riling up the dust.”
Through watery eyes, she glares at the man but doesn’t respond. I withhold a smirk, and instead of saying anything that would no doubt result in that glare of hers being turned my way, I head off to finish the task of unhooking the horse Lord Frederic had gifted us. Lord fucking Frederic. The mere thought of that man’s name makes my blood boil. Not at all out of dislike for the man. In fact, if I were to take a step back from my raging irritation over the way Devonry seems to care deeply for the head of the House Caladrius, I’d recognize the truth—I’m indebted to him. He saved my life and subsequently, hers. He’s a true noble, a loyal servant of the House of Sunfire. That, at the very least, I have to respect.
I stop next to the solid chocolate stallion and begin undoing the hooks and ropes keeping him attached to the wagon. Whatever reward Devonry plans to give him when she’s returned to her throne better not include anything too forward. I’d hate very much to have to cut off the man’s hands. It was bad enough that he’d been allowed to lay them upon her for healing.
Even as those thoughts cross my mind, I can hear Jacin’s response. Even now, with the fresh pain of his death still sitting in my chest, his caustic and deeply amused voice moves through my mind.
You know you’re only angry at her care for him because you wish she cared for you the same, I can practically hear him say. Bastard that he is, he’s right. I’m jealous—deeply so—and it riles me like nothing else.
Knowing that Devonry looks at Lord Frederic with respect makes my insides churn with the violent need to separate them and shield her from his gaze. Mine. The word pulsates inside of me. A war cry and a plea. Is it not enough that I’ve had to live my entire life with the idea that she is meant to marry another?
Deep down, I recognize that recent events have given me the smallest sliver of hope. Her Awakening, if that is what’s happening to her, plus Nasir’s betrayal—I must confess, if only in my thoughts, that my soul cries for hers.
Halfway through my task, Devonry and the merchant have migrated to the front of the wagon and they stand back, watching me work as I finish unhooking the horse and sliding a near pair of reins over the gentle steed’s head. The horse is large enough to carry the two of us and appears well-trained and amenable. Yet another thing to thank the gracious Lord Frederic for, I think irritably.
The merchant takes a step forward and moves to adjust the ropes of his wagon and his own horse as I lead our new one away. Devonry follows me and I hand the reins to her. “W-what am I supposed to do with this?” she asks, her tone turning panicked.
I arch a brow. “You’ve been around horses before,” I remind her.
“But not this one,” she replies, looking up at the animal with fluttering lashes before returning her beseeching gaze my way. “He’s much larger than normal horses.”
“He’s trained, just hold the reins,” I say before heading toward the back of the wagon. Reaching inside, I grab a hold of the blanket and the leather wrap that’ll do as a makeshift saddle. It’ll be a tiresome journey, no doubt, but there’d been no other way to cart a saddle with us anyway and the lack of one will help by way of making the two of us blend in even further with the common man.
“S-Solo!” Dev’s cry is sparked with nervousness. What I wouldn’t give for her to call me that in another capacity—perhaps with her ankles over my shoulders and my cock driving deep into her drenched…
Tucking the leather and blanket under one arm and grabbing our loot—including her bow and quiver of arrows—with the other, I cut off my own wayward thoughts and round the wagon again as the horse at her side sniffs at her hair and digs one of its hoofs into the ground at her feet.
With a smirk, I stride for the back of the horse. “Will you take a look at that,” I say. “Seems he likes you.”
If looks could kill, Devonry’s glare would be an arrow straight to my heart.
“You are not amusing,” she snaps.
“I’m consistently amusing, love,” I reply. “You simply fail to see it.”
“I do not—why is he doing that!” She squeals when the horse dips his head and snuffles against her hair, causing her hood to fall back. She nervously side steps, unintentionally dragging the horse with her since her hands still hold the reins.
I chuckle and step up next to the two of them, easing half of my load down before I swing the blanket over the back of the horse’s rump along with the leather padding. Using the belts that accompany them, I tighten them down to keep the pads from moving
“Solomon!” Dev screams. “He’s eating my hair!”
“You must be tasty,” I say, withholding another burst of laughter.
“Stop him!”
You can take a Princess from the Palace, but the Palace will never truly leave her.
With a shake of my head, I round the horse and take the reins back from my charge, calming the horse with a gentle pat down the stroke of his nose. He snuffs against me, a kind, gentle creature, if a bit massive.
“Ha!” Devonry jerks around at the call of the merchant, gaping in shock as she watches the wagon we’d just spent the last few days in jolt forward and head further down the road.
“What—why is he leaving already?” she demands, looking from the wagon back to me.
I shrug as if I don’t know, but it’s likely because he knows just how dangerous his association with the two of us was. He’d be an idiot not to, considering how many times we’d had to slow through checkpoints to avoid being found. It doesn’t matter, though; we have all that we need in our bags.
“We should be on our way,” I say instead of offering her an answer to her question.
She turns and eyes the horse again. “How are we to ride one horse?” she replies. “With the two of us?”
“We’ve done it before,” I remind her.
“Only that one time,” she snaps back. “When you carted me back from the festival. That was a short ride, this will be hours.”
It’ll be more than hours. It’ll be at least half a day if not a full one, but I don’t say as much. “You don’t have to worry,” I assure her. “I’ll take the lead.”
Leading the horse over to a nearby boulder, I swipe up the pack that contains all of our supplies and swing it over the horse’s neck as I go. Normally, I’d put it on my back, but there won’t be room with the two of us. Devonry follows a step behind, stopping to pick up her bow and quiver. Stepping onto the boulder, I swing one leg over the horse's back and then tighten the hold my thighs have as the animal shuffles forward and then backward to adjust to my weight.
“Alright, your turn,” I say. “Climb on that rock.”
Devonry pauses and stares at the boulder. “You’re joking.”
“I dimly recall you saying that I wasn’t amusing, Princess,” I reply, earning another sharp glare from my charge. I sigh. “No, I am not joking. You can’t get up here from the ground at your height.”
“Perhaps we should rethink this,” she says, shifting on her feet.
“We don’t have the time, Devonry,” I say with a sigh. “Get on the damn horse.”
“It’s improper!”
“So is sleeping in the back of a merchant’s wagon,” I remind her.
“I had no choice,” she says defensively.
“And I’m not giving you one now either,” I tell her. “Get on this damn horse, or I swear to the Gods, Devonry, I will pull you over it myself and spank your ass. Either way, you’ll end up on this horse. You can decide if you’d like to ride with a sore ass or a healthy one.”
Wide, blue eyes speckled with hazel widen as she gapes up at me. “You wouldn’t.”
Gripping the reins a bit tighter, I shift my hips and adjust the horse to pull closer to her and the boulder. I lean down. “I sincerely bestow an offer upon you, Princess,” I say through clenched teeth, “to try me. I warn you, though, my patience is quickly growing thin.”
Her little hands curl into fists and she growls as she turns away with a flounce, putting one foot on top of the boulder as she steps onto its surface. “You’re a beast, Solomon Winett,” she sneers as she moves.
“Better you not forget that fact, Princess,” I reply as I feel her hands grip the leather pad beneath me as she swings her leg over the back of the horse’s ass.
Despite her angry words, those small hands of hers immediately leave the leather and latch onto me. I inhale sharply, feeling the raging pulse of my cock once again making itself known. Thank the fucking Gods she’s riding behind me rather than in front of me. I cannot imagine what a difference it would make to have the plump rounds of her ass sliding over my cock as we ride through these roads for the next several hours. I swear I can feel my shaft throb at the mere thought.
“Ah!” Devonry cries out as the horse slides away from the boulder and starts walking—it’s gait jolty and slightly more uncomfortable than the wagon had been. She practically cinches herself to me as she trembles behind me, Her hands slide forward, gripping tighter at my hips as the horse continues its stride. My insides wind tighter as the fronts of her legs press against the backs of mine and her breasts meet my spine. Her soft … plushy … rounded fucking breasts.
Turning my gaze up to the sky, I pray that the Gods have mercy on my soul … and my cock as this will be the longest fucking day of travel I’ve ever experienced in my life.
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SOLOMON
   
C arion City is crafted in white stone. Tall buildings are staggered up the cliffside overlooking the ocean and the docks not far beneath it. Pale red terracotta rooftops gleam with the slowly sinking sun. The scent of the sea, coated in salt, wafts toward my face. It’s a fucking miracle that we made it here at all. The damn city is a sight to behold as the last several hours have been both a boon and a torture the likes of which I’ve never experienced before. Around my side, I feel Devonry shift as she glances over my shoulder, her arms still wrapped firmly around my hips—thankfully far enough away from my cock which has long since cooled thanks to the repeated training exercises I’ve been forcing my mind to repeat over and over.
“Is that it?” she asks, curiosity in her tone rather than panic now that she’s gotten used to riding the horse. Had the two of us been on foot, it’d have taken us a good two days. Then again, if we’d been on foot, I wouldn’t have spent the last half a day with her body pressed against mine leaving very little to the imagination of the feminine features of her grown form.
“Yes.” I kick at the horse’s underside, spurring him forward as he clomps harder toward the city. I lift my head to the smell of the salt of the ocean.
“It’s beautiful,” Devonry’s whisper has me pausing long enough to glance back at her. Her eyes are locked on the city with wonder. She looks almost youthful, her face open and inquisitive.
“It’s your first time seeing the ocean,” I say.
“Yes.” Devonry’s voice is light, breathy. “I’ve seen it in drawings and paintings, but I never imagined it to be so…”
“Big?” I prompt when her words trail off, glancing back.
She shakes her head, the darker strands of her dyed hair sliding along her cheeks and neck as she does. “Blue,” she answers.
She’s right. The ocean that surrounds the peninsula is a vast blue pool—extending as far as the eye can see. It’s lighter the closer it gets to the land, and far out, where ships sail, it deepens to indigo. We travel forward in silence, not stopping as we cross over the hills and into the outer streets that lead further into the city’s center, toward our goal.
"Where are we going?” Dev asks.
“Barmaid’s Inn,” I answer, tugging the reins to the side, forcing the horse to move out of the way of an oncoming cart as it speeds toward us. Children hurry across the road, narrowly missing being hit by passersby and carts alike. The crowds grow more and more dense the further we go, forcing us to slow.
“What’s Barmaid’s Inn?” Devonry asks.
I sigh. “It’s in the name, Dev,” I say. “It’s an inn.”
“Oh.” She pauses for a beat. “Why are we going to an inn? I thought we were going to the docks.”
“Not right away,” I reply. “We’ll be meeting a friend of mine tomorrow night and he’ll be helping us seek passage to Bartoli. It’s getting late now unless you’d prefer to sleep in the woods…”
“No, I want a bed!” she hurriedly says.
I force back a chuckle. “Then, to the inn we’ll go.”
Surprisingly, Devonry falls silent the rest of the way as I lead the horse down the jagged and staggered streets closer to the oceanside. Cutting across the road, I stop in an alleyway and then slide off of the horse’s back, reaching up and gripping my hands around her waist to help her down as well.
“We’ll go by foot from here,” I say, earning a quiet nod from her as I take the reins and the three of us—Devonry, the horse, and I—make our way through the alleyways of Carion City until we finally reach an alcove of buildings pushed together with windows thrown open and loud noises of rowdy conversation filtering into the streets. A plain square sign with the name of our destination swings above the door next to a public stable.
“Wait by the front door,” I order Devonry as I lead the horse toward the stables.
A short while later, laden down with our supplies and a few coins poorer, I rejoin her in front of the Barmaid’s Inn. With one hand on her back and the other reaching forward, I urge her through the door of the inn. Alongside the front desk, there’s a wide open space where men drink hardily and women pass by with mugs of ale meant for delivering. Devonry’s curious gaze moves over all of it with a renewed sense of adventure. At least she’s not terrified.
I stop in front of the desk and the pot-bellied man standing there, eyeing the women passing through into the other room. “We’d like two rooms for the night,” I say, dropping my hand from Devonry’s back as she reaches up to pull her hood over her face once more.
Without looking at me, the man reaches back into one of the dozens of little numbered squares on the wall. He pulls out a single key and tosses it onto the counter. “Don’t got more than one,” he says, finally turning his head. “We’s booked up. Take it or leave it.”
“Two beds?” I ask, hopeful.
He shakes his head. “No.”
Fuck. I grit my teeth and reach for the key before tossing the coins on the counter and turning away.
“Solo?” With a confused glance back at the distracted inn keeper, Devonry follows me as I head for the staircase leading to the upper levels. “What’s wrong? What’d he say?”
Had she not been listening? Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter if she had or not. She’ll find out soon enough. Checking the number on the key, I stomp down the hallway dimly lit by the lanterns on the wall with her much softer footsteps trailing not far behind. Her rushing, panting breaths tell me I’m moving far too fast but I’m exhausted and ready to sequester both of us in a room even if it means we’ll have to share.
I finally reach the door that boasts the same number as the key at the tail end of the hallway—at least it’ll be easy to remember. Plus being at the end might be preferable for security measures. Shoving the key into the lock, I twist and let it swing open to reveal a room smaller than I remember with a single double bed shoved against the wall beneath a worn looking headboard and the slit-like window that allows just enough light to pour inside to keep from being in complete shadow.
“Um, Solomon?” Devonry steps into the room behind me, letting the door swing shut behind her.
“Lock it,” I bark as I drop the load I’m carrying at the end of the bed and place my hands on my hips as I stare down at the offending mattress. It’s better than the cold hard ground or the back of a wagon, that’s for sure.
The sound of the lock clicking into place is followed by Devonry stepping up to my side. She stares down at the bed with me for a brief moment before turning to me with almost accusatory eyes. Of course, as if it’s my fucking fault the inn is out of rooms. Any kindness or potential offer to sleep on the floor flees the moment I see that look.
“We can’t sleep like this,” she announces.
Turning away from her, I move to the single wooden chair in the corner of the room and take a seat to pull off my boots. The rank smell of being in them for days lifts into the air.
“Solomon!” Devonry snaps.
“Listen,” I reply, “I’m fucking exhausted—if you’d like to sleep on the floor, be my guest, but I will be sleeping in that bed, Dev.”
She gasps. “Have you no pride as a nobleman?” she demands. “If you were a true gentleman, you would—”
I stand to my full height as she comes up to me, towering over her. “I’m not a gentleman, Princess,” I hiss. I’m exactly the beast she accused me of being. If she thought sharing a lone horse was bad, then she’s in for a rude awakening. Sharing a bed will be more torture for me than it will be for her senseless pride and gentility. “I’m tired and I haven’t slept comfortably in nights—they don’t have anything else.”
“Then we can go to a different inn!” she argues.
“No,” I snap. “We can’t.”
Devonry thrusts back her hood, eyes sparking in frustration and anger as she crosses her arms over her chest. My eyes drop down to how the movement plumps up the rounded mounds and I force my gaze away again. “And just why can’t we?”
I turn away from her, pushing past her as I leave my boots behind, resting against the chair. Going to the bed, I pull back the covers and smooth my hands down it. Thankfully, it appears clean and well cared for. The mattress itself is made of padded hay. Not nearly as comfortable as what I’m sure the Princess is used to from the Sunfire Palace, but doubtless she won’t find fault after her travels. No. The only fault she has is with me—as per usual.
“Solomon, answer me.” Devonry’s annoyed tone cuts through the room like a whip.
With a huff, I finish crawling onto the bed and turn, reclining back on the mattress the furthest side away from her, but still near the door. I arch my arms behind my head and close my eyes. Her stomping footsteps echo through the room and I feel the bed dip sharply. I reopen my eyes to see her scowling down over me with her hands planted on the edge, pushing down.
“Don’t you think you should at least attempt to be a gentleman?” she demands.
I snort. “Do you think Lord Frederic would be a gentleman?” The question leaves my lips before I can capture it and bury it deep. My upper lip curls back as her face goes slack with confusion and shock. This damnable jealousy of mine. I can practically hear Jacin’s phantom laughter in my ears.
She leans back, her hands leaving the bed. “W-what does he have to do with anything?”
“Nothing.” I turn away from her, resting my head on one arm. “Forget it.”
“Solomon.”
“Get some sleep, Devonry,” I say. “We’ve a long day ahead tomorrow and more traveling to do.”
“We can’t do this,” she insists. “An unmarried man and woman sharing a room alone—much less sleeping in a bed … it’s wrong.”
I don’t bother to remind her that she slept near me under the stars as we traveled to the House of Blood’s territory as well as within the back of that merchant’s cart. It would be useless anyway. It’s only now that we’re amongst civilization once more that her propriety rears its ugly head. A small part of me wishes that I could turn the two of us back around and return to the wilderness. Things were easier when there was no concept of decorum.
I lift my free hand and let it fall again. “Then do what you will,” I reply. “So long as you don’t leave this room, I don’t care where you sleep. The bed. The floor. That chair.” I gesture lamely behind me. It’s a lie, of course. I do care, and if she chooses to sleep anywhere but at my side, I’ll quietly wait for her to fall into a deep slumber before I get up and lift her onto the mattress.
“You never answered me,” she says. “Why can’t we just go find another inn? One with extra rooms?”
I sigh and turn back over. She stands at the side of the bed, watching me with a pinched look. “We need to stay in this area of the city,” I tell her. “We’ll be meeting a friend of mine tomorrow night.”
She stares at me. “Yes,” she replies. “You said that earlier, but since when did you have time to make friends much less contact them?”
“I had a messenger sent from the House of Blood and then another from House Caladrius to update him on our passage. He’s expecting us.”
“How did he know when we’d arrive?” she asks.
I rub my tired eyes. “He didn’t,” I answer. “He was asked to be at a specific location for an hour every third day until we arrived. Tomorrow is the third day. We’ve wasted enough time. Now, if you don’t mind…” Flipping back on my side and removing her from my line of sight, I shut my eyes once more. “I’m exhausted.”
She grumbles under her breath, and despite my words, I keep my ears pricked and listening for her decision. Long moments go by with no movement and then her footsteps lead her away from the bed. Devonry paces back and forth, and finally, after what feels like a lifetime, I hear her begin to remove her cloak and boots.
Seconds tick past and my heart thunders against the inside of my chest. The urge to look, just to catch the slightest glimpse of her pale skin in the darkened room, rides me harder than ever before. Days, weeks—alone with her—have tormented me thus far and I am growing weary of maintaining my gentlemanly behavior. She might think me a monstrous barbarian, but I know that it would take the smallest slip of my control to show her the truth. The bed dips—lightly at first and then harder as if she’s finally made her decision. Devonry crawls onto the sunken mattress and then snatches the pillow out from beneath my head with surprisingly fast hands.
“What—” I sit up and turn toward her only to be met with her ice-cold glare.
“Don’t you dare argue,” she snaps, shoving the pillow between us. “And don’t cross this boundary.” She points meaningfully at the pillow.
A scowl forms across my lips and before I realize what I’m doing, I’m snatching the pillow up from the little mound she’s molded it into between us and I toss it toward the head of the bed. Her mouth opens, and I can see that she’s ready to tear into me. I don’t give her the opportunity.
“I told you to—what are you doing!” Her words change and her tone rises in pitch as I roll over, shoving her smaller frame down into the surface of the bed. The straw is likely poking through the sheets at her back, but I don’t care. Planting my hands on either side of her head, I lower my body, trapping her frantically kicking legs with mine as I hover over her.
My mind fogs over with the soft sensation of her flesh beneath me. Her chest rises and falls, pressing against the thin slip of fabric that keeps her from being bared to my gaze. Still, even in the shadowy room—with the light of the moon shining through the slit of a window—I can make out the flush of her cheeks and the dusky pink of her nipples beneath the thin fabric.
Lowering down further, I press her harder into the mattress, letting her feel my weight. She takes it, tipping her head back and away as her eyes widen in sheer shock. Yes, I’m sure she’s surprised. For so long, I’ve been the perfect bodyguard, the epitome of the loyal dog and escort. My patience is wearing thin.
“You think putting a pillow between us will stop me if I wanted something from you, little Princess?” I ask, my voice low and dangerous.
Beneath me, her body stiffens. No matter how uncomfortable she is, though, even this much touch from her is a blessing. Her pillowy breasts brush against my chest, the hard ridges of her nipples poking at me. Is she cold or … perhaps there’s more to her than this hatred of hers I’ve encouraged for so many years? If she’s truly awakening then perhaps…
I shake my head, clearing away those thoughts before they can finish. No. It doesn’t matter if she Awakens. King Vernon had been right. She is a Princess and I am her escort. It is forbidden for me to lust after my charge. My actions now are simply to warn her.
“Get off of me,” she mutters, but even as she speaks, her gasping little breaths puff against the side of my face.
“No.” I settle more fully on top of her and when she tries to split her legs apart, I chuckle and reach down, lifting one and adjusting my position so that I may slide it out from between my own and place it over my thigh. I sink closer, giving her more weight and her eyes practically bulge as she feels something else—the very evidence of what pressing my body to hers does to me.
My cock is hard. Pulsating within my pants, wanting to get out. I won’t go too far, but just enough to give her a clear idea of how pathetic her little attempt to draw space between us, and give me yet another clear fucking line that I shouldn’t cross is. I’m tired of it. All of the boundaries between us. They’re nothing but a burden on me. A burden that she does not share.
Now, she will. She will know the painful lengths I have to go to for her.
“If I wanted to take you,” I say, shifting slightly downward as my breath moves over her throat. “If I wanted to have you…” The little movement of her swallowing makes me grin. I hope I make her nervous. It feels like a cruel punishment, but at the same time, it feels like justice too. “There would be nothing you could do to me that would make me stop.”
“Y-you wouldn’t,” she says.
She’s right. I would never hurt her that way. I’d sooner cut my heart from my chest and hand it to her than take from her what she is unwilling to give—yet. But she must understand that, despite her lineage, she is not the one in charge sometimes. When it comes to her safety and comfort, I am the master.
My lips part and I press them back together as I repress an amused chuckle. “I can assure you, Princess,” I tell her. “I have no interest in forcing myself upon you. You should know that by now.”
“Why?” she snaps, the question surprises me enough that I lift back up onto my arms and stare down at her. Pink, blushing cheeks and sparkling blue eyes greet me. “Because no one would want a Princess who looks like a common street urchin?”
Is she … offended by the fact that I will not fuck her like a common whore?
My gaze spans down to her form. Her petite face is tilted up toward me, chin jutted out in defiance. Soft breasts hidden beneath a tunic that’s a little too large for her. If she thinks she’s unattractive like this, it’s no duty of mine to convince her otherwise. Her knowing that I’d still want to devour her regardless of how she’s dressed would do nothing for either of us but cause more tension.
“I am many things, little Princess … Devonry,” I tell her, “but a rapist is the lowest form of scum, and I would rather you slit my throat here and now if you truly thought me capable of such a base crime.”
Her eyes widen as if she’s surprised by my words. She parts her lips, but no sound comes out. Various emotions cross her face from embarrassment to confusion to regret. Good. At least she knows better than to think me lower than some despoiler.
Leaning back into her, this time her body remains lax—trusting. It’s wrong to be pleased by that, but pleased, I am. I press a kiss to her throat, right where her pulse flutters rapidly, beating against the inside of her skin. My lips stay there a moment, feeling the way her heart picks up speed at my touch. I close my eyes, inhaling her soft feminine scent mixed with the sea salt breeze that she and I rode through to get here for a moment more before I finally pull away.
Dragging my body back from hers is an effort in strength. Shoving the pillow she’d stolen earlier into a flat line on my side of the bed, I turn back over and close my eyes.
“Good night, Princess,” I say. “May your dreams be sweet and may you wake well rested.” Or at the very least more rested than I’m sure I will be.
I listen for her response, wondering how she'll curse me for denying her even the smallest barrier between us. She doesn’t. Instead, after several moments I hear the soft huff of air releasing from her and then the bed beneath me shifts as she settles down, but the soft reply that echoes back from her lips has me fighting laughter even as sleep overtakes me.
“Asshole.”
Sure, love, I think. Keep thinking of me like that. I might be an asshole, but no one will ever be as dedicated to you as I am.
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DEVONRY
   
I  don’t recall when I fall asleep, but when I open my eyes, I know I’m not awake. Clouds extend as far as the world is long. A vast swirling veil so overwhelming it encompasses the ground and sky, turning them both into mirror-like images of each other. The air is warm, neither too cold nor too hot.
This can’t be a nightmare, I think. It’s too unlike the other nightmares I thought I’d grown accustomed to. The frequent nightly visitors of old memories that delve deep into my consciousness, reminding me of all that I’ve lost. During the day, I can ignore it. I can pretend I’m still okay. Put one foot in front of the other and follow the strong expanse of Solomon’s back as if I’m as strong as I say I am. When the reality is that … I’m scared.
Fucking terrified of what the future will bring.
Will Nasir find me? Capture me? Will he kill Solomon? All those that have helped me this far? If he does, I won’t be able to deny it any longer. Everything that has happened is my fault.
I sit up from where I lie beneath a wide open tree whose branches don’t boast leaves, but more of those clouds that hang over my head. The ground beneath me is softer than the most expensive of silk sheets. This place is nothing like I expect out of my dreams as of late.
A moan bubbles up out of my throat as a warm hand slides over my stomach—my naked stomach as he pushes my chemise up and out of the way—and arches up further. That hand continues until it slides over my chest and grips one breast beneath the fabric, holding it firmly as it molds to my skin, and a prickly jaw touches my shoulder.
My body reacts to the touch instinctively. No matter that I know not who this man is, my breasts swell and my nipples pucker, jutting outward. Despite the clear air and the rather calm temperature of our surroundings, I feel sweat beads begin to crop up along my nape. A shiver overtakes me.
“Hmmm.” A deep humming growl reverberates through my spine. What? Who?—“My Goddess.” The voice is familiar, deep, and wicked. It sounds just like … but that’s not right, it can’t be.
My head turns and Solomon’s face appears. Except it’s not quite his face. It’s different. This man’s eyes are clearer, sharper—practically glowing from within. The red irises are open pools of crimson as he gazes down at me with soft features. His brow isn’t creased in the perpetual irritated look Solomon usually gives me. Instead, he’s looking at me as if … he’s entranced by what he’s holding.
This is not Solomon. This is someone else with Solomon’s face. My body doesn’t react the way my mind does. Inside, I feel coursing fear slide through my thoughts, cutting past all of the unanswered questions that are percolating within. My mind riots with confusion and discomfort. I move to pull away from the strange man, but my body doesn’t listen to me.
Shocked, I watch as my hand reaches up and cups the man’s face, my fingers lightly grazing his jaw. “Mate of my soul, you are a wicked man.” Is that my voice? It can’t be. It sounds like me, but I know I would never say such a thing. Certainly not to a Solomon doppelgänger.
Not-Solomon smiles at me, though, transforming the features that remind me so much of my guard to that of a God. A devious, sexual God hungry for his next conquest. He turns his face into my palm, rubbing his lips against my skin. I might not have control of these limbs, but I can still feel everything that touches them. At the sensation of his prickly jaw, speckled with dark hairs scraping against the delicate skin of my hand, a sudden arousal awakens within me. My insides tighten and the place between my thighs grows wet.
I gasp when his lips part and a sharp canine nicks my flesh, tearing the pale skin. His eyes glow brighter and he bends his head, sealing his mouth over the wound. He sucks it down, licking at my blood. The wet softness of his tongue strokes over the open cut and my body reacts as if on instinct. My lips part on a fresh, choked sound. Something erotic pulses in my chest and then delves lower, settling in my belly. It warms me, but more than that, it sends a strange sensation curling through my entire body. Something I’m not familiar with.
Arousal. Hunger. Need.
Solomon’s mirrored image comes down over me, pressing me back into the soft clouds beneath us as his chest brushes mine and his teeth tease the flesh of my hand. My nipples harden further beneath the thin chemise I wear, swelling with need as I part my thighs and allow him to settle between them. Tears brush my lashes and I tilt my head back, rolling my hips up to meet his. I’m chasing a sensation I feel that I know well but can’t quite recall.
Something hard rubs insistently against my groin. His shaft presses against my core, not penetrating but smoothing over the bundle of nerves that rests at the apex of my thighs. My teeth scrape against my lower lip, tasting that iron blood. It melts away, turning from something distinctly human to something otherworldly. The taste changes, becoming softer, sweeter—like wine. Heady. Finally, Not-Solomon pulls his mouth from my hand only to dip down and press his lips to mine.
His kiss is bloody. Raw and unfettered. Dangerous and addictive. It feels familiar somehow, this sensation, though I know I’ve never kissed Solomon before. This is exactly what I imagine he would taste like. Like the strings of the Afterworld have wrapped themselves around my limbs. All the pain in the world has been vanquished and the only thing that’s left is this pure sensation.
“My sweet love,” the man moans against me, “I need you.”
There are a multitude of needs within me. The need to know who this man is and why it is he so desperately seems to crave me—or at the very least, this body that I’m in. The need of the body to have him over me, inside of me. Flashes of images spiral through my head. Confusing pictures that are both sensual and erotic. Naked limbs colliding. Hands gripping tightly, nails scraping a strong masculine back. Parted lips and twining tongues. It’s disconcerting.
Once again, my body moves against my will—as if the movements and words that escape my lips have already been predetermined and I have no control over this scene. “I’m yours,” I say. “Take what you desire, Levim.”
Levim? I latch onto that name, recalling it from my studies, from my knowledge of the world and the Gods. It’s a hint as to who these people are. The first one I’ve gotten. But … why would the God of Blood and Victory be in my dream? Why would the House of Blood’s ancestral Guardian be here? And who is he with? Who is he talking to?
“Spread your legs for me, love,” Levim replies. “Let me taste you.”
Just as he asked, my legs part, giving more room for him to reach down and lift my chemise above my waistline, revealing a bare lower half. Embarrassment slides through me, but not enough to stop what happens next. I doubt I could even if I tried. Experience has taught me thus far that this is not my body. I am merely an observer.
Levim’s head dips as he trails kiss after kiss over the flat of my stomach—her stomach, whoever she is. I was wrong—I’m not just an observer because an observer would not feel this way. It almost feels wrong for me to share these sensations. This is obviously an intimate act between two lovers, but I have no control here. No way to pull myself free, to give them the privacy they should have.
His tongue strokes over flesh, soft and heated. With a jolt, the sensation floods my mind. Inside, I sob at the stimulation. A frenzy takes control, overwhelming me. My hips roll upward, a moan bubbling out of my throat. He moves lower, enticed by the way the hands of this body—her body? Mine? Ours? I don’t know anymore.
She and I—we, together—grasp at the back of his head and direct him further. His smile presses against her—our—inner thighs. A moment later, I realize what she was seeking from him. His mouth parts again and his tongue laves against the center of her. Up and down, over a trembling little bud. He sucks down the juices that leak from within.
More moans filter into the air. Mine. Hers. There is no difference. My mind is spinning from the pleasure. It’s so strange to look down and see Solomon’s face between what feels like my legs. I find, though, that it’s not wholly unwanted. In fact, it feels right to see him there as he looks up at me and smiles again. Teeth glinting with sharp white canines. I’m starting to actually wonder if this hasn’t been a secret desire of mine for so long.
Solomon has always been there. A constant in my life when so much is ever-changing. The old anger I’d felt toward the boy he’d been has been waning these past few weeks. Our circumstances have changed me in more ways than I think I’ve yet to realize. Through it all, Solomon has not wavered.
Yes, if I’m honest with myself, as a child, I’d craved him. I’d been drawn to him from the very moment I’d laid eyes on that red-eyed noble boy who’d visited the Palace with his uncle. He’d been sweet, the exact opposite of how he is now. Something about the look in his gaze the first time we’d met had attracted me to him. As if there was something I didn’t know, a secret I wasn’t yet privy to, but if I just remained near him then perhaps I could find out.
Then he’d left. I’d cried for days. It had been the one time my father had scolded me. He’d warned me to not get too close to people who were merely meant to serve. I’d been engaged to Prince Enver and when Solo had come back, he’d been someone I didn’t recognize. Thus, the animosity toward one another began.
As I stare at Levim now, though, I realize that there are more differences between him and my Solomon. He’s bigger. His skin darker. Or perhaps … no, he seems to evolve the longer I meet his gaze. His eyes glow brighter. Twin horns form at the top of his forehead, growing outward. His shoulders widen and expand as his chest fills with air. Still, he doesn’t move away. Instead, he hooks one leg over one shoulder and the other over the opposite and his mouth descends once more.
A scream echoes from between my lips as his tongue sinks into the depths of my core. Sparks of fire dance along my skin, lighting me up as he eats at my folds, sucking down the dripping liquid that gushes forth. More moans. A yearning bubbles up from my belly, spreading outward. Hunger like that which I’ve never known consumes me.
“More…” At first, I think I’ve finally broken free and managed to regain some control over this body, but no. The woman I’m inside reaches down and cups the back of Levim’s head and rolls her hips against his face, riding his lips as he devours her.
“You taste divine, Goddess,” Levim groans from between her thighs. “Your sweet nectar fills me.”
“I need more, my love,” she pants. “Please, do not leave me upon this cliff.”
He pulls back and pushes her legs off of his shoulders, still keeping them spread wide though as he drapes them over either side of his own thighs. Reaching between them, he unfastens the placket of his trousers and frees the straining erection from within. It rises, tall and proud, the shaft hard and pointing toward the sky.
My insides tremble with a confusing mixture of fear and desire. A single bead of clear fluid oozes out of the tip as he fists his shaft with his clawed hand.
“You want more, love?” he asks.
My body’s head bobs up and down. “Yes.” Her arms latch onto him and tries to pull him against her. “Give me all of you, Levim.”
Levim groans as he arches over us, and the sensation of his cock prodding against my entrance slides through me like a whip made of fire. Muscles contract and release. Still, he pushes inward—stretching me, the inner walls of my core tightening against the sudden invasion. It hurts and yet, the pleasure it yields cannot be denied either.
I look up at him and I don’t see a stranger. I see Solomon. On top of me. Pushing into me with devotion on his lips and fire in his eyes. What does this mean? What kind of dream is this?
“Aerea.” Levim’s gasping whisper reaches my ears.
Aerea? My mind scrambles to catch up with that name. Not my name. The name of the Holy Goddess. The Mother of Rozentine. My ancestor.
Before I can fully come to understand what that must mean of whose body I’m in, Levim thrusts forward—rocking the body I’m in back and forth. He breathes against her neck, his nose stroking upward until his face is before hers—ours.
Lips part, meet. Another kiss that leaves me dizzy with need and want. Solomon.
My arms wrap around his shoulders and I cling to his form. A cry forms in my throat as he thrusts again. Withdrawing from my insides and pushing back in with such a sharp movement that it sends more sparks spiraling through me. Fear descends through me. Fear of what this could mean. Of what this is.
Is this what I want? Or is this a warning?
Levim and Aerea were lovers. Levim looks like Solomon. But Aerea … is Aerea … me?
I never get an answer. Instead, as the two Gods take each other’s bodies, I’m buried under the sensations of pleasure. I’m swallowed by the ocean of the all-consuming desire that steals my mind from me and sends me deep beneath the next wave of a release I never knew could destroy everything I’d ever known to be true.
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DEVONRY
   
I  blink awake and am startled to find that my dream has been replaced by a very male chest. Solomon’s tunic gapes open, revealing an expanse of olive-toned skin and hardened muscles that contract as he groans in his sleep. Jerking my head up, my eyes skim over the harsh cut of his jawline and the bridge of his nose and high cheekbones to the dark lashes that flutter against the skin under his closed eyes.
The fact that his arms engulf me, keeping me pinned against his chest and body, slams into me with all of the delicateness of a mad horse. He’s embracing me. Not just embracing, but his entire form is wrapped around mine like the prickly creeping vines that used to slide up the sides of the Palace walls outside the windows, clinging to the stone. How did this happen? This can’t—I put a pillow between us. If memory serves me right, however, he took that damn pillow away. So, a fat lot of good it’d done me to even attempt to remain respectable. Looking down, I realize that my poor excuse for a wall is shoved against the head of the bed even more so than it had been last night, uselessly wedged between the headboard and the mattress. Instead, the sensation of Solomon’s arm cushions my cheek.
Dimly, I become aware that Solo’s legs are twined with mine and something rather … long and stiff is poking against my lower abdomen. It slides over my belly, not quite as hard as a bone, but certainly stiff and—a gasp escapes me and I turn my gaze downward realizing that the front of his pants are tented. He’s…
Gods … He’s … No. Dear Gods, no! Without a second thought, I catapult myself away from his body. I don’t even stop to consider my actions. All I know is that I need to get away from him and I need to get away now. A shout of surprise echoes my sudden movement and Solomon’s eyes fly open as I scramble backward—right off the edge of the bed. I hit the floor with a resounding and harsh thump. Pain echoes up my backside and through my lower spine.
“What’s wrong?” Solomon leaps from the bed and reaches for his sword buried within the bags on the floor. He draws it as he glances around in search of the enemy when in fact the enemy is him.
Heat crawls through me, staining my cheeks with its warmth. I don’t have to look into a mirror to know that I’m turning the deep shade of boiled tomatoes.
“Devonry?” Solomon’s muddled voice reaches my ears as I press a palm over my chest to try and calm the racing of my heart.
I look up at him and scowl as I climb back to my feet. “You broke your promise!” I shout. “You were—Y-you said you wouldn’t do anything!”
He stares at me, mouth agape as his brows furrow. “What?”
The frustrating man! I growl low in my throat and point at the bed. He pivots to look at it as if half expecting something or someone else to be there, but when there isn’t, he swivels back to face me with continued confusion.
“Your arms were—y-you were embracing me!”
The sword lowers and Solomon scrubs a hand down his haggard face. The face from my dream. A fresh realization pours through me and my sudden outrage is replaced by something far worse. Shame and humiliation. Why would the Gods show me that dream? Why would they face me with … the thought of Solomon and me, even if we’d been different people, together?
“Don’t ever wake a soldier up like that, Devonry,” Solomon states as he slowly bends over and slides his sword back into its sheath. “I damn near could have sliced off your head.”
Tears prick at my eyes. My breaths come fast and furiously and there is nothing I can do but let them run their course, hoping they calm eventually. The longer I stare at Solomon’s face, the tighter his expression becomes. Memories of that strange dream reinvade my mind. The hot sensation of a male tongue between my legs, licking a path toward my core makes me shiver. I can’t believe I imagined Solomon like that—even if the dream version of him had been Levim and not truly the man before me—for a moment, I’d liked the thought of Solomon like that.
Unaware of my thoughts, Solo’s brows draw low over his eyes, and he repeats the scrubbing motion over his face before shaking his head as if to ward off the vestiges of sleep.
There’s no possible way he could know about my dream … is there? I mean, it wasn’t really him. It was just a dream. Nothing more. Still, I cross my arms over my chest as I stand there, feeling self-conscious of the actions that I’d committed within the dream even if it hadn’t been, in fact, Solomon.
Solomon blows out a breath and groans as he stretches back, distracting me from my thoughts. “I suppose since we’re up now, anyway, we should go ahead and get ready.”
“R-ready?” I repeat, suspicious. “Ready for what?”
He glances my way, lifting one dark brow. “We’re meeting someone,” he reminds me.
I dip my head. “Oh, yes. Right.” I turn my attention from him to the cloak that I’d laid across the chair. Without looking back, I hurry toward it, ripping it up and circling it around my body, needing the added layer for my own self-preservation. Once the warm cloth covers me, I feel a marginal sense of relief.
“Hmmm.” Solomon hums in the back of his throat and I glance over my shoulder, frowning.
“What?” I capture his gaze as it roves over me, a gleam of what feels like condescending amusement in his eyes.
He shrugs. “Never thought I’d see the day the royal Princess I’ve watched after all these years would immediately dress herself without demanding a bath.”
I scowl at him. “Do we have time for a bath?”
He smirks. “No.”
“Then don’t bring it up,” I snap. “It’s cruel to tease me with such possibilities.”
He shrugs and bends down to lift his sword and belt fastening them around his hips as well as to grab his own cloak and pull it on. I pull on the boots I’d borrowed from a squire within the House of Caladrius along with my clothes and Solomon pulls his boots on as well. Soon enough the two of us are ready to head out.
Solomon and I make our way through Carion City with our hoods drawn, and in the light of day, it looks far different than it had at night. In fact, I think it might look worse. The white roofs, under the sun, are dirty and coated in thick layers of grime and dust. People dressed in haggard clothes walk the streets with darting, mistrusting eyes. Women shuffle out of the way quickly as Solomon strides down the walkways and I hurry to follow him.
“When we enter,” he says, “keep your head down and don’t speak.” I open my mouth to give him a tart reply, but the dark look he throws back my way has me snapping my lips shut once more.
I keep my gaze trained forward and centered on his back, rushing to keep up with his long strides until we finally make it to our destination. Stepping to the side, Solomon opens the door and holds it for me to enter and then steps in behind me as the light of the sun is replaced by the dimness from inside the shabby tavern.
If there was ever a place a Princess should never be caught dead, it’s here. A wet belch greets us as the door with peeling paint swings open then quickly closes behind us. Another customer moves past us to the bar. Who drinks in the middle of the day? Obviously, people with little else better to do. I blink as I try to adjust to the sudden change in lighting.
My nose wrinkles as the scent of spice, stale beer, and something … else perfumes the air. Bodies collect across all manner of surfaces. Tables, chairs, the bar itself. It doesn’t matter. Compared to the Barmaid’s Inn tavern, this one is far more odious. The women are scantily clad as they seat themselves on the big and brutish male patrons. Wood creaks under the multiple bodies of weight as they jovially bounce upon laps. I reach up and tug my hood down even further as heat burns my face.
“Where are we?” I ask quietly as Solomon’s big hand lands on my shoulder and directs me to the side. I try to make myself as small as possible to avoid the passing of a woman, whose breasts jut out from her chest. Her attention snags on Solomon and I watch in fascination as her entire demeanor—once bored and resilient—changes. Her lips curve into a seductive grin, pouting and she bats her coal-edged lashes up at him.
“These are the types of hovels Argyle likes to hide in,” he answers, ignoring the woman completely. I know he sees her, but he doesn’t spare her a glance and instead, strides right past her. That shouldn’t make me feel better, but it does.
Hovel is right, I think. This place is a dump. What kind of friend of the Blood General’s would be found here?
Solo directs me to a barstool in the corner, far away from any of the other patrons. His hands close around my waist and lift me. I gasp, slapping a palm over my mouth as he seats me upon it. He reaches up and pulls my hood further forward, ducking to meet my gaze beneath the dark fabric. “Stay here,” he orders as my hand slowly lowers back to my side. “Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t leave this spot. And for the love of all the Gods, keep this hood on.”
“Where—” I start to ask only for him to cut me off with a shake of his head.
“Stay.” He points at the seat I’m currently in. “No moving.”
“But—”
“No buts,” he interrupts again. “I’ll be right back.”
I growl low in my throat, irritation slithering through me, but before I can form another protest, he pivots away and starts walking. Those wide shoulders riddled with tension disappear into the crowd. Commanding asshole.
Letting loose a long breath, I lean against the wall and adjust my butt on the stool beneath it, cringing when my cloak sticks underneath me. I hope to the Gods that I’m not sitting on someone’s fluids. The very thought has my insides rebelling and I press the back of my hand over my mouth to repress the urge to vomit.
What has my life turned into?
If I were in the castle it would be the perfect time to walk the gardens. Solomon and I would bicker about something trivial and inconsequential. I most certainly would not be sitting in a tavern that smells like someone either fucked or died here just last night. To better prove my point, a nearby man lets out a long moan as the woman on his lap slides her hand under his waistband. Embarrassment, shame, possibly even the smallest fraction of curiosity sends heat to the tips of my ears. Even my chest warms. I turn away quickly.
“Shocking, isn’t it?” a low masculine voice asks. I jolt at the sound, glancing up slightly from beneath my hood. With my trousers and the cloak, and the neatly cut and dyed hair, I should look more like a boy than a girl, but when I meet a pair of startling dual-colored irises, I have a feeling that this man knows that I’m not male.
Instead of answering though, I turn my cheek and scan the room, deftly ignoring him. If he’s insulted by my rudeness, however, he doesn’t show it. His shoulder brushes by mine, the tall stance of the stranger leaning against the bar wall at my side making me stiffen all over. I send a silent prayer for Solomon to hurry back soon.
“Girl like you doesn’t belong in a place like this.” The words are spoken with a smooth and sweet accent followed by the staccato of his clicking tongue.
I press my lips together and look up in renewed irritation, only this time instead of directing it to Solomon, it’s to this stranger. One blue eye, bright as the shimmering surface of the sea on a sunny day, and another so brown it’s almost black looks me over from head to toe. His gaze sweeps down my body, riling my discomfort and annoyance. I purse my lips as Solomon’s demands repeat in my head.
“Not much of a talker?” he inquires. My lack of response earns a snicker from him as he moves closer. The stranger captures my hand before I can pull it away and lifts it between us. “I mean, look at you. Smooth, unscarred hands?” His smirk widens. “I can practically smell the privilege on you.”
I yank my hands away from him and clasp them together in front of me.
He hums in his throat, unperturbed. Where is Solomon? “Yet, you’re trying to hide in plain sight? I wonder why.” The tip of his finger trails the hem of my hood. “Perhaps you’re looking for a bit of rogue, hmmm? Shall I offer myself for the running, darling? I bet you could use a man like me.”
“I highly doubt that.” The words shoot out of my mouth before I can stop them.
He laughs, the insult sliding right off of his shoulders. “For protection of course,” he says, lifting his hands up in a sign of defeat. “Nothing more. Some even say I’m like a good luck charm, and you look like you could use a little bit of luck.” The man laughs casually as if he has this conversation often. How many women has he tried to coax into bed with silly promises such as this? “Not to mention,” he continues with a wink, “I’m wildly handsome so at least you’ll have a pretty face to look at.”
My lips twitch and a snort escapes me. I shake my head. I suppose he is charming in a classless, ruffian sort of way.
“Speaking of faces, I have to wonder what you look like beneath this cloak of yours.” With a flick of his hand, the hood falls away from my features. I swallow the wave of nervousness inside of me, the part of me that screams I’ll be recognized, and quickly snatch it back up, covering my face as I cast a look across the room. I suspect, had my hair been its natural white-blonde, I’d have drawn more attention. As it stands, though, no one appears to be looking our way. The stranger’s smile widens. “I knew it.”
My heart stutters. “Knew what?” I swear I stop breathing.
“You’re beautiful. Absolutely stunning.”
I sigh, letting my weight shift on the barstool beneath me. “When was the last time you said that to a woman?”
“Last night,” he answers honestly, “but it doesn’t make it any less true.”
I level him with a dark glower, a look I’ve mastered over many, many years of getting my way. He merely dips his head and gives me room to stare at him outright. Bold brows, over large mismatched eyes, a perfectly sloped nose, and plump lips that I have no doubt he’s kissed too many people with. As if he can read my thoughts, his smirk grows once more.
I cock my head, curious. “And did your false flattery work on the poor, unsuspecting woman from last night?”
His crooked grin melts into a longer smile that takes up his whole face. “I take offense to that, miss,” he says. “She was neither poor nor unsuspecting. She knew exactly what she was getting into.” The space between us slowly dissolves and his voice becomes a velvet whisper. “All that matters is that it is working now. On you.”
My cheeks burn. How utterly ridiculo—
“I thought I told you not to talk to anyone.” Solomon’s voice rises over the noise of the room.
The man’s face falls into mock disappointment. “I see, you brought someone with you.” He turns away until he is between Solomon and me.
“Fuck.” Solomon hisses as I stand on my toes to see around the stranger.
“Solo!” The man sings, stretching his arms out wide. “My friend.”
Friend? Wait. I jerk my head back and forth between Solo and the stranger. This is the man we’re supposed to be meeting?
Solomon’s focus is on the stranger. “What did you say to her?” There’s an edge to his voice.
“Only the worst of things. You know, all the dirty little secrets we tell women between the sheets that a lady like her ought not know,” the stranger replies.
Solomon’s eyes narrow then flick to me. “Dev, this is Argyle. Argyle this is my…” His words trail off as if he isn’t sure what exactly to call me.
“Dev, just Dev,” I say, finishing off the introductions to spare either of us the utterance of the word ‘friend’ or something equally insulting. He’s the one who said we could never be such a thing, regardless, and it’s not like he can call me his Queen or Princess here. “I didn’t know that your associate would be a conniving flirt.”
“Flirt?” Argyle barks out a laugh and turns back to me with a wink. “I’m sure you could come up with much better things to call me, darling. Perhaps, I could show you a few things that might inspire you.” Mischief plays behind those intriguing eyes of his but I force myself not to so much as even hint at a smile. “Nice to meet you. Dev, was it?” He captures my hand and brings it up to his lips.
Before he can press a light kiss to my knuckles, his hand is seized in a sharp grip and yanked away. Argyle’s grasp on me drops as Solomon growls at him. “Don’t.” The singular word is a warning.
Argyle tilts his head to the side, curiosity coloring his gaze before Solo finally releases him and relaxes back. “Protective, I see,” Argyle says lightly. “This wouldn’t happen to be the heir of Rozentine, would it? Tell me this Dev of yours isn’t Princess Devonr―”
Solomon’s relaxed stance changes in an instant as he grabs his friend by the front of his shirt and jerks him close, practically hissing his face. “Shut the fuck up, Argyle.” Solomon's eyes dart side to side before returning to Argyle. “Not here.”
Argyle practically purrs at Solomon’s sudden anger. I’ve never seen another man so unbothered by Solo when he looks ready to rend them limb from limb. His attention turns from Solomon to me. “Had I known I’d be meeting you today, I would have dressed a little nicer,” he says. “You’re just as beautiful as Solo has suggested over the years. Perhaps he is the lucky one.”
Solo said I was beautiful? I cast a glance at him, but he doesn’t say anything. Instead, his expression sours and he appears as if he’s swallowed a particularly tart lemon whole.
“You must be mistaken,” I say to Argyle. “Solomon hasn’t said anything nice about me since we were children. He must’ve been talking about one of the court ladies who flock to him.”
Argyle’s brow arches, but his amused expression doesn’t lessen. “I was told to meet my old friend here and now that I have, I must say, curiosity compels me. What brings you here, Dev? Can I call you that?”
“Yes,” I say just as Solomon says, “No.” Our eyes clash and Argyle chuckles, breaking the awkwardness in an instant.
With a scowl, Solomon answers Argyle’s other question. “We need your help.”
“My help?” Argyle offers another smirk as he places a hand over his chest in feigned shock. He seems nothing if not performative. “A…” he lowers his voice as he looks at me, “Princess, needs my help?”
Solo’s eyes scan the room. “Not here. We need to speak somewhere more private.”
Argyle nods before deftly scooping my hand into his and pulling me off the bar stool to tow me along behind him. Solomon huffs a breath but follows. Occasionally, his hand hovers at my waist, so close that I can feel the burning heat of his palm right there but not touching me. What we must look like to this room full of people ... a few dirty images come to my mind and blood rushes immediately to my cheeks.
As we move from the main tavern room, red velvet curtains are pulled aside to allow us entry into a dimly lit adjoining room with nothing more than a bench for sitting against the wall. I step past Solomon and Argyle toward it, but there’s not much room to move and Argyle’s hand in mine keeps me from making it to the bench. The three of us take up nearly every inch of the small space. The smell of sex is much stronger here so I can only assume what this area is meant for. Fabric sways as the curtain closes and muffles the playing of music beyond.
“Go on then, darling Dev.” Argyle pats my hand before letting it go. He smiles over at Solomon’s flat pressed lips and veering brows. “It’s just us now.”
The way he says it, the intention behind his words, and the sweet seduction of his tone have the heat in my cheeks working its way up to my ears. There isn’t a need for me to answer though, not when Solomon steps between us and my body is suddenly pressed against his and the wall, my front to his back. I grunt as my breasts crush against the wall of muscle that is Solomon. The muscles against me contract at the sound. I try to squeeze my way around him, but his hand shoots out, locking on me as he yanks me back again. I freeze at the contact, at the possessive way his fingers curl into the fabric of my cloak. Does he not trust his friend?
“You know these streets better than anyone, Argyle. I need to get Devonry out of Rozentine, unseen.” His fingers dig a little further, eliciting a quiet gasp from me. I stifle it, but the quick shot of his eyes as they glance back at me tells me he definitely heard it. A moment later, the tightness of his grip eases slightly.
Argyle taps his chin thoughtfully. “I think that can be arranged. You know I’d never say no to you.” His attention moves from Solo to me as I peek around the massive form in front of me. Argyle holds up a finger. “Just one question—what do I get out of it?”
Solomon’s body relaxes and I manage to slip out from behind him to stand at his side. “We’ll pay you,” I offer.
Folding his arms over his chest, Argyle looks down at me. His one blue eye sparkles while the other sucks in all the light. “How are you going to pay me?” he asks. “If I’m not mistaken, Princess, the two of you are on the run.”
Solomon answers. “When she’s returned to her throne, we’ll make sure you’re duly compensated.”
“I don’t know, that could take a while, don’t you think?” Argyle smiles directly at me, all of his attention pinned on my face.
Solomon sighs. “Enough games, Argyle. What do you want? What will it take for your assistance?”
Argyle straightens and his smile grows wider. “I am at your disposal, my friend, and I assure you what I want is something you can pay upfront.”
I frown, curiosity besieging me. What could the two of us provide for this man so readily that he would take as payment for risking his life and saving ours? As if he hears my thoughts, Argyle’s gaze collides with mine. “I want a kiss.”
I choke and Solomon’s expression hardens. “I thought you only preferred the company of women,” he says, but I know he isn’t naive enough to mistake Argyle’s request. If he was, then his arms wouldn’t be tensing so tight that I can see the veins beneath his flesh pulsing with each beat of his heart.
Laughter shakes Argyle's frame. “Not from you,” he clarifies. “No, I want a kiss from her.” He points to me and my heart leaps into my throat. “A kiss from a Princess is supposed to grant all manner of wishes—or isn’t that how fairytales go?”
Solomon and I speak at the same time.
“Absolutely not.”
“If that's what it takes.”
Tense silence follows both of our replies and then Argyle casts a look back and forth between us, clearly beyond amused by this predicament.
“It’s not a big deal—”
“You are not kissing the Princess,” Solomon says, cutting me off without even bothering to look my way as he glares at his friend.
Argyle tilts his head. “Why not?”
With a growl, Solomon leaves my side and steps up against Argyle’s equally large frame, their noses nearly touching. “I. Said. No.”
Argyle blinks. “She agreed,” he says. “Shouldn’t she get a say? It’s only one little kiss, anyway.”
“Over my dead fucking body,” Solo hisses. “I’m not going to let you ruin her.”
“It a trivial—”
“I said no, Argyle, pick anything else. Anything.” His voice cuts through the room with all the effect of a smoldering sword through water. The tension in this tiny space rises with every heartbeat.
Do we really have time for this?
“I gave you my price and if you aren’t willing to pay it, just―”
Steeling my spine, I thrust myself between their two forms. I’m tired of standing here, exhausted by the grotesque smells of this tavern, and more than ready to move on with this negotiation. My hands grip Argyle's collar, pulling his height down to meet mine even as I stand on the tips of my toes. I snatch the last of his words from his lips as I press my mouth against his.
For a moment, no one moves. Shock. Silence. The tension has fled the room in the face of my actions. Then, Argyle responds to my kiss. He leans into me, tipping my chin up further and letting his tongue slide out to lick at my lips. I gasp, my mouth opening as he deepens the kiss further.
I’ve never been kissed like this before—a few light brushes of the lips from curious noble boys as a young girl, but never with the fervor with which Argyle takes my mouth. Solomon is a stone wall at my back. So still that I’m not even certain if he’s breathing. The defiant part of me, the part that wants to see him suffer for all the ways he has made me suffer, surfaces. All of the insults and jabs rise up within me, but so, too, does that ridiculous dream. If I’m honest with myself, it’s the dream that makes me kiss Argyle back. Almost as if I want to prove to myself that my desire doesn’t have to be reserved for a cold, obnoxiously obstinate man like Solomon. There is no spark, no desire though between Argyle and I. I can’t really figure out why, but even Argyle doesn’t seem too into the kiss itself. It seems more like a way to taunt his friend than any true interest. I can’t help but smile against him. Anyone who enjoys provoking Solomon the same way I do can’t be all bad, even if a kiss is a bit of an odd way to tease him.
“Enough.” Solomon’s voice is hoarse.
Argyle pulls away and drops his hand. His lips quirk into a funny little half-smile as he nods. “Yes, I think that is sufficient.”
“That is that, then,” I say. “You’re helping us.” I brush my hands over my mouth, feeling the warmth of his touch. Guilt shames me, turning my stomach as I pivot away from him.
“Agreed.” Argyle’s voice is firm. “We have a deal. Now follow me.” I blink as Argyle strides past Solo and me, thrusting the curtain aside as he steps out only to be stopped by Solomon’s hand on his shoulder. Solomon leans in close, and even though he whispers I still manage to catch his warning.
“If you ever touch her again, I’ll carve your heart from your chest—friend or not.”
“It’s all for fun, Solo, don’t take it so personally.” Argyle shrugs out of his touch and saunters toward the front door only looking back to add, “Lucky for you, you’ve arrived just in time.”
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C harcoal-drawn eyes stare back at me from the curling parchment nailed to yet another building’s side. The sharp jaw and stretched waves in his hair etched into the yellowing page match that of the man standing next to me. They even managed to illustrate his eternal scowl. It’s actually quite impressive if we don’t consider the circumstances of having Solomon’s likeness plastered everywhere. And if it’s here, in Carion City, then it’s likely all over Rozentine by now.
The only thing they didn’t manage to get right is the way his eyes glow a ruby crimson filled with loathing. Any other day, that annoyance would be pointed at me. For now, though, it’s all reserved for Prince Nasir—the man who had these wanted posters created and slapped across the country. I was hoping that he would truly think us dead after the fall from the cliff. Perhaps, these were put up before then?
Solomon rips the parchment away and forces it into a ball between his palms. Mouth drawn down into a scowl he drops the image into a puddle and muddies it with the toe of his boot. “Three hundred coin,” he mutters, and I realize the real reason for his anger. He’s insulted. I turn my face away with a fake cough, muffling the sound of my giggles with it.
“You would think a man of your capabilities, traveling with the Princess of Rozentine would be worth more,” Argyle agrees, though his expression remains pleasantly jovial—as if he’s basking in Solomon’s indignation. “Prince Nasir doesn’t think you're worth much at all. He’ll need the Princess eventually though so maybe when he gets desperate your handsome face will have an even more handsome price tag next to it.” Argyle leans into Solomon as he pulls him close with one arm, giving his friend a hearty shake. “Don't be too hurt; this is good for us. No civilian, thief, or thug is going to attempt anything on the Blood General for that low of a reward.”
Can they be so sure of that, though? I have to wonder. Hair raises on the back of my neck and goosebumps trail along my skin. I hold my hood close to my face and chance a look over my shoulder. Solomon is already moving toward me. His hand reaches for my side, never fully touching me, only hovering to guide me one way or another. The street behind us is empty, but the sensation of being watched never ceases.
“Come on, let’s get moving.” Solomon’s body heat aligns behind me, blocking the last of the wind. My nerves temper as we continue forward, ducking under a low arch before entering the side of a building. The steady hum of conversation fills the small room crowded with mismatched tables and chairs. Several people press around the edges but most have filled in the seats brandishing foaming cups of ale.
My attention slides up to Argyle. He tucks his thumbs in his belt, rocking onto the balls of his feet. “Welcome to the House of Ravens, Dev—or rather one of our many meeting spaces.”
Solomon sighs, long and loud, tugging on my cloak to place me between him and Argyle. Argyle wraps an arm over my shoulders, using his free hand to wave at the room. The House of Ravens? I glance around the room. These people are related to nobility? It’s hard to imagine. None of them appear to be the least bit aristocratic. In fact, they look more like thugs and thieves than anything else. I suppose this is where fallen nobility and illegitimate noble children end up, though. Quasi-commoners with the blood of the Divine in their lineage.
“You can consider me a Lord in some ways,” Argyle continues. “Lord of the streets. Lord of wayward souls. Lord of thieves—ooh, I like that one.” He nods as if he’s said something particularly ingenious.
“Why are we here?” I ask.
“My presence is required,” he replies.
“But ours isn’t,” I point out.
Argyle slides a look my way. “You don’t think it’s necessary for you to meet the people of the House of Ravens?” he asks. I blink at the strange question. The House of Ravens is not an acknowledged House. Everyone knows that, but as I glance around, I know to say as much might be too inconsiderate.
“This doesn’t look like any House meeting I’ve ever attended,” I whisper, cheeks warming when Solomon flashes his fangs and plucks Argyle's arm from my shoulders.
“We might not have a fancy Palace but, my dear, we still consider ourselves a House under the goddess Ryvla and we must act accordingly.” Ryvla—the goddess of Mischief. Yes, I suppose that fits Argyle.
I scan the room, thankful for the dim lighting and the two men hovering on either side of me. I wonder what Argyle did to lose his title and end up here? Or perhaps, he’s an illegitimate son of some other House. I glance at him, my curiosity spiking. How did he meet Solomon?
A man passes by with an angry-looking scar that splits his brow in half as it runs beneath an eye patch. I shuffle nervously, earning a raised brow from Solomon but he says nothing while he leans against the wall and crosses his arms.
A woman, with no shortage of cleavage, walks to our dark corner holding a tray. She smiles brightly when she looks up at Argyle. “Care for a drink, darl’n?”
“Hello, love.” He beams before looking at us. “Would you like some?”
I shake my head but it isn’t necessary when Solomon grumbles, “Absolutely not.”
“We’re okay, thank you. I need to be on my best behavior and we both know how we ended up the last time you served me a drink.” He winks and the woman blushes before scurrying away, off to the next group. When she’s no longer in earshot, he leans toward me. “Last time, we had sex on that table right there.” He points.
My eyes widen. This is nothing like a House of Sunfire meeting.
“Is there anywhere that you haven't defiled someone?” Solomon asks, his tone resigned.
Argyle pauses, stroking his chin. “Can’t think of one,” he finally answers.
“You’re a very … busy man,” I say lamely.
“You have no idea,” Solomon mutters. It still strikes me as odd how someone like Solomon could be friends with a man like Argyle. Solomon’s … cranky to say the least, while Argyle is carefree. I find myself both intrigued and a little flustered by it.
Solomon turns his body toward me. He leans forward, his breath tickling my ear as he whispers, “You don’t have to humor him.”
I lift my chin, his face still hovering only an inch away. “He’s your friend. Which means he’s my friend,” I reply. “I’ll humor him.”
Crimson eyes track over my features. Solo’s mouth curves up on one end. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
It’s been a while since I’ve been on the receiving end of one of Solomon’s smiles. My heart flutters in my chest. Before I can dwell on the insanity of that, someone taps their utensil against a glass, the jolting noise rising above the lull of conversation.
The room quickly becomes silent. All eyes fall on a man no older than Solomon and me with a long scar that runs from the top of his scalp to his upper lip, not unlike the man with the eye patch from earlier. “Welcome, Ravens.” His voice booms over the crowd, loud and easily heard. “I hope you’ve all had your fill of ale, for we have no good news tonight.”
All the air disappears from the room, and in its place, anxious tension invades. My eyes scan the crowd, hands clutched to their chests or deep concerned frowns lining their lips. As my gaze moves, I catch one set of eyes not turned toward the man at the front of the room, but instead, squarely centered on me.
I blink and find myself staring back into a pair of deep brown eyes, lighter than Argyle’s but no less rich with color. Half of her face is shrouded under her hood. All I can make out of her at this distance is the smooth, warm skin beneath her cover and the waves of equally dark hair that stick out from her hood. Looking into her dark eyes is like stepping into the night. They’re mesmerizing.
She tilts her head, the corner of her mouth lifting in a slight smile as the man before her continues speaking. He prattles on while I return her stare. There’s no possibility that she could recognize me … is there? My hair is shorter, a different color, and I’m dressed incredibly plain. I hardly recognize myself. Yet, this woman looks at me like she knows me. Somehow, I think, she might be looking right through me entirely.
Several bodies shift. Another quiet blanketing the room. I bring my attention back to the man with the scar, certain I’ve missed something important, and curse myself for the distraction. Whoever the woman is, so long as she doesn’t approach, it should all be fine.
“Yes, you heard me correctly,” the man says. “Another dozen women have been reported missing in the last two weeks in Carion alone. Eight from Abendroth. Three more from Grent. They are growing more courageous by the week.”
I look at Solomon, noting the dark rage in his expression. His lips are tight, pulled down and the v between his brows is deep, marring his flesh with an arrow-shaped wrinkle. With one hand holding his chin, he turns his gaze through the room, appearing to search for something. I shift my attention to Argyle. His earlier mischief is gone and instead, his expression is left a careful blank—as if he doesn’t want anyone to see inside his mind.
“Who are ‘they?’” I whisper the question to Argyle. His eyes turn toward me and when I lean in his direction, I feel Solomon tug me an inch back toward him. I snap around and glare at him before returning my attention to Argyle
“Slave traders,” Argyle says, his voice reserved and frigid. “Or rather, sex traders as they should be known. They only ever target women and only ever for one thing in mind. To sell them into sexual slavery.”
My lips part in surprise. “But … slavery is outlawed,” I say.
Argyle casts a glance down at me, his features remaining just as cold. “The law means nothing in the gutter, love,” he replies. “They’ve been taking women for years now. What used to be only a few a year and only ever in dangerous areas has turned into quite a new business venture. Now, it’s spreading farther into Rozentine and they’re taking more and more. We suspect that there’s a boss behind the new rise in kidnappings—someone with the means to take them all somewhere else and sell them.”
“That’s terrible.” I close my eyes briefly before reopening them and settling them on the man in front of me. “Why hasn’t anyone sent word to Sanctus City? Surely, if we’d known we could have helped.”
Argyle straightens and turns his gaze away. “We did.”
A hollowness stabs at my chest. That can’t be true. Surely, my father would have done something, but never once had I heard of this. I lift my gaze back to the room, roving around the strangers gathered in this tight, dark space. Suddenly, I’m struck with something even more shameful.
I judged these people, looked at them and saw street rats and criminals. Yet, here they are gathering to warn their friends and family of a danger that besieges them all. A danger that I should be able to eradicate and protect them from.
“Please ensure your women and children are safe in your homes by curfew. The docks are off-limits for any woman or child unaccompanied as we’ll be putting together a team to track them down. We suspect they’ll be trying to move their merchandise soon, so be on the lookout. Lock your doors and stay on guard. Lastly, if you hear anything further or see anything suspicious, send word.” He turns his back to the crowd, and the woman from earlier moves through the throng of people in his direction. Her gaze is set on his back as he steps down from the makeshift stage of crates and boards he’d been standing at.
“Dev?”
Solo’s concerned voice draws my attention. I look up at him, confusion and guilt burning in my chest. There has to be a reason why these slave traders haven’t been caught. Argyle had said it’d been going on for years. They sent word. Why wouldn’t we do anything?
I don’t know what to say to him, so I choose to say nothing. Instead, I just meet his gaze and hope that he can sense my thoughts. His hands land on my shoulders. “You shouldn’t concern yourself with it now,” he says.
“But it’s been going on … for years?” I repeat, half-praying to the Gods that Argyle had been mistaken and they’ll realize it as I say it.
Instead, Argyle sighs and nods. “Even before Solomon found me drunk off my ass, in the time when I was hardly ever sober, I knew it was happening. We all knew it was a problem.” Argyle sucks his teeth. “We’re all to blame for letting it get this far. Now, it’s our responsibility to clean it up when it should have been a responsibility shared with the noble class.”
Solomon glares at him. “We have bigger problems right now,” he says.
“Solo.” I gape at him. He can’t mean to leave these people to fend for themselves, can he?
Solomon sighs. “When you’re returned to your throne, we can come back,” he says, lowering his voice in deference to our location. “When you have the power again, you can do something.”
What if it’s too late by then, though? I don’t voice that question, though. I’m too frightened of the answer.
“Power doesn’t always come to those who are born with it, though,” Argyle says quietly, his lowered tone capturing my attention. His eyes linger on Solomon, who I can feel stiffening at my side as if there’s some other meaning in Argyle’s words—a meaning that upsets my guard. “Power, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder,” Argyle continues. “It comes to those who do what needs to be done.” As he speaks, Argyle’s gaze slowly lowers to mine. I freeze as his eyes—one the color of frost and the other the deepest soil rich brown—bore into mine. “These slave traders have power, and they possess it all without a crown sitting upon their heads.”
My lips part as his meaning hits me. Power without status. Not born but forged—albeit in the worst possible way—whereas right now, I sit here with my own authority and power stolen. Does that mean he thinks I can gain power without my throne? Without my crown or authority? Before I can respond and ask, however, Solomon moves forward, casting a look around us.
“That’s enough,” he snaps. “Let’s be on our way before someone recognizes her or starts asking questions. Ravens aren’t much good at minding their own business.”
“Hey now.” Argyle grins, his solemn expression disappearing in an instant, morphing back into the one I’ve grown accustomed to from him. “Inquisitiveness is our best quality. How else would you get your information?”
Solomon’s thunderous expression holds for a beat more before easing slightly. “I’d find a way,” he replies before turning me toward the exit.
“Sure you would.”
I roll my eyes as they begin a round of jabs, but even as we leave the meeting of the House of Ravens, somehow, the feeling of being watched remains.
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“W hat happens now?” I ask as Argyle, Solomon, and I make our way through Carion City and back to the Barmaid’s Inn. The cobble-stoned streets are steeper than those of Sanctus City, and even though the three of us are together, we’re able to span out side by side. There are no crowds here. A few passersby here or there as we stride through the main street, but even in the alleyways we pass, I don’t see any lingering bodies. It’s as if all of the people of Carion City have moved indoors. The meeting of the House of Ravens makes me wonder if it’s not because of the threat of kidnappings.
“You’ll stay in the inn until I come for you,” Solo replies. “Argyle and I will work out how we’re going to get across the sea to Bartoli.”
I look to the ground. “What about the slave traders?” My hands clench into fists and I cross my arms over my chest beneath my cloak as a chill passes through me. “Slavery is illegal within Rozentine. Are we really just going to ignore it?”
Argyle’s brows arch up over his eyes and he and Solomon exchange a pregnant glance—one that I’m unable to translate.
“What?” I demand.
Argyle chuckles and moves up to my side, slinging a casual arm over my shoulders. “While I admire your bravery, love,” he says. “Solomon is right. This isn’t merely something you could handle on your own.”
I frown. “But I’m not on my own,” I remind him. “I have Solomon and, now, you.”
His grin is striking, and when it widens, I realize just how he’s managed to devise this roguish persona. It explains all the flirtations. No doubt with a smile like that, he has a bevy of ladies lined up to fall into his arms. I, however, am not one of them. Shrugging his arm off of my shoulders, I step forward and turn around in the middle of the street, stopping and forcing them to do the same.
“It’s my duty to ensure the safety of the citizens of Rozentine,” I snap. “These slave traders have been controlling the Carion Peninsula with fear and intimidation. Don’t you think that it’s wrong?”
“Regardless of whether it’s right or wrong,” Solo says, stepping up to face me, “we don’t have the backing to do anything about it.”
“You’re the Blood General,” I say, gaping at him as I lower my arms to my sides, “and you say you can’t do anything about a few measly slave traders?”
His lips pinch into a tight frown, one I’m familiar with. “It’s not because I don’t want to, Devonry,” he replies. “Your safety takes precedence. You know that.”
His words, though they warm my heart, make another emotion rise up from the depths. Guilt. How can my life mean any more than those of my people? My head turns down as I gaze at the stones beneath our feet—flattened to ease the passage of carts, wagons, and horses.
“Can’t we do something?” I ask, pleading. “Anything?” I tip my head back and meet his crimson gaze.
Solomon shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Devonry.” His hand lands on my shoulder and gently turns me forward once more. “Come, we need to get you back to the inn.”
I allow myself to be urged back into a steady walk, but inside, my head rebels against the idea that there’s truly nothing to be done about the horrors that are taking place within this city. Our steps move in tandem and after a while, Argyle and Solo fall into a casual conversation. I hear their voices, but their words evaporate from my mind, and neither attempts to draw me into whatever they’re discussing.
When we reach the Barmaid’s Inn and enter through the front doors my head turns to the side—glancing through the open doorway into the attached tavern. Several men are stationed around the tables, drinking from wooden mugs. Some are more haggard looking than others—older, with skin like leather and salt and pepper hair. It strikes me as odd that the only women in the vicinity—at least the women who are dressed like women—are the barmaids. They wait upon their customers with particularly low-cut dresses and don’t even seem bothered by the men’s wandering hands.
My gaze clashes with a bearded man sitting against the farthest wall. The door behind us blows open as more people move in and my hood falls off the top of my head. His eyes widen and I quickly grip it and replace it over my face, hiding away as Solomon urges me up the stairs with Argyle at my front and Solo at my back. A niggling sensation burrows deep in my head and just before we disappear out of sight completely, I look back and meet the same gaze of the man against the wall as he leans forward and speaks to the friend with him. Together, both of their heads start to turn toward the stairs but I don’t get a chance to see what the second man looks like before we’re already on the second floor and heading for our room.
“Stay here,” Solomon says as he unlocks the door and shoves the door inward, holding it open for me.
I frown as I step inside and turn back toward him. “Where are you going?”
“I told you, we need to figure out our travel to Bartoli,” Solo replies.
“I can’t come with you?”
He shakes his head. “No. You should be safe enough so long as you stay here. We’ll be back soon.”
“Are you taking the key?” I ask as he slips it back into his pocket.
“Yes.”
I don’t like this—it feels like he’s leaving me behind. I take a step toward him, stopping only when he holds up a hand. “Don’t be difficult, Devonry,” he says.
Difficult? I’m not the difficult one here, it’s always been him. I simply must match his energy. I huff out a breath. “This seems wholly unnecessary,” I tell him.
My stomach churns and fresh thoughts penetrate my mind. What if something happens to him? What if he’s attacked like we were on those cliffs? What if he gets hurt and I don’t know? What if he doesn’t come back? What would I do then? I realize, a bit suddenly, that without Solomon, I don’t know that I’d even want to try and take back my throne. Yes, the people of Rozentine need me. Yes, it is my birthright. But without Solo … I can’t imagine I’d be of much use to anyone. So the fear I have of losing him seems that much larger, more threatening now than ever before.
Sweat collects at the base of my head and slides down my spine beneath my clothes. Solomon is a strong warrior, I tell myself, trying to dissuade those uncommon thoughts. He’s the Blood General and his Awakened abilities are stronger than anyone else in the Kingdom. He survived the fall from the cliff, didn’t he? There’s no way he’d just abandon me here. No matter what happens.
“Dev?”
I blink, realizing that during my inner tirade, Solomon had been speaking and I hadn’t been listening. I contemplate voicing my inner thoughts, but at the same time, it reveals a vulnerability within me that I’m not sure I’m ready to expose just yet. So instead, I shake my head and look up at him. “Sorry, what?”
Solomon’s gaze finds mine and he sighs, briefly closing his eyes as he reaches up and pinches the bridge of his nose. It’s a familiar movement, one that actually reminds me of my father. He’d always pinch his nose when he was tired or thinking too hard about something. A sorrowful yearning that I’d nearly forgotten returns, plaguing me with a sense of emptiness and loss that I know all too well by now.
The sadness of my father’s demise lingers within me. A part of me wishes to throw myself upon the ground and scream and cry over the unfairness of it all. A larger part of me recognizes, however, that doing so would not bring him back. It would simply be the tantrum of an angry and hurt child. I cannot be a child. Not anymore.
“I need you to promise me that you will not leave this room, Devonry,” Solomon says. Over his shoulder, I spot Argyle’s curious gaze switching between the back of Solo’s head to my face. I dip my gaze.
“Fine,” I say with a tired sigh. “I’ll stay.”
Solomon nods and cups the back of my head. His fingers startle me as they slide my hood back and touch my hair. His expression softens as he gazes down at me. “Be a good girl for me, love,” he says. “I’ll be back soon. Get some rest.”
A similar feeling to the one I’d had when he’d helped me with my archery practice slides through me. My blood pulses inside my flesh. My heart leaps against my ribcage. My breathing grows shorter and a familiar heat spreads over my cheeks. I turn away from him, dislodging his hand.
“I’m fine,” I say quickly. “You should go now.”
Solomon doesn’t answer immediately, but after a brief pause, his footsteps echo as he leaves the room. A second pair of footsteps follow—Argyle’s. The door closes behind them and the sound of the lock clicking back into place tolls the reminder that I’m now alone.
I close my eyes, the burning behind my eyelids stinging me from the inside. With a stumble, I arch toward the bed, and without removing any of my things—not the quiver or bow strapped to my back beneath the cloak, not even the cloak itself—I fall face forward onto the mattress.
There must be something wrong with me. Solomon Winett is my protector. Nothing more. He’s not Levim and I am not Aerea. We are not anything but guard and royal. I turn my head and bury myself within the pillow that lays there, yanking the coarse cushion into my face.
Seconds tick into minutes. Long minutes slide past slower than cold molasses on a winter day. I drift deep into my exhausted mind, trying to rid it of the thoughts that plague me. No more. I truly cannot keep thinking of Solomon like I have. Still, of all the men in this world, he’s the one who has proven again and again that he will do whatever it takes to keep me safe.
I don’t know how long has passed when I hear a soft tap against the door. Muddled by sleep, my eyes peek open and I slide off the bed, wavering on my feet like a drunkard.
“Solomon?” I move toward the door. The muffled sound of a man’s voice on the other side echoes back a vague yes.
My hand touches the knob and pauses. It takes a moment more for my mind to fully awaken. Solomon wouldn’t knock. He has the key. I release the handle and a masculine voice sounds from the other side, but I can’t make out what they say. All I know is that it’s not Solomon. I glance behind me, but the only other escape is the slender window—hardly big enough to fit me.
A fist slams against the door, making me jump and squeal in surprise before I slap a hand over my mouth. My eyes flash to the lock. Good, it’s still turned. But how long until Solomon comes back? Should I try to scare them away?
The knock comes down harder a third time and words burst from my lips before I can think further. “Go away!” I yell. “O-or else!”
The door jolts and I scream as it splinters apart—the lock ripping free as a figure fills the doorway. I rip my bow off of my back and struggle to grab an arrow from my quiver. My cloak sits over it, disrupting my speed and the man enters in the time it takes me.
Another scream lodges in my throat as he powers toward me, stomping across the floor to grasp me about my waist. It all happens so quickly, that the bow and arrow slips from my numb fingers. I shout and kick at the man.
“Let me go!” Do they know who I am? Are they here on Nasir’s orders? Or is it something else? “Stop this!”
“She’s definitely a girl,” an unfamiliar voice says.
My head lifts and meets the same gaze as the bearded man from the tavern. My eyes widen as he grins at me, stepping up as he cups my face and then reaches up, pressing a cloth over my nose and mouth. My struggles grow harder and harder to maintain. I try to rip my face away from the cloth, but he merely follows and presses it more firmly against my face.
The room spins as my vision wanes, tilting sideways. My head clouds over. Something’s not right. This smell … I can’t … My arms flop uselessly down and my kicks finally cease as the world creeps into darkness. It starts at the edges of my sight and fades inward.
“She’ll make perfect stock for the auction house,” the man says.
Auction house, my mind repeats. That can only mean one thing. This man isn’t here for Nasir. He’s here for himself. He’s here because he’s a slave trader and I’m being kidnapped to be turned into one.
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“S he’s a pretty girl.” I stiffen at Argyle’s casual comment. The sting of his attention burns into the side of my face. Don’t react, I tell myself. It’s hard not to though. “Far prettier than you ever let on,” he continues.
My hands ball into fists and I cut a look his way—a conscious warning look. He smirks and turns away, ambling across the street and I’m left to follow after him with a hollow feeling in my chest. I pause before we hit the alleyway across the road and turn back, looking up and tracing the building that houses the Barmaid’s Inn until I come to the last window on the far left side. The light is on but the curtains are drawn. Good girl.
“Solo.” Argyle’s call drags me back to reality and I sigh. Still, it’s a work of intense difficulty to pull my gaze away from that window.
The wind screams down the alley, whipping my cloak around me and tugging at my hood as I hurry to catch up with Argyle where he waits at the opposite end. “You better have a damn good reason for this, Argyle,” I warn him. “I don’t like leaving her alone. She’s in enough danger as it is. I should remain by her side—”
“The Princess is in her tower,” he cuts me off with a mordant tone, “securely locked away. The recent kidnappings are girls easy to grab. She’s not easy. She’s safe. Besides, it’s more suspicious if you hover around her like you’re her bodyguard or something.”
“I am her guard,” I remind him.
“Yes, well, if you act like it, then people will start to take notice,” he replies. “They did at the gathering.”
A scowl overtakes me. “Their curious looks are fleeting,” I say. “They would never guess who she is simply by the fact that I am near. They’re more likely to think that I am a jealous husband.”
Argyle’s snort is deep. “You certainly have the jealous bit down.”
A low growl rumbles in my throat as more irritation clings to me. Leaving Devonry on her own is not good. We need to hurry up and finish our discussion in private as he asked so I can hasten back to her side.
“Let’s get on with it,” I snap. “We’ve wasted enough time as it is.”
Argyle tips his head up to the sky as a frown pulls at his lips. My eyes move up, curious.
“Storm is coming,” he says.
My gaze cuts to him and then back to the clouds above. “Will we be able to seek passage before it hits?”
Argyle’s answer is stony silence—any hint of his earlier teasing has since evaporated as if it never existed. Damn it all. That can only mean an answer I won’t like. Instead of voicing it, however, he merely nods forward and steps out of the alleyway to cross the next street. I follow behind, gritting my teeth as the wind picks up even more.
Together, the two of us move through the streets of Carion City—veering in zigzagging motions as he pauses and waits for strangers to move out of sight before continuing. As playful as he’s always been, he, too, is a suspicious man. Perhaps the meeting at the House of Ravens had put him on edge. Taking Devonry there had been dangerous in its own way, but Argyle had insisted I attend with him, and thus, she had come with me. She would be here now for this conversation Argyle vows is so damned important if it weren’t also for the fact that he had threatened to refuse my requests should I not give in.
Regardless, it still feels like taking her had been a mistake. Those of the House of Ravens were noble in ancestry only. In every other aspect—like Argyle—they were born and bred in the streets of poverty, bastard children of corruption left to roam and fight for their survival. It was as if the abilities of the Gods—granted only to noble lineages—had made their way into the common classes and with it came consequences.
We reach Argyle's room without running into anyone and he waits until we’re inside with the door shut and locked behind us before speaking again. “I know you don’t wish to be away from your mate,” he begins, tossing off his hood and peeling the layers of his cloak off to throw it across his bed before turning and sinking down onto the creaking mattress. He gazes up at me expectantly. “But I doubt you’d want a conversation such as this to be near her ears.”
At the term ‘mate,’ my entire body hardens. From my shoulders to my toes. The verbal acknowledgment of Devonry’s meaning to my very soul strikes me harder than any weapon. I tamp it down—shoving the emotions racing through me into a small part of my mind to focus on Argyle.
“You took us to the House of Ravens without much warning on purpose,” I say. “What was your aim?”
He meets my stare. “You want my help in acquiring passage across the ocean channels,” he states. “I want to know if it’s worth helping the kind of Princess who’s lost all her power and is so ignorant of the world as to not know that slavery still exists.”
Insult burns in my chest as I take an aggressive step toward my friend before abruptly stopping myself. Argyle’s face is calm, unwavering as he watches me. Waiting.
“She’s just lost her father,” I grit the words from between my teeth. “The world as she has known it has ended and instead of hiding away in my territory, where it’s safe for her, she has risked her life to get here, and you’re questioning that?” I can feel heat arching up my neck and the throbbing pulse of my heart as it picks up speed. Anger unfurls within me.
He knows nothing of the kind of Princess Devonry is. She is brave. She is—
“Did she really risk her life?” Argyle asks, “Or did she risk yours?”
This time, I don’t stop myself. I can’t. I’m upon him before my mind recalls where we are, my fingers locked into the front of his shirt as I drag him up to standing. “You do not insult your fucking Queen, Argyle,” I growl. “I don’t care how mannerless or how much of a bastard child you are, she is—”
“—not a queen yet,” he interrupts, finishing my sentence with his own response. “Not until her coronation. Which—at the moment—is under threat of never fucking happening.”
Our eyes lock, and as I switch back and forth from each of the colors in his, I feel my body start to calm. Slowly, my fingers unlatch from the fabric of his shirt and he arches a brow at me before taking his seat.
I step back. “She will be Queen,” I finally say. “I have no doubt. She’s the one who decided to come here. She did risk her life, and … I fear she will do so again if it means saving someone, Argyle. I know you are suspicious. It’s your nature, but I assure you, Devonry will be the type of Queen you can pledge your loyalty to. She’s proven that by now.”
“Has she?” he inquires. “She is powerless and seeking refuge in the Kingdom of her fiancé. I highly doubt—”
“She’s not seeking refuge,” I correct him. “She’s seeking aid. She has no intention of allowing Prince Nasir to maintain control over her country and her people. You saw the anger she felt toward the very notion that some continue such barbaric enslavement practices. You got your answer as to the type of person she is.”
“Perhaps,” Argyle muses, “but unlike the Saintess Queen, your Princess doesn’t have the Gods’ blessing.”
“She does.”
Argyle blinks up at me. He waits.
“I think she’s Awakening,” I state.
“You think or you know?” he demands.
“I—yes, I know. She is Awakening, and it’s a problem.”
“How so?”
I growl low in my throat. “She knows nothing of Awakening physically and without knowing how her abilities could manifest or how to control them, this could pose a serious danger.”
Argyle continues to stare at me. “If she’s to be a Queen,” he says, “you know as well as I do that despite her lateness, this Awakening is a good thing.”
I nod in agreement. The fact that she’s Awakening isn’t the issue. I’m sure a part of her will feel relieved once she realizes it. “The issue,” I continue, “is that she was expected to Awaken within the Sunfire Palace—where there were teachers, plans in place, her father to help her figure out her new form. Out here”—I gesture to the room though he knows I mean far more than that—“she has none of the support she should.”
Argyle sighs. “What makes you think she’s Awakening?” he asks. “What have you seen and has she seemed to notice any changes?”
I shake my head in response to his final question. “No, she doesn’t seem aware of her Awakening, but I know the signs. Her eyes have begun to change when she’s over-emotional. She has dreams…” I have dreams, and I wonder if she and I are dreaming of the same things.
Argyle stands up and moves across the room, past me as he goes toward a sack in the corner. He squats before it before speaking again. “What color are her eyes? How bright are they?”
“Gold,” I answer. “They glow, especially in the darkness.”
Argyle pauses and looks back at me with a tense expression. “I suspect you’re right then,” he says. “She has begun her Awakening.” Despite the tightness of his features, however, his shoulders lower, and as I watch the steady pulse in his neck vein, I know he’s relieved to hear this news.
“There are no more descendants of the House of Sunfire,” I say. “No one to test what kind of abilities she’ll have and no one to teach her.”
Argyle nods and turns back to the sack as he delves inside and begins pulling out objects. A single black ball that clunks against the floor and rolls slightly against the sagging floorboards and then a book that lands next to it and releases a cloud of dust.
“You will have to be her teacher,” Argyle replies.
I was worried that would be his suggestion. “You have more experience with teaching those unaware of their abilities to test and control their powers,” I remind him. “The House of Ravens relies on you for—”
“Those of the House of Ravens rarely have extreme powers or abilities,” Argyle says, cutting me off. “The purer the blood, the more powerful the Awakened.”
“She doesn’t know what to look for and I don’t know how to tell her of her Awakening,” I say.
Argyle finishes rifling through his bag and then gathers up the objects he pulled out before standing and facing me once more. “You’re afraid to tell her,” he guesses.
I meet his stare with silence. He’s right. It’s not just the lack of knowledge of her own abilities or the fact that I will essentially be teaching her how to control her powers on the run—on a trial and error basis—but with Awakening comes … other possibilities. Such as the thought that she might … recognize me. Who I am. Who she is to me. Who we are to each other.
If I’m honest with myself, a part of me hopes for that and another part of me worries that it would destroy this careful truce we’ve managed to reach. I’ve spent the entirety of my adult life ensuring her irritation with me. I’ve encouraged her hatred and in the last several weeks, that hatred has finally waned. But if she were to find out the truth—what I’ve known since the moment I laid eyes on her, would she love me back or … would her hatred come back?
“Solomon.” Argyle steps in front of me, arms laden with the strange ball and books. “Once an Awakening has begun, there’s no stopping it. The timing might be inconvenient, but it is a good thing. This is another way that power can be gained. She won’t have to rely upon you for protection completely as she had before and that will be a testament to not only her survival but her ability to take back her throne.”
His words have me locking eyes with him once more. “So, you will help us then?” I ask.
Argyle remains quiet for a moment. Though it’s only a spare second in time, it feels as if eons pass as I await his response. There has never been more rare a time between us than when I’ve been unsure of his standing. Argyle, however, is not bound by the laws of the nobles—a fact he takes full advantage of to protect the House of Ravens. If he thinks Devonry will merely mock and subject them as her predecessors, then it matters not our years of friendship. He will withdraw his support … and I’m not sure if I could take her to the end of this journey without him.
Finally, Argyle jerks his head down in a solid nod. “Yes,” he states. “I will help you.” With that, he turns away again, breaking our stare as he continues looking over the objects he’d retrieved before back to me. “Now, there are records of Awakenings happening too early or later for late bloomers in response to traumatic events, and I think this counts as one.”
I don’t let myself become too comforted by his agreement of assistance. Instead, I focus on the conversation and his words. Of course it counts as a traumatic event, I think. She watched her father’s assassination. Saw her friend slaughtered to protect her. She’d damn near died herself a time or two. I scrub a hand down my face, wondering if my exhaustion is now ingrained into my body.
Argyle reaches out and grabs ahold of my shoulder, squeezing it in his grip as he offers me a crooked smile. “The Blood General is not one to back down from a battle,” he states. “Even if that battle is against his very own soulmate.”
I sigh. “I’ll lose,” I warn him. “When it comes to her, I’m always prepared to lose.”
Argyle’s crooked smile turns into a full-blown grin. “Women will always make a man lose to them,” he says. “It’s in their nature, but enough about that. Here”—he shoves the objects in his other arm into mine—“these will help you figure out her abilities and teach her to control them.”
I scowl down at them. “You would be the better choice to—”
Argyle is already shaking his head before I finish. “Nope,” he says. “Your mate, your problem.” He holds up his hands. “I’m simply the conduit, my friend. I will teach you how to teach her.”
I groan but agree nonetheless. I slide the ball into one pocket of my trousers but keep the books in my hand. “We need to discuss our other problem then,” I say, changing the subject.
“Passage to Bartoli,” Argyle says with a sharp nod. “I can procure a few rooms aboard a merchant ship heading out in the next few days, but with the slave traders scouring the city for more merchandise, I recommend that you keep your woman under lock and key until we can board.”
“What about papers?” I inquire.
Argyle shoots me a smirk as he turns away and heads back to his bed. “You know me better than that, my friend.” He chuckles. “I am nothing if not a master of forgery.”
A chest deep sigh makes its way out of my mouth. “It’s a wonder you haven’t been locked up by now,” I tell him.
My friend shrugs and offers me nothing more than that same crooked smile as he arches his arms up behind his neck. “Even if the authorities were to catch me, I’d always find my way out, Solo. You know as well as anyone that it’s my personal pleasure to find ways to escape the chains of expectations.”
I stare at him a moment more, but this is where our conversation comes to an end. All the answers I needed I’ve received. They might not have been the ones I wanted, but they will have to do. “Thank you for this,” I say, hefting the books against my side. “I should head back to Devonry.”
Argyle nods. “Hopefully, the storm will pass tonight or tomorrow and our passage will be secured, but I will meet with you tomorrow at your inn to confirm the time and place of passage.”
I offer him a tight nod before I head for the door. “I’ll see you on the morrow, my friend,” I say.
Argyle lifts a lazy hand and I exit his room, letting the door shut as I retrace our earlier steps, sliding through streets and alleyways until I reach the inn.
The front desk is empty and the Tavern has been closed down. Though I suppose with how late it’s grown, it’s not completely unexpected. Tiredness pulls at my limbs as I climb the stairs to the second floor. Once I hit it, however, all exhaustion flees.
There, at the end of the hall, the door to Devonry and my room hangs open. No. Darkness fills the hallway. No. It only takes seconds to reach the doorway, but what I see has the Bloodlust in my veins flooding my system as red descends over my vision. No. No. No. The room is destroyed. The door barely hanging off its hinges with the frame shattered upon obvious impact.
Three things become clear:
Number one, Argyle was wrong.
Number two, someone took her. They took what’s mine.
She’s gone.
In her absence, the scent of coal, sweat, and salt lingers. The scent of the ocean … and of man. Someone has taken her and whoever they are, they’ve invited the rage of a monster.
And number three, whoever they are … they will not survive me.
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A  dull aching throb wakes me out of unconsciousness. There’s a pounding behind my eyes that seems to grow more and more pronounced with each passing second. I blink my bleary eyes and try to assess the state of my body. My hands are bound at the small of my back and I’m laying on my side against a dirty stone floor. Somewhere near me, I hear the sound of a girl’s weeping. The noise is quiet, muffled—almost as if she’s ashamed or scared that someone might hear her.
With a soft groan I can’t seem to repress, I arch up into a sitting position. The world tilts and thankfully, I’m positioned near a wall because I have to use it to keep myself up as I take in my surroundings and inhale past the soreness in my limbs.
How long was I out?
Long enough for my limbs to fall asleep, I realize a split second after I’ve sat up when sharp stabbing needles scratch down my legs and arms. I wince and hiss out a breath as I lean forward, stretching out what I can of my shoulders to alleviate the pain.
“Are you okay?” A soft voice echoes from my right and I jolt at the nearness of it, twisting to meet the gaze of the speaker.
Soft, familiar dark brown eyes meet mine. The woman, I realize, from the meeting of the House of Ravens. She shifts closer to me, and unlike me, her hands are bound in her front rather than her back. I wonder why that is—perhaps it simply depended on who kidnapped us. Regardless, it’s clear that I’m not the only one here against my will. All of us are.
“Is it too tight?” she asks. “Do you want me to loosen it?”
She nudges me forward again, turning me away from her as her own bound hands come into contact with mine. “I’d rather you removed them completely,” I admit dryly, continuing to look back over my shoulder at her.
Her eyes are so dark that it’s difficult to find a pupil in them. I wonder if she makes other people uncomfortable with the way she pierces them simply by looking at them. It’s not exactly disturbing to me considering I’ve been faced with all manner of people from various Kingdoms, but it makes me curious as to her background.
“I don’t know if that’d be a good idea,” she murmurs as her fingers work against the ropes binding my wrists together. “Or at the very least, you should pretend you have less movement than you do.”
“Why is that?”
Her eyes flash up to my face once more and then back down to what she’s doing. “If they think you’re free, they’ll likely rebind you and in a way that none of us will be able to help,” she says. Dark waves of brown hair hang in her face, drooping down her shoulders, even though there are several strands pulled back into a messy knot at the back of her head.
A moment later, I feel the ropes loosen around my wrists and I relax slightly, breathing a sigh of relief as my shoulders ease. “Thank you,” I offer as she scoots back.
She nods. “You’re welcome.”
I eye her before turning my gaze to the wide-open but dark and dingy room we’re all in. There are dozens of women, all of them clustered together in groups, leaning against each other for support and comfort. The walls are made of wood, but the floor is a simple slab of stone. There are no windows and a singular entrance and exit from what I see. Craning my neck, I try to see beyond it through the slits in the center of the twin doors and the gaps above and below it.
“There are guards,” the woman says, answering my unspoken curiosity.
My attention returns to her, but she’s not looking at me. Instead, she, too, is gazing around the room. Her lips are turned down. She doesn’t appear afraid but worried. “What are they here for?” I ask, though I think I already have an idea.
“Slaves,” she replies without looking my way. “Just as the House of Ravens suggested, they’re gathering as many as they can before selling us to their clients.”
“They won’t be able to do so in Carion City,” I guess. Despite the size of the city, the residents wouldn’t be likely to buy their own people back to use them as slaves and there are far from enough of the upper class in this city to do so either.
She nods. “No, they’ll likely be putting us on a ship and sending us elsewhere to be sold.”
My chest tightens and a fresh wave of anxiety hits me. Solomon. Where could he be? Does he know I’m missing? How will he find me? I can’t get on that ship.
My gaze skitters back to the woman. “What’s your name?”
Her eyes slide my way but she doesn’t turn her head. For some reason, I feel as if she’s analyzing me, staring deep into my soul and determining whether or not she should answer. A beat of silence passes between us and then, she speaks.
“Celine,” she replies. “Celine Dayon of the House of Ravens.”
“I’m Dev,” I offer.
She arches one dark bushy brow. “Just Dev?”
I shrug as much as I can. “Just Dev.”
Her lips press together. She says nothing more, but her expression turns slightly sour—as if she’s frustrated by my words, though I can’t understand why. Perhaps she thinks I, too, am of the House of Ravens.
My attention flips back to the room. It’s wide, big enough to house several of us—more than a couple dozen by my count. The women surrounding us are all dirty looking as well. Dressed in grimy clothes, some in trousers, some in dresses. All of them, in some way or another, however, have something in common. Unblemished skin. Striking hair colors. Eye colors. Combinations. Despite their attire, each and every one of them is wonderfully unique. They’re all beautiful.
A shiver slips down my spine and I close my eyes against my internal panic that arches up within me. My stomach churns with fear. I swallow roughly, clenching my fingers into fists at the base of my spine.
“You’re of a noble House,” Celine says quietly.
My head flips to her and I frown. “How would you know that?” I demand.
Her dark brown eyes spark with irritation. “Well, for one, you were at the House of Ravens meeting. No one not related to the House of Ravens is allowed inside.”
“I could’ve been accompanying someone,” I tell her. “In fact, I was.” A tendril of hair slips across my cheek and I blow it out of my face. Her gaze follows the movement before returning to my eyes.
“I’m Awakened,” she confesses.
I blink. “You are?”
She nods. “But my bloodline isn’t strong. I’m a bastard daughter.”
“What’s your ability?” I find myself asking regardless of her words. Within the Palace, it would be seen as disrespectful of any bastard child of a noble house to speak to me, but this isn’t the Palace, and I, myself, never understood that tradition. Awakened is Awakened. Noble blood or purity—it only ever mattered for the divine Gods. Not us humans.
“Foresight,” she says.
My lips part. “Foresight?” I repeat, sure I’d misheard her. There hadn’t been an Awakened with that ability in decades. Several long decades. Nearly a century if I’m recalling correctly.
“It’s not strong,” she says. “My visions come in mixed dreams. I catch glimpses of events that’ll take place. Not all of it relates to me. Sometimes, I see other people…” Her eyes slide my way once more as she drifts off.
“Me… ” I realize now why she spoke to me right away, why she offered her help, and why she was staring at me so ardently during the meeting of the House of Ravens. “You saw me, didn’t you?”
A beat of quiet passes and then she nods, so slowly and so negligibly it’s barely perceptible, but I’m so close to her that I see the slight movement for what it is. A confirmation.
“What did you see?” I demand. “Do you know who I am?”
Her lashes flutter against high cheekbones. “I know that you are not simply known as ‘Dev,’” she replies, hedging her answer, “but as for who you are…” Celine turns her gaze to the rest of the room before finishing, “it’s not something I recommend talking about here.”
“Can… ” I swallow roughly before repeating my earlier question. “Can you tell me what you saw?”
Her eyes fix on me, but no words leave her lips. Silence drips from the ceiling, oozes out of the walls around us, seeps up from the stone of the floor. The only sound slipping between either of us is our combined breathing and the catches of soft crying from the others. She doesn’t say anything, and I wait with bated breath to see if she ever will.
I’m curious, but more than that, desperate. Does she know what will happen in the future? Could she possibly tell me if I’ll accomplish my goal or if I’ll even survive? Or is Rozentine lost forever to Prince Nasir’s grip of insanity? I want to press her, demand she tell me, but from what I know of clairvoyants within the Awakened, they must be willing to offer the answers. They cannot be forced to tell or else the future they’ve seen will be changed drastically.
There truly is nothing like the silence of a stranger that holds all of the power to drive a person to anxiety and fear.
“Fire.” Celine’s dark eyes begin to glow slightly, turning a silvery shade that illuminates in the darkness. “I saw fire in your past. The distant past, far away, and long ago. You were someone else. Someone … sacred.”
“Sacred?” Confusion tints my tone.
Celine continues, however, as if I hadn’t spoken. Her eyes remain a glassy silver sheen over the dark color of her irises. “In your future, that same fire will consume you, but whether or not you can harness it to protect what you want to save or let it destroy you is still to be determined. You still have time … to choose your next path.”
Her voice drifts off and she blinks, the silver color fading from her eyes. The power of her foresight waning, I realize. My skin feels cold and clammy in the face of her words. What it means, I’m not yet sure, but I do know that something is coming. Something I can’t stop.
Celine’s head lowers and she stares at her lap for several long moments. Neither of us speaks, then, “Is that what you wanted to hear, Your Highness?” she asks.
Your Highness. My heart begins to beat rapidly in my chest. She knows who I am.
“Celine.” I call her name, but she doesn’t respond. “Celine, look at me.” Finally, her gaze ascends and those dark eyes of hers meet mine. “I am not angry,” I tell her, honestly. “I thank you for sharing your gift. What words you give to me, I understand, are not your own, but those of the Gods. Please don’t fear them.”
She blinks, a little v appearing between her brows. Many records of other Awakened clairvoyants of the past showcase the fact that their prophecies and visions were often met with anger and vitriol from noble Houses and frightened royals. Perhaps it was the reason for their decline—or perhaps they never declined at all, but hid themselves for fear of enraging people.
Those who fear the future are those who cannot hope to see it come to pass. That is what my mother and father had always taught me. I recall those words now as I look at Celine, the anxiety that pinches at the corners of her lips. The hesitation with which she looks at me, half expecting rage or panic, is something I pity.
“Thank you,” I tell her again.
She stares at me a moment more before speaking. “I think I received my ability because of you, Your Highness,” she says. “I think I am meant to aid you.”
I swallow, thinking about her words. “Aiding me will not be an easy task,” I warn her. “Already people have died protecting me. I carry their lives like wounds that will never be healed. You could end up the same.”
She shakes her head and reaches out with her bound hands as if she means to grab mine before she recalls that they’re behind me. She pauses and then lowers them to her lap once more. “No,” she says. “I am meant to aid you. I know it. The Gods have told me so. Why else would these visions come to me? I am a bastard? Impure of blood. Such a power … such an ability … it is meant for a noble daughter or royal.”
“It was given to you,” I remind her. “The Gods don’t make mistakes when it comes to abilities. It was always meant for you. You have to believe that.”
She dips her head in deference to my words—something I’ve grown unaccustomed to after being outside of the Palace for so long. “It isn’t comparable to your ability, Your—um … I mean…” She stumbles over her words and I realize it’s because she doesn’t know what to call me if not by my title.
“Please, Celine,” I say. “Call me Dev.” My eyes scan the room before returning to her. “I am not a Princess here. Simply Dev.”
Her eyes return to mine and for some reason—despite the difference in looks and age, Celine reminds me of Sheza. My heart aches at the reminder, but it doesn’t affect me long as her words finally catch up with me.
“Wait, did you say my ability?”
She nods, her brow puckering once more. “Yes?”
“I don’t have an ability,” I tell her. Much as I hate to admit it as a royal, I have yet to Awaken.
The v between her brows deepens. “No, Your High—I mean, Dev. You have.”
“What?” I gape at her. “H-how? I mean, I would know if I’d Awakened, wouldn’t I?”
Her head tilts to the side. “Not necessarily,” she replies. “Some don’t recognize that they’ve Awakened until weeks following the first signs, but I can assure you, I can feel the vibration of your Awakening. My visions see you with abilities. The fire—did you not know?”
She pauses and it must be because of my expression. I can feel the slackness in my own features. The shock overwhelms me. How could I have not known? Where were the signs? What were they? Does this mean I can do something here? My eyes flash to the doors when they swing open, causing several of the girls near it to scream and scuttle backward as a tall man enters with two others at his back.
The same man I remember from the Barmaid’s Inn. The slave trader.
Celine scoots closer to me and puts herself slightly in front of me as if to protect me. I open my mouth to tell her not to, but before I can speak the slave trader moves further into the room and gazes around at us. His eyes catch on first Celine and then move past her to me. His grin makes my blood turn to flames. I scowl back at him, my upper lip curling away from my teeth. I know I should cower, pretend to fear him, but I can’t. Not when he’s standing there, above me—above all of us—with that smug look on his face. As if he’s won the greatest prize of all—our very lives.
The lives and dignity of my fucking people.
“Round them up boys,” he says. “Take them to the boats before the storm hits. But that one—” He stops and points. “That one you can bring to the Boss.”
Celine’s body tightens in front of me, but he doesn’t mean her.
He means me.
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T he slave trader and his guards gather up the women in the warehouse and begin to tie them together with ropes—wrapping the cords around the women’s waists and binding them to each other in long stretches that allow them each enough room to walk without being jerked by the others. When they reach Celine and me, she, once again, steps in front of me. This time, I do manage to speak.
“Don’t,” I warn her. “Let them do what they will.” I won’t let her defend me the same way Solomon would have. It will only raise suspicion. Besides, I need to start learning to protect myself and now is as good a time as any.
Her brows shoot up as she jerks her head back and stares at me. “But, Your—I mean—no … they—”
“Quiet!” One of the guards snaps as he grabs ahold of her by her arm and yanks her forward, pushing her into the line of women they’ve accumulated. I note how they don’t wrap new ropes around me. Instead, I’m left untethered but pushed behind Celine in line with a guard at my back. “Now, move,” he commands.
As one, we’re all led out of the warehouse and into the open air. Each woman is directed toward swaying docks, illuminated by fires on either side of the entrance—some walking in stoic silence and others wailing and pleading with their captors for freedom. The flames flicker as rain begins to fall. A droplet lands on my forehead and slides down the bridge of my nose.
“Dev…?” Celine’s voice shakes as she takes in the sight before us. I understand her apprehension. The boat is massive—large enough to house all of us—and no doubt it’s bound for some foreign land where our lineage and acquisition won’t be inquired about. Each step I take feels like rocks are dragging my feet down, weighing me to the land. The land of my ancestors. My Kingdom. Nevertheless, I keep my head high and my face forward.
“Don’t worry, Celine,” I whisper to her as we’re forced forward. “I won’t let this happen.”
I don’t know how, yet, but I know that I can’t let this ship set sail. Not with all of these women on board, stolen from their homes, families, and lives. Solomon will come for me, that much I can trust. I need to delay long enough to make sure that he can get to us before it’s too late.
As we reach the docks, my eyes scan the crates waiting along the side, prepping to be loaded. I look for something—anything—that can be used as a weapon. Something that will help me because I know the second I step foot on that ship, my chances of escape will dramatically decrease. My gaze bounces from sealed lid to sealed lid until I find one that’s open.
“Keep moving!” Up ahead one of the guards shoves some of the women who are resisting crossing the plank of wood leading onto the ship. I glance back, noting that my own guard is distracted by the yelling. All it takes is that one moment of distraction.
Just as we’re passing the crate, I fake a stumble, slamming into Celine and causing her to yelp. I send a silent apology her way and fall to the side, colliding with the crate hard enough to knock it over and the contents to spill out. I don’t even look to see what they are before I land hard on my ass, right on top of several of the items. My hand scrambles behind me to grab one of whatever it is. I feel something cool in my palm and I close my fingers around it just as the guard in charge of us begins to yell.
“Fucking clumsy bitch!” A hard hand closes around my upper arm and yanks me up onto my feet. He shoves me forward. “Don’t fucking try anything,” he snaps.
Fortunately, he doesn’t seem to realize that I already have. My fingers clutch onto the object in my fist as we’re pushed forward, our feet moving over the swaying old docks as more rain pelts our faces. It soaks into my hair and drips down the back of my neck. We make our way onto the ship and then as Celine and the others are directed below deck and I’m held back, I turn my face out to the surface of the water.
Something moves in the distance—a shadow of a figure on the shoreline that, hard as I strain, I can’t make out. My heart hammers in my chest, fear and hope blooming inside of me. It has to be him. I’m sure of it. Solomon is coming. He’s coming for me and I know he won’t let anyone take me away. Never.
    
I DON’T KNOW how long I’m forced to stand outside under the cloudy night sky, but the rain grows harder. It soaks me through, turning the fabric of my clothes into a clingy mass that weighs me down. My teeth chatter together. My limbs grow numb. I can’t even feel my lips and if I were given a mirror, I’d bet all the coin I’ve ever held in my hands that they would be blue. Several of the fires are put out by the sailors and slave traders, the flames transferred into shielded lamps and lanterns to keep them from going out.
After what feels like a lifetime, the last of the women are transferred below deck. Their curious and pitying gazes glancing back my way as their heads disappear into the dark opening. I don’t need their pity. I need no one’s pity. Not anymore. Whatever this man has in store for me, I plan to make sure he knows the true mistake he’s made by targeting these women. By targeting the citizens of Rozentine. My people.
The wind howls through the sails above my head and I turn my gaze to the sky, watching as the sealed fabric strains back and forth against its ties. The boat rocks back and forth against the waves. It’s a bad night for them to attempt this, but they must sense that the people of Carion City are onto them. The House of Ravens meeting makes sense now. They had reason to worry and they were obviously right about someone with the capability of moving a large number of women in secret. These slave traders are collecting what they can and running like the cowards they are.
“This way.” The guard that’s been stationed at my side wraps his hand around my arm—already bruised by his earlier roughness—and I wince as he begins to drag me across the deck toward a doorway. My feet stumble as I hurry to catch up with his long gait. He doesn’t even seem to notice. He continues to walk fast and firmly drags me along with him.
The rain ceases as we duck under an awning and I’m led into the back of the ship—the captain’s cabin. The guard stops in front of a solid wooden door and knocks once. When a man’s answer comes from inside, he opens the door and pushes me forward.
“Captain Deckard,” the guard says, “Russ wishes to offer this slave to you.”
My mind catches up with the guard's words and I realize that the slave trader—the man who kidnapped me—isn’t the one in charge. He’d said something about taking me to the Boss and here the captain of this ship sits.
I eye the man standing behind a long table with a map spread out before him. He’s tall and broad-shouldered. His skin is leathery and tanned—likely from days spent above the ship’s deck, steering its massive body through the ocean’s waters under hot sunlight. He looks at least several decades my senior with salt and pepper gracing his temples.
The man lifts his gaze and seems to scan the guard first before switching to me. My fingers squeeze around my makeshift weapon impulsively, the cylindrical metal biting into my palm. I swallow hard. Then his mouth opens and he grins, revealing gaps and blackened teeth.
“A pretty sight, this one is,” he says, standing to his full height. Behind him, the windows shudder as wind and rain slap the glass from the outside. The ocean’s roar can be distantly heard in the background, but all I seem to be able to focus on is the way my heart is pounding in my breast.
Captain Deckard’s gaze moves down over my body and I shift slightly backward, well aware that my curves are on full display thanks to the water dripping from my form, and the way my clothes stick to my skin.
“Leave her and go,” he commands.
The guard nods and then releases me, stepping out of the room, and the door slams shut behind him. I jump at the loud sound, causing Deckard to chuckle at my apparent nervousness. He reaches to the side as his fat tongue moves out from between his teeth and licks at his lower lip, which juts out from his face twice as big as his upper lip. My abdomen clenches and bile threatens to arch up my throat. I don’t move, though. Not yet.
Deckard’s big fingers grasp a crystal decanter at the side of the map on his table and he lifts it, uncapping the bottle before pouring it into a glass waiting there. Leaving the cap off of the decanter he lifts the glass to his lips and downs the amber liquid—most likely alcohol—in one solid gulp and gasp.
“Tell me, girl,” he says, “do you know what you’re to do here?”
I glare back at him. Silent. He doesn’t seem put off by my lack of answer. In fact, his lips quirk upward as he pours himself another glass of the liquid from the decanter and then finally recaps the alcohol.
“Whatever you were before you were brought aboard this ship,” he begins. “That life is over now. What you are now is a slave. A piece of property and you will do whatever your owner commands of you.”
“What makes you think any one person has the right to own another?” I demand.
The Captain rounds the table and stops in front of it, leaning back. The wood creaks under his weight. He sips from his second glass and observes me for several beats of time. Behind my back, I release my weapon with one hand and tug lightly at my rope bindings. Celine had been right, pretending that my ties were still in place has given me an opportunity here. The ropes loosen further until they come off completely, but I catch them before they fall, unwilling to alert the Captain of my newfound freedom.
“Might,” he finally says.
I frown. “Might?” I repeat.
He nods. “Of course. The mighty—the strong—have a power that the weak do not.”
“So, you use your strength to intimidate and kidnap others—turning them into property and slaves,” I surmise.
He snorts. “Of course,” he says as if that much should be obvious. “It’s the duty of the strong to protect the weak after all.”
Such a thing sounds wrong coming from him. “If you believe that then why are you doing this?” He can’t possibly think enslaving a bunch of women is the way to protect them.
“The weak need to be protected even from themselves, girl,” he says. “Take you for example.” He gestures to me with his glass. “I bet you think your beauty has given you an advantage in life. I bet you’ve had men fawn over you for years and you lead them all on, getting them to perform whatever insignificant task you need in the hopes that you’ll spare them a little more of your affections. Perhaps they aid you, give you money, keep you fed and cared for? Maybe you already have a lover or two.”
Heat steals across my face. “E-even if that were true, it would be my decision, would it not?” I snap. “You have no business doing this and even if you did, slavery is illegal in Rozentine. The royal family would never allow—”
He barks out a laugh, silencing my words in a single moment. “You think the royal family cares about peasants like you?” he asks, his ruddy cheeks brightening with color as he continues to chuckle.
“Yes,” I say. “If they knew what you were doing to their citizens, they would—”
“What?” he laughs again, cutting me off once more. “They’d come to rescue you?” He shakes his head. “No. Royals care not for those at the lowest part of their Kingdom. Gutter rats are merely fodder for their wars.”
I shake my head. “No, that’s not true.” My hands clamp down on the rope and weapon at my back. He’s wrong.
Captain Deckard arches away from the table and finishes his glass, setting it down hard before he sways toward me. I jerk my head up and back away, my hands and shoulders hitting the door first as he strides toward me. My breath catches in my throat as he stops in front of me, the smell of rot and liquor drifting from his mouth into my face. My nose scrunches up as I turn my face away when he leans even closer.
“Beauty like yours must be protected, sweet,” he says. “That’s what I’m here to do. I’m here to protect you from the greed of the royals. I won’t kill you, girl. All you need to do is please me—and your next owner—and you’ll be well cared for. Treated as a glorious pet for your masters.”
Rage pours through me. Inciting my insides and turning my vision a hazy gold. I turn my face back to his, glaring through his grin until he sees the seriousness in my eyes. “You’re wrong,” I spit at him. “The only master I serve is myself and that of my people, of my Gods.”
“Your people?” His beefy hand comes up and wraps around my throat, and I let him.
Something hot burns in my throat. Animosity. Bitterness. Pain. All of the things that have been taken from me—my father, my home, my crown. None of it was given willingly and I’ll be damned by the Gods themselves if I let this man take anything more.
All those times I cowered and sought out Solomon’s body as a shield fade in my mind. He’s coming, but he’s not here yet. Perhaps, though, I won’t need him this time. Perhaps, this is Aerea’s way of giving me an opportunity to save myself, to prove that I am worthy of her power. I hope Celine’s vision about my Awakening is right because I doubt the weapon in my fist will be enough to save us all.
The Captain’s face lowers before mine and more of that nasty stench infiltrates my nostrils. “You know nothing, girl,” he growls. “You will give me what I desire, you will please me, or you will be tied to the ship’s mast and whipped for all the slaves to see and know that resisting their new circumstances will only lead them to despair.”
“The only one who should despair is you,” I hiss through my teeth even as he tightens his hold and cuts off my airflow. I wince in pain but I don’t hesitate this time. My hands drop the rope and the second he hears them plop against the floor and his head turns down, I take the object in my hand and I swing wildly—jamming it into the side of his throat.
A featherless quill. That’s what it is, I recognize as the sharp point of it slams into his neck, and blood spurts out. The spray isn’t nearly as arching as I’d expected it to be. Perhaps because I didn’t really stab him with the quill so much that I jabbed at him, I realize a moment later as the Captain jerks away from me and stumbles backward as he cups his bleeding wound.
Eyes bulging like a fish’s, he shouts at me. “You fucking bitch!”
Whirling about, I grab at the handle to the door and yank it open, fleeing into the hallway and then further—out into the wind and rain. With the icy wash of rain falling into my eyes, a loud bell sounds over the thunder from above. A warning bell, but what for … I don’t know.
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SOLOMON
   
T hunder rumbles above Carion City. Icy wind whips salt and sea in my face as Argyle and I race alongside the edge of the docks in silent darkness. We come to a swift stop at the edge of one—lights glimmering in the distance as a ship near the warehouse harbor bobs in the night.
“That must be the one.” Argyle points to it. “It looks like they’re readying it for departure.”
No flags fly from its mast. In fact, no markings of any kind adorn the ship. Few people move about the deck, but the familiar thrum of my body suggests Devonry’s nearness. Yes. This damn ship. I sneer, wondering what it will look like as it burns and falls apart in the very waters it rests upon.
“Go get others,” I order. “The Ravens said there would be teams on the lookout. Grab whomever you can trust enough with this.” My fangs lower and my body begins to ache, preparing for the Bloodlust to stretch and strengthen my bones. “We’ll need help to get Devonry and the others out unharmed.”
Argyle studies the ship from a distance, his face unusually solemn. “You’re going in there, aren’t you? Alone?”
“Yes.” That’s all the answer he gets because as soon as he’s aware, I force power into my legs and sprint toward it at full speed, skimming the edge of the docks, leaving him behind.
Argyle will catch up when he can and I’m sure he won’t stray from my command, but I cannot afford to waste time when I need to get to my charge. Above my head, a bolt of lightning cuts across the sky, illuminating the dark rolling clouds that hide the moon for a brief moment. Light streaks of rain begin to fall, pelting the top of my hood. The desire to go faster pushes through my limbs, into my legs. My breath comes harder.
Devonry’s face is the singular point in my mind’s eye, pale and heart-shaped as she looks up at me. Open. Trusting. She trusted me and I failed her. Left her to be taken by slave traders of all things. Perhaps she was right and we should’ve taken care of the plague of greed that has fallen on Carion City. Perhaps if I’d listened to her, this wouldn’t have happened.
Guilt snaps its ugly teeth at my heels with every step I take. I weave between miscellaneous stacks waiting to be loaded onto ships, only slowing when I catch voices carried on the wind.
“Load them up,” a man bellows.
Shadows move one by one, led in a straight line, herded like cattle. Slim forms move along in a line up the gangway. In the darkness, their features are hardly distinct. I dare to move a little closer.
A woman cries out, a sob she clearly couldn’t hold in anymore. She’s silenced by the back of a man’s hand as he shoves her forward with his boot. Her body topples into another who helps her straighten and the line carries on up.
My gaze trails each female form from their head to their toes trying to find Devonry. When I think the last of the women have made their way up, two men walk another woman forward. No, she isn’t walking … she’s marching. Her body is straight and tall, chin lifted in defiance. Devonry.
She strides up the gangway just as the woman before her but instead of following them down into the pits of the ship they separate her from the others, taking her in a different direction. Distantly, I hear men shouting orders as the women disappear below the upper deck. Devonry, too, slips from my line of sight. My skin starts to crawl.
I veer closer and come to a stop at the edge of a dock parallel to the one the slave ship is anchored to. My eyes turn to the dark, churning waters beneath the swaying wood. There’s not much of a choice anymore. Taking a deep breath, I rush forward and dive straight beneath the surface. Ice cold water closes over my head as I spread my arms out, projecting my body forward through the waves beneath the ocean’s surface. My bones tremble and ache at the bitter cold. Still, I push forward. Cutting through the water, stroke after stroke as my clothes and the weight of the sword hanging at my hips swing from side to side.
Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. A minute. Two. By the third minute, I have to come up for air or risk losing consciousness. My face breaks the surface and I suck air into my lungs as quickly as I’m able. Rain falls onto my face and I swipe it away to see how far I’ve come. The slave’s unmarked ship sways in time with the wind and choppy waters about halfway from where I was before. Gulping down another breath, I dive deep again—the night making it nearly impossible to see anything beneath the surface. Murky light finally penetrates from above—the lanterns of the ship.
When I resurface, my side bumps right against the hull of the ship. I slap my hands against the wood, and I jerk back quickly, a curse falling out as something cuts across my palm. Pulling away, bright blood glimmers from my flesh. Kicking my feet against the hull, I swim back a few feet and look at what I hit.
I glance over the hull and finally see what it was. Barnacles. Hundreds of them, if not thousands, all stuck to the underside of the part of the ship that is sunk beneath the water. With a grimace, I rip my hand out of the ocean. Saltwater drips from my open wound. I shake it but slowly lower it back into the water as the pain fades. More thunder rumbles overhead, almost as if the Gods themselves are angry.
With gritted teeth, I move back toward the hull. The calcified plates of the barnacles dig into my flesh as I force myself above the surface of the ocean, gripping onto them and using them as anchors to scale the ship. My clothing clings to me, heavy with water. My sword jerks and batters my thigh as wind whips all around me. Lightning flashes again, illuminating my path to the upper decks. Fat raindrops make every surface I touch slick and dangerous. The ship rocks as rough waves crash against it from either side.
Water rushes up, slamming into my back and crushing me against the upper hull as it covers me. Once it drops again, I shake out the ice and chill and continue upward. Up through rain and the assault of the angry waters, I move.
With a wet slap, my palm finds the gunwale, wrapping around the edge, I use the leverage to pull myself up. Wood groans with the force of my grip, but in seconds my weight is sliding onto the deck.
“Hey!” My reaction dives in first before the guard standing there can utter another shout. My sword tears from its sheath and meets his throat.
The sound of our boots meeting the deck is but a whisper in comparison to the storm rolling in all around us. Lightning flashes, revealing the man’s scarred face. Several teeth have rotted from his ugly sneer. His lips snap shut at the blade to this neck, but he doesn’t look all too pleased as I walk us away from the lantern light and into the dark cover of the shadows.
The sound of the others aboard the ship, calling out to each other echoes toward us. The sound of men is all around us. Voices call to one another as they ready to set sail.
“Where is she?” I demand, pressing my blade more firmly into the man’s neck
“You’ll need to be more specific, mate.” His thin, crusty lips curl. “Let me guess, we’ve got your wife? Isn’t the first time we’ve had some whelp run up here thinking he’ll be the hero.” My sword cuts his skin, fresh blood welling up and sliding toward his chest. My fangs protrude further. He hardly even winces. Several scars on his neck suggest that he’s been in similar situations before. “Sister, then?”
“Who or what she is, is none of your concern,” I say, closing the space between us. The scent of his blood is strong under my nose. It’s tainted, smelling strongly of liquor and drugs. “The one kept separate from the others, where are they taking her?”
“Ah.” He laughs. “Pretty, that one. Maybe after you’re long gone, I’ll make sure to take extra special care of her.”
My fist smashes into the side of his face without warning. His nose crunches against my knuckles and more blood gushes out. If the man fears, it’s not shown on his face because he merely chuckles and licks the blood from his lips.
“You’re not going to touch her,” I say. Every word is a snarl. I lower my sword, aiming at his groin. Time ticks away and every second wasted with this brazen fool is a second Devonry is in danger. “Now, I’ll ask one more time, where did they take her?”
His dirt-rimmed eyes squint at me through the fat raindrops. “The men in charge seemed interested in her and took her to the Captain; he’s the boss. But if you think you’ll save your woman, you—”
My blade pulls back from his groin and I draw it quickly across his throat before he can finish. Icy fury, far colder than the wind and rain, fills me as I turn and shove his body over the side of the ship. Her name sings in my head as the body topples, over the side of the ship and into the waiting waters below. I watch as the waves swallow him whole, not even deigning to give sound to his death.
I feel nothing for the life I’ve taken other than knowing that it was a necessity. This part of me, I hope Devonry never sees or realizes, but when it comes to her—the slaughter of thousands means nothing.
He thought me here to play the hero? No. I am no hero and I never will be. I am a shadow, cruel and ruthless. The only one who can control me is the true hero. My Goddess. Devonry.
Back down to the docks, the flicker of fire catches my attention. Argyle stands a head above several others headed directly for the ship with pitchforks and flames in hand.
“Fuck.” This kind of riot will no doubt be a story headed straight back to Sanctus City. When Nasir catches wind of this he’ll become suspicious. With any luck, we’ll either be across the ocean by then or Nasir might just believe that we died in our fall from the cliff.
There isn’t time to count heads but I am at least minimally satisfied to see more than a couple able bodies. With men terrible enough to whisk women away in the dead of night and trade them like livestock, we’ll need the numbers on our side. I have to believe this is enough. Worry curdles in my stomach. Who knows what these creatures are capable of?
I ignore the notion and head off to find Devonry.
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DEVONRY
   
I  run, headfirst, into a world that is consumed by chaos. Screams and cries from men and women alike drift up into the night sky swallowed by the roar of the storm above our heads. For a moment, I’m overwhelmed and disoriented. The boat tips side to side and I waver on my feet, stumbling forward and slamming into the mast at the center as I try to make my way across the deck.
The door to the lower decks hangs open, the stairs drifting down into virtual darkness with only the glimmer of light deep below. Celine is still down there, and I dare not leave without her. She knows my future and possibly more. I believed her when she said that she thought she was meant to aid me, and though it’ll be hard, I need to make sure she survives this night for her to make that final choice.
I leverage myself away from the mast and make for the opening. My feet slip and slide along the wetness of the deck, and as the ship rocks, so do I—right into a solid hard body that comes running my way. Shrouded by darkness, the man that captures me against his chest feels familiar but without a second to see his face, my body immediately leaps into a fight. I pound my fists against the man’s pecs and slam my hips back, attempting to rip myself free.
He doesn’t allow it. Instead, his arms close that much harder around my frame—pulling me against a wall of muscle and heat. My struggles do not cease. In fact, they grow more fervent. My fear for Celine and myself forcing me to close my hands into a fist and slam it into the man’s jawbone.
A hiss escapes my throat at the pain in my knuckles as he grunts and his head snaps up. “Devonry, by the Gods, stop!”
It’s then that I finally hear his voice and recognize him for who he is. I blink through the rain and Solomon’s face becomes clearer as he bows over me, shielding me from the downpour with the back of his head as he gazes into my eyes. “S-Solo?” I stop fighting.
“Yes.” He grips me tight and before I know it, he’s hugging me—yanking me against his chest as his hands rove over my sides. The movement is so fast that I don’t even have a chance to return his relief because in the next instant, he yanks back again. He runs his fingers up my arms and then down over my waistline and hips. “Are you hurt?” he demands. “What happened? Did anyone—”
“I-I’m okay,” I say, cutting him off as I offer the assurance. The chill of the rain is drenching my clothes once more and I start to tremble and shake.
“You’re not wounded at all?” he repeats, but before I can answer his eyes light on my throat. A growl erupts from him, one far darker than anything I’ve ever heard. It’s almost animalistic. Vibrating through his chest, and almost making my ears tingle with the noise. It’s the very sound of an angry mountain lion whose mate has been harmed. “Who did this?” he demands, fingers lightly touching the sore spots marring my neck. Bruises, most likely.
I gasp at the heat of his fingertips and his eyes bounce back up to my face. I stare at him, startled by the strangeness of such a trifling touch. He doesn’t press down. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s simply there. And I am inherently aware of it. “I-it’s fine,” I say. “I—”
“Devonry.” His voice deepens impossibly until the sound echoes in my ears like a monster’s call. His fingers slide to my chin, tipping my face up as rain patters against the top of my forehead and slides back into my hair. “Who. Fucking. Did. This. To. You.”
I blink up at him and swallow nervously. That strange dream comes back to me—the one in which Levim and Aerea had been intertwined in each other’s arms, their faces bearing the same image as Solomon and me. The anger that radiates through him in this moment frightens me, but somehow, I know it would never be directed my way.
My breathing quickens. “The c-captain,” I start before shaking my head. “I mean the slave master. He’s working with the others. He’s their boss and their captain…” As I speak my words trail off as his expression grows more and more thunderous. More terrifying than the lightning that strikes across the sky.
Solo’s eyes flash bright red and he starts to move over me once again. Seeking, searching. “Are there others?” he demands.
“No.” I shake my head. “I-I’m fine. I promise.” His warmth is addictive and I want to sink into his arms and bury myself in his chest, but I can’t let myself. Now that he’s here, my earlier fears have been pushed back. Almost as if his mere presence is enough to quell my anxiousness. I pull away instead, stopping the seeking of his hands. “I have to go—we have to help my friend.”
“Your friend?” Solomon’s face pinches down as he grips my arms. “No, Devonry—you’re coming with me. We need to get you off the ship. Don’t worry about the others. Argyle has the House of Ravens. He’ll get those out—”
I’m already pulling away from him before he’s finished speaking. He doesn’t understand. We can’t leave Celine. There is a knowing within that she holds the string of something toward the future, something that we cannot move forward without.
“Solo—”
“Devonry!” Solo’s shout is followed by sheer panic that spreads across his features—but his gaze is not on me but behind me.
He leaps for me, snatching me up and shoving me backward. My foot catches something on the deck and I go down hard just as the sound of Solo’s sword being unsheathed echoes in my ears. Sparks fly before my face as a blade comes down, meaning to take my head and he blocks it with his.
Captain Deckard stands there, his face inflamed by redness and a bandage wrapped around the side of his throat. His beady dark eyes glare at me—partially illuminated and partially shadowed by the wavering of lanterns around the deck. The flickering lights swing to and fro in time with the rocking ship and the lightning above strikes hot in the clouds, for the briefest of seconds lighting up the entirety of the ship’s upper deck.
Finally, I see what Solo’s words meant. The slave guards aren’t the only ones aboard the ship now, but the same faces from the meeting before. Cries and shouts as different battles take place across the deck. Still, no one realizes that the true victims have yet to be released.
“Devonry! Go!” Solomon shouts as he pushes Captain Deckard back.
I’m sure he means for me to get off the ship, but I can’t do that. I send a silent apology as I dive away from him and slip into the open hole below.
“No!” I hear Solo’s curse following me, but it’s too late to stop me now.
My feet slip as I make my way beneath the deck and the stale scent of wet wood and musk invades my nose. Clasping a hand over my nose and mouth to breathe through the disgusting stench, the ship rocks hard to the right and I slip, slamming my hip into the wall. The pain stabs up my side, but I push away from it nevertheless—hurrying further into the corridor.
“Celine!” I call out. “Where are you!”
I hope against hope that she can hear me and respond. When nothing but the sound of the fighting above reaches back to me, I hurry further and find another staircase leading even further down.
“Celine!” I scream louder this time. The ship continues to rock back and forth, the feeling of it harder down below than above. I don’t know why as I’ve never been on a ship before, but being unable to see the ocean move or feel the fresh air on my face makes the inside of the hull far hotter and unbearable. “Cel—”
I pause as a muffled noise breaks through. There’s a pounding, like fists against wood. With sharp footsteps, I follow the sound until I come to a wide wooden door. “Celine?”
The muffled shout beyond the door repeats and the door shudders under impact. Trying the handle elicits nothing but frustration. Turning side to side, I seek out something—anything—that could break it. I find a crate with a wooden handle sticking out. Grabbing the handle, I yank hard and a chisel breaks free, the kind that’s meant to shape wood. I stare at it for a moment before turning to the door and lifting it above my head.
With a grunt, I bring down the sharpened side of the chisel against the door lock. Metal clanks against metal, rust flies off the lock. I try again and the sound repeats. I don’t stop, though. Desperation and frustration—a building of horrible emotions fills my chest cavity. Swells within me. Captain Deckard’s earlier words echo in my ears.
Weak. He thinks I'm weak. A pretty woman is nothing without a master to him. The next strike against the lock is harder, angrier. For a moment, I hear my mother’s words in my head and I pause.
Violence and anger are not the way to rule. Always remember that.
I’m breathing heavily, heaving the damn chisel against the door again and again as I hear other women pounding against it on the other side. Her voice echoes between my ears, and I realize it’s been absent for so long. Since that horrible night. Tears gather against my lashes and my breath seizes in my lungs—ripping my throat apart from the inside out as I sob on my next downward swing.
For so long, I believed her words. I believed that violence was simply the work of angry men, but now … now I’m not so sure. Men like Captain Deckard cannot be reasoned with. Men who steal, kidnap, hurt, and use their strength against those they would consume do not deserve my sympathy or my pacifism. Men like that are monsters.
The lock snaps, breaking upon impact on what feels like my hundredth swing. The door gapes inward, swinging open and there Celine stands. I glance at her hands, the undersides of her fists bruised from all the pounding. I use the chisel to cut the rope and then the rope binding the hands of another woman before handing it over for her to help free the others.
“Help the others,” I command going back into the hall for the crate.
Celine follows me and together, we pry off the loose crate top and find more chisels and other tools. Grabbing the sharpest ones, I pass them off and she carts them into the room. One by one, we hand out weapons and things to cut the others loose. I’m panting and sweating through it all, rocking back and forth on my feet as the ship sways.
Finally, when women begin to pour from the room and hurry toward the upper decks, I grab onto Celine and pull her aside.
“Celine, I need to know now,” I say, gasping for breath. “Are you coming with me after all this?”
In the darkness, her eyes glow—that silver hue returning. “Fate has brought me to you, Highness. I am yours to command.” Her eyes fade and she blinks at me. “The Gods want me to follow you, Devonry,” she says. “So, follow you I will.”
I nod. “Okay.” I swallow and repeat it. “Okay.”
Together, the two of us turn toward where the last of the women are fleeing to the top of the ship. We step after them only for the ship to suddenly rock nearly sideways. Shrieks of the women slamming into walls echo back ahead of us. Celine and I grab onto each other, but just as we do, and our sides hit the wall, a rolling thud rumbles toward us. Down the corridor, a wall caves in and I turn my head just in time to see a cannon sliding at top speed right into the outer wall of the hull.
“Water!” a woman screams. “There’s water coming in!”
Through where the cannon pierces the wall, ocean water begins to spurt around its sides, spraying into the inside of the ship. Celine and I take one look at each other and bolt for the stairs after the others.
It rushes at our feet, flooding the inside of the ship as it drags at our ankles, rising as we find the stairs and climb onto the next level.
“We need to get off this ship,” Celine says.
“We will,” I assure her. “We just need to make it to the top. The House of Ravens is up there.”
“They are?” The shock in her voice tells me she was never anticipating someone coming to our rescue but only that we had to save each other. Perhaps she hadn’t considered that there was no other way I could’ve gotten down here alone and there were no guards watching them.
“Hurry.” I grab onto her arm and push her ahead as the water continues to rise. There must be a leak somewhere else, otherwise, there’s no way one singular piercing of the hull would create this much this fast. There’s no telling how much time the ship has left.
Celine wavers, reaching back to grasp my wrist and pull me after her, unwilling to let me go alone. I turn my hand over and grasp hers, letting her keep a hold of me as we move up the steps and back out into the pouring rain.
Swords clash. Rain falls. Thunder rolls.
I swear I’ve been sent straight into the Afterworld where death and discord reign. I always thought of the Afterworld as something beautiful, serene. But this … this is something sinister, ravaged by the violence of man and yet, I could never imagine this is from the mortal plane.
“There!” Before Celine’s voice even penetrates my brain, she’s already moving—dragging me behind her toward the teetering plank leading off of the boat. I’m shocked it’s even still in place.
“Wait, Solomon!” I turn back, scanning the deck in search of him. My heart crashes against my chest when I don’t see him.
“We can’t wait, Devonry!” Celine cries. “We have to go!”
Gritting my teeth, I turn back to her and pry her hand off of my wrist. Grasping her around her shoulders I shake her once. “I’ll meet you on the docks,” I say. “You—” My words are sharply cut off as an explosion racks the sky.
Beyond the ship, the top of the warehouse we’d been in before collapses as fire seeps out from its roof.
“What the—”
“Cannon fire, ” Celine gasps as she takes in the sight. “My Gods, are they trying to erase their crimes?”
Whether they are or not, we cannot be distracted by it. The warehouse burns, but we remain. I push her toward the plank. “The docks!” I scream as she stumbles away. “Meet me at the docks!”
“Devonry!”
Her cry for me is swallowed by the sound of another cannon being set off—I guess there were more above board. I follow the sound to find two sailors on one of the upper decks lighting and working it. They can’t continue. If they do, they could hurt the others.
An arrow flies down from above and I scream, jumping back—a moment later, a man comes plummeting from the crow’s nest, barely two feet from where I’d once been, crashing to the deck. Upon his back sits a quiver and in his hand, a shockingly unbroken bow. Across the deck, eyes are glowing in various colors—silver and purple and blue. Awakened of the House of Ravens. One of them must have sent this man to his death.
With trembling fingers, though, I relieve the man of his bow and arrows, yanking the quiver onto my own back as I pry the string of the bow back and release an arrow into one of the men manning the cannon. The arrow pierces his shoulder and sends him reeling over the side of the ship.
My sweat is washed away by the rain as I realize my actions. I just wounded a man. More than that, I’d done so without thought. Acting purely out of instinct and survival. I stare down at my hands, wondering what has happened to me.
“Devonry!” Lifting my head, I follow the sound of my name being called. “Devonry!”
Up higher and higher until I see just who had felled the man from the crow’s nest. Argyle. His dark shadowy figure appears over the top of the nest and then a rope and his legs. I gape as he slips over the sides and instead of climbing down the ropey netting, he uses a one-handed grip on the rope to swing from such a height.
I gasp and stumble back a step as he lands directly in front of me. “Solomon said you were good with a bow,” he says. “I thought you could use that.” He nods to the bow in my hand. I look at it and then back to him.
“You … did that?” I ask, gesturing to the man lying dead on the ground not but mere feet away.
He nods. “We can use all the help we can get.” There’s not an ounce of remorse in him, but startling enough—when I look at the man on the ground—though I pity his death, I, too, don’t feel remorseful. “Now, take that and get off this ship,” Argyle says, grabbing me around my waist, turning me forcefully, and then swatting my ass toward the exit.
I yelp and whip around just as he dives off and pulls a sword from his hip to strike down another slave guard. Numb. I feel numb. And cold, so fucking cold.
With stumbling steps, I follow Argyle’s directive and head toward the creaking panel that looks as if it could collapse and fall off at any moment. I realize, by some miracle, it stayed attached to the ship because of hooks anchoring its bottom half to the side of the ship. The other side, however, against the docks slides freely left and right—as if those hooks were ripped off long ago.
I swallow and then jump across it—moving quickly until my feet hit solid wood that doesn’t tremble or rock nearly as hard as the ship’s deck had. The bow in my hand feels heavy and yet … right. It’s not the one given to me by Lord Frederic, but it’s a weapon I’m comfortable with.
Turning to the side, I hurry along the dock. Solomon must still be on deck—perhaps, I hadn’t seen him but he can’t have been far. There’s no way he would be felled by any of the men there. I stop at the edge of the docks as I spot a lone figure at the bowsprit of the ship. A tanned lean man looking downward.
My eyes follow his gaze to see a bobbing wooden tender boat, like the kind this ship would use to come into land without a dock. The man hefts his body over the bowsprit and then falls into the ocean, popping up seconds later only to climb aboard the smaller vessel.
I stare hard, my body tensing as a streak of lightning breaks across the sky and for a singular moment, I see who it is.
Captain Deckard, the slave master, and he’s fleeing.



EPILOGUE



DEVONRY
   
Smoke and ash fill my lungs as Carion City’s warehouse burns hot against my back. The lapping waves of the ocean roll in and out with fervor and I know that, perhaps, in another time―maybe even in another life―I might have come here under different circumstances.
It would have been a happier occasion to stand at the end of this dock. I would’ve watched the sun set or rise with excitement in my lungs at seeing new shores beyond the ocean’s vastness. Instead, only regret and a heaviness I’ve never felt before settle in my chest as the white flecks, the after-effects of burning wood and rope and paper, flutter down into the darkness of the night.
A lone figure stands out in the center of all the chaos, his small raft boat swaying back and forth with the force of the waves and rain and wind. He means to escape, but I can’t let him. Not after everything that has happened. Maybe before these last few weeks, I would’ve simply let him go. I would have still held hope that he could be better, or simply let someone else handle the problem. I might have taken my inaction to my bed with the mistaken belief that people could and would change. I know better now.
Be it jaded or be it truth, the fact of reality is that people rarely shift away from what serves them. To this man, the lives and existence of others are not valuable if they cannot be exchanged like goods. I know that this man will commit his crimes again. Not tomorrow. Maybe not even the day after. But if I release him into the world, wherever he may end up―suffering will follow.
I notch my arrow against my bow and draw the string back. Pain wells up within me, a deep loathing both for the action and myself. It’s like lightning striking my still beating heart over and over again with the same steady rhythm of the lapping waves before me. Rage tightens my chest, making the act of breathing an impossibility. The slightest bit of my last breath burns inside my lungs.
A salt-coated breeze fans out in front of my face pushing back the smoke as I stand at the edge of the port’s dock and turn the sharpness of my weapon to the man attempting to escape. Each of his hurried jerking motions rocks the small boat making its way past Carion City’s peninsula.
How many had he stolen over the years? Kidnapped? Sold? Hurt? So many lives lost, so many destroyed, and all for what? Profit? Gain? Gold? There is no amount of riches powerful enough to bring back the dead or restore the peace of those taken from their homes and lives. No matter how I treasure the life that Aerea has given me, death is the same for us all. It is undeniable. It’s why, I suspect, my mother was so against violence in the first place. She knew then what I have now learned.
If only I could’ve followed in her footsteps. The wanting thought brings tears to my eyes. Because, in spite of the desire, I know I can’t. I can’t be the Queen she wanted me to be. If I’m to protect Rozentine, or even myself, survival costs more than one woman’s desires. It comes at the price of those hopes and dreams.
How blind I was. For so long, I allowed myself to be sheltered from the dark reality of the world. From the insidiousness of humankind, the greed. Now, the very violence that my mother once denied is what I wield. Her shame still reaches me from her place in the Afterworld.
The dark of the night is illuminated by the fires consuming the warehouse district. Even from here, I can feel the heat as it catches the wind and blows toward me, casting my shadow out onto the old weathered boards.
More smoke invades my lungs, filling me from the outside in. Is this the scent of change or war? Ash clouds my vision. Rain falls with it but lighter now as it finally lets up somewhat.
From the collected burn of water in my eyes, a single tear slips out and slides down my cheek. Several hard thumps resound against the wooden planks as hurrying footsteps rush up the dock behind me. Fine tremors start along my forearm and move up to my shoulders. I suck in a breath and force them down. They serve no purpose here. I’ve already made my decision and I cannot be swayed.
As if he hears my internal thoughts, Solomon’s voice rises above the crackling of the fires and the echoing crashes of the buildings caving in under the heat and flames. “Devonry!” His voice is full of deep concern. More than that, he sounds frightened. He’s a warrior. He’s seen the battlefield far more than I ever have or ever likely will. Why is he frightened?
My lips quirk up at that. I should be the one to fear what I am about to do, but as I draw the arrow back further, there is no terror in me. Because I know, in my heart of hearts, this is an action that must be done. And it would be cowardly of me to expect him to do what I cannot.
Still, my eyes continue to burn; I tighten my fingers against the string of my bow and line up my shot. Just before I release the arrow, I send a silent prayer to the Afterworld, to Aerea, and to my mother.
I’m sorry, I tell her. I’m so sorry.
“Devonry!” Solomon’s shout echoes into the night. His steps quicken as he runs toward me. There’s no time to waste. I can’t let him stop me now. I let go of the bowstring and the arrow flies into the darkness. I’m left half praying that it will and half praying that it won’t find its target. All those lessons, however, have paved the way for a perfect shot. My arrow strikes true and finds its home in the man’s chest.
His scream echoes into the night as the pointed tip slices through his chest, straight to his heart. The slave trader wavers in the small rowboat and then folds, tumbling over the edge right into the water, where his body writhes as blood leaks from his wound and stains the water around him a dark murky red hardly perceptible in the night. I know it’s there, though.
The footsteps at my back slow. “Devonry…”
My name is but a desperate whisper on his lips. It sounds broken in such a way it never has before.
I lower the bow in my hand and stare, watching as the slave trader turns his face up to the sky, gasping for breath before one arm arches up out of the water while the other clutches at the arrow in his chest. I force myself to keep my eyes on him as he coughs up blood into the water surrounding him and then … inevitably lowers his arms, his body bobbing lifelessly as death takes his soul to the Gods … to the Afterworld.
My tongue slips over my suddenly dry lips as the bow falls from my slackened fingertips. It never hits the dock because before it can, a strong hand is there, catching it. Solomon’s shadow at my side has been an unbroken consolation these last several weeks, but for the first time since my father’s death … I feel as if I am well and truly alone.
I have abandoned my mother’s teachings. Her pacifism. I am not the Queen she wanted me to be. Now, I am nothing but a fugitive Princess and … a killer.
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