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“Not everything that is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced.”
James Baldwin



craving

776 years ago
 T HE PRINTS OF HER wet, cold, muddy feet disappeared with each step the little girl stole through the night. She hid in the shadows while tiptoeing through alleys and crooked corners toward the cobblestone market square. Her stomach growled, gnawing harder and shouting louder now that she could almost taste food.
She shivered and blinked rapidly. Her fingers tingled as heat suffused her skin. The girl knew she had to be cautious, because if she just let it bleed, the warmth that helped dispel the cold would spill from her fingertips and engulf her surroundings in flames. That was how she’d lost everything.
The girl froze, holding her breath at the murmur of nearby voices, before exhaling in a rush when they grew distant once more. She crept toward the back of one of the timber-framed buildings where the shadows of the overhanging eaves made the black of the night even darker. The spark had guided her to this stall, not just because it seemed like the best spot to hide, but also because there’d be food. A few apples. Cheese? Gods, what she’d give for a piece of cheese. And water. Yes, she needed water.
Stilling again, the girl listened. She stretched out her senses and extended them into the night, trying to make sure she was alone before she knelt next to a storage crate. Locked.
Her heart pattered in her chest, and she reached out, placing trembling fingers against the smooth metal of the lock. The girl closed her eyes.
A click.
The lock had sprung open. She unfastened it and lifted the lid off the box before rummaging through its contents. The girl bit her lip when her clammy hands encountered the rough texture of bread crust with its tiny ridges pricking her fingers. She pressed, and the crust yielded, still fresh. She opened the bag she’d stolen a few weeks ago and filled it to its brim with the contents of the crate: bread, five apples, a dried piece of meat, and two bottles of some kind of juice. Apple, probably.
The girl secured her loot and fastened her bag when her senses prickled, and she shifted to crawl under the sales display. Another crate. This one seemed stuffed to the top and hadn’t been fully closed. No lock either.
She hoisted the lid and nearly cried when she found rough, warm tunics, two pairs of leggings, and a pair of boots. She tore open her bag and stuffed the clothes inside before sitting down to try on the shoes. The girl wiped her feet and slipped into the boots. She wiggled her toes, and while her feet didn’t touch the edge, they shouldn’t slip off her feet. She clambered up and ducked back out of the stall, hurrying away from the marketplace and back into the woods.



not in this life

 G WEN DAGON HATED HER life. Now, if she were an adolescent, she would be able to console herself knowing that this would pass—the emotion a transitory sensation—something time would resolve on its own. Yet at thirty-three, this no longer applied. On the other hand, if she were indeed a youth right now, she’d not be aware that the ire and despondency often clouding that period of life was fleeting. As such, Gwen was screwed either way.
She hadn’t always realized that, as the second-born heir of the royal family, she represented merely an ornament to be flaunted at will, something that amounted to little more than a pretty picture. An image. A delusion. Unlike her sister, Queen Tara, she had no purpose, no meaning.
Today, Gwen found herself at a luncheon at Baron Ludwig’s estate, to celebrate the upcoming marriage of his son, Christian, to one of Gwen’s third cousins, Malory. Marriage into the royal line, however distant, seemed to be all people aspired to. She had warded off her share of suitors—men and women only interested in what she was—still the second in line to the throne, since her sister hadn’t borne any children yet. She’d not been interested otherwise either, for people bored her quickly, and as such, she’d stopped pursuing a romantic connection years ago. Besides, given the viper’s nest she was forced to inhabit, she doubted she’d ever find someone who would want her for herself, for who she was.
“Princess Gwendoline, I missed you at last weekend’s masquerade ball. I’d so looked forward to our time together.” Anja, one of the worst gossip-loving, conniving little snakes her scene had hatched and continued to nurture, offered her a simpering smile.
“I wasn’t well that day.” Gwen’s gaze darted around the room in search of an escape. To no avail, as not only did Anja draw closer, her devotees, Alexandra and Daniela, were suddenly at her side, too. Gwen suppressed a long sigh.
“I’m so sad to hear that.” Anja’s voice dripped insincerity like a not-well-wrung out rag.
Gwen remained silent.
“Look, there’s Maximilian Lamarque,” Alexandra twittered, clutching Daniela’s arm.
Gwen shifted and gazed at the tall man stepping up to talk to Baron Ludwig.
“I’m surprised he showed up, given he and his senators hate everything royal. You might want to stay out of his way, Princess. I’ve heard his remarks about the so-called ills of the monarchy can be quite cutting.” Anja once more offered her fake concern.
Gwen rolled her eyes. She could think of a few choice words herself on the topic, so she questioned Lamarque’s capacity to say anything that would trouble her.
“As handsome as he is, those senators are all so power hungry.” Alexandra scowled in the direction of Lamarque. “I don’t understand why Baron Ludwig allowed this man to join the festivities tonight.”
“Keep your enemies close,” Daniela said with a small smirk.
Gwen had always considered Daniela the sliest of the group, or better, the one that bore the most watching.
“Either way, it doesn’t matter. His quest for power will end at the hands of Queen Tara. The Senate won’t fool her.” Anja returned her focus to Gwen. “Tell me, what do you think of Richard? He’s quite the catch, don’t you think? His eyes…” She sighed.
“You mean your cousin , Richard?” Gwen almost snorted.
Anja flushed. “Distant cousin.”
“Right,” Gwen drawled.
“Well, not everyone can be as picky as you are, Princess,” Anja huffed.
“I’m not picky,” Gwen said. She wasn’t. She wanted nobody, definitely not a single soul among her peers. Gwen would rather spend her life alone, and in fact, she’d abandon them all in a heartbeat if possible. Alas, that would never be her fate.
“The list of your want-to-be suitors says otherwise,” Anja said.
“Excuse me, ladies, but I have to make use of the powder-room.” And with that, Gwen strode away, wishing she could leave, get out and just… escape. She didn’t even have a specific place in mind. Gwen yearned to be somewhere else, anywhere she’d have the freedom to decide how she spent her days and evenings, rather than having only a few scattered hours for herself.
She itched for her paints and canvases. Painting remained the only activity she’d chosen, the only pursuit that offered her any joy and allowed her to relax. Gwen loved to read, too, getting lost in another world and imagining herself in the role of the heroines on the page in front of her. But reading was so passive, and often, she needed something to do with her hands.
Before she reached the lavatory for a short breather, her so-called servant (She preferred to call him her jailer), Rodney, appeared at her side.
“Princess, due to Lamarque’s appearance this afternoon, we should return to your domicile.”
“Is that so?” Mind you, Gwen wanted to leave, but now that Rodney suggested it, she preferred to stay. “I quite like it here. It’s fun, no?”
Rodney’s expression darkened. “Lamarque is a known agitator, and as a member of the royal family, you need to be shielded from his influence.”
“And here I thought he’s the leader of the Senate.” Truth be told, she knew little about Lamarque and the Senate. She tried her best to tune out people’s conversations, but she’d heard enough talk about the potential trouble for the crown from the Senate to pick up some semblance of information. Personally, she believed the monarchy would benefit from a bit of a shakeup, although it was unlikely anyone would seek her viewpoint on the matter, or on any other topic.
While Gwen had to appear at various royal functions, she had no official role to fulfill, and so she only attended to show her face, to demonstrate family unity. Even her parents’ funerals a decade ago had fallen into that category and been nothing more than a pretentious, rote display for onlookers. Her entire life continued to play out for the benefit of others. It might be different if she enjoyed spending time with her cohort, alas…
Gwen had always longed to do something with her life, but all the rules, regulations, and restrictions that came with being a member of the royal family and the next in line for the throne prevented her from doing much of anything besides joining tea parties, visiting the theater, or attending balls and festivities hosted by the nobility. Gwen hated that her life wasn’t her own, and that it would never be in her power to change that.
Case in point, “I must insist, Princess. It is my duty to protect you from inside and outside threats.”
She could argue, belabor the point, but it would be of no use. Gwen never had the last word on where she went or what she was doing. She offered a curt nod and followed Rodney out of the hall and into the carriage.
On her way back home, Gwen stared listlessly into the darkening countryside that seemed to reflect her mood. She thought of Tara. Gwen didn’t resent her sister, understanding that she was as much a pawn in the same gilded cage, just with a different role. Sure, as queen, Tara had more power, but considering her duty, she likely enjoyed even less freedom than Gwen already called her own. What a stifling existence.
No, Gwen blamed their late parents, who’d placed duty above family bonds, who’d decided that upholding traditions came before everything else, before the happiness of their children. Gwen had no interest in children of her own, but if she did, she’d not put anything above them and their happiness. Surely nothing as vapid as honor, duty, or tradition. Concepts. Words. They were cold comforts when you were alone, scared, and hurt.
Before attending her father’s funeral, she’d not been back home in years. She vividly recalled a particularly depressing conversation with her sister that day.


“How does it feel to be the next queen? Sooner than you expected, huh?”
Tara rolled her eyes. “Please. You don’t fool me.”
Gwen shrugged. “I’m just saying. He’s dead now, and so it’s your turn. Even if the line had fallen to Mother, she’d hardly be capable of taking on the crown.”
Tara’s gaze wandered to their mother, who sat frozen in her seat at the funeral feast, the traditional celebration of life after the burial ceremony. She stared unblinkingly ahead, and her tan face looked almost ashen, while her dull dark hair hung loose from her bun—a stark contrast from her habitual meticulously coiffed hairstyle. “I’m uncertain how she’ll function without Father.”
“She’ll be all right. I do just fine without all of you.”
Tara sighed. “That’s on you. No one prevents you from visiting the palace.”
“Right.” Gwen dragged her foot along the stone floor of the banquet hall. “Like it was on me to leave.”
“Are you going to hold that over our parents’ heads forever? I thought with losing Father…”
“What? I’d grow more forgiving?”
“What good are your grudges? They only keep us farther apart. I missed you.”
“I am never more than a couple of hours away. You can visit me as well.”
“My schedule—”
“Yes, of course. Forgive me, Queen Tara. Your life is so much busier than mine, and your tasks are of the utmost importance.”
“You’re still such a brat sometimes.”
Gwen grunted. Tara had a point. She didn’t like herself when she was around her family, when she was back here. All the bitterness that had fermented over the years bubbled to the surface, ready to spill and splash over everyone. And she’d let it. She didn’t want to act like this, yet she seemed incapable of containing her resentment. Being at the palace, as much as she’d once longed to be back, was bad for her.


Gwen tried to avoid this contemplative nightmare of her past, since it did no good. Nothing would change, and it only deteriorated her mood further. The problem was that she often had nothing to do but think. Once she’d graduated school at eighteen—a prestigious boarding school in the city, away from the palace and her family, surrounded by the fawning children of nobility—she drifted aimlessly from one mind-numbing event to the next, while trying to shove as much meaning as possible into the few precious hours she could devote to her art or books.
Back home—funny that she thought of it as such, given that it seemed more like a prison—she disappeared into her chambers and took a bath before retiring for the evening.
The next morning, Gwen had just finished her breakfast when a servant rushed into the room, announcing a herald from the palace had arrived carrying an urgent message.
“Probably a reprimand for missing the masquerade ball last weekend,” Gwen mumbled under her breath. Officially, she’d suffered from a migraine. In reality, she’d been unable to stomach the night’s festivities and perform her duties convincingly. Sometimes, she’d get away with such excuses, but not too often. She also wanted to prevent them from sending a physician and thus making her life even more complicated.
Gwen entered the foyer where the herald stood frozen, and upon her arrival, he bowed. “Princess Gwendoline. High Mage Payne sends this urgent message for your immediate perusal.” He handed her a scroll sealed with the wax emblem of the palace.
That seemed more official than a mere admonishment, never mind that the High Mage wasn’t her usual correspondent with the palace. She broke the seal and unfolded the parchment, her gaze skimming the message before reading it again as her stomach sank and her body shook, meanwhile her heart grew so heavy it threatened to topple her where she stood.
Her sister, the Queen, was dead. Worse than that. The palace summoned Gwen to start the Year of Mourning that would culminate with her ascending to the throne.
Gwen straightened. She stalked toward the fireplace and threw the missive into the flames, watching amber tongues lick at, then devour the note.
The courier shifted and cleared his throat. “Princess, the High Mage expects an answer.”
She rounded on him, her eyes blazing. “Tell her I said neither in this life nor the next.” Gwen turned and dashed out of the room.



drills

 A BULL CONSISTING ENTIRELY of angry orange flames, its horns and hooves glowing an almost burnt umber, darker than the rest of its body, with blazing red eyes and a swishing tail, charged at Amara Payne.
She dodged the animal, panting. Sweat dripped from her body, and a hammer rattled in her skull.
The bull roared and turned around, facing her again. His enormous mouth snapped open, and Amara marveled at the detail of the spell. Even the beast’s teeth and tongue were accounted for, gleaming in the same burnt umber as its horns and hooves.
Amara considered dissolving or attacking it, but that would defeat the purpose of the lesson. Still, her original idea for this particular scenario seemed saner in theory than in the training room.
A growl behind her caused Amara to spin around, and a soft curse escaped her lips when a gigantic tiger, also made up of nothing but fire, stalked toward her. She clenched her jaw and steadied her stance. Leaning forward, almost in a crouch, she braced for impact that occurred a second later as the tiger pounced and knocked her off her feet.
Amara’s breath caught in her throat, and she groaned when her body hit the ground, the pressure and heat of the tiger bearing down on her.
“High Mage! You need to fight back!” Orion called out.
Amara grunted, shifting to avoid the snapping maw of the animal.
The clacking sounds of hooves drew closer, and Amara sighed. She supposed this was the challenge she’d wanted, but now spread out on the floor, submerged in a sea of flames, with her second-in-command close to losing her mind with worry, she wondered. Besides, was this even a real test? It changed nothing. She had still failed.
One of the front hooves of the bull landed on her shoulder when the beast shuffled closer, unwilling to let the tiger reap all the spoils.
“High Mage!” Did she detect a hint of exasperation in Orion’s voice, aside from the overall panicked high pitch?
The pressure of the leg and the heat of the fire radiated through her torso and made her lightheaded. The tiger lowered its head, ready to tear into her neck. Visions of ice, of hard stone and crimson stains, swam before her eyes that filled with tears. Gods, no.
Don’t go there.

Amara pulled from her spark, and a roaring whirlwind of crimson flames licked to life, growing taller by the second. It twisted and turned as it spun closer to the tiger and bull. Both animals halted and raised their heads before drawing back from Amara and the oncoming inferno.
The firewind howled and split in two to chase after the bull and the tiger until it engulfed them, a conglomeration of red and orange dissolving the shapes of the beasts. Once their howls of protest died down, Amara, still prone on the floor, raised her hand, and the firewind extinguished.
Orion rushed to her side. “High Mage, are you all right? Why did you wait so long? I almost ended the spell. I am aware that you advised against it, but this was risky. We can’t lose you, too.”
Amara’s eyes fell shut. No, it wouldn’t do for Reshaya to lose its High Mage so soon after losing their queen. The other way around, though, losing the High Mage and keeping Queen Tara. Yes. She’d have much preferred that. However, fate seemed to have a different plan for her.
“I’m fine,” she croaked and rose to her feet. She stumbled.
“Maybe you should lie down? The next Order meeting isn’t until this evening. You need rest, High Mage. These last two weeks have been—”
“I know, Orion. No need to belabor the obvious,” she huffed. She didn’t want Orion’s pity or compassion. She deserved neither empathy nor understanding.
“I apologize.”
“I will return to my rooms, but not to rest. There are a few things I want to prepare for tonight’s meeting.”
“As you wish.”
Amara nodded and stalked, or better, lumbered with stalking in mind, out of the training room. She’d lied. There was nothing for her to do since it would be the same procedure as every night. The same day as every day, only darker now that she’d let Queen Tara die.


Gwen worried she might crack a tooth if she gritted her teeth any harder. Lost in thought, she sighed when the horses neighed and her carriage slowed down. Stopped. Back at the palace. A place she didn’t want to visit, much less call home for the next twelve months, but much like the luncheon at Baron Ludwig’s two weeks ago, she went where they told her to go. She’d been foolish to expect a different outcome.
One of the palace servants opened the door of her carriage. “Princess Gwendoline, welcome. We are so pleased by your return. Your quarters are set up, and High Mage Payne will see you shortly.”
Gwen nodded—all words still lodged in her throat. Even if she’d managed to utter a sound, her voice would likely tremble with the mixture of grief and fury still resonating within her. She hated how her hand had been forced, and to think she’d believed she could make her proclamation to the herald come true. She wondered what it said about her that she still allowed a pesky kernel of hope to exist, given all she’d experienced. Well, the next twelve months would surely act like a pestle and obliterate whatever remained of such delusions.
Gwen followed the servant and once she’d entered her rooms—one of the guest chambers, in the place of her birth and early childhood, Gwen found herself consigned to a guest room —she disappeared into the adjoining bath to wash the journey off her. Gwen supposed it also allowed her to delay the coming confrontation with the High Mage.
She found it hard to believe she was back at the palace—relegated to the place that held memories she longed to forget. There was a reason Gwen had only ventured back twice before the current events forced her return: when her father, King Theodore, had passed away from a heart attack—he’d just keeled over one day—and ten months later, her mother, Queen Harriet, had followed. Her cause of death remained unknown. The servants had found her unconscious in bed one morning, and neither the medical mages nor physicians had been able to revive her.
The subsequent investigation discovered no foul play. Gwen had been twenty-three when her parents died, and after not stepping foot in the palace for the past decade, she now had to make it her home. Called back to act as a tourniquet to halt the blood from gushing out of the corpse that had become their monarchy—at least considering the High Mage’s dire warning in her first message. Gwen assumed this all related to the rumors about the spat between the Queen and the Senate. Today, she wished she’d paid more attention and recalled some details. Of course, how credible had the sources been, considering the attendees of such functions cared more about salaciousness than truth?
Later, when Gwen finished and ventured out of her chambers in search of the High Mage, a wave of nostalgia inundated her at the sights, sounds, and smells enveloping her. It had been so long, and yet… The high rooms with their vaulted ceilings, the broad corridors, the sound of her footsteps on the stone floor, the scent—a mixture of polished metal and the woods—were all achingly familiar. The meadows and forests surrounding the palace conveyed a different atmosphere than the crowded city, and a part of Gwen had to admit she’d missed this. How she’d once longed for the palace, her home.
She eventually arrived at her destination and knocked on the High Mage’s door, opening it a moment later when a raspy voice called for her to enter.
“High Mage Payne,” Gwen said upon entering the office, gazing at the statuesque woman rising from her chair and stepping around the desk toward her. She’d last seen her at her father’s funeral, and she hadn’t aged a day. The benefits of magick, she supposed.
She stood tall, having a few inches on Gwen, and she had swept her black, curly hair back into a tight bun. Her clear blue eyes looked warmer than Gwen had seen before in someone with that glacial shade of blue, and Payne’s warm brown skin seemed to heighten this perception. Her full lips offered a small smile before she bowed her head and held out her hand in greeting. They were equals, it seemed.
“Princess Gwendoline. I’m happy you’ve made it to the palace safe and sound. Please call me Amara.”
Gwen didn’t accept the offered hand, only stared at Amara for a moment. “I had little choice in the matter.” Being overruled on what she did and where she went proved to be irksome enough, but this new development had left her speechless, filled with so much blinding rage that Gwen worried she’d explode.
Amara’s arm fell to her side, and a frown marred her beautiful features. “May I ask—” A harried knock interrupted her. “Excuse me, Princess.” Amara opened the door, and a woman clad in the same attire as the High Mage rushed into the room.
The newcomer’s eyes widened upon noticing Gwen. “Princess Gwendoline.” She bowed. “I am so sorry for interrupting, but I… Elder Magnus. High Mage, it’s urgent. He’s in bad shape.”
Amara’s eyes widened. “Thank you, Orion. I’ll be right there.” She faced Gwen again. “Please allow me to pay you a visit later?”
“Of course.” Gwen wasn’t a monster. Naturally, this development took priority.
Amara rushed out of her office, leaving Gwen behind with convoluted thoughts and pent-up anger that once again had found no outlet.
Growing up, Amara had been more of a presence of words brought to Gwen by her sister, and while she’d caught glimpses of her during various royal functions, they had never interacted. She still recalled a few of her sister’s tales about this strict woman who taught Tara to become queen. Amara seemed to exude an aura of self-assurance and authority, and when Gwen had her first longer encounter with the woman during her father’s funeral, the close-up version of the High Mage surprised her. She knew Amara wasn’t a wrinkled old crone, yet her beautiful, aloof countenance had left Gwen tongue-tied.
Amara was over 700 years old, but she didn’t look a day past forty. She had dressed in the Order’s attire—a long, flowing maroon robe on top of a snug black blouse and dark slacks. Amara’s blood red leather boots clacked on the floor as she strode toward them with a single-minded focus, only to get lost in conversation with Tara.
Gwen had taken in the symbol of the royal family embroidered into the fabric right above the heart—a full moon with swans rising in flight—before her gaze had once more found the woman’s face, admiring her smooth skin and the watchful eyes that seemed to see and know more than Gwen liked, yet her heart had thrummed like a hummingbird.
Today, Amara still looked the same as she did on that day ten years ago. Still beautiful and stoic.
Gwen remembered Elder Magnus. He had been the High Mage before Amara, about 500 years ago, and her father had relied more on him than Amara in family matters, despite her status as High Mage. In fact, Magnus had performed most of the rites her family had participated in. Gwen realized mages weren’t immortal, but the passing of one was still uncommon, given that their lifespan outlasted non-magical folks by more than twenty times.
She returned to her rooms, unpacking and storing her canvases and paints while contemplating if Amara had been lying—if her surprise at Gwen’s words had been fake. How was she unaware that Gwen didn’t choose to come here? Perhaps she’d forgotten the herald’s message on Gwen’s behalf, or the man had lied. More likely, Amara never took her seriously because, of course, she’d heed the call to return. Like the obedient little puppet she was, and worse, Amara wouldn’t even be wrong.



broken ties

 S INCE HER INDUCTION INTO the Order 762 years ago at the age of twenty-one, Amara Payne had dedicated her life to the crown, advising and protecting the royal line. Two weeks ago, Queen Tara Dagon had died in a tragic accident at the mere age of thirty-eight, leaving behind no heirs and a consort who’d committed suicide the following day to be reunited with his love. The Order, a group of mages dedicated to the wellbeing of the crown and the kingdom, had convened and (endlessly) discussed how to best prepare Princess Gwendoline for the crown.
Even before this plan had been finalized, Amara had reached out to Gwendoline, urging her to return to the palace to start her training, as they only had the duration of one year to prepare for her new role. At the first anniversary of Queen Tara’s death, the Year of Mourning concluded, and Gwendoline would ascend to the throne on coronation day.
Amara had her work cut out for her. Gwendoline, while not exempt from royal duties, still had a lot to learn. She hoped the Princess shared at least some of Queen Tara’s sharp mind and wouldn’t be too spoiled by her life of leisure and pleasure. Gods, Amara continued to push the reality of Tara’s passing from her awareness. She didn’t have time to mourn. At the age of 783, you’d think Amara was accustomed to people dying. Perhaps her own involvement in all of this made excising this trauma more difficult. Nightmares or insomnia plagued most of her nights, and she worried that her lack of sleep might begin to influence her decision-making.
And now Magnus, her old teacher and the previous High Mage, was slipping away, too. When Amara took on the mantle of the High Mage almost five centuries ago, Magnus had already been close to a millennium, and most mages didn’t live past 1600 years. Shoving her worries about the crown into her mental vault, where she exiled all distractions, Amara rushed to follow Orion to Elder Magnus’ quarters.
Upon entering, the head medical mage approached her with a somber expression on her usually jovial face. “I’ve provided him with as much pain relief as I can, but I’m afraid he won’t make it through the night.”
“Thank you, Mage Alden.”
Alden placed her left hand against her heart and bowed her head.
Amara reciprocated the gesture before heading deeper into Magnus’ quarters until she stood next to his bed, glancing down at the wizened face of her former teacher, who’d never looked this small and frail. She settled in the chair next to his bedside.
“I’m here, Magnus.” Amara squeezed his hand. Tears shot into her eyes when his cold fingers created light pressure, even though his body remained motionless.
After a while, a weak ‘Thank you ,’ floated into her mind.
“Don’t waste your energy, please,” she rasped, ducking her head.
Stillness treaded between them. Amara tried and failed to quieten her over-spun mind—visions of their precarious future and the heavy weight of the most recent past battled for supremacy. Meanwhile, her mental anguish competed with a body that seemed filled with lead while exhibiting a restlessness that reminded her of a buzzing bee swarm.
Magnus’ chest rattled, heaving, and broken. ‘I’m sorry. I saw no other way,’ sounded. His last words echoed in her mind before he drew his final breath, leaving Amara behind with wide eyes, a heavy heart, and a blank mind. She couldn’t imagine what Magnus had been apologizing for, though she doubted she’d ever learn the meaning behind his last words.
Amara didn’t notice the passing of time as she’d sat next to Magnus, motionless, with a heavy heart and an ache that radiated through her entire being. She hated that everyone around her was always dying.
Eventually, she rose and allowed the servants to prepare Magnus for the upcoming funeral. First, they’d have to bury Queen Tara, which would also be the formal announcement of Princess Gwendoline accepting her new role and starting her training. At least she hoped that would be the case, considering Gwendoline’s earlier attitude.
The sisters seemed so different, both in looks and temperament. They shared tanned skin and dark eyes, but where Tara had short, fawn-colored hair, long dark tresses framed Gwendoline’s face. Both women were objectively beautiful with their symmetrical features, but Tara’s face had been serene, much like her personality, while Gwendoline’s features were striking. She seemed almost larger than life and exuded a captivating intensity that left you unsettled.
She recalled the hard line of Gwendoline’s mouth and her pinched look when she’d told Amara that it hadn’t been her choice to return to the palace. Not even that expression had marred her features. Amara checked the time, and once she realized they were closer to dawn than dusk, she decided to retire and seek the Princess after breakfast. Rousing her at this hour would only usher in more complications.
Amara returned to her quarters and sighed when she entered the warded room and her own magick washed over her, releasing some of the tension that clung to her. Tiredness hung over her like a cloud, yet she followed through with her evening ablutions in the same methodical way as every day. When everything fell apart around her, it was even more important to adhere to her meticulous routines.
The next morning, Amara entered the library in search of the Princess. While she wasn’t in-tune with Gwendoline’s life force yet, definitely not as she’d been with Tara’s, she was still familiar enough due to her lineage, which allowed Amara to employ her spark to sense the Princess’ presence. Despite having woken up after only two hours of sleep with a relentless headache pounding away at her temples, she still tried to appear both welcoming and approachable when she neared Gwendoline, who sat hunched over at a table, reading. A good sign, Amara supposed.
“Good morning, Princess Gwendoline. I apologize for being unable to see you again last night. Elder Magnus passed away, and I stayed by his side.”
Gwendoline startled upon hearing Amara’s voice. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you.”
Gwendoline merely continued to hold her gaze.
“Are you all right, Princess?”
“Are you my servant?”
Amara straightened. “I’m the High Mage. I act as the advisor to the crown.”
“Then stop calling me princess . I hate it.”
Amara frowned yet held her tongue, waiting to see what else Gwendoline would bring into the open.
Gwendoline rose and stalked closer to Amara, her arresting brown eyes stormy and her skin flushed. “Didn’t the herald deliver my message?”
“That you’ll serve the crown in this life and the next? Of course. Hence my confusion about your statement yesterday.” Never mind your terrible attitude . Gods, Amara was too tired for this.
Gwendoline halted and her mouth opened, then closed. “Excuse me?”
“I assume that wasn’t your message.”
“You could say that. Your herald failed to convey the… true spirit of my words by omitting the word ‘not.’”
Amara’s eyes widened, unsure how to proceed, never mind process this information.
“You have nothing to say to that?”
“You seem quite agitated.”
Gwendoline narrowed her eyes. “You don’t say. I don’t want to be queen.”
“Yet here you are.”
“Not by choice!”
“Following your duty is still a choice. You don’t have to want something to fulfill an obligation. I appreciate your willingness to endure the sacrifice of ascending to the throne, despite having to give up your life of leisure.” Hopefully, that token of appreciation would be enough to placate Gwendoline, though judging by the gridlock evident in her jaw and the fire blazing in her eyes, this hadn’t been the correct approach.
“There’s no need to be sarcastic.”
“I wasn’t. The crown is a heavy burden, and not everyone is forged strong enough to carry it.”
“All right, so you’re merely implying that I’m not fit to be queen.”
“Most people aren’t. I don’t know you yet, so I’m not sure what you’re capable of. However, your sister was a formidable force, in spirit and in action. Hopefully, you are more alike than not.”
Gwendoline moved her head from side to side, muttering, “What am I even saying?”
Amara stayed still.
“Look, none of this matters, neither my spirit nor my determination. I don’t want to be queen, and I’m not here because the onus of leadership falls on me now, and, like a good, little royal lapdog, I’m here to fulfill my duty. I don’t care about obligation; I don’t care about this kingdom; I don’t care about you finding me wanting, and—”
“Why are you here, then?” Amara asked, her voice curt and rough as magick rushed to her fingertips. A Dagon who didn’t care about the kingdom as their last hope for continuing the direct line of the crown and keeping the Senate in check? This was worse than she’d feared. She could teach the unlearned, but to install a sense of duty and sacrifice in an apostate? Preposterous.
“Because I took a blood oath to respond to the call of the crown in need!”
“Then what’s the problem? I’m sorry you regret taking it, but—”
“I didn’t take it by choice, and now I can’t leave, and—”
“What?” Amara drew back. “The oath doesn’t work that way. It must be taken freely, and that you cannot abandon us—”
“Me abandon you ? That’s rich. My family discarded me , shipped me off to boarding school at ten, and once I was of age, they cast me out of the palace altogether so they wouldn’t have to deal with the extra who’d never fit, who’d never be good enough to be their queen.
“I spent the next fifteen years being paraded around from event to event to show unity, never able to choose my own path. But this now,” she spat. “It’s too much. You only want me because I’m the last Dagon blood left!”
“You are quite confounding. You say you don’t want the crown, yet you seem resentful toward the notion that your family thought you wouldn’t be good enough to be queen. Why would you care about any of that if you don’t wish to be queen?”
“That’s hardly the point!”
“All right. I bear no responsibility for the progression of your life, but this is how it has always been done. As for the royal line, you have several cousins, so it doesn’t end with you fully, but it becomes diluted, which makes their claim to the throne tenuous.”
“Who cares? Who’s going to prevent them from becoming the next monarch? Go take one of my cousins, then. Maybe they are up to par.”
Amara shook her head. “It’s not that easy, and you’re still the first choice.”
“Lucky me,” Gwen grumbled.
Amara clenched her teeth. This was ludicrous. Gwendoline should consider it an honor to be chosen as the next queen. “Relations with the Senate are shaky as they are. We need you to step in and continue the line. Things are too volatile to allow the succession to be in question.”
“Need I remind you? I don’t care about the crown or Reshaya!”
Amara stepped closer to Gwendoline, invading her space. “That shame is on you, and you better grow up and learn to care. You cannot just abscond from your duty because you prefer the pleasures of your carefree past. You owe this land and its people. Don’t act like a selfish brat.”
Gwendoline held her gaze, and her warm exhalations washed over Amara’s face.
Amara had never been insubordinate in her life. She’d always given proper deference to the royal family, but Gwendoline didn’t make the cut. Her words, her attitude. Amara had expected an untrained, spoiled socialite, not this raging fire of disrespect and lack of judgment.
“So the fact that this oath and its consequences were forced upon me means nothing to you? That says a lot about you,” Gwendoline finally breathed, breaking the spell between them.
“It would, if I believed a word you said.” Amara stepped back. “We will start your studies tomorrow. An heir is prepared for the crown over years. You have an intensive program ahead of you, so you better rest today because your days of leisure are over.”
Gwendoline scoffed. “You know nothing of me. You may try to teach me, but what happens when the student refuses to learn, or better, to graduate and take on their prescribed role?”
“Don’t test me, Princess. You won’t like the outcome.” Amara’s voice dropped a register, and the smile that spread on Gwendoline’s lips in response almost made her release a wave of magick. Gods, she must be even more addled by the recent events than she realized if this spat brought her closer to losing her magical control than she had in centuries.
“We shall see which one of us won’t enjoy this experience in the end, High Mage.”
Amara glared at her, and with a swish of her robes, she stormed out of the library. Oh, this coming year would be a nightmare, but she’d see it through, and once the Year of Mourning ended, Gwendoline Dagon would sit on the throne, even if Amara had to tie her to it.



discontent

 G WEN STARED OUT OF her bedroom window. After their argument the previous day, she’d withdrawn to her chambers, almost pacing a hole in the carpet, aghast by Amara’s audacity, by her lack of empathy, and by her own fate: she was stuck in the infernal palace, trapped to fulfill a role she never knew she’d signed up for until the blood oath had reared its head upon her first refusal. Not that she would have agreed to this had she known. Then again, she’d been a child and all she’d been told was that they’d promise to always be there for each other.
She didn’t understand why this seemed so much worse than everything else she’d endured so far. Gwen supposed at some point you resign yourself to your fate. Yes, she hated the routines of her life, but they were known entities, and she could at least carve out some time for herself—small pleasures that kept her sane. Her gaze wandered to her canvas and with a sigh, she set it up to paint. Upon her first brush stroke, her mind returned to the conundrum at hand.
Not only had she lost her sister, but she’d have to take on her role. Gwen would have to become queen. She’d never been more ill-prepared for anything else in her life. She feared failure, yes, but even more so, she’d wanted to rid herself of all things royal for years, and in her deepest, darkest hours, she’d designed escape plans. Even if she’d always known they were sandcastles the tide would wash away, these daydreams had aided in releasing some of the pressure she experienced. All of that would be for naught now.
There was no escape from becoming the queen of Reshaya.
And to make matters worse, she’d have to spend the next twelve months studying, and Gods knew what else the High Mage would deem necessary to grind her into shape.
Gwen stared at the canvas—a mess of colors, crimson bleeding into burgundy. She grunted and put her brush back down before rising and ambling back to the window. She tried to calm down by eying the long sprawling fields and forests around the palace, but the vista only strengthened her longing to run away. How far would she get? Gwen considered the possibility of packing her bags, heading out of the front gates, and somehow finding her way back to the city, back to her old life.
She could picture it vividly. Gwen even started packing in her mind, fueled by the desire to escape, to return to the life that had been such a toil, and that now seemed like a haven. How curious that it always seemed to come down to running away.
As she stood there and imagined her departure from the palace, dizziness swamped her while razor-sharp pinprick jolts lanced through her hands and fingers, creating pressure that oozed deeper into pain with each labored breath rattling through her lungs. Cold sweat gathered on Gwen’s lower back while nausea rose like a suffocating menace.
She forced herself to relax, taking deep breaths and allowing the vision she’d just conjured to dissipate. Instead, she concentrated on staying, ascending the throne and yielding to Amara’s efforts to educate and mold her into the perfect royal to rule over Reshaya—to forever surrender her life and allow it to become the last thing she’d ever wanted.
With each successive breath, the pressure inside diminished, yet her mind lingered on Amara. She hadn’t counted on how infuriating the woman would be. It stung that Amara didn’t believe her. Not that she had any right to expect understanding or support, given they were nothing to each other, but Gwen had never told anyone about what had happened that warm, beautiful summer day when a game had morphed into something else and upended her life. The day her family turned her into an insurance policy.
Gwen’s thoughts returned to her sister, and their first separation at ten. She recalled crying, losing herself in tantrums when she wasn’t allowed to stay and follow Tara’s footsteps, to be where she was, to do what she did. Why couldn’t she? Wasn’t she smart enough? Perhaps they thought her too weak, or they saw something in her that was deficient, not fit to be part of their precious monarchy. She never found an answer, and it gnawed at her. Gwen had refused to let their parents’ actions destroy her relationship with her sister, as little as they had of that over the years, and no matter how combative it would get. Gods, and now Tara was gone. Much like their parents. She truly was the last one left.
Heat still raced through Gwen when she recalled her conversation with Amara. ‘Don’t test me.’ She scoffed. Oh, she’d do exactly that. We’ll see who cracks first. Gwen intended to provoke the High Mage and make her life as miserable as possible, so that she would grow tired of her and wish to cast her away. Not that Gwen could leave, but along the way, she’d share her misery. That had to count for something, right? She shouldn’t be the only one suffering.


Amara regretted allowing Gwendoline to provoke her the day before, and she was determined to improve their relationship to make this year as easy as possible for both of them. Waging a war between two allies wouldn’t aid in saving the monarchy and quelling the insolence and overreach of the Senate.
By late morning, she met with Gwendoline in the library. After Queen Tara’s passing, the Order had agreed upon what lessons took priority in preparing Gwendoline for her new role. As such, Amara had prepared a study plan while waiting for the Princess to arrive. She felt well-equipped to tackle this task, or at least she did until she struggled to maintain Gwendoline’s attention. Apparently, only Amara seemed willing to move on from their disagreement, meanwhile Gwendoline appeared intent on making true on her challenge from the previous day.
Amara pinched the bridge of her nose. “These will be a long twelve months if you continue to approach them with this attitude.”
“For whom?”
Amara gritted her teeth. Indeed. Her argument sounded weak. “Don’t you think this is beneath you? You’re better than this.”
Gwendoline’s eyes narrowed and her lips—were they always this red—thinned. “We’ve established that you don’t know me, so your take on what is beneath me is meaningless. Maybe I’m nothing more than a dimwitted, spoiled brat, who won’t ever make it as queen.”
Amara sighed. “You’re trying to goad me.”
“Is it working?”
Amara frowned. “Given that I’m calling you out on it, I want to say no. I don’t know what you want. Do you wish for me to agree, give up, and seek out one of your cousins, or do you want me to prove you wrong, to show that you are queen material?”
“I thought given all I’ve said on this topic so far, the answer would be obvious.”
Amara leaned forward, resting her arms on the table between them. “It’s not, Princess.”
Gwendoline clenched her jaw.
“Now, let’s return to potential ways in which the noble families can influence various senators.”
“I didn’t expect that learning to become queen would entail studying gossip,” Gwendoline almost sneered.
“This isn’t gossip, but opposition research. You’ve been a member of the royal family your entire life, and you’ve fulfilled plenty of duties in that role. Do you sense a lack in social etiquette? Do you wish me to coach you on that? Perhaps I was wrong in advocating to the Order that you are a better fit for this position than they’d assumed.”
Gwendoline flushed, and Amara had the aberrant thought that the color high in her cheeks looked quite lovely.
“The Senate, you were saying?”
“Right.” Amara cleared her throat.
After slogging through a strained first week, Amara decided that a little field trip was in order. She hoped this would ease some of the tension between them and perhaps even make Gwendoline a little less combative.
“Wait, we’re doing what?” Gwendoline straightened; her interest seemed piqued.
“You might benefit from a more active approach to our studies, and so I thought we might visit the Senate, as they are in session today.”
“That actually sounds pretty interesting.” Gwendoline almost smiled before her expression dimmed. “Can we just walk in there and listen?”
“Of course not.” Amara held back a small smile and strode toward the door of the library. “Are you coming, Princess?”
Gwendoline blinked rapidly, for once not complaining about Amara’s continued use of her title, and stepped beside her. She frowned. “But how is this going to work?”
“Magick.”
“Of course.” Gwendoline followed Amara, but after a few steps, she halted once more. “Wait, that’s not really an explanation.”
This time, Amara couldn’t suppress a chuckle, and instead of answering, she placed her hand on Gwendoline’s upper arm and transported them to a rarely frequented hallway in the Senate.
“What the—”
“Hush!”
Gwendoline grunted, steadying herself against the wall. “A little warning next time would be appreciated,” she grumbled.
“I said we’d go to the Senate,” Amara murmured, taking in their surroundings and stretching out her magick to feel for the presence of others nearby. They were alone. Good. She faced Gwendoline, who did look a little pale. “Are you all right?”
“Now you’re asking.”
Amara remained silent but held Gwendoline’s gaze.
“Yes, yes. Go on. How will this work?”
“I will cast a shroud around us, so people won’t notice us. We’re not quite invisible, but others won’t see us.”
Gwendoline canted her head. “I’m not sure how else you’d define invisibility, but fine. Will they be able to hear us?”
“I’m glad you asked, yes, indeed. They can hear us, so please remain silent, no matter how infuriating their statements and condemnation of the crown might be.”
Gwendoline snorted. “That sounds more like an issue my royal advisor might have.”
Amara held back a sigh and cast the spell to allow them to sneak into the Senate chambers unnoticed before leading Gwendoline through the hallways to their destination.
During the debates, Amara’s attention drifted between Gwendoline, who remained quiet and calm, and the senators, who droned on endlessly about pushing forward their goal to strip the crown of its powers. At times, Amara balled her hands into fists to resist the temptation to hex these fools. Their plans weren’t just imprudent but irresponsible, and they would endanger their kingdom at a time of upheaval. Reshaya needed to strengthen its interior cohesion, not weaken it, thereby making the kingdom an easy target for their more ambitious neighbors. The last thing they needed was radical change. In fact, no one ever needed that.
They stayed until the room cleared.
Gwendoline leaned closer to Amara, who almost startled at her sudden nearness. “Can we talk now, or do you want to get us back to the palace first?” she whispered.
Amara tightened her jaw at the heat of Gwendoline’s breath hitting the side of her face. “We should head back first.”
They rose and Amara, still lost in rumination, needed the prompt of, “So?” from Gwendoline to transport them back home, where they returned to the library.
“Now you see the problems we’re facing with the Senate, and why we need to—”
“They have a point.”
Amara’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”
“Why should we hold all the power? What’s so special about my family that we deserve to rule over Reshaya?”
“Your family and its offshoots have always ruled this land. Tradition—”
“Just because something always has been a certain way, doesn’t mean it can’t change, or even, that change can’t be beneficial.”
“That’s exactly what it means! Why would we disturb a peaceful pond?”
“But it’s not that peaceful, given all you’ve told me. One reason you want me to be queen is to keep and strengthen the peace with other kingdoms. Then there’s the Senate, so how calm is this pond, really?”
“Internally, we are calm.”
“You’ve got a funny definition of calm.”
“The Senate’s current machinations are irrelevant as they can be controlled. Aside from that, you cannot judge us based on issues with outside forces, especially since Reshaya has never been the agitator.”
“‘Never’ carries a lot of weight here. I doubt that’s true. Either way, we seem to have some inside problems, too, unless all these senators were lying and there isn’t a growing body among our citizens who want to have their voices heard.”
“What do they know about how to govern? Besides, you’ve lived in the city for years. Wouldn’t you have heard rumblings about this?” Amara asked.
Gwendoline laughed without humor. “Because of all the freedom I’ve had? Because I had the opportunity to venture out and talk to real people?”
“Real people? What is that supposed to mean?”
Gwendoline waved her off. “Never mind. We won’t agree on this, given how worked up you are about it.”
“I’m not worked up!”
“Really?” Gwendoline stepped closer, reaching out to Amara, who held her breath, watching Gwendoline’s hand stop short of touching her skin. “I can feel your magick from here.”
“That’s impossible.” Amara almost trembled.
“If you say so.” She paused. “I’m tired. We can continue our lessons tomorrow.” Gwendoline strode out of the room, leaving Amara behind, plagued with more questions than she’d had to grapple with in a long time. She labored to settle the strange sensations surging through her, as magick had indeed come alive, leaving her almost disoriented and with a twisting tension in her stomach.



fire and ice

 G WEN MET AMARA IN the quiet room as they were going to start her meditation sessions.
“Are you ready, Princess?”
“Is it really such a hardship to call me by my name?”
“You are the princess, though, and I’m only offering the proper respect.”
“But aren’t you also showing a lack of respect by ignoring my wishes?”
Amara inclined her head. “I could call you Gwendoline when we are alone.”
“How about Gwen?”
Amara raised one eyebrow.
Gwen sighed. She supposed Gwendoline was something. “Anyway, why do I have to meditate? I read up on that ritual you mentioned the other day, but I have no magick, and so I don’t see why it’s important for me to meditate. I thought that’s something novice mages do to visualize their inner flame or something.”
“That is correct. I’m pleased by your willingness to work with me.”
Gwen frowned. It wasn’t so much willingness as a potential plan to advance the Senate’s power, for their recent excursion and the readings she’d completed afterward had sparked an inkling of how she might escape her… royal conundrum. Not that she’d mention that to Amara. No, she’d have to be careful, and she definitely shouldn’t seem too eager since that would surely arouse Amara’s suspicions. “What can I say, I’m bored. But you still haven’t answered my question.”
“I wasn’t done yet. Yes, meditation is a cornerstone in our magical education. However, the practice has other benefits as well, even for non-mages. Since we need to perform the talsih ritual for the coronation, you need to become accustomed to magick. Your mind needs to be prepared to accept my magick. The easiest way to do that is for you to learn to clear your mind.”
“Clear my mind, huh.” Gwen shook her head. This would be nice if it worked.
“If you’re ready, please sit down, mirror my position, and focus on the flame.”
“You’re still standing.”
Amara rolled her eyes and sat cross-legged on the floor. She placed her hands palms up on her upper thighs and closed her eyes.
Gwen, still standing, cleared her throat. “Uh, what flame?”
The moment the question had settled between them, a flame, reaching up to Gwen’s knees, flickered to life in front of Amara.
“Showoff,” Gwen muttered and sat down, imitating Amara’s position. “I’m assuming I need to close my eyes, too?”
“Yes.” Amra’s reply sounded terse.
Gwen straightened and followed suit.
“Picture the flame you saw between us in your mind. Try to visualize the different shades of yellow and orange within.”
Gwen did, concentrating on the iridescent flicker that remained visible after she closed her eyes, as if burned into her eyelids.
“Focus on the heat. Allow the sensation to wash over you and engulf you, to chase out any cold, and to release all tension within. Your goal is to become light and buoyant while you permit your thoughts to drift away. Don’t dwell on any one thought. If you try to empty your mind, you’ll only get stuck on one thought or another, and you end up chasing them like a race.”
Case in point: Gwen’s current preoccupation with cheese. She’d eaten quite an opulent breakfast, so it couldn’t be hunger that suddenly pushed her mind to revolve around food.
“You might notice your mind jumping to odd topics, either to things you haven’t thought about in a long time, or to something that seems to make no sense now. This is an attempt of the mind to resist your efforts.”
“Why would it do that?”
“Because it fears the void. If your mind is empty, where did it go?”
“Where do words go when they’re spoken, you mean?”
Amara’s eyes opened. “What?”
Gwen blinked, Amara’s tone tearing her out of the inertia she’d fallen into. She shrugged. “You know, if your mind is empty, where are all the thoughts, right? So the mind fears it will lose itself if it becomes empty. Kind of like what happens with words. You say them, and then they are gone. No?”
“I don’t…” Amara shook her head. “Yes, that’s what I meant with your mind’s fight against this state, but—”
“Shouldn’t the mind like it? Like a pause or a rest? It’s always so busy up there.”
Amara smiled. “Perhaps, but that assumes the mind knows the void is only temporary.”
“That makes your mind sound stupid. Where would it go?”
“Where indeed? As for words, there might be no tangible or auditory trace of spoken words, but they can still impact you. Of course, most of what we hear and say in a day is meaningless chatter we have forgotten half an hour later.”
“By the Gods, that’s a… positive view of all your interactions.”
“As opposed to yours?”
Gwen tilted her head. Amara had a point. She usually forgot most of what her peers said two seconds later, especially when all they did was gossip about each other’s love lives.
“Still, there are words that linger. They echo. You don’t forget them. Some even carve a life of their own inside you.” A shadow fell over Amara’s face.
“Yes.”
“Therefore, I’d not say that words just disappear after they are spoken, well, at least not all of them.”
Gwen held Amara’s gaze. Did she dare? “How did my sister die?” She did. This had been on her mind since she read the official account of the accident. It had all seemed so banal. Asking this question, though, would confront her with a reality she still longed to forget, and so she’d not asked this before. To be fair, even if Gwen had been ready to pose it earlier, her relationship with Amara hadn’t encouraged such an inquiry.
All air seemed to flee Amara’s body, and while her posture didn’t collapse, her face did. For a moment, her expression crumbled, and her eyes pleaded with Gwen not to go there.
“Tara died in an accident.” Amara’s voice sounded rough, and while her facial expression was once more impassive, she avoided Gwen’s gaze.
“I’ve read the official report. A tragic accident on the journey back from royal business. That’s nothing. What happened to my sister?”
Amara swallowed hard. “I killed her.” The flame between them died.
Gwen’s eyes widened, and she tightened her hands into fists. “You want to explain that?”


Amara didn’t. She longed to forget that day. No, she wanted to turn back time and act differently. Alas, altering time wasn’t part of her skill set. She knew the day would come when she’d have to tell Gwendoline, but she’d hoped for more time, and to have this conversation foisted upon her the day before Queen Tara’s funeral seemed morbid but perhaps also apt in some ways.
Amara worried her lower lip, trying to gather her thoughts before allowing them to spread and drag her back to that awful day four weeks ago.


“Don’t look so glum, Amara. Our negotiations were quite successful. You can’t always get everything you want,” Tara said, an amused twinkle in her eyes.
Amara folded her arms. “You are too generous, my queen.”
“Maybe, but you harness more goodwill when you are kind and helpful.”
“Or they take advantage of you and see your generosity as weakness.”
“King Elnor seemed quite sincere. Our relations with Seilbrun are one of the better ones out there.”
“That isn’t saying much.” Amara released a small sigh. “If they were true allies, they’d not demand such concessions. The shipping routes are essential for our trade.”
“And we didn’t lose access.”
Amara nodded stiffly.
“Either way. I hope this goodwill will make King Elnor much more inclined to stand with us against Tendor. I worry about their mobilization. Queen Mary assures us their efforts are just training exercises to keep her army ready in case of an attack, but…”
“Right.” Amara suppressed a snort. Queen Mary remained as much of a slippery snake as her father had been.
Amara must have fallen asleep, for she jerked awake when the carriage lurched. Disoriented, she swayed in her seat. “Queen Tara!” she cried, trying to rouse the other woman, who also seemed to have drifted off to sleep.
“What?” Tara blinked owlishly and sat up straighter. “What’s happening?”
Amara extended her senses to check on their surroundings, but it was too late. An animal must have spooked the horses—unusual since they were trained to ignore distractions—and their carriage, traveling downhill on a snowy road with patches of ice, began to skid and slide while picking up speed.
Everything happened so quickly—people always say that, but Amara had never witnessed such a rapid escalation. The driver’s yells rang in her ears as she called out for Queen Tara, who was attempting to get a hold of something. The wheels eventually broke, and the carriage tipped on its side. The weight of the wagon and its momentum caused it to wobble and slide down the hill at an ever-increasing rate.
Tara cried out, and Amara released her magick, casting a protective barrier around her queen while holding on, striving to steady herself so she could get closer and touch Tara. If she managed to make contact, she could transport them out of there.
The carriage rolled on, with the loud screeching of metal on stone as the downward slope and friction tore the wood off the frame.
The shaking of the wagon made it near impossible for Amara to reach Tara since gravity pressed her in the opposite direction. She grunted, so focused on grasping any part of the Queen that her senses missed the impending, brutal stop. The carriage slammed into a giant boulder, and the force of the impact lifted Amara into the air before she crashed headfirst into a stone that now protruded through the back of the wagon.
Everything stopped.
Upon regaining consciousness, she only heard her own ragged breathing. An eerie silence hung over the scene as the cold bit her. She groaned, and her eyelids struggled to stay open. Amara first noticed the shape of the driver, who had been flung off the carriage and collided with a boulder close to her position. He lay mangled in the snow.
“Qu… Queen Tara.” She coughed, trying to pull herself upright.
Once Amara’s spotted Tara, she wished she hadn’t. A part of her ached never to see or feel anything again.
Amara stumbled forward, her fingers finding purchase in a mixture of snow, ice, and wood splinters, until she halted, willing herself to cross the remaining distance.
She edged forward, and with a trembling hand, Amara reached out and touched Tara’s icy face. Her vision blurred, and she blinked rapidly before wiping her eyes with her torn robe sleeve. She coughed, barely stopping herself from heaving. Gods, no.

Amara sobbed when she crouched over Tara, the Queen’s body lying shattered and broken in powdery white that had formed a crystalized, crimson halo around her body.
Tara’s eyes were open, staring unseeing into the falling night while snowflakes rained upon them.


“That… Why did you say you killed her?” Gwendoline’s voice tore Amara back to the present.
“I couldn’t reach her. Teleporting another person only works when you’re in physical contact, but I couldn’t get to her in time.”
“It was an accident. It sounds like you tried everything. What happened to the shield?”
“It dropped once I lost consciousness, when… I hit the boulder.” Amara ducked her head, waiting for Gwendoline to grasp what had happened and to see it for what it was, Amara’s complete and abject failure to protect the Queen.
“You didn’t kill her.”
“It’s my duty to protect the Queen. She’s supposed to be safe with me around. Nothing is supposed to happen to her. I’m supposed to be the last line of defense.” She rocked back and forth.
“It was an accident.”
Amara shook her head. “If I’d not fallen asleep, none of this would have happened. I wasn’t even tired. We were mid-conversation, and… nothing.”
“You mean you don’t remember?”
“It’s hard to explain. You generally don’t notice falling asleep, but here it seemed odd. It wasn’t that late, and I’d been sleeping well overall. I also don’t nap when I’m traveling because I wish to be prepared in case of an emergency. Yet that day?”
“Maybe you were more stressed or tired than you realized. That doesn’t make it your fault. Again, it was an accident.”
“That’s not enough.”
“It will have to be.” Gwendoline’s voice rang rough, almost stern. She cleared her throat.
Amara raised her head and caught Gwendoline’s gaze.
“It’s over. You can’t go back and change anything. It makes no sense fighting a battle you didn’t just lose, but that’s over and won’t ever offer a rematch.”
“So I should just accept my failure and move on?” Amara spat.
“That would be the healthiest thing to do, but based on your reaction just now, that doesn’t seem to an option.”
“How can you be so calm about this? Your sister died because of me!”
Gwendoline sighed. “Guilt is devastating. It accomplishes nothing, at least nothing positive, and if you let it, it’ll devour you alive.”
“Perhaps that is a just punishment. I failed my queen!”
“Do you think Tara would see it like that?”
Amara scoffed. “Of course not, but she’d always been too kind and forgiving.”
“I suppose that made her a good queen.”
“Yes! No. It’s complicated. It made her more friends than enemies, and I could handle those dangers, but…” She balled her hands into tight fists.
“Is it now your duty to keep me safe?”
Amara sat up straighter. “Yes.”
“I didn’t know you were also my bodyguard.”
“I’m not, but it’s still upon me to ensure your safety as the last line of defense.”
“I see.” Gwendoline stared at her intently. “Maybe you need to get over this and compose yourself, so that your preoccupation with a tragic accident won’t prevent you from fulfilling your duty. Isn’t that your priority?”
Amara clenched her jaw. Of all the things to say…
“We should continue the meditation lesson after the funeral. I’m tired.” Gwendoline rose and strode out of the room, never offering Amara a chance to reply.
Amara glared at her retreating back. The audacity! Get over failing Queen Tara? How? It had only been a month, and tomorrow she’d have to face it all publicly, and now the Princess acted as if she’d fail her too, or worse, as if she’d already done so.
“Gods,” Amara whispered into the empty quiet room.



puppets

 G WEN HATED FUNERALS. SHE’D been dreading this day since the moment she learned of her sister’s passing. Today would make it real, permanent. There’d be no more deluding herself into wish casting that none of this had happened after they’d lowered Tara’s casket into the icy ground.
She’d also always hated the traditional feast afterward. If she loved someone and they had died, she didn’t want to celebrate after returning them to the soil. She wanted to go home, sit in her room and cry. Worse, today marked also the public announcement of Gwen accepting her fate—that she’d be the next queen.
As she changed into the formal royal attire for funerals, a long, flowing emerald dress, symbolic of death as a return to nature, with the crest of their house sewn on the inside so that it pressed against her heart, Gwen fought the urge to flee again. Although she briefly wondered if she’d get away with faking being sick.
She wouldn’t, but for a second, that thought offered some relief.
One of the palace servants—she did so enjoy having gotten rid of Rodney, who’d stayed in the city since she didn’t need a specialized guard at the palace—picked her up and led her to the temple where they’d hold the ceremonial farewell service.
Amara sat next to her during the entire ceremony. Gwen had half expected Amara to lead the rite, considering her status as High Mage, but instead, one of the temple mages headed the procession.
They were quiet—their last argument remained on Gwen’s mind. She’d been furious with Amara, and since she couldn’t explain why she felt that way, she’d pretended to be concerned with her own safety, likely causing her magical advisor even more distress because it seemed easier to direct her ire in this manner. She’d also hoped it would snap Amara out of wallowing in guilt when she’d done nothing to harm Tara. It hadn’t worked, and instead, Gwen now worried her words had been rude. And unfeeling. Not that she cared.
Tara clearly had meant a lot to Amara. She’d never understand why people tortured themselves with guilt, and something about that had always infuriated her. Perhaps because too often people who should feel guilty didn’t, while others, who didn’t cause any suffering or didn’t do so on purpose, raked themselves over burning coals.
She didn’t know what she’d expected when Amara said she’d killed Tara, as she’d been almost struck mute—her heart stumbling before battering her ribcage. She’d ached listening to the events of that day. The senselessness of it all. But she supposed life sometimes offered nothing else.
Consequently, the confusing mixture of grief over the loss of her sister, compassion for Amara, and anger intermingled with self-pity about her own situation had been too much for Gwen, too much to react with her usual defense mechanisms of humor and glibness—of making inappropriate comments. No, she had just attacked. That her offense had been guided, in part, by the attempt to help Amara, didn’t make Gwen feel less awful. Gods, she wished she knew why her emotions were often such a maelstrom, especially concerning Amara, whose proximity alone had the power to vacate most of her thoughts, almost transforming Gwen back to her younger, tongue-tied self.
She watched the tan ropes lower Tara’s casket into the ground, still Amara stood beside her—her face a stony mask. Neither of them had brought up their previous conversation, and although they acted as if nothing had happened, Gwen felt chilled in Amara’s presence. She couldn’t blame the other woman for being upset, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.
At the feast came the announcement, the introduction of Gwendoline Dagon as the future queen. It was a haze, cheers, congratulations, small talk, so much small talk, and always, with Amara hovering nearby. Did she take Gwen’s comments as a challenge and therefore decided to become her shadow? Gwen’s mouth had always gotten her into trouble, and she supposed this wasn’t any different.
How she found a moment of solitude a bit later, Gwen didn’t know, but there she stood on an empty balcony in the freezing cold. She generally abhorred being cold, but the weather was surely why she found herself alone, and tonight, she’d rather brave freezing temperatures than all those people and her future. Gwen looked out at the dimming forest, and if she squinted, she could make out the frame of the old well where Tara and she used to play as children. Gods, her sister was dead. Her breathing hitched.
“Are you all right, Princess?”
Gwen started and spun around. “I didn’t hear you join me.”
Amara hummed and stepped next to Gwen.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re trembling.”
“Well, it’s cold.”
“We could go back inside,” Amara suggested.
Gwen shook her head.
Amara closed her eyes and whispered something so low Gwen didn’t comprehend it. She raised her hand and pressed her fingertips against Gwen’s upper arm for the fraction of a second, almost too fast to register the touch.
Gwen groaned as heat suffused her, spreading like fire, thawing the chill that had been growing inside. “What did you…” She bit her lower lip, trying to ignore the throbbing the heat caused. “Magick.”
A shudder seemed to run through Amara, and Gwen wondered why she didn’t use the warming spell on herself.
“A simple heating spell, since you do not wish to return to the hall,” Amara said, once more fully composed.
Silence.
“Thank you.”
Amara nodded.
“How long does it last?”
“As long as I wish it,” Amara replied.
Gwen didn’t ask if it would also end if Amara were to fall unconscious; after all, her newfound curiosity about magick didn’t justify opening wounds. She really needed to learn more about magick. Even though she’d always been aware of it, Gwen had been indifferent toward its practice.
“Why do you think magick is such a rare gift?”
Amara tilted her head. “An interesting word choice, considering vast masses of the populace consider magick a curse.”
Gwen frowned. “I doubt that. Sure, there are some who don’t like it, or who are suspicious of those with the spark, but there doesn’t seem to be a large movement that condemns its use.”
“Today, no. It used to be different.”
“When you were young?”
Amara’s expression hardened. “Yes.”
“And?”
“And what?” Amara asked, sounding defensive, as if bracing herself for further personal questions. As if Gwen couldn’t read her well enough to recognize that such inquiries would yield no results.
“Why is it so rare? I don’t know the exact number, just that even among those with the spark, only a fraction make it to your level.”
“No one has made it to my level in centuries.”
Gwen snorted. “You’re so incredibly humble.”
“Facts are not arrogance. I’ve been the most powerful mage in all the lands for centuries.”
“How do you know? Is there some international magical competition where mages do what? Throw fireballs at each other and you set them all on fire?”
Amara heaved a sigh. “While there is a certain amount of communication between the mages of all lands, such an event is entirely made up by your… peculiar mind.”
Gwen chuckled. “Maybe there should be. Either way, that means you just assume you are the best.”
Amara turned to face her. “The rarity of the spark combined with our longevity means that most mages alive today, at least those who aren’t novices, have been around for a while. As such, they have, we have participated in a vast number of conflicts and strife among the kingdoms.”
“The Zwogel conflict.”
Amara didn’t reply, but once more stared out into the woods.
“We won that one, didn’t we?”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t know you’re also a soldier. What else do you do? Teacher, advisor, bodyguard, soldier. Are you a medic, too?”
Amara rolled her eyes. “There are medical mages, and no, while we all have at least a rudimentary grasp of healing spells, that’s not my specialty.”
“What is your specialty?”
“Handling unwilling heirs so they don’t harm themselves.”
“That surely wasn’t your job for my sister.”
Amara’s posture fell, and Gwen cursed herself. Why had she said that?


Queen Tara’s funeral had been rough, as had been the recovery from Gwendoline’s… assault the previous night. It hadn’t been an attack, but it stung, and Amara still ached the next day. She’d clung to Gwendoline’s presence like a shadow. No, she’d not allow another Dagon to suffer, and she’d been accomplishing this task before Gwendoline had cast doubt on her ability to fulfill her duty.
Cold dread had swamped Amara when Gwendoline had sneaked away. She’d reached out with her magick and followed her to a balcony. Who went outside in this weather? The future queen, it seemed, intent on catching her death. Well, not on Amara’s watch. The spell she’d cast to warm Gwendoline had rebounded and shot heat through her, too. Quite unusual, but before she had the opportunity to ponder that further, Gwendoline had engaged her in a discussion.
Magick as a gift. Amara still struggled with that. She’d not seen it as a curse in a long time, and yes, magick was a gift that had saved her life (after destroying it), but she wasn’t used to non-magical folks sharing this view. Most people were indifferent toward magick, or they perceived it as a means of accomplishing something for themselves. In some areas, mages were seen as servants. Never mind that these servants always had the ability to rule them all if they deigned doing so. Yet they didn’t.
She sighed. “No, your sister had more sense than you do.” In her little finger. Amara didn’t add that.
“Yes, that has always been the case.” A humorless chuckle fell from Gwendoline’s lips. “Tell me, it seems like the crown employs your… services quite a bit. How did all of this start?”
“How did what start?”
“Employing a High Mage. When did the crown start having that position and why?”
Amara’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead. “You are aware that I wasn’t alive back then?”
Gwendoline laughed—a joyful, genuine sound, and Amara almost smiled. “Yes, you’re old, but not ancient. Point taken. Even so, while I may have slept in history classes, I’m sure you didn’t. Aren’t you supposed to teach me?”
“You want a history lesson at near freezing temperatures on the palace balcony on the day of your sister’s funeral?”
“Well, Tara always loved history. I’m sure she’d approve of me finally showing an interest.” Gwen shrugged. “Besides, aren’t we supposed to celebrate her life?”
“All right. Our kingdom, much like all others, went through different stages in which magick was viewed as a positive or wicked force. Eventually, during one of those positive attitude phases, one of your ancestors, Queen Marika, employed a gifted mage to assist her in locating and managing natural resources to aid in bolstering and growing our realm. It strengthened Reshaya and allowed us to expand faster.”
“This translates to taking the lands of the slower growing neighboring kingdoms, I’m assuming?” Gwen drawled.
“You make it sound so reprehensible. Fights over land and resources weren’t uncommon for the longest time. We still argue about the latter with other kingdoms.”
“Yes, but we don’t club each other on the head anymore and take each other’s land.”
“Because negotiations come with fewer dangers and losses, but plenty of problems between kingdoms remain.”
“One reason why you want me to take on the crown.”
“You are the direct heir. That always strengthens the rule.” Amara held Gwen’s gaze.
“It’s fascinating. If you think about it, that mage and all High Mages since could have seized power and ruled the land themselves.”
Amara frowned.
Gwendoline chuckled. “You don’t need to say it. I can see on your face that the very notion offends you.”
Amara jutted out her chin. “It does.”
“Are you always this honorable?”
Amara only stared at Gwendoline, who waved her off.
“Even if you are, why were all the others? Why did none of the mages across millennia seize power?”
“Perhaps because we understand and appreciate the meaning and importance of duty?”
“Unlike other people, huh?”
Amara offered a slight nod. Why did all their interaction start out benign only to grow claws as they moved along?
“Anyway, back to the past. So, Queen Marika used a mage to gain more power and liked it so much that she gave them a position, and so it became tradition.”
“Once again, you make the history of your family and Reshaya sound so sordid.”
“Perhaps I’m not full of affection for my family and this kingdom, unlike some people.”
“Indeed. Do you think there’s something we might do to improve that situation?”
“Make someone else queen? Or king? I have no real preference there.”
“I’m afraid that is out of my hands.”
“If it’s out of our hands, who controls our fates? Are we nothing but puppets who jump high because someone or something demands it?”
Amara had no answer.
Later that night, Amara couldn’t sleep. All this talk about history, destiny, and puppets had her on edge. She sometimes wondered about history too, not so much of the land, but your own history—how much was of your own choosing. Did people get to decide how they wished to live?
Amara believed in Reshaya and in the monarchy. She believed that this was the best and most secure way to ensure their people’s continued prosperity. Amara had witnessed uprisings and rebellions, revolutions. She’d seen how they all turned on themselves and left nothing but ashes in their wake. Their ideas weren’t always terrible, some had been noble, yet that never mattered. Eventually, these movements would devour themselves. And who’d get hurt in the process? Ordinary people. Soldiers. Women and children.
No, to protect their people, they needed a strong monarch.
The Senate—a concession made by King Theodore’s father late in his reign to at least provide the appearance of some form of democratic governance—had taken on a life of its own. Initially, it consisted of crown-loyal aristocrats. They were more concerned with their stipends and parties than with governing.
A loophole in the Senate’s bylaws ushered in new elections, and citizens replaced established families one by one and with members of their own community. These men and women, who were harder to control, have been pushing for more power and the right to govern. Ridiculous. This was how revolutions started, and they needed to be quelled now before Reshaya sank into anarchy.
The only problem, Gwendoline Dagon. Amara had hoped their visit to the Senate would make the Princess aware of the hazards of a strong Senate. It didn’t, and their conversation during Queen Tara’s funeral demonstrated not only how different the two sisters were but also how closely Amara would have to monitor the Princess to steer her in the correct direction. Left unchecked, Gwendoline might pose a greater threat to Reshaya than the Senate.



waves

 G WEN’S MIND SEEMED STUCK on their outing to the Senate and the potential lifeline this discovery had thrown her way. She mentioned the Senate in passing to Orion the other day, and she didn’t seem as hostile to it as Amara, which surprised Gwen since she had expected Amara’s second-in-command to toe the line. She also kept thinking about the senators’ arguments. Gwen wanted to talk to them about their vision for the future. Could this really be her way out? What she learned differed from the idle chatter her peers indulged in. It had substance and contained concrete plans to aid Reshaya and its people, rather than being a titillating tale of who cheated on whom.
Gwen decided she needed not just to learn more about magick, but also about the history of the land. Her plan to strengthen the Senate and find a way to abdicate the crown—a mere idea so far—gave her hope. While she had worried about Amara finding out, she still had her ways around the palace and had managed to send off a letter to Lamarque, figuring the Senate leader might be interested in an exchange with the future queen. Now she had to wait and hope for a communication that might guide her forward.
After six weeks at the palace, her interactions with Amara continued to carry a loaded tension that Gwen couldn’t quite identify, and the biggest oddity, she sometimes would swear she intuited Amara’s frustration and impatience, while the woman remained impassive outwardly. There were even moments when hope mingled in all these sensations swatting her, and Gwen knew for sure she wasn’t the one hoping. Yet, this was impossible, and in those instances, Gwen feared she might be losing her mind.
Either way, on the surface, things seemed to go according to Amara’s designs, and they were getting along, even making progress. Calling this accord between them fake would also be a lie. Gwen hated how drawn she felt to Amara, especially when their lessons veered off into almost philosophical discussions. Here, they seemed freer, as if fewer boundaries and limits existed between them, and Gwen caught herself smiling when she thought of Amara. But she once again came to her senses and worked on reestablishing more distance.
To help with that, Gwen reminded herself of the blood oath and how Amara didn’t believe her. She’d not brought it up again since she figured harping on about it wouldn’t just be futile, but it would also create more conflict than she wanted to deal with. But it served as a reminder that she shouldn’t build a bridge across the ravine that divided them. To be honest, she also tried to avoid arguments with Amara because they made her heart jump into her throat while a nervous energy flitted through her as if she’d jump out of her skin any second. She didn’t know what to do with that, so she tried a more peaceful approach. Naturally, given who she was and who she was dealing with, such attempts often proved less than successful.
During one of their afternoon lessons, instead of talking about trade agreements with different kingdoms, they once more found themselves lost in an unrelated debate, though then again, Gwen assumed death was a topic not too far from their minds.
“There are moments when I find death utterly appealing. The great oblivion. Sleep, peace. Forever. More than that, you are done with everything here, all the heartache and pain, all the suffering, the frustration, the endless back and forth, the misunderstandings and the sheer mismatching of desires. To just be done .” Gwen sighed.
“What if death isn’t the end?”
“A sort of heaven or hell?”
“Whatever you believe, but more generally a continuation of your soul, your consciousness.”
“I’d be upset.”
Amara chuckled.
“I’m not joking. After all of this … and who knows how old I’ll be before I die. I could make it to one hundred! Don’t I deserve a break?”
“A whole century,” Amara said, an almost playful smile on her lips. “I’d say your life, despite any hardship, wasn’t more difficult than the lives of most people in our land, or in the world. You are still privileged beyond the many.”
“Privileged.” Gwen hummed. “Because I never wanted for the necessities in life?”
Amara inclined her head.
“We all suffer in some form. Why do we have to turn that into a competition and see who suffers more? What’s the criteria? Is there a different weight given to physical versus mental suffering? What if your pain is your own fault? How many points do we deduct for that?” Gwen put a finger against her lips.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. Suffering isn’t a contest. That I’m sometimes sick of my life and long for death doesn’t mean I believe my life is harder than anyone else’s. I’m only talking about me and my feelings in that moment. How would I even assess what someone else goes through?
“Gods, people are often not even able to explain what they feel or want to another person. How would I know? I can only tell what’s in my head, my heart, and that is convoluted enough.”
“I didn’t say suffering is a competition. Just that objectively speaking, you’ve had a good life.”
“On the outside, maybe.”
Amara held Gwen’s gaze. Her startling blue eyes questioning.
Gwen didn’t know what Amara wanted to ask her, it happened sometimes during their philosophical discussions, but now, just as always, the question in Amara’s irises dimmed and her expression shuttered closed.
Gwen released a harsh breath and returned her focus to her books, attempting to ignore the leaden sensation settling in her stomach. She both wanted and feared whatever question Amara never asked. She needed to focus on her plan to get out of here without activating the pain her blood oath wrought, and since that stood opposite of Amara’s wishes, Gwen needed to remind herself that they weren’t friends. They couldn’t be friends. She needed to stop thinking so much of Amara—whatever thrummed between them needed to die. Quickly.


The last two weeks had been both harder and easier than expected. They bickered less than Amara had feared. Oh, Gwendoline still sometimes provoked her, and there were moments when her dark eyes narrowed, speaking of resentment and almost promising rebellion. Amara didn’t understand why this made her breath catch each time while her heart grew as heavy as a boulder in her chest.
Amara tried to respond with logic to both Gwendoline and her own mind, her own feelings that so often were in disarray because of something the Princess said or did. On some level, she remained the most unpredictable person Amara had ever met, and it filled her with shame that this excited her. Equally bewildering were other occasions where Amara perceived a deeper understanding of Gwendoline than she did of herself, when a single look conveyed Gwendoline’s emotions to her.
Her life as Queen Tara’s advisor had been pleasant, if boring. Steady and predictable, but she approved of such a state as it also promised an alignment, peace. Her passing had thrown her world into chaos, and Gwendoline only heightened that predicament. While Amara still despised chaos when it related to the kingdom, a part of her had started to almost crave it. How ridiculous.
Still, none of this changed the fact that the atmosphere in the room between them sometimes carried an odd sort of tension that sent Amara’s heart galloping while her palms grew clammy. She didn’t like this; however, try as she might, Gwendoline often overrode her good sense.
After hours of studying, they entered a harsh disagreement on the role of the crown in making and enforcing laws.
“You are being unreasonable.”
“Why? Because I don’t agree with you?” Gwendoline folded her arms across her chest.
“You are acting like a child!” Amara snarled, sitting across from Gwendoline at their usual table in the library. Why did this keep happening? They would get along, even enjoying some interesting, smart discussions, and then they’d arrive at a topic that shattered the unspoken truce between them.
“Take that back!”
Amara’s eyebrows rose.
Gwendoline grumbled. “I don’t know what you expect of me. We’ve been over this a hundred times.”
“And yet you act like none of this matters. You make little effort to—”
“Become the queen? I wonder why. Perhaps I’d prefer to go back to my life and—”
“What? Waste away your time at tea parties, gossiping, and fooling around with the spoiled offspring of the nobility? Some of these troublemakers would love nothing more than to witness the downfall of the crown. That’s how far we’ve come!” Amara didn’t want to argue with Gwendoline, yet her unwillingness to warm up to her future role remained unacceptable and maddening.
“Hey! Watch it! You make it sound as if I enjoyed myself there. My life wasn’t like that. Besides, I doubt you understand anything about friends. Or sex.”
“Or what? What are you going to do? Pout some more, run away, slam doors like a wayward teenager?” She glared at Gwendoline while internally dropping her face into her palms and holding back stomping her feet. Who was the child now?
“Well, how is that a surprise given all you do is bore me to tears with these stupid lessons! Why do I need to learn all these rules and regulations? How about we let the queen be a figurehead? I can be the pretty picture and you pull the strings in the background, given you know all this so much better than I do.”
Amara sighed. “That’s not how it works. You’ve taken a blood oath, and—”
“One more time, not by choice and pretty much without my consent.”
“And once again, that isn’t possible!” While this was the first time they’d brought this up again, Amara’s mind had been churning over that revelation from weeks ago, unable to let go or find an answer that would satisfy her.
Gwendoline glowered at her.
They were getting nowhere. And this pulsating string of… something between them wasn’t helping one bit either. Amara needed to stop her body from reacting to this madness.
Later that evening, Amara paced in her quarters. Forced . She shouldn’t continue to entertain that delusion. It was impossible to force anyone to take a blood oath. Gwendoline had to be messing with her. Her disdain for the crown and her growing affinity for the Senate left Amara with the impulse to scream. How did she go so wrong in her teachings that she failed to convince Gwendoline of the monarchy’s benefits? If things didn’t improve on that front and Gwendoline continued to reject her role, Amara might have to suggest that the Order look at the cousins. They could not afford a queen who sympathized with the Senate.
A forced blood oath.
The heirs of each generation swore a blood oath to stand up for the crown in times of need. The oath included a mild compulsion that would draw an heir back to the palace if a crisis or an empty throne triggered such a pact. Still, no one had ever forced an heir to take such an oath, not to her knowledge. Amara had administered several such pledges herself over the years, though Elder Magnus had handled Tara and Gwendoline’s oaths since he’d been a close friend of King Theodore.
Had Magnus coerced Gwendoline? But how would that have even worked? It should have rendered the oath impotent. Amara ground her teeth at the conclusion that Gwendoline must be lying, or at the very least, she wasn’t sharing the entire truth. Nothing new there, so why did it rankle her?
A bone-crushing weariness rattled through Amara. For most of her life, she had been doing the very same thing, and the older she got, the younger everyone else seemed. She snorted. What a revelation. She’d seen and done everything. When she was first inducted into the Order, she’d practically vibrated, filled with the need to make a mark, to have people remember her. Then to lead. To guide the Dagon line through many storms, and she’d been essential in the growing prosperity of Reshaya.
At the same time, she also realized that nothing ever truly changed. Heroes and villains, if you were to add such titles to people, came and left, and for the most part, they were annoyingly similar. People were stupid, too. Making the same mistakes over and over again, even when they should know better. And here she was, watching them, guiding them, counseling them, refraining from incinerating them.
She wondered if her fatigue with the tedious sameness of her existence made her tolerate Gwendoline’s insolent behavior. Perhaps that was why she indulged in these arguments, even let them cross lines and boundaries she knew she should guard. But for what? As loath as she was to admit it, even to herself, Gwendoline shaped up to be the first bit of excitement Amara had encountered in centuries. How utterly pathetic. That was hardly a justification to be so lax, even if she feared that one day she might buckle under all the weight she’d been carrying for centuries. Still, her focus needed to rest on Gwendoline, and she needed to amass more information on this tale the Princess insisted on spinning.



watering weeds

 T HE NEXT DAY, GWEN still felt like shouting. Why on earth had she brought this up again? She knew Amara didn’t believe her, and Gwen didn’t want her sympathy. She understood how things usually went, how there were protocols and regulations. Gwen had read enough about them to last a lifetime. Yet in the end, no one questioned the royal family, or the Order. Worse, she had no proof, aside from how the blood oath had made her feel when she first resisted the compulsion to rush to the palace.
Amara would never understand or care. What child refuses to promise to be there for their family when asked? Particularly, when their parents and sibling joined in, when it was all a game that for stupid, little Gwen meant nothing but a declaration of love and support. How was she to know it would tie her to the crown and make it impossible to reject the command to return and lead in a time of crisis?
In the afternoon, Gwen sat in the quiet room to meditate—she’d grown fond of it since a silent mind, even for just half an hour, could be a blessing. It had even enabled her to create some new and interesting art. Today, though, she struggled to quieten her mind. She hadn’t thought about leaving in a while—about forsaking Reshaya, her family, and running away—but her last conversation with Amara remained on her mind, and with it, a queasy feeling had started to spread. She didn’t like to think about being stuck here when she’d rather be anywhere else. This thought only ushered in pain, so why didn’t she stop?
It hurt having to stay where you didn’t wish to be, yet leaving wasn’t an option, at least not without suffering. Gwen tried to avoid thinking about that. There was no easy solution, so it made no sense to feel sorry for herself when she would be stuck either way. At least she would be until she figured out a way to help the Senate.
The door swung open, and Gwen recognized Amara’s footfalls striding toward her. She raised her head, and at her magical advisor’s agitation, she remained silent. Provoking Amara now seemed like an unwise move—one that would end in actual smoke and sparks. Even though… No.
Amara halted in front of Gwen. “We need to talk.”
“I’m meditating.” She straightened her posture.
“I researched your claim, and as I thought, you cannot force someone to swear a blood oath, and I also checked Elder Magnus’ records of the ritual. Nothing untoward happened.”
“If you say so.”
Amara glowered down at her.
“Is that all?” Gwen asked.
“You have nothing else to say?”
“Why would I bother? You made up your mind a long time ago and decided I’m lying.”
“That’s the problem, though. Why would you lie about this? It makes no sense.” Amara paced, and her nervous energy bled into Gwen.
“It doesn’t.”
Silence befell them.
Her mind returned to the quandary of the Senate because here she was lying, or at least, not telling the whole truth. Back when her peers were discussing the drama between the crown and the Senate, she hadn’t realized what was at stake, or perhaps she hadn’t cared. Was it truly because she’d assumed all those tales revolved around idle gossip, or did she not care because it didn’t affect her? Was she that selfish?
Gwen tried to concentrate on emptying her mind, but Amara striding through the quiet room like a bat out of hell with her maroon robes swishing along every step turned out to be too distracting. She sighed. “Why does any of this matter?”
Amara halted and turned to face her once more. “It explains your attitude since your arrival. If I can show you the error of your thinking, perhaps you’ll become more pliable to the process.”
Gwen’s jaw tightened. “You’re hoping to make your own life easier, by what? Proving to yourself that I’m lying while I know there’s no error in my memory?”
“There is. It’s the only logical explanation,” Amara insisted.
Gwen canted her head. “Has it ever crossed your mind that you might be mistaken about something?”
“Of course not. I’m the High Mage. I’ve been fulfilling this duty for over five centuries. Nothing escapes me, and there is no way this could have happened under my leadership.”
“Right. So this is all about you. My family entrapping me in a life I don’t want revolves around you . It’s no wonder you’re all alone. Even without being married to your duty, I doubt you’d have found someone willing to share your life, given there is no room left after accommodating you and your ego.” Gods, she shouldn’t go there. She didn’t want to think about Amara like this, and she wanted to contemplate the reasons behind the heaviness she felt when this popped into her head even less.
“You are the most impertinent person I have ever met in my entire life!”
“Goody. Do I get a reward for succeeding at something?” Gwen shouldn’t find this maddening woman as attractive as she did, especially not in the middle of an argument where Amara accused her of lying.
“Being queen is too inconvenient. You’d rather waste your life away with hollow pursuits of pleasure.”
Gwen jumped to her feet. “At least I’ve experienced pleasure! You don’t know me because if you did, you’d realize I wasn’t lying. Being queen isn’t a reward, it’s a chore. A punishment. A noose around my neck.” Why did Amara refuse to see that?
Amara stepped closer. “Perhaps you deserve to be punished.”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “If there’s punishment to be doled out, you’ll find that everyone deserving of it is already dead,” she ground out, her heart pounding.
“How convenient. We only have your word against the record of someone as highly regarded as Elder Magnus.”
“I’m here, I’m allowing you to train me, to mold me into the queen you desire. What more do you want?”
“I want you to do this willingly .”
“Yeah, too bad we can’t all get what we want,” Gwen snarled before turning and stalking out of the room. To hell with all of this. Why did she even bother? Oh, right. The blood oath. God, she really hated her life.


Headaches used to be rare occurrences, but since meeting and constantly interacting with Princess Gwendoline, Amara’s head seemed to pound all the time. The woman vexed her, and there seemed to be no way for Amara to alleviate the situation. Even when she meant well and intended to refuse the bait, when all she wanted to do was focus on their work, things would escalate eventually.
Amara didn’t even have a temper. At least she had convinced herself of that for the last seven centuries, yet Gwendoline pushed her to the brink of sanity with ease and with too much enjoyment for Amara’s liking. Although she did relish their more volatile interactions, too. It ignited something—a passion she didn’t believe she was still capable of. She didn’t know how she’d never realized that her existence lacked life. Spirit. Perhaps then she’d not be tempted to indulge in these confrontations with Gwendoline against her better judgment.
She despised the idea that the blood oath might have been imposed on Gwendoline. Yes, she wanted her to be queen, and they needed a Dagon heir to ascend the throne, but Amara didn’t want this to happen against Gwendoline’s will. How could she ever be a good ruler if she hated her vocation? However, there was no way to find out the veracity of the Princess’s claims, at least none that Gwendoline would ever permit.
Mind magick wasn’t popular, and in fact, it was one of the most regulated arts for its potential of abuse. Every type of magick could be abused and used for harm rather than assistance, but mind magick did so in a more insidious manner. It had the power to strip people of their free will.
In the end, even that didn’t matter since Gwendoline would never allow Amara into her mind, and Amara wouldn’t push. If Gwendoline spoke the truth, her trust had been violated enough, and Amara would have to learn to accept that this mystery remained unsolved.
On the other hand, she had the option of believing Gwendoline. She had seemed so earnest, and Amara had never gotten the impression she was lying, but her story couldn’t possibly be true, so how should Amara believe her? For all the knew, Gwendoline spoke the truth, at least as far as she knew it, yet that still didn’t align with reality. If only there was a third option.
In the end, Amara decided to drop the issue for now and instead, she returned her focus to Gwendoline’s education while trying to offer more patience. Perhaps she’d expected too much of the Princess. Her life had changed dramatically with the passing of Queen Tara, and it would behoove Amara to remember that. Perhaps that would take care of her headaches.


Amara had scheduled a meeting with the Order for the following week, and Gwen already dreaded it. The last one she’d attended had laid out her duties for taking on the throne, and most Order members were even stuffier and more stoic than Amara. Gwen didn’t know what was on the agenda, and when she’d asked Amara, the woman had been vague and distracted her with something.
Given that Amara was her advisor, this should be against the rules. Gwen hated to be left in the dark. Yet one night, a couple of days before said meeting, she wished she had remained unaware, at least of a topic she never wanted to even contemplate.
Darkness still covered the land when Gwen awoke, groaning. With a heaving chest, she yanked at the covers to untangle her sweaty body from the surrounding blankets. She tried to ignore the throbbing between her legs and dislodge the images that were still playing vividly in her mind. Gods, what was going on? Yes, Amara was a beautiful woman, but she could never go there. Her mind should have left this in her subconscious, where it belonged.
The nightly vision that had just awoken her bore a new tension that left her in a state of agony. The remnants of her dream—Amara on top of her, kissing her deeply, her fingers playing between Gwen’s legs, stroking through wet, swollen folds before pressing inside—had turned Gwen into a quivering mess with so much arousal flooding her bloodstream, she should be unconscious. She hadn’t found release in her dream, and she wouldn’t find it in the waking world either, at least not with Amara.
She quashed the idle thought that releasing the tension between them this way might improve their overall interactions. No. No. This was nothing but madness, implanted in her mind by the images of her dream and the hormones still swamping her system.
Gwen wanted to be free from the shackles that came with being a member of the royal family. Getting involved with the personification of her duty to the crown would certainly be… something. A terrible something.
The next time they settled in the meditation room, Gwen struggled to clear her mind.
“Is it common for you to take a step forward only to bounce back two?”
Gwen’s eyes snapped open. While they still argued a lot, especially during their philosophical discussions or, better yet, the application of her lessons therein, Amara usually had more patience. “Is it common for you to be this rude?”
Amara’s lips thinned. “Meditation isn’t difficult, and yet, after respectable progress, you are falling behind. This is unacceptable. We are on a tight schedule, and—”
“Badgering is a productive motivational tactic?” Gwen held Amara’s gaze.
After a moment of stillness, Amara released a harsh breath. “My apologies, Pri… Gwendoline.”
Gwen nodded. She recognized a peace offering when she saw one, and Amara’s apology rang sincere on all accounts. “Why are you so agitated?”
“I have a lot on my mind, and perhaps I’ve allowed my abundant worries to increase my stress levels to the point of me becoming a tad… unreasonable.”
Gwen suppressed a small smile. “I’m impressed you’re able to admit you’re not infallible.”
Amara frowned. “I never claimed to be.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“Being exceptional doesn’t equal being infallible. I have plenty of flaws, and you know about my most dismal recent failure.”
Amara’s guilt, etched plainly onto her beautiful features, tugged at Gwen. “I sometimes don’t know what to do with you.”
“Explain.”
“How am I supposed to react to such a statement where you call yourself exceptional, yet, you also weigh yourself down with a burden that isn’t yours to carry?”
“If not me, who should bear the fault of Queen Tara’s passing? My inability to—”
“Perhaps these things are connected,” Gwen mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“You believe you’re a brilliant mage, and as such, your expectations of yourself are incredibly high.”
“Rightfully so.” Amara straightened.
“But now you are facing this conundrum, you assume that given your skills and experience, any mistake is beneath you, and—”
“I never said that.”
“Not in so many words, no, but you’re acting like it. You also claim you don’t consider yourself infallible, yet you refuse to accept Tara’s death as an accident where you did everything you could to prevent it. The drawback of your high opinion of yourself and your abilities is that you are torturing yourself when you don’t succeed because you don’t believe that should be possible. Or maybe you think that you don’t have the right to fail.”
Amara stared at Gwen but remained silent.
“Is my deduction incorrect?”
“It has… merit.”
“High praise from the High Mage.” Gwen smiled, convinced she saw Amara’s lips twitch. In such moments, even going back to the balcony when Amara’s warming spell had washed over her—a heat that seemed to have lingered beyond the spell itself, occasionally returning to the forefront of her current preoccupation—Gwen, struck by this tender connection and understanding that had developed between them, felt instantly reminded of and weighed down by her plan with the Senate.
As informative and intriguing as her communication with Lamarque had been, and while she didn’t regret contacting him, it now started to feel like a betrayal. Not against the crown, since Gwen harbored too many negative sentiments there, but of Amara and of whatever had sprouted between them—something she should yank out of the soil like a pesky weed, but she couldn’t. Worse, she felt tempted to water it.
Perhaps there was an alternative solution to her approach to the Senate. Gwen had to contemplate this further.



a trembling fall

 A MARA CLOSED HER EYES to stop herself from snapping at the Princess. She tried to calm her physical reaction, the excitement that splashed through her veins at the prospect of another clash with Gwendoline—something that had started to spill heat through her, a fire she needed to suffocate, not enflame. However, Amara’s body must have missed that message. She forced her mind to get back on track.
When she opened her eyes to rephrase what had just blown the lid off Gwendoline’s temper, she started. The other woman’s chair stood empty. “What happened? Where is the Princess?”
The remaining Order members exchanged tense glances, as if trying to figure out who would be the unfortunate soul to speak up.
Amara had no time for such nonsense. “Well?”
“She left, High Mage Payne,” Rory spoke up. The ‘Didn’t you hear the commotion?’ remained left unsaid. She must have been truly lost in her head to miss Gwendoline’s departure, especially since stealth and silence were foreign concepts to Gwendoline, although she supposed the sudden silence should have alerted her to something amiss.
Amara didn’t appreciate how Gwendoline had turned her world upside down, how she seemed to even destabilize her magick that suddenly hummed just beneath her fingertips, ready to ignite at any moment, especially during their confrontations. She sometimes wondered how she derived pleasure from discussions that always ended up in disagreements. Yet, something gentle had begun developing between them, too, and this unsettled Amara even more. “Of course.” She rose. “This meeting is adjourned.”
Amara strode out of the room, intent on finding Gwendoline and trying to convince her, privately, of the necessity of their proposition. She halted once she stepped outside the chamber and reached out with her spark. Her magick zoned in on the low hum of Gwendoline without first having to sort through the presence of others. She’d surely gotten used to Gwendoline’s energy quickly. Of course, she’d rushed off to Amara’s public office, likely assuming she’d follow. And with a sigh, Amara did.
She resisted the impulse to knock (to enter her own office?) and threw open the door to stride inside, only to find Gwendoline pacing, pale, and restless. The sight of her drained some of the strain Amara carried, and she shut the door behind her.
Gwendoline halted, and she glared at Amara, her gaze full of fury and conviction. “You can’t do this!”
Amara straightened, bracing for a new round in the ongoing struggle that seemed to find no conclusion—that would calm down, only to flare up again—a forever ebb and flow of two elemental forces crashing into each other only to retreat when one failed to overtake the other. Amara both hated and loved the agitation, the almost throbbing tension their arguments careened through her body and mind, and now, with their tempers once more rising, Amara realized, almost ashamedly so, that this explosive energy between them aroused her. Gods, what was wrong with her?
“So you’d rather sacrifice Reshaya?” Amara asked, sounding far calmer than she felt.
“Yes. What is this kingdom to me?”
“I presumed you knew why you must accept the crown. You’ve been so much more receptive lately. The Senate—”
“Still has a point. I may have been more open about certain aspects, but I haven’t changed my mind about that. Our family shouldn’t be rulers by default. If people want a role in governing, we need to consider that.”
“That is pure insanity and will lead to the downfall of Reshaya! I thought you’d grown beyond this nonsense.”
Gwendoline flushed. “It’s not nonsense. Either way, none of this changes that I was forced to be here, and for the last two months, you’ve pushed me into a role I was never meant to fulfill, and instead of granting me time to mourn my sister in peace, you demand that I dedicate my life to please people I don’t care about and save an empire I don’t believe in. What did you expect? That two months around you will turn me into a clone of my sister? Your perfect queen,” she spat.
Amara clenched her jaw. She didn’t want to return to this tense state between them. Amara questioned how it was possible for two women stemming from the same union to display such contrasting characteristics. Perhaps their divergent upbringing was enough to account for them being polar opposites. Most importantly, she struggled to understand how she could find someone both infuriating and attractive. “You’re not the only one who lost someone they loved that day.”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “So you did love my sister?”
“She was my queen.” Amara raised her chin.
“And do you generally love your queens?” Gwen quirked one eyebrow.
Amara thanked her complexion for concealing her heating cheeks. She wasn’t sure what she preferred—Gwendoline raging or cajoling—though she loathed her ability to untether the balance she had cultivated for centuries. In the end, though, Amara needed to blame herself since she’d allowed this to happen. It wasn’t just the challenge; Gwendoline’s presence and their interactions were so different from Amara’s daily life, and so often she felt lured, succumbing to the temptation to lose herself in this back and forth, given that it seemed preferable to slowly suffocating in her daily tasks—rituals that once offered her solace.
As such, Amara had erected no defenses during their quarrels, aside from faking complete indifference, and even that became harder with each passing day. Now, the renewed confrontation, each additional moment when Gwendoline’s vast dark eyes drew her in and threatened to swallow her whole, made Amara tremble, at least on the inside. She knew she should back off.
Not only would becoming involved with the heir-apparent be insane and break all rules and decorum she’d spent her life defending, but it would also likely ruin whatever growth they’d fostered between them. It was one thing to disagree with the heir, or for the heir to disagree with their advisor, but once sex was involved, everything would change.
The thought of sex with Gwendoline cast a stupor over Amara’s mind and ignited a heat she wanted no part of. Gods, perhaps she shouldn’t indulge in this line of thinking as it wouldn’t help her in escaping this temptation, this infatuation that at times caught her off guard, like when something Gwendoline had said struck her, or when a ray of light kissed her skin, making her glow and adding warmth to her brown eyes.
Amara needed to find her way back to the safety of familiar shores, crawl there if needed.
Yet, witnessing Gwendoline so agitated and in complete confrontation mode, left Amara feeling unchained, and the reasons she should fight against this weakened, resembling obscure words that grew more distant and lost all coherence with each passing second while heat continued to simmer between them.
Amara also pondered if the monotony of her life stood out more because of the unpredictability Gwendoline had brought to her existence, and if this might be the root cause of all these desires. Perhaps her duty had grown less important amidst her monochrome life.
“I live to serve the crown,” Amara finally pressed out, her voice rougher than she’d have liked, and as expected, not convincing Gwendoline to back off or stop this line of inquiry. It also didn’t drown out the calculating awareness in the back of her mind, the part of her just sitting there, waiting, watching to see what would happen next. An aspect of her that grew in influence and wanted Gwendoline to escalate things between them, to wrestle all control from Amara’s grasp, and…
“Serve is an interesting word choice. That’s what you want me to do, isn’t it?”
Amara’s eyes widened.
Gwendoline smiled. “If I didn’t know about your dedication to the crown, I’d swear you sometimes act like you want to push me against the wall and…” She clenched her teeth, appearing to be as unable to push this forward as Amara.
She remained silent, although her stomach clenched as she pictured how Gwendoline must have wanted to finish that sentence. In Amara’s mind, though, their roles were reversed.
“But no, I didn’t mean that kind of serving, but it wouldn’t be worse than what you and the Order have in mind. I don’t even know the crown prince of Seilbrun, nor do I have any interest in marrying him. Yet, you demand that I do.”
Amara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Princess, we’ve been over this. We need them as allies, and your marriage will make our relations ironclad. If you don’t do this, we might stand alone to face the rising conflict with Tendor, one that has the possibility of growing into an all-out war. We can ill afford to—”
“Yes, because on the inside, we are also facing a coup from the Senate. Not as much of a calm pond as you once claimed, huh?”
Amara narrowed her eyes.
“Either way, I’ve heard it all, and—”
“You don’t care.” Amara’s heart dropped. She shouldn’t experience such disappointment upon confirming a fact she had always known.
“That’s right.”
“Does that mean you have changed your mind about ascending to the throne? Then all our lessons were—”
“As if that would matter.” Gwendoline scoffed. “There is little choice involved.”
Amara tilted her head. Gwendoline had a point because even if the talks about blood oaths and free will had ceased again, the Princess remained bound to the kingdom and, by that, to Amara. The latter truly shouldn’t thrill her. “What’s the difference with marrying Prince Fredrick?”
Gwendoline’s jaw tightened, and she drew closer to Amara, stopping right in front of her. She stood close enough that Amara sensed the heat emanating from her skin. “There’s a difference between becoming queen and whoring myself out for Reshaya.”
Amara’s hands tightened into fists. “That’s not—”
“What? That’s not what this is? Not what you’re asking? What do you think happens in a marriage? I suppose given your preoccupation with your duty, you might not be fully aware of this, or it doesn’t enter your thoughts much, but married people often have sex.”
Amara held Gwendoline’s burning gaze. She was so much older, wiser, and stronger than Gwendoline, yet she often felt unwound in her presence. Worse, a huge part of her longed to just let go and allow… She inhaled a shuddering breath when Gwendoline raised her hand and trailed one finger along Amara’s temple down to her chin.
She had never touched Amara before, and each patch of skin Gwendoline grazed burned, leaving Amara struggling to avoid shaking like a leaf.
“You’re asking me to allow a stranger to fuck me so we can avoid a potential war, so we may keep Reshaya as it is, no, so we may add to its power.”
Amara still couldn’t utter a word, but her heart ricocheted in her chest, and Gwendoline’s caress continued singing.
“And you expect me to say yes. To do it happily, to permit a stranger inside me for power, and you don’t think that’s whoring me out?”
Amara wet her lips and shook her head.
“Do you want to know a secret?” By now, Gwendoline’s finger had journeyed down Amara’s throat and rested on her clavicle.
Amara didn’t want to know. All the reasons this would be a horrendous mistake that had turned opaque before became glaring, luminous, and shouted at her, a flashing rain of light pounding sense into her and showing her that indulging in more with the Princess was an ill-advised fever dream borne of tedium and frustration. Not only that, but it would usher in pain. Loss.
Amara realized she should be anywhere but here right now and that she should demand her second-in-command take over all future interactions with Gwendoline. Perpetual boredom and a pull to replace that with mounting excitement weren’t an excuse for this lapse in judgment, no matter how tempting, and, oh, Amara questioned if she’d ever known temptation before she met Gwendoline.
Gwendoline shifted to whisper into Amara’s ear, “I much prefer to be inside a woman myself.”
Amara gasped, realizing that she had clutched Gwendoline’s arm in a vise grip. She turned her head and caught Gwendoline’s fiery gaze, barely noting her heaving chest and parted lips while her own blood thundered in her ears, sounding like a violent storm out at sea, like waves crashing against the hull of a ship. Her heart thumped so fast she feared it might crack her chest open and run away, escaping this madness in search of a saner host. One who wouldn’t snap and doom them both.
Amara grunted, and gripping a wide-eyed Gwendoline’s upper arms, she shoved her against the nearest wall before claiming her lips in an almost brutal kiss. So much for restraint. She’d not been this close to another person in over five hundred years. She’d not kissed another woman since the day she gave up on ever having a meaningful romantic connection with anyone. Her duty would always come first. And aside from her fellow mages (no, thank you), all other potential partners would age and die while she’d not change during their lifetime. Too painful. Too full of anger and strife.
During all her years, there had been no temptation, and now that seemed to be all that was left. Her sole focus on her ambition and duty had faded and left her tired and frustrated. For the longest, she hadn’t even realized how stale her life had become—not until Gwendoline had shown up and ushered colorful light and heat into a cold, sterile dark.
Amara’s desire drowned out the voice in her head clinging to sanity, to the Amara of old, the one to whom nothing else mattered but her calling, her ambition to become and remain the most influential High Mage of the Order, to advise the royal line. She wondered if, after achieving your goals and enjoying them for centuries, you always had the yearning to set your life on fire. Was this the natural course of events if you lived long enough?
Amara had no answer, and her senses appeared only to recognize Gwendoline, and her body was filled with the longing to be reckless, to silence her mind and shake up her life so that something would give, to relinquish control for once so she might regain some joy and some sense.
Gwendoline eagerly reciprocated her kiss, gripping Amara’s lapels and drawing her in for a deeper kiss.
Amara pressed forward, trying to get as close to Gwendoline as she could while the walls of her self-imposed isolation shattered around her, crumbling to dust at their feet as life seemed to fill her veins once more.
Gwendoline broke the kiss, and groaning, she flipped their positions and pushed Amara against the wall.
Amara shivered, unsure if the cause lay in the freezing stone at her back or the inferno of her future queen pressed against her front.
Gwendoline’s hands snuck under Amara’s robes, immediately shooting to her linen pants, unfastening them before sliding her warm fingers underneath Amara’s underwear, seeking the abundance of slick heat that had gathered between Amara’s legs.
“You’re so wet.” Gwendoline moaned, once more kissing Amara, worrying her lower lip.
Words deserted Amara again as her eyes fell shut and she clenched Gwendoline’s arms. Her hips jerked forward, seeking more friction, more pressure.
“Gods.” Gwendoline panted before pressing two fingers inside Amara’s throbbing core.
Amara’s mouth hung agape as she had no choice but to comply with the rhythm Gwendoline set while arousal loomed, ready to obliterate her.
Gwendoline kissed and licked Amara’s neck, digging the fingers of her free hand into her back.
Amara’s head lolled against the wall, and she swallowed hard, still lost in the sensations Gwendoline chased through her.
Pulling out of her, Gwendoline shifted her hand and her deft digits sought Amara’s clit instead, painting it with fast and hard strokes.
Amara released a small, almost tortured sounding moan, a noise she’d tried to keep inside but failed when Gwendoline continued her assault on her senses.
Gwendoline sucked at the cords where Amara’s neck and shoulder met before biting hard while thrusting her fingers back inside Amara.
Amara’s face scrunched up, and she released a broken sob, clinging to Gwendoline when the stinging excitement made her knees buckle. Only Gwendoline’s muscular form pressing Amara against the wall kept her upright.
Amara exhaled raggedly. She appeared frozen in time when Gwendoline raised her head and caught her gaze. No one had ever looked at her with such visible, desperate hunger. Dizziness swept through Amara, and her mind grew vacant when Gwendoline’s fingers once more left her core feeling empty as they snuck away to rub over her clit, hurtling her ever higher. She held on to Gwendoline, whose gaze never wavered, seemingly determined to take in every muscle movement and every twitch caused by the slow agony razing Amara’s frame.
“Come for me,” Gwendoline demanded.
Trapped in Gwendoline’s bottomless gaze, Amara’s body complied, and after arresting for a second that seemed to stretch to infinity, Amara threw her head back and shuddered in a hard, drawn-out release that had all her nerves shouting at her, demanding to know why she’d denied herself the pleasure of another’s touch for so long.
When her body stopped shaking, she glanced at Gwendoline, who once more stared at her as if she longed to swallow her whole.
Too much, all of this was too much. She’d wanted this, but now in her post orgasmic haze, reality snuck in once more and hit her hard. “I’m sorry,” Amara pressed out, almost stuttering before fixing her clothes and fleeing her own office.



slaughtered ambition

 D URING ONE OF THEIR earlier philosophical discussions, Gwen learned that Amara’s favorite magick was fire, yet since their unexpected but delightful collision in Amara’s office, her magical advisor had morphed into ice.
Not that Gwen didn’t realize that a continued… association would be a terrible idea and would end in some kind of disaster she couldn’t envision because her mind remained locked on replaying their stolen moment. She was powerless to escape the look of abandon etched onto Amara’s features right before she’d come. It stuck with her and popped up at the most inopportune moments. On the other hand, her mind equally liked to remind her of another expression on Amara’s face—panic.
Gwen understood both emotions all too well. A part of her still demanded that she keep Amara at a distance, especially while she figured out how to navigate her designs to free herself without turning this into a full-out betrayal of Amara. Yet, another, much smaller part of herself, mourned the loss of the chance to further nurture their fledgling connection. Gods, she was losing her mind.
Torn between the two and yielding to her reason, which had been shouting at her incessantly to keep her distance, Gwen decided to allow this to play out. She would observe and follow Amara’s lead. Most people would be surprised to learn that Gwen had foiled many falls from grace by remaining still and allowing the other party to make the first move. So often people lost themselves in incorrect assumptions. As the protagonists of our own lives, we tend to perceive another’s action as a response to something we did, when that often is not the case. Although, to be fair, Amara’s current behavior absolutely related to something Gwen had done.
Their first session after started awkwardly, but they settled back into their routine of studying, meditating, and the most invigorating of all, debating. A week later, they sat together in the library, discussing why allowing the Senate more control would endanger Reshaya.
“You’re only saying that because you’re overly attached to the monarchy, but if you’d be more open to—”
“Chaos and destruction?” Amara asked pointedly.
“Change can be hard, but it doesn’t have to lead to calamity.”
“Because you’re such an ardent student of history and all the conflicts these lands have seen over the last millennium.”
“Your age gives you an unfair advantage.” Gwen barely refrained from pouting.
“That’s what you want to go with?”
“Well, is it a lie?” Gwen eyed a servant who entered the room as soon as a mage exited. He greeted them with a bow and set about dusting the library. Their lessons might continue as ever, yet they were never alone again. If it wasn’t a royal staff member fluttering about, cleaning, dusting, or just loitering, some other mage would be nearby working on something, or the guards would wait inside the rooms—all of them being nothing but obnoxious pests.
She felt like screaming, and Amara’s eschewal to talk about what happened only made it more difficult for Gwen to douse the conglomeration of rage and desire surging through her.
Amara had also taken to wearing her more formal robes and now only appeared fully buttoned up around Gwen. As if that wouldn’t tempt her to tear it all off. Not to mention, despite keeping their distance and ensuring there wouldn’t be any accidental touching, Amara seemed distracted and restless. None of this helped Gwen’s own dilemma, and so far, she remained as unsettled as before she’d decided to follow Amara’s lead.
It was bad enough that she still would have to marry Prince Frederick, though she had already decided it would be on paper only, and if he didn’t agree, well, she’d simply refuse. So far, she’d informed no one of her decision, preferring to let them believe she’d just comply.
Gwen’s art also didn’t offer her enough of a diversion. Her current paintings seemed to feature a lot of elemental motifs, mostly fire and ice. She wondered why. When she’d realized this first after taking stock of her most recent set, she hadn’t known if she should laugh or cry.
Gwen glared at the servant dusting a bookshelf and started when Amara called her name.
“Are you even listening?”
“No.”
Amara sighed. “I was reminding you of the Donner Wars. Do you know what started them?”
“I’m assuming you don’t just know but fought in them? I still want to point out that my family has been working you too hard.”
“The wars started when a group of citizens across several kingdoms banded together to overthrow the House of Solenth in the kingdom of Fringta. Does that sound familiar?”
“You know I used to be subpar in history. Why would I have applied myself given I never had a future as anything?”
Amara gritted her teeth.
Gwen hated how beautiful Amara looked, even when frustrated or enraged. She ducked her head.
“You still had time to study, to expand your knowledge and your horizons, instead of wasting your mind and talent on doing nothing.”
Gwen’s head snapped back up. “Really? Is that how you see me? You, who have fulfilled so many roles across what? Ten regular human lifetimes? Do you have any idea what life looks like when you have no purpose? When nothing you do matters? My life has been a complete waste, and it’s not as if I’ve had all this time to devote to my hobbies and interests. Every hour I’ve carved out for myself, I’ve dedicated to my art or studies. But why would I study something that has no meaning to me and only reminds me of all that I’m not?”
“History has no meaning?”
“You’re intentionally ignoring the last part of what I just said.”
“The army of Fringta slaughtered the citizens, despite their large numbers, as they lacked any preparations or skills,” Amara said.
Gwen stared at her. That was her pitch for the monarchy? “And this teaches me what? That monarchs are cruel and power hungry, and instead of contemplating hearing out what these people wanted, they just killed them?”
Amara hummed. “This rebellion happened one year after another one, the Rise of the Sternar.”
“Oh.”
“I see even you have heard of that.”
Gwen narrowed her eyes. “There’s no need to be condescending.”
An abashed look crossed Amara’s feature. “I apologize, Princess. That was uncalled for.”
Another prick. She wanted to punch something whenever Amara called her that, even more so now. Though she supposed she couldn’t complain, seeing they weren’t alone. She nodded, gesturing for Amara to continue.
“As you know, this rebellion had caught the royal house of Puquri by surprise, and the rebels swarmed the palace and killed the entire royal family, from the very young to the old. Massacred them and hung up their severed heads for everyone to see.”
Gwen cringed. She recalled all too vividly. This story had been hard to ignore or forget.
“When Fringta heard of the uprising and learned of throngs of people storming toward them, they recalled what happened to the Puquri, and as such, they lashed out and ensured that the same fate wouldn’t befall their house.”
Gwen sighed. “I see your point.”
“You do?” Amara’s eyebrows rose.
“Yes, of course, but there must be a way to make some changes, to at least give a semblance of power or control to our citizens without ushering in violence and bloodshed.”
Amara wore an indulgent expression when she leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Oh, to be that young.”
Gwen glared at her.


Amara hadn’t made many mistakes in her lifetime. In fact, given her age, she had barely committed any. However, having had sex with Gwendoline Dagon—her future queen—guaranteed that she had tipped the scales in the wrong direction for the rest of her life. The worst part? She couldn’t even make herself regret it. Oh, it wouldn’t happen again, obviously, and a part of her ached at having passed up the chance to touch Gwendoline so intimately.
To remind herself not only of what a colossal mistake her moment of weakness had been but also of the need to remain steadfast, she had created a list, written in a long-forgotten language, which she kept in the pockets of her robes, just in case.
A) Following the rules leads to an orderly, peaceful life. It has been your sacred duty to 
advise
 the crown for centuries, and you’ve completed your duty to the letter of the law and must continue to do so.
B) Getting involved with someone whom you will outlive for centuries is foolish.
C) Gwendoline is here reluctantly and her commitment to the crown is feeble at best, so adding this 
indulgence
 only complicates your tenuous relationship. That is an unacceptable risk.
D) You cannot afford to be distracted considering the difficulties you are facing with the Senate and various neighboring kingdoms.
E) Gwendoline is engaged to Prince Frederick, and as such, becoming entangled will only lead to pain and chaos.
If life had taught Amara anything, there was no such thing as being overly prepared. And so far, she had needed it. Outside their lessons, she often worked in her private office instead of her public one. It remained hard to spend time at the scene of her transgression. Gods, when had she become this dramatic?
At least their lessons were continuing normally, and Gwendoline refrained from innuendos or outright goading her. She had to quash the sliver of disappointment that dared to rear its head at Gwendoline, quite unexpectantly, behaving.
Amara tried to suppress her exasperation at Gwendoline’s idealistic ideas about governance. She couldn’t expect someone so young to be without delusion about the nature of humanity or to have an understanding and appreciation for the delicate maneuvering necessary to steer a kingdom to peace and prosperity. There were no compromises possible. Amara had seen it all, and everything but a strong and just monarch led to anarchy and destruction.
“I’m afraid there isn’t a way to do that.” Amara held up her hand to stymie Gwendoline’s protest. “I know you are full of youthful optimism and hope, but people are lazy, and they do not want to commit to the work required for self-governance. They desire a strong leader, someone who tells them ‘Go live your life, while I take care of all the rest.’”
“That’s a terrible outlook.”
Amara canted her head. “Perhaps, but it’s what life has taught me after almost eight hundred years on this rubble.”
Gwendoline leaned forward. “That’s not a particularly positive word to describe our planet. You always act like you love Reshaya, the world, its people, and yet… You are sometimes so dismissive of everyone and everything.”
Amara’s eyes widened. She hadn’t realized she’d broadcast her weariness and frustration for anyone to pick up, for Gwendoline to do so. “Yes, well, I’m afraid my age has made me a little jaded regarding certain aspects of life. Once you’ve seen it all, you run out of hope. I’ve seen people take all these different routes, and in the end, they always stumble over the same stones. They make the same mistakes to where you must ask yourself if this is part of their makeup. Is that how people are built? Is there something inside that guides them to be so incredibly… dumb.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. Gods, why was she being this candid?
“Wow, tell us how you really feel, Amara.”
Amara’s gaze found Gwendoline’s. “I apologize. I do love this planet and its people, and I have also seen great kindness that endures. People help each other, even strangers. I want to say people have a good heart and good intentions, but they are also…”
“Really stupid.”
“Yes.”
Gwendoline snorted. “You’re something else.”
“I don’t know how to take that. Is it a good thing?”
“I suppose it’s a bit of both. You are infuriating, and don’t think I haven’t caught on to your diversion tactics with always having all these crowds around us.”
Amara’s cheeks heated, and she let her gaze fall.
“But you’re also the most fascinating person I’ve ever met. You’ve seen so much, and despite being exhausted from dealing with all of us being imprudent and heedless most of the time, you still fight for us. You want people to live a peaceful and happy life. I see that, I mean, I’m aware of what you’re trying to accomplish.”
Amara’s breath caught, and she stilled.
“I don’t know how you do it. Keep up this wish after witnessing so much chaos over centuries. I don’t envy you, and just contemplating your lifespan exhausts me. But I also think you might be wrong about people.”
“In what way?”
“They are lazy, no doubt. People will always walk the path of least resistance if offered and if it remains a journey with fewer pains than pleasures, but that doesn’t mean that when given the chance, people will automatically make such a choice, especially not when the alternative offers more freedom.”
Amara shook her head. “The alternative always means work. It requires them to think and apply themselves outside of the work they already must do to provide for their families. After they’ve done that, they want food and entertainment. They want to rest, relax, and enjoy life. Look at you.”
“Me?”
“Yes. You told me how your duties left you with little time for yourself. What did you do with the time you had left after you’d completed your tasks? You did what you enjoy doing, your art, your books. You didn’t study history or geopolitics. You didn’t go out and volunteer somewhere. You didn’t work to improve yourself or your community, much less Reshaya or the world.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Life, Princess, isn’t fair. People don’t want more work. They want to take the easy route, and yes, they might say they want more freedom, that they wish to determine their own fates and rule over themselves, but once the novelty of this idea dies down, all they are left with is more on their plates. More work. And they grow weary and resent having to do all of this.”
“That’s not true, they—”
“I’ve seen it. A hundred times. I’ve seen it all. I’ve been there, and it’s the same rote every time. They will eventually unload their work, their voice, on someone else. Someone with ambition or a taste for power. These people will talk with silver tongues, making it sound so easy and wonderful. ‘You give your voice to me, and I take care of everything.’”
“How would that differ from how the monarchy operates?”
Amara sighed. “It’s not the same. People like that usually don’t possess the right temperament to rule. Power doesn’t attract those who’d be good at yielding it, who’d be just and act as good stewards for their communities. It often calls out to the greedy, the ones with visions of grandeur or who have a particular agenda, someone who wants to live out some type of revenge or power fantasy.”
“You can have a king like that, too. Staying in the royal line doesn’t guarantee a ruler with the right temperament.”
“No, of course not. And there have been less than adequate and weak monarchs, but they were still raised with their role in mind, and they have a deference for their duty. They are born to do this and so it is not something… It’s not living out a fantasy filled with power, veneration, and riches.
“Your family has always been trained and educated in how to be good rulers. Lessons in history, in what people need, in what the kingdom needs to prosper. Moreover, the Dagon line is well off, so there never has been a need to amass riches or to feel like you’ve been left out.”
Gwendoline leaned back in her chair. “That might be true for the first-borns, but that cannot be said for the subsequent heirs.”
Amara nodded. “I’ve long since advocated to change this practice, but alas, your family so far has held on to this tradition. Perhaps you will make a different choice with your offspring.”
Gwendoline’s eyes narrowed.
“I want to add, though, your family didn’t send you away to punish you. As I’ve mentioned, the burden of the crown is manifold and heavy. They release the later-born heirs from this life to offer them more freedom and a different perspective.”
“Freedom, huh? My life seemed more like a prison sentence. I’m not sure how you define freedom, but not being able to live according to your wishes, being forced to fulfill roles you despise, and hardly having any time for yourself, that isn’t freedom to me.”
“Yes, well, most heirs enjoy their lives of leisure and pleasure, mingling with their peers. You seem to be an outlier.”
“I guess I’m not made for any of this either way. But I’m determined to prove you wrong. There must be a better way.”
Amara had no reply to that. She thought Gwendoline would either grow into the best or the worst queen their kingdom had ever seen, yet she couldn’t voice that, definitely not while Gwendoline hadn’t decided which path to walk.



you want to talk about politics?

 G WEN CONTINUED TO MULL over Amara’s words and over her assessment of people, kingdoms, and life. She had a point, even if Gwen was loath to admit that. It would be unwise to dismiss the advice of someone who’d seen and experienced so much. She sometimes wondered what life must have been like when Amara was young, before she joined the Order. She’d contemplated asking her, but each time the past had come up in a way that included Amara personally, the woman had shut down, and her face had shifted into the stoic mask she wore when she seemed to want to erase all her feelings on a given topic or interaction.
Amara remained annoyingly alluring to Gwen, and even four weeks after their impulsive tryst, Gwen couldn’t help wanting more. Her mind had yet to stop reliving this scene, especially the beginning, when Amara drove Gwen against the wall and kissed her with such desperation, even if she felt some kind of way about Amara’s lack of proper etiquette at the end.
Gwen had to admit she craved that feeling on some level—to be wanted and needed with the kind of hunger Amara had displayed that one time.
Amara continued to spend most of her time in her quarters. While they were located in the same wing as Gwen’s rooms, the distance often seemed unsurmountable. Gwen often wondered if their time together stayed on Amara’s mind, too, or if it had been an aberration, a moment of weakness that the aloof woman had brushed away and never even thought of again.
The very notion rankled Gwen, not only because she struggled to convince her mind to halt these endless replays, but also because it hurt that it seemed so easy for Amara to dismiss their connection, even if it was the wiser decision. The reasons for resisting remained, even for embracing Amara’s tactics. Consequently, the more rational part of Gwen demanded that she worked on withdrawing, on cutting ties with Amara in any physical and emotional capacity since, well, while she wasn’t the enemy, she remained an obstacle, something that tied her to the crown, even if she’d been working on freeing herself.
The work she’d done on figuring this out—the letters she’d exchanged with Lamarque, their discussions, and the readings he’d suggested for Gwen to peruse—had led her to a conundrum. She was no longer so sure of her end goal. Yes, she didn’t want to be queen, but what if she was the best choice to bring forth positive change for Reshaya? Didn’t she owe it to herself to try? It was one thing to have all these lofty goals and ideals, but putting them into action seemed to be a true test of her convictions.
If Gwen shied away from this, she’d prove Amara right—people always chose the easiest and most beneficial path for themselves. Moreover, as the queen, Gwen would be in the unique position to usher in real change. She wondered what her sister would have done, likely not what Gwen was contemplating, but she’d like to think that Tara would support her, or at least believe that Gwen wanted what was best for Reshaya, and that this was her way of going about that, even if the path differed from the one Tara would have walked.
On top of that, another potential complication had occurred to her, casting even more doubt on her original aspirations. What if the upheaval introduced by the Senate hurt people? Gwen abhorred the very idea and pondered the best compromise. She refused to believe Amara’s prediction that a fairer, freer future was doomed from the start. Now she only had to find an alternative that had eluded generations before her. No pressure at all.
Over the next week, with Amara more absent than ever before, Gwen resolved to seek her out for another discussion, or better yet, to run some ideas by her without fully disclosing her plans. She would propose a few hypothetical scenarios and ask Amara if this had ever been attempted, based on her memory. This plan offered two benefits. First, it allowed her to secretly test Amara’s reaction to her ideas, and second, maybe Amara indeed knew of a kingdom that had successfully undertaken something similar in the past. She could be her history book, not that Gwen would ever be insane enough to say such a thing in Amara’s presence.
Given that Amara continued to sulk in her quarters all the time, she’d have to visit her there. Yes, a part of her realized that joining Amara in her rooms was risky, but… They were two grown women, who were both reticent about picking up where they’d left off in Amara’s study, so this shouldn’t be a problem, especially since it seemed that Amara wasn’t tempted at all. She just didn’t trust Gwen to behave.
Gwen waited until the end of the week, figuring this would allow them more free time away from all their regular duties. Besides, she missed Amara in a strange sort of way. She had enjoyed their budding connection that had sprouted, and their indulgence seemed to have torn asunder. Maybe this could reestablish that.
Gwen wasn’t looking for romance, something she’d failed to attain in the past and as such seemed unlikely to be part of her nature. Back when she still tried to form a romantic relationship, whenever someone had gotten too close, the compulsion to flee had overcome her and destroyed any growing connection. Yet, she also couldn’t deny that she felt drawn to Amara and the hum that seemed to always strum between them.
Struggling to stop fidgeting, and with a million dragonflies fluttering in her stomach, Gwen left her rooms and strode toward Amara’s quarters. It was half past eight, and she hoped Amara would not just be home but also be more approachable off duty. Then again, was the High Mage ever off duty? Rolling her eyes at her meandering thoughts, Gwen took a deep breath and knocked.
Nothing.
Could Amara be somewhere else? Perhaps she was refusing to see Gwen.
She knocked harder, wondering if she should simply barge in when the door swung open. Gwen had so much to say—she’d almost prepared a list—but upon Amara standing there, looking almost casual with her hair in a loose bun, wearing comfortable gray lounging pants, and a white top, all her words evaporated. Her feet were bare, and this more than anything—the sight of Amara at home—left Gwen dumbfounded.
“Do you need something, Princess?”
At that question, though, the fog that had befallen Gwen cleared, and she glared at Amara and strode inside her quarters.
Amara stumbled back. “Gwendoline, I don’t think—”
Gwen shut the door behind her. “I’d say you think too much.”
“You came here to tell me I tend to overthink?”
Gwen sighed. “No. I just… I wanted to talk to you.”
“About? Why couldn’t we do this during your lessons?”
“It would be best to ask some of my questions away from prying ears.”
Amara’s eyes widened. “If you’re here for…” She trailed off; her gaze carried suspicions her mouth seemed unable to air.
“For what?” Gwen tilted her head. “What do you think I’m here for?”
“That’s what I asked you!” Amara crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“Yes, but you seemed to have an idea about what has gotten me here.”
“Gwendoline, I don’t think this is wise. You being here, alone.”
“I see. Do you not trust us to behave?”
Amara clenched her jaw.
“You don’t, do you, High Mage?” Gwen stared at the little vein pulsating at Amara’s temple. Should she keep pushing this line of inquiry? She had come here to discuss politics, but now that she stood there with Amara, who looked so informal and so beautiful… They were alone. In Amara’s quarters. Gwen had to wonder about her subconscious motivation for this visit.
“That’s irrelevant.”
“Hmm. I think it’s quite relevant. Considering who we are and our positions, it doesn’t seem appropriate that we are unable to occupy the same room alone. Worse, it may indicate a lack of trust. What if we need to discuss sensitive royal business?”
Amara’s arms dropped down, and she stared at Gwen with wide eyes. “Appropriate? That’s an intriguing term coming from someone who appears to lack understanding and appreciation for the meaning of that word, or if she does, refuses to act accordingly.”
Gwen narrowed her eyes. “You kissed me! Not to mention your… abrupt departure.” This had irked her—not that Amara had left her hanging, but that all of this seemed so easy for her, and Gwen suddenly needed to know if this was true or if Amara was just better at hiding and suppressing her desires.
Amara once more folded her arms. “This is wrong. What we did… back then, we shouldn’t have done that.”
“Wrong. Who gets to decide that?”
“Excuse me?”
Gwen waved her off. “I’m just wondering, and honestly, I’m quite conflicted on a lot of things. First, you are a stickler for rules, yet you allowed me to…” She rolled her lips. “Touch you, to make you come.” She almost shivered at the memory, and at seeing how her words affected Amara, whose breath hitched.
“Gwendoline…”
“And now you’re calling it wrong. Again, what does it say that you committed this wrong ? Next, you decided it can’t happen again. Isn’t that proof that you want what you consider wrong?”
“What I want is irrelevant.”
“That’s not denial. Mind you, I didn’t even come here with this in mind, but—”
“What did you come here for?”
Gwen held Amara’s gaze. “I wanted to talk to you about… politics.”
At Amara’s incredulous stare, she flushed.

Fine. That does sound lame . “A lot has been on my mind, and yes, our collision is something that remains in my thoughts, and I do have questions, but I didn’t mean to—”
“Barge right in?”
“Precisely. Although getting to the point is important so we can figure out what’s going on between us.” She straightened at having regained her equilibrium in their discussion.
“Nothing is going on between us.”
Gwen stepped closer. “Is that why you no longer dare to be alone with me?”
Amara’s gaze found the ground. “You’re impossible.”
“Maybe. But I think you still want me. I can see it in the way you look at me.” Gwen’s heartbeat fluttered in her chest. She might not have come here for this, but Gods, how could she resist?
Amara clasped her hands behind her back. “What happened a month ago—”
“You mean when I took you against the wall in your office?”
Amara cringed.
“If this is about your duty—”
“It’s about more than that. As I said, it was a mistake and highly inappropriate. As such, I’ve tried to ensure there’d be no more misunderstandings—”
“By avoiding being alone with me? By wearing more clothes than you hoped I could tear off your body? I wanted to, you know? I sometimes even pictured it.”
Amara worried her lip and seemed to draw back almost imperceptibly.
“You did that to ward off temptation, and—”
“Yes! Of course.”
A small smile spread over Gwen’s lips. “For you or for me?”
Amara’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Did you struggle with temptation, or did you do that because you deem me incapable of controlling myself?”
Amara’s jaw tightened. “You’re here right now. In my quarters, at night, at the end of the week. And given all the things you’ve already said…”
Gwen hummed and stepped even closer; by now, she felt Amara’s heated skin. “Yes. So?”
“What exactly are you asking?”
“Are you once more overcome with the need to push me against the wall and, maybe this time, finish what you’ve started?” Gwen glanced around the room, noting the sparse decorations of a place that likely saw few visitors. “There is plenty of space here. Most walls are pretty empty, so—”
“Gwendoline, you must realize that what we did was wrong.”
“Did it feel wrong?”
“That’s hardly the point.”
“I don’t know. To me, that might be the only point that does matter.” At least right now it was, standing so close to Amara, and with heat and arousal making her dizzy.
“Naturally,” Amara grumbled and crossed her arms. “Not everyone is as reckless as you are. You want out, so I must wonder if this insistence is nothing more than you trying to get your way.”
Gwen laughed. “You think I had sex with you because I want to avoid being made queen? That the prospect of the coronation made me want you?” This way of getting out of her duty hadn’t even crossed her mind. Would she have pushed for it otherwise? She doubted it.
“Well?”
Gwen pressed so close to Amara that she’d fully invaded her space. “I continue to have many reservations and doubts, and being queen is one of the last roles I desire, but that has nothing to do with you or with what happened that day.”
“If you say so.” Amara held Gwen’s gaze, but her voice wavered.
Gwen gritted her teeth, warring with being infuriated and insanely drawn to this maddening woman. “Do you remember?”
“Remember what?”
“How my fingers felt inside you?”
Amara’s chest heaved, and she stumbled back until she hit a wall.
Gwen followed and once more halted within a hair’s breadth of distance between them. “Because I thought about it a lot.”
Amara licked her lips. “Please,” she rasped.
Gwen didn’t know if Amara was begging her to leave or to stay, to withdraw or take this further, so instead of claiming Amara’s lips like she longed to do, she halted right before their lips almost touched, each breathing in the other’s air.
Amara trembled but didn’t move.
“You’re so honorable,” Gwen spoke in a hushed tone, raising her hand to trace a finger down Amara’s cheek. “You always make the right choice. The one society demands. Aren’t you sick of it? What about going for what you truly want?”
Amara’s tremors increased and her hips jerked forward before pressing back against the wall.
“I’m so wet for you. Much like I was when you left me standing in your office that day,” Gwen whispered.
Amara panted.
“You excel at everything you do. I admire you, your restraint, your control, your desire to always do what’s right. What’s appropriate. But you know what?”
Amara’s eyelids fluttered shut before she seemed to force herself to keep her eyes open. Her lips parted, and she failed to calm the trembling movements of her body. “What?” she croaked before swallowing compulsively.
“I believe you want to let go, to crumble up and shove all these old-fashioned and restrictive rules into the trash.”
“Rules are important.”
“Yes, and yet you’re standing here, trembling, panting, and so very soaked. For me.”
Amara groaned.
“You can let go. I didn’t let you fall last time either. You don’t always have to be in control.”
“And you want to be in control.”
“I want you.”
“Yes, but you also long for control, to have the upper hand for once in your life. At something. Or at someone. Me. Your enemy.”
Gwen frowned. “We might indulge in spirited discussions and disagreements, but we’re not enemies. Still, you are on the other side, pushing for what I do not want.”
“And fucking me helps?”
“Can we try to find out?”
Amara chuckled.
“So, the question isn’t if you want me, as you’d hardly find yourself in your current predicament if you didn’t. I can’t wait to feel how ready you are for me, but much like last time, I won’t make the first move.”
Amara narrowed her eyes, the glare not as effective given her heaving chest and blown pupils. “What is the question?” she ground out.
“Do you want me enough to break your rules? Again.”
Amara’s head fell back to rest against the wall. “What if I say no?”
“I will return to my rooms and take care of my current… dilemma with my own hands.”
Amara groaned and covered her eyes with one hand.
“So, High Mage, what will it be?” Gwen breathed close to Amara’s ear.
Amara dropped her arm to the side and held Gwen’s gaze for what seemed like an eternity.
Gwen’s heart raced so fast that she worried it might stop from sheer exhaustion any second.
Finally, Amara shifted. First, Gwen thought she’d push her away, but instead, she clasped one of Gwen’s hands and stroked her fingers.
Gwen twitched, surprised that even this touch would increase the arousal swimming through her veins. She gasped when Amara kissed the tips of her fingers before drawing one digit between her lips. Gwen’s eyelids flickered shut, and a small groan fell from her lips when Amara’s teeth scraped her skin before she twirled her tongue around her finger. She yearned to feel Amara’s hot tongue between her legs, pushing inside her.
Amara pulled back and guided Gwen’s hand to her pants, beneath the waistband of her underwear. She pushed Gwen’s fingers down, all the while staring at her, as if she were drinking her in.
Gwen struggled not to hyperventilate. Their roles reversed, and she suddenly was the one shaking and panting when her fingers first encountered Amara’s coarse hair before they dipped into liquid heat.
A low rumble fell from Amara’s lips, and Gwen wondered if she’d died.



futility

 A MARA HAD TRIED HER hardest. She had re-read her list most nights. She had truly given it her all to resist the lure of one Gwendoline Dagon, who despite not pushing Amara, still broadcast her desire. Amara might not even have lasted a month without her diversion tactics. No, the problem had never been that she didn’t trust Gwendoline. She didn’t trust herself .
Amara never should have given in the first time, although she still debated if ‘snapping’ and ‘giving in’ were the same, however, none of it changed that this one tryst after all this time had opened a floodgate, and she found herself drowning in near constant arousal, a never-ending ache her hand hadn’t been able to satiate, and she had tried. She had fought the vision of her time with Gwendoline from intruding on her mind, and instead tried to make do with a quick and workmanship-like approach. It was merely a physical release, after all. She figured if her body needed this now, she could administer it.
However, since she couldn’t trust any fantasy her mind might conjure, she’d taken to making herself come while counting. Not a particularly enticing endeavor, and her body had agreed. She had to work for it, and even after her release, she felt almost bereft, unsatisfied while still thrumming with arousal. Alas, it would have to do.
Amara should have followed her first instinct of not opening the door once she felt Gwendoline’s presence at her doorstep. She knew allowing her inside was madness, yet, if she were being honest, that was where she wanted her, inside of her, devouring all of her.
Amara gasped when Gwendoline’s clever fingers slid through her soaked curls, playing with her sensitive entrance without pushing inside. Instead, her fingers trailed up and circled her clit. Amara trembled, reaching out to steady herself by grasping Gwendoline’s upper arms.
“I love how ready you are for me,” Gwendoline breathed.
Amara’s eyelids fluttered shut. The cadence of Gwendoline’s voice did funny things to her. Mundane things uttered in that tone sometimes shot heat to her core, but when she talked like this, or called Amara honorable , like earlier, she felt herself close to shattering. Amara moaned and lowered her head to press her face against the crook of Gwendoline’s neck.
Her fingers clutched Gwendoline’s back, digging into defined muscles, whimpering when Gwendoline pushed three fingers inside. The stretch almost hurt, and Amara welcomed the burn.
“I wish I had my phallus with me,” Gwendoline whispered, almost more to herself than to Amara, who released a helpless groan at Gwendoline’s fingers pressing in and out of her wet heat.
She could picture it vividly, Gwendoline pushing inside of her with a phallus. She wanted it, but she was powerless to speak as only broken whimpers and moans bled from her lips while Gwendoline played her like her favorite instrument, one she’d spent a lifetime practicing on.
Gwendoline picked up her thrusts before pulling out and shifting her focus to Amara’s clit, brushing over the sensitive bundle with fast and hard motions.
Sweat pooled at Amara’s lower back and she panted. She wanted out of these clothes; she wanted to lie down as her legs would give out any moment under Gwendoline’s relentless onslaught.
Tremors wracked Amara’s frame to where she feared she’d break in half if nothing changed, if this tension Gwendoline chased through her didn’t ebb.
“You’re so beautiful,” Gwendoline murmured. “Especially like this, lost in pleasure, craving your release.” She stopped all motions, and a mournful whimper left Amara’s lips.
This sound turned into a groan when Gwendoline descended to her knees and pulled down Amara’s pants and underwear, immediately burying her face between Amara’s legs, her tongue seeking out her wetness.
Amara trembled when Gwendoline’s hot tongue licked through her slick heat.
Gwendoline moaned and added her fingers, pushing first two, then three inside of Amara, matching the speed of her digits to the rhythm of her tongue. She sucked at Amara’s clit between stroking her tongue over the hardened nub.
Amara gasped, her body following Gwendoline’s ministrations as pressure spread and arousal sloshed through her veins, leaving her a trembling mess until her body stiffened when hard tremors shook her frame and she tumbled into a drawn-out release. Her body almost sighed with relief at finally finding the bliss she had spent a month chasing in vain.
Gwendoline slowed down her tongue while pulling out her fingers. She drew back, and staring up at Amara, she raised her hand and sucked her fingers into her mouth.
Amara groaned at the sight. This woman would kill her one day, and what a feat that would be. Surely not a death anyone had ever seen coming for her. “You’re the worst,” she croaked.
Gwendoline laughed. “Not everyone can be as good as you are.”
Amara’s cheeks heated but she refused to duck her head. Instead, she pulled Gwendoline back onto her feet, and after stepping out of her clothes, she guided her toward the table in the middle of the room.
Gwendoline stumbled backward, still smiling, though she bit her lower lip when Amara unfastened her pants and pulled them down to her ankles, followed by her underwear. She raised her hand and Gwendoline floated to sit on the table.
“Showoff,” Gwendoline mumbled.
Amara tilted her head. “No. Just good at what I do.”
Gwendoline raised one eyebrow but said nothing.
“Part your legs for me.” Amara’s voice dropped a register.
A shudder swept over Gwendoline, yet she heeded Amara’s request and widened her thighs.
Amara drew closer, kissing Gwendoline with the pent-up passion she’d let fester over the last four weeks. What a fool she’d been! This path wouldn’t have a happy ending, but she could at least enjoy the journey, especially since it had no future and, as such, was as safe as any insanity could be. Oh, Amara hated lying to herself.
This was quite the opposite of safe, yet she couldn’t deny that her body continued to yearn for this connection, much like her mind longed for change, for excitement, for something new to infuse life into her existence again, something that would allow her to let go. With a brain addled with hormones and chasing a high, Amara contemplated that this thing churning between them seemed inevitable. After all, who was foolish enough to fight the tides?
Gwendoline’s chest heaved when Amara pulled away again, and her hands, now resting on top of her thighs, trembled.
Amara delighted in seeing this, in knowing she wasn’t the only one affected, the only one out of control. She caught Gwendoline’s gaze and sunk to her knees.
Gwendoline’s jaw tightened while her fingers dug into the flesh of her own thighs.
Amara leaned closer, trailing a finger along slick curls. “You are so pretty, and I bet you taste even better.” Amara felt punch drunk from the rush of heat circulating in her bloodstream. It almost seemed like an out-of-body experience where she allowed herself to drop all restraint and reason.
“Gods.” Gwendoline groaned and tilted her head back, her eyes shuttered closed while her cheeks turned crimson.
Amara grinned. Two could play such a game. She leaned in and grasped Gwendoline’s ass, drawing her closer to the edge before lowering her head and licking through her drenched core.
Gwendoline moaned, her hands finding the table and her fingers paled when she tightened her hold on the edge of the wood.
Amara hummed. Gwendoline did taste delicious, and she’d been beyond excited to sample her essence while her roaring heartbeat drowned out the sound of reason in her head. Her moans and twitches, those delightful little sighs, spurred Amara on, and she found herself unable to resist trailing her tongue higher and sucking Gwendoline’s clit into her mouth, right away lashing it with her tongue in rapid movements, adding pressure.
Gwendoline’s hips canted up, rocking against Amara’s face, which by now had taken on a sheen from Gwendoline’s abundant wetness, but Amara could drown for all she cared. Her entire focus rested on making Gwendoline come. Hard.
Gwendoline’s fingers trailed through Amara’s thick hair, digging into her skull.
Amara sped up her tongue, then added two fingers, first only playing with Gwendoline’s entrance before her patience ran out and she pressed them inside.
“More,” Gwendoline demanded.
Amara moaned, pulling out before pushing back in with three fingers, proceeding to fuck Gwendoline with hard strokes while her tongue danced over Gwendoline’s hardened clit.
Gwendoline’s fingers fastened their hold on Amara’s scalp before she arrested in place, quaking in a release that saw her hips jerk up and almost shove Amara off, but she held on as Gwendoline thrashed through her climax, panting and swallowing her shouts. A pity. Amara would have loved to hear the sounds leaving Gwendoline. Perhaps next time she could soundproof the room. Gods. Next time?

Gwendoline chuckled and leaned back fully on the table. “Perhaps we should stop fighting this. We’re good together, at least like this. It can be our little secret.”
Amara rose and hovered over her. “Is that so?”
“Yes, and we both know how much you enjoy being good .” Gwendoline’s arms snaked around Amara’s neck as she drew her close and connected their lips in a heated kiss.
Amara smiled, swallowing the comment that she was hardly the only one who enjoyed being told such a thing.



haywire

 T HE FOLLOWING WEEK PASSED without incidents, and Amara wondered if the calm that had settled between them was their new reality or if they were resting on ground destined to collapse at any minute. Gwendoline seemed eager to learn more—not just about Reshaya’s history but that of the entire land.
She asked curious and insightful questions, and their philosophical discussions also seemed inundated with a newfound spirit, even if they often disagreed on many issues. There was no more bitterness. In truth, Amara discerned that this newfound curiosity was genuine, as Gwendoline appeared calmer, which also allowed Amara to be less anxious.
However, the tension they had fallen for twice persisted between them, belying any real relaxation. While Amara no longer had a battalion of interfering lackeys between them, she still experienced moments of disquiet. It wasn’t so much that she regretted their encounters; she felt more untethered by it all, and she didn’t know how to handle this.
She followed the rules—she’d wanted to adhere to them and even made a list of why she should—yet after their second encounter, after finally having tasted Gwendoline, she had lost the inclination to do so. This conflict had her trapped in suspended motion—she wanted to be with Gwendoline again, yet the fact that she shouldn’t didn’t bother her.
And that was exactly what bothered her. So she waited, trying to figure out what it all meant. A part of Amara almost wished they were back to fighting—not only a familiar entity, but it also didn’t include the risk of her entanglement with the future queen generating a scandal of epic proportions that Reshaya had never experienced.
They also hadn’t talked about it, and so Amara didn’t know where Gwendoline stood, despite her suggestion to continue their foolish dalliance. Yet, nothing more could develop between them, given their circumstances and assured futures.
They had been making progress on the talsih ritual, and one afternoon they sat cross-legged across from each other in the quiet room.
“Are you serious?” Gwendoline asked, and Amara’s mood lightened at the flicker of enthusiasm in her voice.
“Have you ever known me to make jokes?”
“There’s that,” Gwendoline muttered. “But magick can really be wielded like that?”
“Yes. As you know, we’ve been preparing for the coronation ritual. The goal is to bind us together, and you’ve reached the point in our training where we can employ magick.”
“Wait, will this already bind us? And on that note, can you repeat what this entails? I might have been a bit distracted the first time we went over it.”
“Uh huh. You don’t say.” Amara almost smiled. “No, it won’t bind us. This is a first step in exposing you to my magick, and to allow my magick to accept your energy as a part of itself.”
“That almost sounds like… Don’t get me wrong, and I’m not suggesting anything so preposterous, but it sounds like this should be something between lovers, or partners. As in, people who are committed to each other.”
“You’re right. However, that’s also not what this is. Although I suppose it is a commitment of sorts. I vow to protect you and use my magick to ensure your well-being.”
“Wow. All right, that’s a lot.”
Amara’s thoughts drifted to Tara, and she sighed. “Yes, though apparently, you must remember that I can fail.”
“Because of what happened with Tara?”
Amara’s gaze dropped while her heart grew heavy. “Yes, and—”
Gwendoline touched her arm. “I know you’ll do all you can to keep me safe, and I don’t hold Tara’s death against you. I told you before, it wasn’t your fault.”
Amara nodded, still not feeling as gracious as Gwendoline.
“So this spell is like the ‘getting to know you’ phase of the coming ritual?”
Amara offered a small smile. “It seems you do recall a little of our lessons.”
“I guess I’m not that hopeless.”
“I never thought you were.”
Silence
“Would you like to get started?”
Gwendoline held Amara’s gaze, then nodded.
Amara released an unsteady breath. This had to be done, though, to be honest, she also held a likely hapless hope that bringing Gwendoline closer to magick would soften her to mind magick. That way, Amara might learn about the blood oath since this topic refused to leave her thoughts, no matter how hard she tried to banish it. Of course, she could ask Gwendoline directly, and after all that had transpired between them, you’d think that would be the most logical move. Yet, Amara loathed to give Gwendoline the impression she’d allowed her into her body because she wanted access to her mind. Besides, both intimacies were vastly different, and while Gwendoline might allow and welcome Amara into her body, the same couldn’t be expected for her mind.
“Ready?” Amara asked, trying to shift her focus to the present task.
“Yes.”
Amara closed her eyes and drew on her magick, allowing it to flood her veins before she projected it outward, aiming at Gwendoline—at her heart. She opened her eyes and noticed the shudder that ran through Gwendoline. Amara gritted her teeth. Perhaps she should have contemplated this more before being faced with all of this, not to mention in their current setting. Would this have been easier before they had sex? Before she knew how Gwendoline tasted or how she sounded when aroused. Gods, her mind was stuck on this foolishness between them.
Gwendoline gasped. Her eyes fell shut, and she dug her fingers into her thighs.
Amara continued to stare at Gwendoline, who swallowed hard as beads of sweat accumulated on her skin. Her chest heaved. The magick drummed between them, floating, spiraling—an explosion of color and heat.
The light in the room dimmed yet it didn’t get darker as the magick flowing between them grew brighter, now fully encapsulating Gwendoline. She practically glowed.
Amara’s lips parted, the visceral pull of the magick between them left her adrift, yet teeming with power. Her mind implored her to stop, but she was unable to resist the potent energy, not just between them and filling the room, but permeating her every cell. Amara experienced a sense of liberation. Rudderless, much like she had felt when she’d been with Gwendoline.
A strange buoyancy rushed through her until the room darkened and a bang reverberated, shaking the ground beneath them.
Panting. Amara couldn’t tell if the sound originated within her or if it had fallen from Gwendoline’s lips, but her ears rang and pressure built in the room, pressing down on her—on them.
Gwendoline whimpered.
Amara groaned, tasting iron. She should have asked guards to stay close, but what danger might befall the Princess with the High Mage around?
Gwendoline’s breathing picked up, and she choked out what sounded like a pained grunt.
With her ears popping and a gust of salty air filling the room, Amara shifted forward, pressing her hands into the spongy floor of the quiet room while she crawled toward Gwendoline. The space between them stretched and augmented, even though they had been only an arm’s reach or two apart.
Finally able to inflate her lungs enough to form words, Amara cast a shield, lacing a protective netting around the Princess before everything went dark.
When she’d woken up in her own bed, no less, Amara hadn’t realized how much time she’d lost since passing out. She’d merely stumbled like a drunkard out of her chambers to reassure herself that Gwendoline, while still unconscious, was all right. She immediately started her research to find answers to what had occurred in the quiet room, remaining in denial that a near-full day of unconsciousness had followed the incident.
A week later, she still had discovered nothing that would explain the events of the quiet room, at least nothing that lived in the realm of possibilities. As Gwendoline had no magick, there could be no misalignment of sorts, and her magick itself seemed to work properly, as she’d had no other issues or malfunctions.
Amara once again avoided being alone with Gwendoline, despite the Princess’s newfound habit of acting like she didn’t hate everything about her life, as if Amara truly wasn’t the enemy who personified everything she hated. Who would have imagined that sex would take them this far? Oh, she was still tempted to knock on Gwendoline’s chambers or ask her to visit her own, but a part of Amara struggled to even look her in the eye, much less do anything else. Her magick had hurt Gwendoline when she’d hoped to show her that she needed not fear magick.
Unfortunately, she taught her the exact opposite. However, they had to complete the talsih ritual since she required the binding to fulfill her duty. Furthermore, and more worrisomely, she couldn’t conceive of a method to discover the true story behind the blood oath without involving magick. Amara had to admit that, at this point, she believed Gwendoline.
She wasn’t sure when this had occurred. There was no moment when she went, ‘Oh, and now I believe her.’ It felt more like a gradual journey she didn’t realize she was undertaking. Or perhaps she now had a better grasp on who Gwendoline was. Either way, this all developed before she’d stumbled upon an obscure manuscript in the Order’s library hinting at a possibility—a blood oath for the innocent.
She hated every line she’d read, and Amara had been convinced none of the mages she’d ever known would have signed on to its practice, but it remained her only lead. Yet, that hardly seemed to matter when her path to the truth remained blocked—when in fact, she had made sure of that herself. How monstrous magick had to appear to Gwendoline after this ordeal. At least Amara had never promised to release the oath.


Gwen had wanted to learn more about magick, and over the span of her education and their discussions, she had, at least regarding the history and theory behind it. She’d been curious to the more practical side of it, but she’d not been prepared for that . Reshaya embraced magick, and had done so through most of its history, and as such High Mages had been part of the royal family’s entourage, so even if you’d never been exposed to magick personally, most people accepted it as just another facet of life. You couldn’t learn magick. To wield it, you had to be born with an affinity, with a spark.
Gwen had never been afraid of magick, and her previous encounters with Amara’s magick had been benign enough, though she held no affinity for teleportation. Despite what had happened in the quiet room, Gwen still didn’t fear magick. Yet the headache and body aches she’d awoken with two days after Amara had tried to introduce her to magick had not been a ringing endorsement for the use of the art.
Amara herself had been knocked out for almost a day as well. Orion had found them and lost herself in hysteria at discovering the High Mage and the Princess unconscious on the floor of the royal quiet room. Gwen supposed that was understandable, but after a week of this, the drama got tiresome. By now, she’d heard this tale at least ten times.
Gwen sat in the courtyard overlooking a large pond full of the most colorful fish she’d ever seen. They swam up with their mouths opening and closing, searching for food, before they jumped into the air only to dive right back into the water. As she sat there, a curious emotion welled up in her—wonder mixed with trepidation—a sort of nervous energy akin to being unsure what to do next while fearing rejection. From the fish? Gwen frowned.
She’d been so distracted that she started when Amara’s voice sounded right next to her. When had she joined her?
“How are you feeling, Princess Gwendoline?”
Gwen tightened her jaw. She wished Amara would call her Gwen. She despised ‘princess’ even more so than Gwendoline, and in some dark moments, especially during her first weeks back at the palace, it seemed like that was all that would ever be left of her. The fact that Amara was so formal now when they were alone brought this sensation of alienation back to her mind. She sighed. “I’m fine.”
Amara leaned back against the bench, her gaze now also finding the orange and black and purple and turquoise fish.
Their lives seemed so simple. Of course, Gwen had no interest in living the life of an aquatic creature. Is animal transformation even possible? She eyed Amara skeptically. At least the emotions that had flitted over her earlier had eased, and now she felt mostly content. But that seemed odd, too, given her reaction to Amara calling her princess. Could this be related to the events in the quiet room? Perhaps she was experiencing some kind of emotional whiplash. “Did you figure out why your magick malfunctioned?”
Amara frowned and Gwen suppressed a smile.
“My magick didn’t malfunction .”
Gwen hummed. “Sure. I suppose you needed a nap and thought I required an even longer one.”
Amara grunted, and Gwen could no longer prevent a small smile from spilling onto her lips. She almost sensed Amara’s displeasure at the notion that there might be anything wrong with her magick.
Gwen turned to face Amara, taking in her beautiful features and warm blue eyes. “Are you all right?”
“Of course.” Amara sat straighter. “I came out to go on a walk, clear my head, but I saw you sitting here, and…” She shrugged.
“You couldn’t resist my delightful company?”
Amara snorted. “Hardly.”
“I’m not mad, you know?”
“Excuse me?”
“About what happened. We never talked about it.”
“I thought you didn’t wish to discuss it. My magick… hurt you.”
Gwen tilted her head. A new heaviness settled over her. “Is that what you think?”
“I heard you groan and whimper.”
“Our recent past should have made you more familiar with such sounds.”
“Are you saying my magick aroused you?”
Gwen resisted the desire to lower her gaze as heat flooded her. “While there was a tension, a sensation of something not quite right, or that something was stuck, it didn’t hurt. It made me feel warm. Whole, or almost as if I could be whole one day.” Now she did duck her head. How utterly foolish. Why would she air such things around Amara?
It hadn’t been painful, at least not in a way she’d have minded. Gwen had been surrounded by Amara’s magick, by her very being, or at least it had felt that way. Torrents of heat had lashed at her skin, and an unfamiliar euphoria had swept her away. She didn’t know what had gone wrong toward the end, but she recalled Amara’s shield—how it had covered and sheltered her from sharp currents that had begun to dig into her.
“Do you wish to accompany me on my walk, Gwendoline?”
Gwen rolled her lips. Leave it to Amara to end such a conversation right when it approached whatever she tried to keep under wraps. “Sure. Why not.” And when Gwen said that, a wave of pleasure rushed over her. There had to be some kind of protracted effect from the quiet room, though she didn’t want to talk about that now and ruin the amiable mood that had settled between them.
They rose and meandered through the royal gardens into the forest.



shielded

 A NOTHER WEEK PASSED, AND they were no closer to figuring out their magical mishap, and sadly, until they found an answer that explained Amara’s magick going wild that day, Gwen’s magical advisor refused to use magick around her, no matter how often she’d assured the High Mage that she wasn’t upset, and that Amara hadn’t hurt her. This knowledge failed to penetrate the hard skull of that infuriating woman.
Three weeks after their collision in Amara’s quarters, and almost two weeks after the quiet room incident, they sat in the library, poring over books and scrolls.
“There’s nothing.” Gwen shut an ancient, dusty tome and glared at Amara. “What if this was just a random glitch, and we never find an answer? Does that mean you’ll keep refusing to use magick around me? That makes no sense, not to mention, your magick protected me!”
“From my magick.” Amara didn’t even bother looking up and continued studying the manuscript in front of her.
Gwen suppressed a sigh. This was ridiculous. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to test your magick with me around?”
Now Amara raised her head. “So it can attack you again? Did you hit your head?”
Gwen narrowed her eyes. “We could ask Orion to keep watch.”
Amara shifted in her seat, suddenly avoiding Gwen’s gaze, who at first frowned, then smiled.
She leaned closer and whispered, “Are you afraid your magick will make me wet again? I’d not act on it with others around.”
Amara cleared her throat. “My only concern is your safety. We need to find answers in writing and see where that will take us. A more practical approach seems unwise, even with supervision.”
“Right,” Gwen drawled, picking up another musty old book. “Not like the coronation ritual is important or anything.”
Amara shot her a withering glare.
“Oh, come on! I’m trying to help. Find a solution and all.” Gwen leaned back in her seat.
Amara grimaced. “I apologize. This is unusual for me, and I’ve never encountered such an issue with my magick, and—”
“Wow, that’s a long time.”
Amara once more glared at her.
“You really can’t be defensive about your age, especially not when you’re almost eight hundred years old and look like that.”
Amara waved her off. “Never mind. In the spirit of being helpful, I’ve been working on a way to release you of your blood oath, but I can’t make any promises.”
Gwen’s eyes widened, and she inhaled sharply. “You have? I thought you didn’t believe me.”
“Yes, well, things are different and—”
“Because we’ve had sex?” Color rose high in Gwen’s cheeks, and she lowered her voice, striving to keep it steady while blood roared in her ears. “You’re joking. All I had to do was fuck you for you to take me seriously?”
Amara’s mouth opened, but at first, she only stared at Gwen. “Of course not!”
Gwen folded her arms. “Then what did you mean?”
“This shift was a process with no one moment when I changed my mind. Getting to know you better over these last months, our discussions…” Amara frowned. “I realized I’d misjudged you, and again, lying about this made no sense.”
“Because I didn’t lie.”
“I know. It was a difficult concession for me to accept that someone, someone I knew and cared about, would be capable of doing something so heinous.”
“Oh,” Gwen breathed, rolling her shoulders as the tension within her receded at Amara’s solemn tone and words. “Thank you.”
Amara nodded. “I came across a text that seems to be a promising lead, but what transpired in the quiet room complicates matters.”
“In what way?”
Amara gazed at her hands before once more looking at Gwen. “To undo the bond, I need to know as much as possible about the ritual, the spell Magnus cast on you that day.”
“Gods, I was so young and, to be honest, that memory is somewhat hazy.”
Amara only held her gaze.
“So? That doesn’t tell me how any of this relates to your magical malfunction.”
“Doesn’t it?”
Gwen worried her lower lip. Magick. The blood oath contained magick and Magnus administered it, but why would it matter that she’d reacted to Amara’s magick like… “Mind magick,” Gwen whispered. “You’d need to be in my head and see what had happened. Back then.”
Amara nodded, while Gwen swallowed hard, and her hands fidgeted with the parchment on the table. How urgent is this?

A week later, and still without answers, neither had brought up mind magick nor the blood oath again. Gwen felt touched that Amara wanted to release her from the oath, but the idea of allowing her into her mind had her break out in a cold sweat. In fact, recently, she’d been overcome with bouts of the sort of restlessness that in the past had made her run. Here she couldn’t, at least not while the oath remained intact. And to change that, Amara would need to access her mind, which also made Gwen want to run away screaming.
So, she was stuck in a loop of terrible choices. She’d also been disappointed in once more wanting to escape. She always did that. Whenever a person got too close, she’d leave as if someone had set her on fire. Gwen didn’t know why she thought this would be different here. Maybe because Amara was safe since they had no future. But even that didn’t seem to matter regarding her inherent… deficiency.
That afternoon, she’d settled in the quiet room, when Amara stormed inside and interrupted Gwen’s meditation.
“You’re right. This can’t continue. My position doesn’t allow me to avoid magick, and—”
“You keep making it sound like you’re my bodyguard.”
Amara’s lips tightened, and she held Gwen’s gaze. “You know I’m not, but I remain the last line of defense if anything were to happen, and so I cannot be all tied up about magick.”
“But you can be tied up in other ways?”
Amara’s jaw clenched. “Be serious.”
Gwen rose to her feet and stepped closer to Amara. “I am. So, what will we do?”
“Your suggestion with Orion has merit, and I spoke to her. We will meet here in a couple of hours to run some practical tests. You should get some rest.”
“I was meditating, you know. That counts as rest.”
Amara rolled her eyes.
“Besides, aren’t you the one who will do all the work?”
Amara said nothing, and instead, she turned and rushed out of the quiet room, her robes once more swaying with each step.
Gwen knew her focus should be on what had caused Amara’s magick to malfunction, or even on unraveling the mystery of a forced blood oath, given Amara’s determination to solve that problem, too. She could even fret about her upcoming meeting with Prince Frederick, her future husband . Yet, all of Gwen’s thoughts were focused on: one month. That was how long it had been since that night in Amara’s quarters, and Gwen still longed for a repeat. While Amara didn’t act as closed-off and unreachable as she had after their first time in her office, she also did nothing to encourage another such encounter. Did she not want it? Was she over it? Then again, Gwen’s teasing still flustered Amara quite often.
Gwen decided to use tonight’s practical magick training session to gauge Amara’s interest, as she seemed more open whenever they worked in the quiet room. Perhaps it could act as foreplay, and once they were done, they could leave Orion behind (hopefully none the wiser) and relocate somewhere more private.
By the time they met, Amara had changed out of her robes, and her attire, gray linen pants and a light shirt, catapulted Gwen’s mind back to their last encounter, and Orion had to repeat her questions as Gwen didn’t hear a word she’d said, too busy staring at Amara.
“I asked if you’re ready. You needn’t fear, Princess. Aside from me, there are two mages standing guard outside. You’ll be perfectly safe.”
Amara stiffened.
Gwen could tell that Orion considering Amara a danger to Gwen’s wellbeing rankled the woman, yet she seemed to believe that herself.
“All right. Let’s sit down. I’ll be right next to both of you and ready to intervene if necessary. Perhaps we should start with a standard set of spells as a warm-up.”
Amara still said nothing and sat down.
Gwen followed suit, and so they sat cross-legged across from each other with Orion to their side, forming the tip of a triangle.
“The Princess hasn’t reacted negatively to any prior incidents where I used magick around her or on her. We don’t have to start at the beginning.”
“That makes sense. I’m wondering, though, if a direct connection would work better. What do you think, High Mage?”
“I was going to replicate what I did last time, just slower for you to witness and follow each magick trail.”
“I agree, that sounds logical, however, I meant physical contact. Perhaps touching will provide a protective anchor,” Orion said.
Gwen raised one eyebrow and threw a challenging glance at Amara.
Sighing, Amara scooted closer and held out her hands, palms up. “Princess?”
Gwen clasped Amara’s hands, stifling the urge to draw back when a small shockwave traveled from her palms to her wrists.
“Good, good. Begin, then,” Orion said.
Amara seemed to suppress a reprimand, judging by her pinched expression.
Gwen squeezed Amara’s hands and shuddered when a rush of sugary heat rippled through her as soon as Amara started chanting.
Amara’s hands grew hot and twitched.
“All good so far.” Orion’s voice sounded far away.
Gwen struggled to keep her eyes open, but she wanted to witness the display of colors around them. Last time, it wasn’t quite like this, but Amara had explained that she needed to make the magick fully visible so Orion could see where things might go wrong.
The assumption that they’d once more encounter a problem made Gwen clench her jaw. Were they that incompatible? Maybe that would always be her fate. A hollow ache slithered through Gwen, and she slouched as a dull heaviness settled in her. At the same time, the colorful bands of magick around them morphed into monochrome shadows that swirled faster.
Amara panted. Her eyes were pressed shut and her chest heaved as sweat glistened on her skin.
Gwen tightened her hold on Amara, trying to relax and allow her emotions to settle, to quieten the wild energy that had grown in her.
Amara’s posture relaxed, and the swirls saturated with color once more.
Gwen smiled, and in that moment, Amara opened her eyes and their gazes caught and locked.
The tendrils of magick around them shivered, picking up speed and chasing each other through the room before swarming around them, almost forming a dome that separated them from Orion, who said something, but Gwen only heard the din of a voice without being able to discern a single word.
Amara’s grip on Gwen’s hands tightened—her pupils had almost completely devoured the blue of her irises.
Gwen’s breathing turned labored and once more heat eddied through her, but this time, the swirls grew slower and lumbered forward, more a drudge than a race.
Amara said something, it sounded like ‘glashemie’ but Gwen wasn’t sure, and she had no idea what it meant.
Gwen swallowed hard when the heat roaring through her shifted to a hard coil, spiking arousal through her. She gritted her teeth. Gwen had been joking earlier when they had talked about the impact of Amara’s magick. She didn’t mind this in general, but she felt untethered in her current state, and they weren’t alone.
A bang tore her out of her thoughts and their connection broke the same moment Amara released her hands.
Stillness filled the room aside from their heavy breathing.
Orion cleared her throat. “Well, that was… something.”
Amara glowered at her, and Orion shrank back. “I need to talk to the Princess. Alone.”
“Uh…” Orion’s gaze flickered between them.
“That wasn’t a request,” Amara snarled.
“Of course not, High Mage.” She jumped to her feet. “I’ll just be right outside…” Orion fidgeted when Amara’s glare darkened. “No, no. We shall all leave.” She hurried out of the room.
Once the door fell shut and it was just the two of them, Amara focused on Gwen. “It’s you.”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”


Amara didn’t understand what was happening with her life. Whenever she attempted to solve one problem, she not only encountered a slew of additional issues, but she also failed to solve the one she set out to fix.
“What are you talking about? I did nothing but sit here, drowning in your magick.” Gwendoline pulled at the collar of her shirt.
Amara closed her eyes, willing her body to shut up and stop being so helplessly drawn to Gwendoline. She had made a grave error in judgment by denying her body carnal pleasures for so long. If she hadn’t, perhaps she’d be able to hold it together better.
“Amara!”
Gwendoline saying her name like that almost gave her whiplash, but it also refocused her attention. “I apologize. I’m still struggling with what this means and how—”
“Explain. Now!”
Amara swallowed hard at the command. People didn’t give her orders. Yet… “You are rejecting my magick.”
“I am not!”
Amara smiled at Gwendoline’s indignant expression. “It’s not something you’re doing consciously. But there’s this shield. Like a wall? It is pushing my magick away, and when I get too close, which is what must have happened last time, you or something within you pushes back.”
“How is that possible when I don’t have magick?”
“I can only speculate, but perhaps your experience with the blood oath activated an otherwise dormant spark.”
“But I can’t produce any magick.”
“You’ve not exhibited any wild magick, but it’s also possible that your spark is only defensive. While such cases are rare, they are not fully unheard of. Or it’s not magick, and you just act as a ward against it. We need to take this to the Order.”
“Absolutely not,” Gwendoline insisted.
“Why not? They can figure out how—”
“No. I don’t trust them. Someone there must have been around when my oath happened, maybe even approved of it, and—”
“Elder Magnus must have had the sanction of the King, and so he wouldn’t have needed to bring this to the Order. He’s gone now.”
Gwendoline shook her head. “No, I don’t accept that. He wasn’t even High Mage, then.” She leveled a glare at Amara, as if this was all her fault, as if she’d failed Gwendoline back then, and perhaps she had.
She’d never questioned King Theodore’s attachment to Magnus or that he’d preferred him over her. Amara had been busy with other tasks, and not having to deal with every minor aspect of the ruling monarch’s family seemed appealing. She’d allowed Magnus to take on a role that was hers. If she hadn’t, none of this would have happened. They also wouldn’t face this warding problem now.
“I understand, and I apologize for my lapse in duty, and that this ended up costing you dearly, but—”
“You need to stop shouldering burdens that aren’t yours to carry.”
Amara frowned. “I was the High Mage. It would have been my duty to administer your blood oaths.” Her heart grew heavy at the realization that this meant she’d also never have met Gwendoline, not like this, since she’d not have accepted Amara’s summons after Queen Tara’s death without the compulsion of the oath.
“Maybe, but why would you have prevented the previous High Mage, someone who taught you and was your friend, at least according to you, from taking over this duty? I’m assuming you are generally pretty busy.”
“Yes.”
“Well, then. You had no way of knowing he’d do something like that.”
“You are too forgiving.”
Gwendoline startled. “I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of that. Maybe you’re just too hard on yourself.”
Amara sighed. “Let’s refocus on the issue at hand. Figuring out what is going on and how to resolve this block so we can prepare for the ritual will be much harder without the help of the Order. It would also be faster with their aid.”
“I don’t care. I don’t trust them, no matter what you say.”
“But you trust me?” Amara wasn’t sure she wanted to hear Gwendoline’s answer, yet a part of her needed to—one way or another.
“Yes.” Gwendoline held her gaze, while Amara once again had to quieten the magick thrumming beneath her skin.



a power play

 A MARA HAD AROUND TWO seconds to enjoy this progress before new complications landed at her feet. In all the drama surrounding the blood oath and her magick’s reaction to Gwendoline’s shield, Prince Frederick’s impending visit had slipped her mind. Not only that, but her distraction had caused her to miss a recent development in the Senate, and now these fools had passed a referendum that, if approved, would essentially expand their power. Worse, they’d sent it to the palace for approval.
If Queen Tara had still been alive, none of this would be an issue as she’d veto the vote. However, with her passing and while still in the Year of Mourning—hence without a new monarch—things were more complicated. Their traditions stipulated that decisions should be made jointly by the High Mage and the heir to the throne. As a result, Gwendoline and she needed to find common ground on how to handle this vote. However, when it came to the Senate, they didn’t share the same viewpoint. They had mostly abandoned the subject, both too aggravated by the other’s stance, but also because their focus rested elsewhere after all that had happened in the meantime.
Amara wanted to delve deeper into the occurrences in the quiet room. She itched to lose herself in research and test a few lines from that awful manuscript detailing the blood oaths for innocents. Yet duty called, and she’d never been more annoyed by it. She’d not spoken to Gwendoline about this recent development with the Senate, in part because she didn’t want another quarrel but also because the Princess was busy preparing for the arrival of her future husband.
She also pushed that thought out of her mind. Frederick, based on all accounts, was a suitable candidate and a fair, kind, young man. So why did this arrangement, one she’d spearheaded, suddenly make her uneasy? She must be losing her mind.
Amara sat in her office reading through the bill the Senate had sent when a knock sounded. “Enter.”
The door opened, and Orion stepped inside. “High Mage.” She bowed her head. “I have a message from Lamarque, inquiring about the bill they sent a week ago.”
“No patience,” Amara muttered. “Yes, I have it right in front of me.” Lamarque, as the leader of the Senate, was one of the major proponents for changing the rule of law in the land.
“Oh, good. Has the Princess already decided?”
Amara frowned. “No. With everything that has happened, this referendum hasn’t been our top priority.”
“Understandable.” Orion rocked on her feet.
Amara sighed. “What is it? Are Lamarque and his band of thieves giving you any trouble?”
“I wouldn’t call them thieves. Their ideas for the future of Reshaya are quite popular, and—”
“You, too, Orion?” Amara grimaced and leaned back in her chair.
“Excuse me, High Mage?”
“Never mind. I will take care of it.”
“With the Princess?”
“Of course. Do you think I’d break with tradition?” Amara rose.
“No, no. Definitely not. I’ll… I have an errand to run.” And with that, Orion rushed out of the office.
Amara pinched the bridge of her nose. She didn’t want to bring this to Gwendoline, but she had to, though no one said it needed to happen now. Lamarque and his acolytes could wait. There was no time limit after all. Perhaps you should try running out the clock, but no. Gods know what Gwendoline will decide on her own .


Gwendoline felt like throwing up. While working on a compromise that would both satisfy her desire for a more democratic way to govern Reshaya and, well, prevent Amara from fainting, or alternatively, incinerating her, she’d settled in. Moreover, the change in her relationship with Amara (no, not just the sex) also increased her desire to stay for now. With the longing to run quieting down again, her focus rested on working on the magick mishap and on trying to remember more about the blood oath. As such, she’d forgotten about her upcoming meeting with her future husband .
She may have bitterly needed such a diversion as she resented the idea of having to marry a stranger she didn’t love, even if it was only on paper. Gwendoline never even wanted to marry. In fact, her commitment issues had made the very notion ridiculous. Over the years, Gwen had settled on having short-lived, heated trysts with women she’d met at various functions. Now, she’d have to get married.
When she was younger, she’d wondered what it would feel like to be in love and to find a partner—someone who wanted her as much as she wanted them. A part of her had even yearned for this until the reality hit that she and love weren’t compatible. Unlike her sister, who had found the love of her life when she’d been only nineteen.
However, when she considered how this had ended for Tara and her consort, Gwen realized she’d been lucky. If you never loved, you also never lost. No, Gwen was better off alone. She’d been fine with that, but now everything had changed. Could she arrange herself in this life so that she’d at least not be more miserable than she was before the oath had forced her back?
Gwen almost paced a hole in the carpet of her chambers and resisted the impulse to run to Amara. And do what? Complain? Demand she cancel the visit, the wedding, and the coronation? Because, on this point, they were not on the same page. This brought Gwen back to the cliff that had once stood between them and that they’d managed to bridge, or maybe they’d been deluding themselves because what they disagreed on seemed colossal.
She supposed their newfound closeness from their talks, magick rituals, and other events could have blinded them, but none of this changed the core of who they were or what they had to do.
When the meeting time arrived and a servant called upon Gwen to join Prince Frederick in the Visitor’s Parlor, she felt like jumping out of her skin. All thoughts and worries jumbling through her mind made her dizzy, yet she placed one foot in front of the other, resigning herself to her fate, much like she’d done when the oath had forced her back.
She entered the parlor and froze. In front of her stood the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. His face should be a painting, his body a sculpture. Upon seeing her, he offered her a dazzling smile, his warm brown eyes alight. Gods, if she had any affinity for the male sex, she’d swoon.
“Princess Gwendoline! It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He bowed.
“Prince Frederick, welcome. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance as well.”
“Forgive me saying this, but I’ve been cooped up in my carriage for too long, and I’d love nothing more than to go on a little walk. Would this be a terrible imposition? We can talk and get to know each other on the way.”
“That sounds lovely.”
Frederick held out his arm and after a second of hesitation, Gwen placed her hand on his lower arm and allowed him to guide her outside.
They strode along the gravel path toward the pond, but instead of heading there, Gwen steered him toward the woods. They didn’t talk at first until Frederick cleared his throat.
“May I ask you a question?”
“Please do.”
“Do you want this marriage?”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “Does that matter?”
“According to my family, no. But it matters to me,” Frederick said.
“Do you wish to marry me?”
He smiled. “We are facing a conundrum as neither of us feels free to utter their true thoughts.”
“Well, we’ve just met, and we are bound by tradition to—”
“What if we’re not?”
“What do you mean?” Gwen asked, her heart thrumming in her chest. It couldn’t be that easy. She’d meant to bring this up, too, but Frederick’s question had caught her off guard.
“I…” He sighed. “Might we come to an agreement?”
“Such as?” This man was confounding. So far, he’d said so much without saying anything.
“That depending on how the other reacts, we get to erase what we’ve said, if needed.”
Gwen laughed. “Words may disappear after they’re spoken, but I’d say the awareness that comes with them lingers.”
“True, but we can promise to forget what the other said if asked to do so.”
“I also doubt that’s a promise we can keep. How do you forget something you’ve been told, especially if it’s upsetting, as this could very well be?”
“We may opt to pretend, then.”
Too curious to let this go, Gwen agreed.
“I love another, someone I can’t marry. I don’t want to disappoint my family, and our union is important for my kingdom, so I am willing to go through with this. But I also don’t want to enter a marriage with a lie.”
Gwen stared at Frederick with wide eyes. He was taking an enormous risk, and the fidgeting and his earnest gaze told her he knew exactly what he was doing. Yet her head still reeled at having been spared from starting this conversation.
“If this offends you, we can pretend I never said a word.”
“No. No. Like I said, this would be hard to forget, especially if I were interested in a genuine marriage.”
“But you’re not?”
Gwen shook her head.
Frederick smiled. “So we might come to an agreement on how to handle this?”
“I think so. I actually have some ideas.”
“Please tell.”


Amara knew she shouldn’t seek out the Princess—not alone, not today—but she hoped she’d garner some points for doing so in the library. A wired nervous energy she’d failed to place had flitted through her all day before suddenly settling. “How did your meeting go?”
Gwendoline startled and closed the book lying in front of her on the table. “Hello, to you, too.”
“I apologize for my directness. I wasn’t aware we’re still in need of pleasantries.”
“Saying hello when you first see someone instead of jumping in with a question is a pleasantry now? According to our lessons, you just failed proper etiquette by a long shot.”
Amara narrowed her eyes, then bowed her head. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Princess Gwendoline. May I inquire how you’re faring tonight?”
“Ugh, stop it.”
Amara held her gaze.
Gwendoline sighed. “It went well. Frederick isn’t who I’d feared he’d be. He’s incredibly handsome and kind. I quite like him.”
“You do?”
“Yes, imagine that. I can get along with someone. We spent all afternoon together out on a walk.”
A sinking sensation settled in Amara. “By the pond?”
Gwendoline tilted her head. “No. We walked the trail through the woods.”
Amara nodded, unsure why this information made her feel lighter, well, at least lighter than the words ‘handsome’ and ‘kind’ had. She refrained from rolling her eyes at herself. Amara should be happy Gwendoline liked her future husband, and that the man was indeed kind. She had only seen him from afar today, as always, with his bodyguard at this side, but she was due to meet him and his magical advisor tomorrow.
“What about you?”
“Excuse me?”
“How did your day go?”
“Fine. Nothing important, really.” Should she bring up the Senate vote?
“Orion seemed all aflutter earlier about some news from the Senate. Did you hear about that?”
Amara sighed. She supposed that was one way to decide. “Yes. There’s been a referendum in the Senate that they sent to the palace. It’s not urgent.”
“I want to see it. Don’t we both have to respond?”
“Yes, of course. But I thought given your meeting with Prince Frederick, you’d be too busy.”
Gwendoline frowned. “That’s fine. I have time. Tell me, or better, let’s go to your office, and I can read it for myself.”
“Aren’t you tired? It’s been a long day, and—”
“Stop stalling and come on.” Gwendoline rose and strode toward Amara, gazing at her expectantly.
Of course Gwendoline would be all excited about royal business when it pertained to the Senate. She wished Gwendoline would pick a different, more appropriate cause. What? Do you want her to crochet? Amara snorted.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all. I’m afraid it’s all quite boring.”
“I doubt what goes on in your head could ever be boring.”
Amara felt her cheeks flush. “I obviously meant the missive from the Senate.”
“Obviously,” Gwendoline quipped, and together, they left the library and headed for Amara’s public office.
Once there, Amara handed the referendum to Gwendoline, who silently read it.
Amara prevented herself from pacing and instead tried to use her nervous energy to come up with potential counterarguments for Gwendoline wanting to approve the vote.
After ten minutes, Gwendoline placed the parchment back on Amara’s desk. “I’m assuming you want to veto this?”
“Of course. It’s the right thing to do, and—”
“According to whom?”
Amara’s eyebrows rose. “The entire history of Reshaya. If we approve this vote, it’ll usher in the end of the monarchy. This is just the first step. They won’t stop there.”
“Perhaps they shouldn’t.”
“We’ve been over this, and I understand that your youth and unfamiliarity with the monarchy might make this all seem exciting and promising, but I can assure you that—”
“You must be a very ineffective teacher.”
“Excuse me?”
“If I’m still such a novice regarding this realm that I’m unable to understand what this vote means after four months of your teachings, then…”
“If you comprehend what it means, how can you even dream of approving this, knowing what it will entail?”
“I’m for it exactly because I know what it will do.”
Amara closed her eyes and counted to ten, swallowing the caustic remark dancing on her tongue. “After all our discussions on this topic, I thought you had come to—”
“What? See things your way?”
Yes, to be honest, that was what Amara had thought, foolishly so, as she had to admit now. “I know you don’t want to be queen, but this isn’t the way. Trust me. It will splinter Reshaya and allow other kingdoms to take advantage once we inevitably fall into chaos and anarchy.”
“I recall your dire warnings, and I’m not suggesting doing this blindly. I’ve done more research, and I believe there is also a danger in outright rejecting the Senate. Permitting the Senate a modicum of power won’t usher in anarchy, but I do bow to your experience on this and know we cannot let any of this go unchecked. We will have to come up with a solution that works for all. This is still a good first step.”
Amara scoffed.
“Maybe you’re just too old.”
Amara’s eyes widened, and she strode closer to Gwendoline, towering over her. “Excuse me? My age offers me more wisdom and is exactly what makes me much more qualified at understanding the far-reaching consequences of what you’re proposing.”
“Because something like this has happened so often before.”
“That is my point. It has never played out in the way you’re hoping, and instead, it has led to great destruction and suffering every single time. That is what I have tried to explain to you.” Amara gave her a look that she tended to reserve for particularly dimwitted servants.
“That doesn’t mean the past is doomed to repeat itself.”
“Of course not, considering each event encompasses different variables based on the times and the players involved.”
“So why is it automatically hopeless?”
“You’re just taken by the charm and promises of Lamarque. He’s not—”
“So first I’m too uneducated, then I’m too young, and now you think I decide with my—”
“That is your radical interpretation of all I’ve said, and there’s no need to be crass.”
“You prefer that to be saved for the bedroom? Not that we’ve ever made it there.”
Amara ground her jaw.
“By pointing out your age , I’m merely suggesting that you, through no fault of your own, might be too steeped in olden times. How things worked in the past doesn’t have to be how they work now, and so your judgment might not be the best when it comes to progress.”
“I didn’t just wake up from a seven hundred-year-long sleep today! I’ve been around all this time, witnessing what you call history . I’ve seen empires rise and fall, and believe me, Princess, my age is far more a benefit here since it will prevent your youthful idealism from ruining this kingdom.”
“Prevent how?”
“The vote won’t stand unless we both approve it.”
“And it won’t fall unless we both veto it.”
Amara crossed her arms.
“Well, I suppose we are at an impasse for now.”
“Do you foresee changing your mind in the future? If you do, why drag this out? We can veto the referendum right here, right now.”
Gwendoline smiled. “No. But in eight months’ time, I won’t need your signature anymore. I will be queen and can approve this on the first day.”
“What will your future husband think of you giving away all your power?”
“Leave the handling of my husband to me.”
“He’s your husband already? How much handling did you do on your walk today?”
Gwendoline approached, so close that Amara could sense the warmth emitting from her skin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Amara’s vision blurred, and her pulse trounced her temple while heat surged through her. She knew she should teleport out of here, but the heat licking through her veins sank lower, and the ensuing flame obliterated her reason. Instead of taking the prudent action that her age demanded, she drew even closer, crowding Gwendoline, who stumbled back until she smacked into Amara’s desk, panting.
Gods, if she knew how to resist Gwendoline, she’d do it. But she didn’t, and so, Amara claimed Gwendoline’s lips in a bruising, demanding kiss.



bindings that break (you)

 F UNNY HOW LIFE WORKED sometimes. Gwen had been almost obsessively preoccupied with their two carnal encounters, to the point of distraction, really. She’d wanted a repeat but wasn’t sure how to get there, especially since Amara didn’t appear similarly inclined. Yet this time, after her talk with Frederick and the news of the vote in the Senate (You’d think Lamarque would have given her a heads-up, though perhaps this was the surprise he’d mentioned in his last missive), her mind had been far from having sex. This, of course, was when she’d get her wish.
Gwen groaned and reciprocated Amara’s ardent kiss, licking into her mouth greedily while pulling her near. After a moment, she broke the kiss. “Do you think we can find a bed this time?” She knew her question was risky. Amara might change her mind if given the chance, but Gwen had been fantasizing about Amara lying beneath her, lost in pleasure, and this could be the last time they did this, considering Amara’s general attitude.
Amara stared at her unblinkingly before a devious smile graced her lips, one that twisted in Gwen’s stomach. Or perhaps that sensation originated in magick as Amara teleported them into her chambers.
Before Gwen caught her bearings, Amara reconnected their lips while jostling her backward. Her legs hit the foot end of the bed. Amara pushed her down and hovered above her. Too aroused and too intrigued to take charge, Gwen shuffled back and gazed expectantly at Amara. “You coming?”
Amara worried her lower lip, and with a wave of her hand, their clothes disappeared.
Gwen groaned when cool sheets danced across her skin, while Amara’s hot, nude, long-limbed form pressed against her. She immediately raised her thigh, sighing in delight when wet heat bathed her flesh.
Amara pressed down against Gwen’s leg and sunk into another deep kiss.
Gwen’s hands shot to Amara’s back, and she dug her fingers into taut muscles before trailing down to her hips, steadying her rocking motion.
“Do you remember what you said last time?”
“Hmm?” Gwen struggled to form words, so recalling anything besides her own name seemed unlikely.
“What you’d do if you had your phallus with you.”
“Oh.” A shudder ran through Gwen. “Yes.” She gasped when Amara sucked at the skin on her neck. Somehow the current flowing between them seemed stronger—deeper even. Alternatively, Gwen could also have been more excitable than she’d realized.
“We can use magick, if you want.” By now, Amara had lifted her head and gazed down at Gwen, who frowned, lowering her leg.
“I don’t want to be a man.”
Amara chuckled, shifting her hand to run her fingers down Gwen’s chest before she trailed her digits through Gwen’s soaked folds.
Gwen moaned, struggling to keep her eyes open.
“Not a man. I’d just extend this.” She rubbed her fingers over Gwen’s clit.
Gwen’s eyes widened. She grasped Amara’s hand, stilling her movements. “Yes, but first, I want to feel you inside me like that. After all, I should know how it feels, right?”
Amara clenched her jaw and closed her eyes. She murmured something, then trembled. Her eyes opened, and there was hardly any blue left in them.
Gwen’s hands slid from Amara’s hips to between her legs, and she pulled her lower lip between her teeth when she grasped the warm shaft, stroking heated, soft skin.
Amara groaned, and her eyes fluttered shut.
Gwen smiled, continuing her light caress before Amara halted her hand.
Leaning closer, Amara once more claimed Gwen’s lips in a kiss, sucking at her tongue before scraping it with her teeth.
Gwen shuddered, and arousal surged through her when she felt the tip of Amara press against her entrance. She wanted to sink lower and take her inside, but Amara’s grip held her in place. Gwen gasped when Amara canted her hips forward and she felt her length enter her core. She bit her lip and reveled in the pressure and in the awareness of feeling Amara inside of her.
Amara stilled, as if gathering herself, taking in their new closeness.
“Move,” Gwen grunted eventually, digging her nails into Amara’s ass cheeks.
Amara heeded Gwen’s demand and began rocking her hips, once again finding Gwen’s lips and kissing her.
Gwen ran her fingers up and down Amara’s damp back, urging her on to thrust harder, faster.
Panting, Amara broke the kiss and gazed down at Gwen with wide eyes.
Gwen smiled. Overcome by an impulse, she shifted and rose to flip them.
Amara released a small yelp but allowed Gwen to reverse their positions until Gwen settled on top of her.
“I want to ride you until you pass out,” Gwen murmured, delighting in the tremble that rushed through Amara at her words.
Gwen sought out Amara’s length, which had mostly slipped out of her during her maneuver. She lifted her hips and guided Amara fully back inside. Yes, this will do nicely. She groaned at the renewed stretch.
“Gwendoline.” Amara groaned, her eyes shut and her body taut.


Amara felt close to passing out. She sometimes wondered why she even bothered trying to keep her distance from Gwendoline. Besides, she might never have such intense chemistry with someone else again. They were adults and quite willing participants.
Using this spell had buzzed in her mind since Gwendoline’s comment the second time they had sex. She generally preferred being on the receiving end, but her thrashing heart at the sight of Gwendoline riding her—head thrown back and dark hair cascading down her back, breasts jutting out and a sheen of perspiration on her tanned skin—chased searing arousal through her veins, convincing her that this view alone had its distinct advantages. Not to mention the sensation of being inside Gwendoline—the smooth, wet, velvety heat that engulfed her skin and almost robbed her breath—left her with nary a thought in her head.
Amara’s hands shot up, and she palmed Gwendoline’s breasts, flicking her fingers over stiff nipples while her lover gyrated her hips, increasing the speed with which she seemed determined to fuck Amara senseless.
Gwendoline panted. She trailed her fingers along Amara’s stomach, scratching across the skin of her hips, leaving pale lines on soft flesh.
Arching into the gesture, Amara hissed at the sting. It intermingled with a heady rush of excitement, making her throb. “Gods,” she pressed out, feeling helpless and pried open beneath Gwendoline’s intense scrutiny, under eyes that burned like twin coals. She reached her hand up and cupped Gwendoline’s cheek.
Gwendoline grasped her hand and lowered it back down. She bent forward to hover over Amara and gripped her other hand, pressing them into the mattress next to Amara’s head. She picked up the speed of her hips, almost breathless in the chase of her release.
Amara’s mouth fell open, and she gazed up at Gwendoline, whose flushed face seemed lost in pleasure.
Groaning, Gwendoline lowered her head and kissed Amara, hard and fast, still holding on to her wrists while her hips undulated in a steady rhythm.
Amara knew she wouldn’t last. Blinding arousal, unlike she’d ever experienced, incinerated her from the inside out, and everything about Gwendoline—her wild abandon and fierce intensity, along with being buried deep inside her—pushed her closer to the edge.
Gwendoline drew back only a mere fraction, and their breaths mingled as their gazes locked.
Amara bowed her back before growing still. Her mouth opened and a small gasp turned into a moan when a prolonged release quaked through her body, heightened by Gwendoline’s heated gaze drinking her in.
“I love the way you come.”
Amara hummed. A languid laziness rushed over her, at least until Gwendoline kissed her again. She rolled them to the side, slipping out of Gwendoline in the process, before reversing the spell. Amara kissed her, and her fingers searched for the wet heat between her lover’s legs.
Gwendoline groaned and leaned closer. She nuzzled Amara’s cheek before kissing her.
Finding Gwendoline’s swollen nub, Amara rubbed fast circles, enjoying the little gasps and sighs her touch provoked.
Gwendoline gripped Amara’s upper arm, as if trying to anchor herself, while her hips jolted along with Amara’s rhythm before she arrested, shaking when quick tremors rushed over her. She sighed, stretching. “I hope you’re up for another round with that little spell of yours.”
Smiling and without warning, Amara cupped Gwendoline and muttered the spell, feeling her grow and tremble under her touch.
Gwendoline moaned, and her eyelids closed while she clutched Amara’s arm. “Gods, that’s…”
“Yes,” Amara whispered, nuzzling and kissing Gwendoline’s neck.
Gwendoline seemed to need a moment to get used to the sensation. Eventually, she stopped Amara’s hand. “I’ll come if you keep that up.”
“So? We’re not men and this isn’t a penis, so it wouldn’t impede our fun.”
“Good to know.” Gwendoline shifted and moved to rest on top of Amara, who welcomed her weight and heat. Reaching between Amara’s legs, Gwendoline stroked through drenched and swollen folds. “You’re quite ready, I’d say.”
Amara spread her legs wider, excitement twisting through her body.
Gwendoline aligned their positions before reaching for her length. She froze, her eyes widening.
“Are you OK?” Amara asked.
“Uh, yes, but… This is bigger than what you used.”
“It is.”
“But—”
“I sometimes like a bit more pressure and enjoy a certain amount of burn.”
“Oh.”
“Is that a problem?”
Gwendoline shook her head. “No, of course not. I just wanted to make sure it’s fine.”
“I created it.”
Gwendoline smiled. “You created nothing. You merely increased the size.”
Amara shrugged. “Semantics. Why are we still talking?” She reached out to draw Gwendoline close, desperate to feel her inside and pressing down on her.
“You must be rubbing off on me.”
Amara’s eyebrows rose.
“Never mind.” Gwendoline bent down and kissed Amara, nibbling at her lower lip, drawing her teeth over the soft flesh while pushing her hips forward. She broke the kiss and grunted. Her head dropped down, and she pressed her face against Amara’s neck.
Amara hissed at the burn and pressure building with each additional inch of Gwendoline pushing inside.
Once Gwendoline’s hips met Amara’s, she stilled, panting. Her eyes drooped shut.
Amara ran her fingers down Gwendoline’s back before scratching upward again.
Gwendoline shuddered.
“I really need you to move.” Amara’s hands found Gwendoline’s ass, and she pulled her close.
Gwendoline groaned, lifted her head, and gazed down at Amara with glassy eyes. “I didn’t think it would feel like this,” she pressed out.
“Too much? I can try to dull the sensation.”
“Gods, no.” Gwendoline smiled. “I can handle it.”

Handling . Amara’s eyes narrowed at the reminder of what had started this, but she knew better than to comment on that now. Instead, she raised and crossed her legs to pull Gwendoline deeper.
Gwendoline chuckled. “So impatient.”
Amara’s legs dropped to the mattress when Gwendoline picked up the pace of her hips and began a slow but steady grind.
Amara’s eyes closed, and sighing, she snaked her arms around Gwendoline and pulled her down. “Faster. I need you to fuck me faster.”
Gasping, Gwendoline nodded frantically and picked up the speed of her hips, resuming their kiss.
Amara dug her fingers into Gwendoline’s lower back, enjoying the little tremble that rushed through her lover.
Gwendoline grunted, sweat pooling at her back as she continued to rock her hips in fast strokes.
Amara loved how Gwendoline’s pelvis added the perfect amount of pressure and friction to her clit, and combined with the stretch and burn of Gwendoline’s shaft, the sensation hurtled her toward a rapid climax.
Gwendoline hovered above Amara, her pupils so dilated that the black drowned out the warm brown. She panted.
The sounds of their bodies coming together rang through the room, along with their mingled, labored breathing. Even though they hadn’t been that loud so far, having soundproofed the area as soon as they’d arrived in her chambers allowed Amara to abandon some of her restraint.
Gwendoline stiffened, and her hips stuttered before she froze, moaning as her release seemed to wash over her in waves.
The rapid movements against her clit also pushed Amara over the edge, and she trembled in a hard peak. She cupped Gwendoline’s face, and when her fingers touched her lover’s skin, a current of heat mingled with a bright light, buzzing through her and ricocheting through her body like lightning striking a dried-up tree. Light flashed in the room once more, followed by a bang, and the room went pitch dark.
“What’s going on? Are you all right?” Gwendoline asked, not fearful but more bewildered, yet Amara couldn’t talk.
This was impossible. How… No. She must remember incorrectly, or her mind, still blissed out, made the wrong connections. Yes. That had to be it.
“Amara! Talk to me!” Gwendoline reached out and found Amara’s hand. “You’re cold. What’s going on? What was that noise, and where is the light?”
Amara shook her head, wincing, when Gwendoline pulled out. She sighed and ended the spell the moment light flickered back to life, yet when she looked at Gwendoline, she almost wished the room had remained dark. That way, she could continue deluding herself into believing she recalled wrong. She’d never been this careless.
“What? Why are you staring at me like that?” Gwendoline asked, wrapped up in the bedsheet and so lovely, unaware of the network of black cobweb-like lines that adorned her lower neck and snaked down the left side of her torso.
Amara gazed down at her hips and legs and swallowed a groan. They were fucked, and not in the most delightful of ways they just enjoyed.
“We need to talk.” Amara rose, and with a wave of her hand, she was dressed.
“Seriously?” Gwendoline pulled the sheets closer around her frame and glowered at her.



heavy things can’t fly

 G WEN HAD NEVER EXPERIENCED such a rapid shift in emotion, such a brutal drop after a spectacular high. Perhaps flying that close to the sun could only result in a violent crash as the natural outcome. She sat on Amara’s bed, unblinking, trying to wrap her mind around the words that had just left Amara’s mouth.
“Say that again? Because I think my hearing might be malfunctioning, or my brain is still so affected from fucking you that—”
“By the Gods, Gwendoline! This isn’t a joke!”
“Right, because you don’t have a sense of humor.”
Amara scowled.
Gwen knew she was being a brat, and she didn’t mean to, but her go-to defense mechanisms kicked in when something overwhelmed her, and Amara had just rocked her world, in more ways than one. Gods, she even did this in her head.
“Can only sex cause this?” Gwen rubbed her neck, relieved that the webbing at least didn’t hurt.
“No. Any… connection can do this. Sex is probably the fastest, but any form of intimacy can lead to this if the bond has been tainted.”
“First, it would have been nice to know that we’re sharing such a bond. Isn’t that your job?”
“Yes. I’m sorry.”
Gwen sighed. “Never mind. How do we untaint it? Should we talk to someone about it? Who is there with more expertise than the High Mage?” Gwen rose and started pacing.
Amara averted her gaze. “You should get dressed.”
Gwen halted and glared at her. “Since you’re the one who took off my clothes, maybe you should put them back on? Especially after you were rude enough to get dressed yourself.”
“I’m sorry. I was too preoccupied with hiding the marks on my own body.” Amara waved her hand, and a second later, Gwen was once again fully dressed.
“Because I’d have known what they meant?”
“I suppose I wasn’t all that rational.”
“You think?”
“This is new to me, too. It’s ancient magick, and yes, I knew about it in theory, but it never occurred to me, neither that there’s a bond between us, nor that this blood oath they forced on you, and that has created a ward in you against magick, would react in such a way and end up tainting our bond.”
“Well, we had the quiet room incident. That might have been a clue.”
“That you ward off magick, yes, not that we share a bond. Again, I never realized that there was anything to taint. This… thing between us.” Amara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Then again…”
“What?”
Amara sighed. “There might have been moments of… awareness, even of increased intensity.”
“What kind of awareness?” She wouldn’t touch the ‘increased intensity’ bit, as she had felt that too. “You just said that you didn’t know about the bond between us.”
“I didn’t. But since that magical incident in the quiet room, perhaps even before, I’ve sometimes been aware of you, of your moods, and…” She sighed. “I’m good at reading people, innately, but my life experience also lends itself to such a skill, so I dismissed what I felt as me learning to read you after getting to know you more.”
“But that’s not it?”
“I’m not sure, but I believe those moments might indicate a bond between us that likely formed without either of us noticing it.”
“Wait, you said you realized it right after your magick malfunctioned, or what we now know as my shield blocking you?”
“Yes.”
“Remember when we went for a walk that day by the pond?”
Amara nodded.
“I was confused because I kept feeling things that didn’t seem to fit with my general mood, and I remember wondering if this might relate to what had happened right before in the quiet room. I meant to talk to you about it, but I forgot since it didn’t happen that vividly again.”
“That sounds like the workings of a bond. There was also my warming spell rebounding on the balcony.”
“Wow. That was quite early. I also assumed we just got closer to where I understood you better.”
Amara nodded.
“But hey, at least it wasn’t the cock spell.”
“By the Gods, could you not call it that?” Amara hissed.
Gwen shrugged. “All right, it wasn’t the spell that turned my clit into a—”
“No. It related to some sort of conflict between our bond and the ward that the blood oath has created.”
“But why now?” Gwen asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
“Shouldn’t this fall into your expertise?”
“Yes, but bonds are obscure and not something people share with others. It’s private, and while not exceptionally rare, they are uncommon enough that there isn’t a lot of literature on them.”
“But—”
“Not to mention, a forced blood oath is completely unheard of, and I never knew such an atrocity is even possible.”
“I suppose,” Gwendoline said. “Why are you affected, though, if this relates to my blood oath?”
“Well, it is our bond, so an issue here, a taint on your side, will also affect me. I’m not sure about the exact design of your blood oath or if there were perhaps other aspects woven into it. Like a sort of defensive mechanism that tries to ensure the spell’s survival.”
“You make it sound like it’s alive.”
“Magick can seem that way. Bonds are strong emotional connections, which means magick recognizes them. It could have perceived our bond as a threat.”
“What a mess.”
Amara nodded. She frowned when Gwen eyed her speculatively. “What is it?”
“Well, I was just thinking, if sex didn’t cause it, then—”
“Nothing. We shouldn’t be doing this in the first place, but not knowing more about the bond or what exactly caused this to happen now makes any further involvement too risky. We don’t know what actions will exacerbate the taint, and it may very well kill us if we cannot figure out a way to stop it.”
“I mean, if we’re going to die anyway…”
“Be serious!”
“Fine. We’ve detected it early, so given who we are and the resources at hand, we should be able to find a solution. Again, is there anyone we can talk to?”
“I wish Magnus was still alive.”
“That makes one of us,” Gwen grumbled.
“He’d know what he did when he created that oath for you.”
Gwen scoffed. “I doubt he’d tell you.”
“That’s moot now, anyway.”
“So there’s no one else? No secret, wise, old witch living out in the countryside in some rickety hut?”
Amara rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”
“That didn’t stop you from—”
“Yes, yes, yes.” Amara sighed. “I will intensify my studies of the old scroll I found about blood oaths for the innocent. I hope that’s what Magnus used.” She grimaced. “You’re sure you don’t recall anything else about the ritual?”
“No. I was seven, and it was all like a game with my family.”
Amara gazed at Gwen intently.
Gwen’s hand flew to her neck. “What? Did it spread?”
“No. And don’t worry. I’ll cast a spell to make it invisible to others, though we must monitor it so I can reapply it when needed. But no. I… There’s still mind magick. I know you’ve been reluctant before, and I understand it, but this taint might force our hand. We need to learn what happened with the blood oath.”
“Can we first try to solve this with research?”
“Mind magick has a bad reputation, and I understand that it’s incredibly intimate to let another person into your mind, but—”
“As opposed to letting you fuck me?”
Amara clenched her teeth. “You don’t need to love someone to have sex with them.”
Gwen flinched. “Who’s talking about love? And if mind magick requires we love each other, we’re out of luck anyway.”
“Correct. However, it’s not love that is required. It’s more…” Amara rolled her lips.
“What? Come on, after everything that has happened between us and all that we’ve shared, what could you struggle to say to me now?”
“Do you really not see the difference between having sex with someone and allowing them into your mind? Allowing them to witness your thoughts, your memories? Potentially your emotions, which is possible if there’s a strong enough bond, which we seem to share.”
“Oh.” Gwen fell back down on the bed, clutching a nearby pillow and pulling it against her chest.
“Yes. Oh .” Amara sighed. “But all right. We will focus on research first, but how long we’ll have depends on how the marks behave.”
“Thank you.”


Amara pondered whether the life you set on fire once kept on burning, or if you simply ran out of water to extinguish the flames. In all her life, she’d never been this disappointed in herself. No, not because she’d been unable to resist Gwendoline. She’d been so lost in all the events of the recent months that she not only missed the meaning behind this fledgling connection growing between them, but now she’d taken part in somehow tainting their bond—she, Amara Payne, High Mage for the last five centuries might very well have killed the Princess, the future queen, after failing to save the previous queen’s life. Gods, what a disaster.
They spent endless hours in the library. Aside from their regular studies, they now had to delve deeper into how to undo the blood oath so that they could repair their bond.
“What is the purpose of these lines, anyway? They don’t itch or hurt, though I think they might be growing darker.”
“What? Let me see!” Amara jumped out of her seat and strode toward Gwendoline, who sighed, but pulled at her collar and canted her head.
Amara waved her hand and muttered the spell to remove the camouflage that hid the markings from view. She leaned in closer and traced the lines with her gaze. Yes, indeed. They’d grown thicker. “You’re right.”
“Did yours change?”
Amara shook her head. “Given my life expectancy, the taint will affect me much slower than you.”
“So, they will do something besides, you know, look like a tattoo?”
“Yes. While I’ve not come across a solution for our problems, it seems common that bond taints drain your energy, your life force. They need to mature first to accomplish that, and the signs of that appear to look different each time. According to a few reports I’ve read, they significantly grow in number and size, some even in color and shading, but most will start to itch and bleed, or hurt.”
“Charming. So, we are on route to that.”
“Seems like it, yes. You need to be diligent with observing any changes. Since the spell I cast only disguises the lines for others, you need to check on them each morning and evening in the mirror.”
“I’m already doing that,” Gwendoline grumbled.
“Good, keep it up. You must tell me immediately if they start to itch or bleed, as we’re running out of time.”
“What happens after?”
“You’ll grow more tired and weak until… There’s no more energy left.”
“I see.”
Amara wondered if Gwendoline truly understood the seriousness of her situation, because if she did, she’d surely be advocating for mind magick.
Another week passed, and they weren’t much further along in finding a solution. Gwendoline seemed to hold on to the hope that they’d solve their problem via research, but to Amara, mind magick seemed almost unavoidable. Still, she tried, first, by consulting various ancient texts in their library and combing through Magnus’ old journals to see if she could unearth anything useful. Thankfully, she’d inherited the latter, so there was no need—so far—to involve anyone else in their dilemma.
Some of Magnus’ entries were penned in code, and while he’d been her teacher, he’d obviously not shared everything with her, and so far, the most interesting entries remained out of reach. To say she nursed a tension headache while a red-hot ball of fury danced through her would be an understatement. All other mages avoided her, even Orion. The Order had canceled all meetings for the next two weeks, and Amara didn’t even mind. She had no time for conferences that often were a total waste of time, and she didn’t coddle people’s feelings on days were her head wasn’t a second away from exploding.
At this point, she saw little of Gwendoline, who was busy with her own research, or so she said. What had she looked into? Amara wasn’t sure. Part of it seemed to relate to trying to reconstruct her memories of the oath, but she worked on something else, too, judging by her preoccupation with both Prince Frederick and the Senate. The latter, another pesky fly in Amara’s ointment. Lamarque continued to hound her for an answer. She didn’t know how long he’d swallow the excuse of, ‘the Princess is indisposed,’ before he’d show up at the palace. Yet, Amara had bigger worries, or so she thought.
In need of a break, she left her chambers one evening to stroll through the gardens. She stood by the pond, contemplating an idea she had for reversing an old spell from the document on blood oaths for the innocent and combining it with a ritual to unravel the oath. However, so far, she hadn’t been able to find a way of doing that without also having to employ mind magick.
Lost in thought, she didn’t register voices until they drew nearer. Out of reflex, she cast her obfuscation spell and turned. She stood frozen on the spot when Gwendoline appeared, at the side of Maximilian Lamarque. Yes, the fire kept on burning. She wished she could blame someone else for starting it.
Amara teleported away, unable to listen to that man and the treachery that would leave Gwendoline’s mouth. And to think she had started to… No. She refused to even touch that. Instead, Amara rushed to Orion’s quarters and demanded that they call in a meeting of the Order for the next day—why in the Gods names Orion had been sleeping at close to ten in the evening remained a mystery to Amara and was simply unacceptable. They needed to talk to Gwendoline’s cousins if they wanted to ensure the survival of Reshaya.
The next evening, they indeed had managed to rouse all Order members to appear for a conference. However, much to Amara’s utter frustration, they didn’t react as she’d hoped.
“You fail to grasp the significance of such a meeting!” Amara pointed out.
“This could benefit us. If the palace maintains a good relationship with the Senate, people might accept that as progress and back away from some of their more radical ideas,” stated one of their newer members.
Amara frowned. “Or, they will see it as a first win and increase their efforts to overthrow the monarchy.”
“A conversation between Princess Gwendoline and Senate leader Lamarque hardly spells the end of our monarchy.”
Amara glared at another Order member; this one had been with them for almost three centuries. He should know better. “We rarely see the beginning of an end for what it is at the time. It only becomes clear in retrospect that we’d missed our chance to prevent a calamity.”
“So your assurances about Princess Gwendoline and her character when we discussed the next monarch were wrong?”
Amara’s gaze snapped to the wispy voice speaking—Sander—the most obnoxious Order member she’d encountered in all her years, and he’d been around for most of that time. She suspected he held no personal convictions and merely picked up whatever mantle opposed her. She gritted her teeth. “That appears to be a possibility.”
“I suppose that’s as close as you’ll ever get to admitting you were wrong,” Sanders said.
Amara wished she could incinerate this detestable creature.
“I’m not sure this fills me with confidence about your assessment of the situation at hand, and it raises questions about approaching the cousins, too.”
“What is the alternative?”
“We wait. If you are right and Princess Gwendoline does indeed wish to usher in the end of the monarchy, again, a system that greatly favors her, there will be ways of dealing with that.”
Other Order members nodded.
Amara almost saw spots from the heat welling up in her and the rapid pounding at her temples, but she bit her tongue. Since Gwendoline’s arrival at the palace, she’d been going through more emotions, more intense emotions, than she’d experienced in her lifetime before. Combined .
“Are you suggesting we harm the Princess?” Amara finally pressed out, her voice ringing as benign as a rattlesnake you were about to step on.
“I’m not sure she’d still be the Princess, in such a scenario, now would she?” Sander asked.
“Of course we’re not talking about harming Princess Gwendoline,” Leona voiced, one of the oldest members of the Order. “I agree that right now we should wait. An alliance with the Senate has great potential. We appreciate your hard work and diligence, High Mage, but now doesn’t seem to be the time to usher in such an enormous change. Besides, people might be upset if you remove not only the rightful and direct heir to the crown but also someone that Lamarque and his allies will surely paint as a sympathizer of the Senate and the people.”
Amara supposed there was that.
“You should talk to the Princess to see what is going on, and perhaps caution her about appearances and the consequences of her actions.”
Amara almost snorted. Caution Gwendoline? What a fools’ errand. “As you wish. We can proceed in this manner for now.”
“Keep us updated,” Leona said.
Amara ended the meeting and left. As High Mage, she had the power to strong-arm them, and ultimately, she possessed the authority to override any of their decisions. However, such actions always had consequences and would make her life more tedious. For now, she would seek out Gwendoline and at least listen to her excuses. Besides, there was another way that would get Amara what she wanted—if she removed the blood oath, Gwendoline would be free to leave the palace.
She’d have to redouble her efforts. Untainting their bond wouldn’t just save their lives; it might also very well save Reshaya.



lying traitor

 G WEN HAD TO ADMIT that part of the fervor with which she threw herself into working with the Senate stemmed from her desire to avoid anything related to blood oaths and tainted bonds. Mostly, though, she wanted to evade Amara. The woman bewildered her. She’d been so calm about this developing disaster between them. The funny part, Gwen remained less upset about the prospect of dying than about the organic bond between them.
She’d spent too many hours contemplating what would have happened and where they’d be now if her parents hadn’t forced the blood oath on her. Yet, that way lay madness; hence, when Lamarque requested an audience to continue their correspondence in person, she’d jumped at the chance.
She’d also been communicating with Prince Frederick and their plan seemed to move along nicely. She hoped she’d be alive to see it come to fruition. Gwen hadn’t told Amara about meeting Lamarque, since her magical advisor would have tried to talk her out of it. In hindsight, though, she realized that this might have been an error and only worsened the fallout.
Two days after meeting Lamarque and after she had lulled herself into the belief that she’d gotten away with it, a loud knock on her door proved her wrong, because after opening, Amara stormed in and glared at her.
“How can I help you?” Gwen asked, going for innocuous, though she knew she’d not fool Amara if she indeed knew about the meeting.
“Why didn’t you tell me about Lamarque?”
Straight to the point, then. Gwen supposed she appreciated that about Amara. “You’ve made your position on all things Senate quite clear.”
“As High Mage, I should be informed about such meetings. Lamarque is cunning, and—”
“I’m naïve and stupid, incapable of making my own decisions, and you’re my keeper. Did I get this right?” Gwen didn’t want to argue. She wanted to have a civil conversation about this and find a solution that they both could live with, yet something about Amara’s current posture made her head pound and her face flush. She’d thought they’d left those days behind, though maybe their bond heightened their ire.
Amara raised her chin. “No, but you don’t have experience dealing with such snakes. I’m only trying to protect you.”
“That’s rich. You’re concerned about protecting your precious monarchy. You have no idea how things have changed and how important it is that the crown adjusts to these changes if we want to survive.”
“You want me to believe you suddenly care about the monarchy? If given the chance, you’d flee from here. Without the blood oath—”
“That’s beside the point! I’m trying to make the best out of a difficult situation, out of a life I never wanted. But if there’s some good that can come from it all, then—”
“What is good about the Senate’s power grab?”
Gwen sighed. How could someone so smart be so stupid? “It’s not a power grab. And it’s a funny thing to say given the monarchy’s hold on power for the last millennium. Maybe you are more afraid of losing your power.”
“What? Of course not. There will always be a need for magick, and I doubt the position of the High Mage will disappear.”
“True, but your influence could be greatly reduced.”
“I have no wish to rule this kingdom, only that the best possible steward guides it, and that has traditionally been the crown. When did I ever give you the impression that I care about yielding such power?”
That was true, but Gwen wouldn’t admit that now. “Because we made it that way. I’ve done enough research, and Lamarque and I have come up with ideas to—”
“To what? Strip power from the crown? Is that your plan? You want to become queen, so you can dismantle the monarchy from the inside?”
“No. I want things to be fairer. You’re so afraid of change that it blinds you to any potential improvement.”
“Change isn’t always for the better,” Amara said.
“I never said it was, but would you prefer a violent revolution instead of a power share agreement? What is more devastating for Reshaya?”
“A revolution? What are you talking about?”
“That’s exactly what I mean. People are angry. You’ve been so closed off in this palace, you have no idea what is going on outside these walls.”
“And you do? When did you ever talk to people outside the nobility? What do you know about the life and desires of our citizens?”
Gwen would not touch the first question since admitting to her extensive correspondence with Lamarque would only infuriate Amara further. “More than you do because unlike you, I listen, and I keep an open mind.”
Amara laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Really? Well, unlike you, I’m not a lying traitor in cahoots with the Senate intent on ruining Reshaya.”
Gwen clenched her jaw and stalked toward Amara. “A lying traitor?”
Amara didn’t back off nor did she say another word. She only glared at Gwen.
“Wow. I guess the lines are drawn, huh?”
“You’re the one who said you don’t care about Reshaya. Now you expect me to believe that has changed?”
“I expect you to believe nothing, Amara. You made up your mind a long time ago, and there’s no changing it. You know who I am, who you are, what Reshaya needs, what’s going on in the land. You’re so perfect and all-knowing. I hope that knowledge keeps you warm at night once you realize that your dogmatism has pushed everyone away, worse, has made you an outsider, a relic in the kingdom you profess to love so much.”
Amara’s eyes widened.
“Am I to assume you’ll let the oath and the taint run its course?”
Amara recoiled as if slapped. “What? Of course not.”
“Right. You’re not suicidal.” Gwen turned to leave, halting when Amara gripped her arm.
“Do you truly believe I’d let you die?” Amara asked, her voice raspy and almost broken.
“I’m too disappointed to think anything right now.” Gwen shrugged off Amara’s hand and rushed out of the room, escaping her own quarters because she couldn’t bear the thought of Amara noticing the tears that had dared to well in her eyes.


There was anger, no, fury. There was disappointment, or better, despondency. Amara knew these sensations well. What she didn’t know was how to categorize the emotions running through her when she watched Gwendoline flee her own room. She used to not fuck up so spectacularly, yet whenever Gwendoline was concerned, everything stopped being how it used to be for centuries.
Eventually, Amara dragged herself back to her own quarters, feeling like a scolded dog retreating to lick their wounds. She still thought she was right, at least that Gwendoline wasn’t cunning enough to deal with these people. They’d take advantage of her kindness and hurt her. Like you did . Self-recrimination. Yes, that fit, too. Yet, it didn’t explain the hollow sensation she experienced, or how she lacked the energy to do anything else but sit in her chair in her chambers.
She had work to do. The oath wouldn’t dissolve itself, and the daily reminder of their tainted bond staring at her whenever she undressed or took a bath—ornate, black lines slithering down her legs and over her hips—also ensured this wouldn’t slip her mind.
Based on the marks presented on Gwendoline, her research gave them another month before the Princess would start feeling the true effects of the taint, when it would start drawing on her life force. Amara still couldn’t tell how long it would take before the taint would affect her, as her marks remained unchanged from the day they first appeared.
Amara scoffed into the empty and silent room when she contemplated the Order’s reaction to not only their bond but to the fact that the High Mage was well on her way to killing the Princess. Sander might approve. She frowned at the memory of the man’s words—of the implication, or threat, really. How would he even kill the Princess with the High Mage in the way?
The next morning, Amara still sat in her chair. Blinking owlishly at the sun streaming into her room, intent on dragging her out of the darkness she had dived into. She should get back to work, but just like the night before, she couldn’t compel herself to move, still too heavy with a persistent, hollow ache that clung to her like tar, seeping into her bones. Gods, even her mind annoyed her. The dramatics. She was too old for this.
Amara dropped her face into her hands and sighed. What a mess .
A bang, and her door flung open.
Gwendoline stood in her doorway, flushed and with wide eyes.
“It’s the bond,” Amara said in greeting.
“What is?” Gwendoline stepped inside and closed the door.
“You gained access to my rooms because of the bond.”
“Oh, even though it’s tainted?”
“Yes, that doesn’t cancel it out. It just makes it heavy.”
“I’ve been wondering… If we didn’t have sex, would there be such a bond?”
Amara frowned at the sudden nervous energy racing through her. “Our bond started before we were having sex. However, our encounters might have created and increased a level of intimacy that potentially caused a conflict with your blood oath, and that’s why it occurred when it did. Still, sex isn’t the only way for two people to be intimate.”
“True. It still makes no sense. What about us having sex infuriated the blood oath enough to cause a taint?”
“I don’t think it’s about sex in itself. Like I said, it might have seen our bond as a threat. The blood oath is supposed to tie a person to their duty, like a reminder of, ‘recall your promise,’ or ‘heed your promise.’ And what we shared might have seemed too much like rivalry.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Well, the blood oath has a purpose. It ensures you fulfill your duty to the royal line, and perhaps it began to see our bond as a competition. That you’d become distracted or that it would split your loyalties and focus.”
“Oh, OK. And us having sex instead of fighting or arguing sort of looked like strengthening the bond to the blood oath.”
“Yes, although we don’t argue all the time anymore,” Amara said.
Gwendoline waved her off. “Only about significant issues, which kind of is the problem.” She sat down on the couch across from Amara.
Amara sighed, unsure what else to add.
They remained silent for a moment; both seemed lost in thought.
“What did you come here for? Another round?” Amara eventually asked.
“Yes. I’m still so angry with you.”
“That makes two of us.”
“You have no reason to be angry with me! Yes, I likely should’ve told you about meeting Lamarque, but you can hardly blame me.”
“I’m not angry with you .”
“Oh.” Gwendoline ducked her head. “That’s not fair.”
“What isn’t?”
“If you’re all downcast and angry with yourself, how am I supposed to tear into you? Where is your righteous indignation?”
Amara stared at her with wide eyes. “You want to fight with me?”
Gwendoline rose and paced. “I don’t know. I’m just… I still feel restless and angry, yes, but there’s also this discontent, as if I’ve done something so terrible that I need to rectify, or I’ll jump out of my skin. So, I’d felt the need to come here and yell at you.”
“I see.”
“Well, I don’t. You’re constantly on my mind, even when I’m busy with other things, and I know we can’t have sex right now, and to reiterate it again to make sure you get it, I’m still livid, yet that doesn’t change that I want you. How insane is that?”
“It’s the bond. It’s calling on us to fix things.”
“By fucking?”
“Well, that is one way.”
“But we can’t.”
“No. Definitely not with magick involved because I don’t trust your magick warding not to escalate things.”
Gwendoline stepped closer. “But we could otherwise?”
Amara shifted. “We shouldn’t.”
“I didn’t ask if we should, I asked if we could.”
“Theoretically, yes, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. As you said, you’re still angry with me, and I can’t say I like you all that much right now.”
Gwendoline’s eyes widened, and a fissure of hurt washed over Amara. “What? Why don’t you like me?”
Amara huffed and rose. “You insinuated, no, you suggested that because we fought, I’d let you die as retribution.”
“Right. That. Yes.”
“I’d not neglect my duty in such a manner, nor would I ever let a personal spat interfere with something as important as keeping the heir safe.”
“Your duty.” Gwendoline crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Your duty is to advise me, not to keep me safe.”
“I’ve told you before, I’m the last—”
“Line of defense, yes.”
“Why are you upset now?”
“I’m not upset!”
“Because your body language screams relaxation.”
“My body language,” Gwendoline spat, invading Amara’s personal space, “is apparently none of your business, since all you do is your duty , right?”
“What else would you want me to do?”
Gwendoline closed her eyes and pressed her thumb and index finger against her eyelids.
“Princess?”
Gwendoline’s hand dropped back down, and she’d opened her eyes to glower at Amara. “Stop calling me princess! You’ve been inside me on two separate occasions! You know I hate this title, and I’ve asked you so many times to call me Gwen, but perhaps that would fall outside your duty, too. Unlike fucking me, apparently.”
“Gwendoline—”
“My name is Gwen!”
Amara pressed her lips together. “You can’t seriously believe having sex with you related to my duties. If anything, it grossly violated them.”
“And we can’t have that either.”
“Well, apparently we did have it three times.” Amara took a step toward Gwendoline.
“Yes, and look where that’s gotten us.” Gwen moved even closer.
“Yes. A very bad place. We should never do that again.” Amara reached out and pushed a strand of Gwendoline’s hair behind her ear.
Gwendoline exhaled, “Yes, never again.” She lunged forward, gripping Amara's shirt collar, and kissing her. Hard.
Amara groaned into the kiss, immediately pulling Gwendoline closer. This was such a terrible idea, yet as always, when it came to Gwendoline, Amara didn’t care, especially not when this very well might be the last time she’d get to be with her like this. Gwendoline would leave once they removed the oath and cleared their bond.
They stumbled over to Amara’s bed, Gwendoline hovering above her and gazing down at her with ardent eyes. “Let’s do this by hand, shall we?” She rose, both knees cradling Amara’s hips, before pulling off her shirt and bra and tossing them carelessly on the floor. Gwendoline grasped the hem of Amara’s shirt and tugged it up.
Amara lifted her arms, allowing Gwendoline to remove her shirt before pulling down the cups of her bra.
Instead of taking off the garment, Gwendoline’s hot mouth engulfed Amara’s stiff nipple.
Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she groaned when Gwendoline rasped her teeth over one bud before sucking hard.
Gwendoline laved her breast while teasing the other nipple with her fingers, then switched breasts and attentions.
Amara’s fingers dug into Gwendoline’s hair, while her hips started to rock up.
Releasing Amara’s breast, Gwendoline shifted upward to claim her lips in a torrid kiss, sucking her tongue into her mouth.
Amara encircled Gwendoline’s back and drew her closer before flipping them around so that she now hovered over Gwendoline.
“You love doing that.”
“Hmm, I can’t let you have all the fun.” Amara kissed and licked at Gwendoline’s neck.
“Far be it from me to stop you.”
Amara pulled back and gazed at Gwendoline’s neck before she mumbled the spell to reveal the marks.
“What are you doing?”
Amara traced the lines with her fingers. They’d gotten even darker. “Does this hurt?”
“No. I don’t feel them at all.”
“I’m so sorry I’ve done this to you,” Amara whispered, still entranced by the ornate crossings and lines etched into Gwendoline’s skin.
“Hey.” Gwendoline cupped Amara’s cheek. “It wasn’t just you. I doubt anyone would say I wasn’t a willing participant in all that has happened between us.”
Amara hummed. “Still, if I fail, then—”
“You won’t! We will find a way. There’s still mind magick, right?”
Amara leaned into Gwendoline’s caress. “You’d let me?”
“Yes.” Gwendoline sounded almost breathless when she drew Amara down for a slow, deep kiss.



a terrible risk

 G WEN HADN’T INVADED AMARA’S quarters for sex, but to give her another piece of her mind. Still, she’d lie if she said she didn’t want it once it was on the table, or that she didn’t delight in how little Amara seemed to be able to resist her.
But things got heavy again, and she needed Amara to know that she didn’t blame her. She didn’t agree to mind magick for Amara or to appease her. Gwen had been plagued with worries and fears about mind magick, about Amara in her head. Yet she’d been on the way to making peace with that, to even seeing an advantage in it because maybe it would allow Amara to understand her better, too.
Lost in their kiss, Gwen stroked her fingers up Amara’s back before trailing them down the sides of her torso.
Amara traced her hand down Gwen’s twitching stomach before she snuck beneath her pants, under her panties.
Gwen tightened her hold on Amara when those questing fingers stroked between her slick folds.
Kissing her deeply while her fingers found Gwen’s clit, Amara began drawing fast circles on the hardened nub.
Arousal coursed through Gwen’s veins and tightened in her stomach. She broke the kiss and gasped, her hips joining Amara’s rhythm as she drove her higher in a flash. “Gods.” She panted.
Amara seemed determined to catapult Gwen into a fast and powerful climax. Perhaps all the built-up anxiety demanded a rapid release. Gwen felt it too—the desperation of this coupling, both more tender and more urgent than their previous collisions.
Panting, Amara lowered her head into the crook of Gwen’s neck, as if she were overwhelmed. It almost seemed like she needed to feel and hear Gwen’s release more than she did. “Come for me,” Amara whispered, and Gwen’s body followed Amara’s command, and with a hard tremble and a shout, she shook in her climax, clutching Amara closer.
They’d spent the rest of the day in bed, insatiable. There were moments when Gwen wondered if this was Amara saying goodbye, and that notion spurred her on even more. As such, when they’d have been spent ordinarily, they continued on. Close to dawn, Gwen had returned to her own chambers, sore yet still lost in thought.
The bond clogged up her mind. She’d heard of bonds between people and now had read up on them, too. She loved that bonds also existed between friends. Still, they were rare, and they demanded intense compatibility—one no sane person would argue existed between Amara and her, at least outside the bedroom, and that remained a well-kept secret.
Gwen supposed theirs might be merely a sexual bond. That had to be it. She should put it to rest as such and move on. After all, there were bigger concerns.
Over the last few weeks, she’d tried to recall more details about the warm summer day when Tara and she were outside in the gardens with their parents, laughing, playing, and there was something… It was a game, or so they’d said. They were holding hands, Magnus was there. He was reciting something, but then everything stopped. She remembered no details after that, which meant that even if she hadn’t already given her acquiescence to the mind magick, her inability to reconstruct what had happened next would leave her with only two choices regardless: allow Amara into her mind or die.
When she didn’t fret about the meaning of the bond or the oath, her mind still returned to the bond in different ways. She’d replay their most recent encounter and compare it to previous ones. They didn’t use any magick, but she’d still felt a new intensity between them. She contemplated if this had already been the case before, and she just didn’t register it. Although her hyper-focus on the bond this time around could also have given her such an impression.
To distract herself, she’d exchanged more letters with Frederick, who’d been sweet, and so incredibly infatuated whenever he talked about his paramour, Severn, his head of security. Gwen understood why his family and Seilbrun wouldn’t have accepted a marriage between them. She wondered if they’d ever be together out in the open. Most kingdoms generally had no issues with same-sex couplings, but things were not always that easy for royal families, at least concerning the direct heir. Still, she could hope. Gwen would like for one of them to get a happy ending, instead of wallowing in a disaster of their own making.
Her correspondence with Frederick made her ponder how lonely her existence had been. She never had a close friend, a real one who would stick by her, and who wasn’t interested in her because of her status or what they hoped she could do for them.
She could accept a life without ever experiencing a genuine romance because some people might simply not be suited for that. Why else would she always have had the impulse to flee whenever things got a bit more serious? No, that didn’t matter. What caused her grief had always been her lack of true friends.
Gwen attributed this to her inability to get along with her peers and not being able to connect with people who wanted different things out of life. She longed to travel, to see the world, and to explore. She wanted to meet and interact with different people, real people, instead of constantly having to deal with the spoiled, self-important socialites from the nobility. Yet, that hadn’t been possible.
There’d been a time when she’d wondered if she’d been the problem because, at some point, if you failed to connect with everyone you met, you should take a hard look at yourself. But even that was discouraged by her surroundings, and since self-reflection seemed to be not just arduous but also potentially heartbreaking, Gwen had followed along, resigning herself to her so-called friends as her companions. She’d faked living the life of leisure that Amara had accused her of missing early on. Gwen hadn’t missed it. At all.
In fact, she had never been happier to be away from her old life, even if Gwen didn’t want to admit it at first. The task of becoming queen, of ruling Reshaya had seemed so daunting, especially since she used to believe that her family had found her lacking. As such, what else could she have been but an imposter?
Her interactions with Amara and her budding friendship with Frederick, along with her communications with Lamarque, had given Gwen not only a purpose but also a joy in waking up in the morning without dreading the day ahead. Gwen still worried, and with the addition of the bond and the taint to the mix, she feared that the small measure of contentment she had carved out for herself—in the last place she had expected—would be torn away from her again.
That had been the story of her life. But this time, she planned to fight for it, even if it meant opening her mind to Amara and allowing the woman to see all she was lacking. If it meant she’d get to continue growing and find her way, maybe even improve life for Reshaya’s citizens, it would all be worth it.


Amara’s entire existence so far has revolved around control, from the way she yielded her magick, the forever routines of her daily life, to the meticulous system she employed to ward her chambers. As a child, her parents had been among those people who hated magick and considered it to be the work of demons. When Amara, the only child born with the spark in their lineage across the previous ten generations, released a bout of wild magic at the age of seven, they’d abandoned her. Their society had evolved a lot over the last 800 years, but back then, when you came from a commoner’s background, you had limited access and opportunity. And without a family to support you, being abandoned generally means a death sentence for children. Charities took some in, while other children sought safety in convents or monasteries. A few unfortunate ones were taken to brothels, and some suffered even darker fates.
Amara had magick, yes, but at the time, she had very little control over her powers. She’d stumbled through streets, starving, hiding from people, fearing they could see the magick on her skin, as if they could smell it. Once they’d identified her as another poor soul possessed by demons, they’d chase her out of town or worse. For the next year, she had managed to survive. She now knew that her magick had kept her alive, allowing her to find food when she was near starvation, enabling her to avoid predators, both the human and the animal kind. But back then, she’d hated her magick and longed to get rid of it. Naturally, that was impossible.
After a year on the streets, she came across Arinya, or perhaps Arinya had found her. Ironically, she used to be the old, wise woman living in a secret hideout in the woods that Gwendoline had jokingly asked about the other day. Amara wondered if Arinya would have had an answer to all her problems. Probably not, but that didn’t prevent Amara from longing to talk to her. But Arinya had already been close to 1500 years old when she’d found Amara. Perhaps the spark in her had guided her to this lost child—a kin of sorts.
Arinya had taken her in, fed her, clothed her, and nursed her back to full strength. She had taught Amara about magick, and with her help and guidance, she had finally assumed control of her own destiny. From that day on, there was no way back. She vowed to never be as vulnerable or weak as she’d been before. Amara refused to be forsaken again—an outsider of all things human and natural.
While she had first fought Arinya over her teachings and over her desire for Amara to accept and embrace her spark, she’d eventually realized that her magick wasn’t bad or shameful. Instead, the spark kept her alive and strengthened her. Once she’d accepted magick as her ally, she’d been set free. And when Arinya died, she decided that she’d be better off on her own.
Magnus had acted as a mentor of sorts at the palace, and she’d cared for the man, current anger issues over his actions regarding Gwendoline notwithstanding, but she’d still never allowed anyone into her heart again. Perhaps that was why any romance she’d sought expired quickly. One of her attempts, Thea, had told her she’d seen their ending when they’d begun because, apparently, Amara couldn’t love like normal people. She had asked Thea why she’d bothered in that case, and Amara would never forget her answer: because you had all of me, yet I held only fragments of you in my hands. Thea must have been right, given that Amara accepted their ending and never felt worse for it.
At the same time, this bond between Gwendoline and her confounded her, as did her inability to resist her. Even more so, Amara’s wish—no need—to relinquish control, at least when they had sex, mystified her as well. Bonds couldn’t be forced; they couldn’t create what didn’t already exist. They might nurture a frail seedling, and they might draw you closer in times of turmoil, urging you to resolve a conflict, but they didn’t make you do or say anything that wasn’t already in your heart.
Amara had accepted her physical desire for Gwendoline. She could handle that, and it didn’t cause any conflict in how she saw herself or her life. What she struggled with was her need to help her, not regarding her royal duties but as a person. To help her heal and live a happy life. She wanted to ensure Gwendoline had a long and joyful life full of love and support. Amara didn’t know what was happening to her, and she didn’t like it one bit. As such, she ignored it and acted like nothing was amiss.

Focus on what is important. Focus on work. She used to be so good at that.
Several days later, Amara awoke to a violent, almost gleefully dissonant, drumroll in her head. She resisted the urge to lie back down and instead completed her regular morning routine. Gwendoline and she had arranged to meet to discuss the preparations for the mind magick ritual. They were supposed to go over her notes in the library after breakfast, yet when Amara arrived—on time, despite the pounding behind her temples—Gwendoline wasn’t there. Since the Princess wasn’t the most punctual of people, Amara first settled at their table and went over her notes.
Ten minutes later, and with still no Gwendoline in sight, she stretched out her senses in search of the woman. As soon as she did, she jumped up and teleported into Gwendoline’s chambers.
“Gwendoline!” she called out and rushed toward her bedroom.
Once she entered, she found Gwendoline writhing in her bed, sweat-soaked and panting. Her eyelids fluttered open and closed while she mumbled nonsensical words.
Amara settled on the bed, trying to still Gwendoline’s erratic movements. “You’ll be all right.”
Gwendoline’s hands grasped Amara’s arms. “It hurts,” she breathed.
Amara’s gaze traveled over Gwendoline’s body. She didn’t seem injured, but the marks on her neck were visible without Amara having removed the spell she’d only renewed the previous night. The ornate cobweb marks were thick and seemed to pulse. “The marks hurt?”
“Everything.” Gwendoline’s face contorted in pain.
Amara closed her eyes and placed one hand on Gwendoline’s chest. She could feel her rapidly beating heart patter her chest. “I can block this, but I’m not sure how long it’ll hold. May I try?”
Gwendoline nodded.
Amara recited an old spell Arinya had taught her, one that confines what ails you, a bit as if you were to stuff something you didn’t wish to see into a box and stow it under your bed. Here, she had to lock the lid, too. The spell required total concentration, but it also needed goodwill and affinity because if you didn’t care for that person, the very entity you tried to imprison would break free and cause even more suffering.
Amara decided to trust their bond, and she reached out and allowed her magick to sink into Gwendoline and arrest the burden weighing her down. Once she’d secured the lid, she withdrew and opened her eyes.
Gwendoline still panted, but she’d stopped squirming and her breathing seemed to ease back to normal. “Thank you,” she croaked after a moment, taking Amara’s hand and squeezing it. “That was rough.”
“Are you feeling better?”
“Give me another minute, but yes. I’m getting there.”
“We need to get started on the mind magick. The taint is further along than I feared, and we cannot risk any additional delay. Did you have any issues before just now?”
“Worst headache ever, right before dawn, but that’s gone now, too. It was the first thing, then the pain just spread.”
“A headache.” Once Amara said that, she noticed that the drumming in her skull had ceased, too. She needed to bear in mind that her physical symptoms could be linked to whatever was occurring with Gwendoline at the time.
They met that afternoon in the quiet room for the mind magick ritual. Gwendoline entered right after Amara, looking pale with dark rings under her eyes.
“You still don’t look good.”
“Yes, well…”
“Are you in any pain? We have to see how long my spell lasts before I have to renew the pain block.”
“No, just really tired.”
“We will figure this out. You’re not going to die.”
“We all die.”
Amara ground her teeth. She’d met no one like Gwendoline, and no one had ever infuriated her with such ease, even amidst being incredibly worried about her. “On that cheerful note, let us start the first mind magick round.”
Gwendoline’s eyes widened. “First round? How many are there going to be? I thought we’d do this once and be done.”
“You didn’t read any of the material I left with you?”
“I was busy, then kind of incapacitated.”
“There’s that, I suppose.” A pause. “All right. Let’s get started.”
“How do you want me?”
Amara’s eyes widened. “What? This isn’t… We’re not…”
“Gods, you’re so easy sometimes. I wasn’t talking about sex, though I like that your mind went there.”
“Yes, well—”
“Oh, and once we remove the taint, we can use that cock spell again, right?”
“That is your focus? Not more energy, and, I don’t know, no pain.”
Gwendoline shrugged. “That would just be returning me to the status quo. Besides, we must have goals, no?”
“Sit on the floor, cross-legged, and close your eyes.” To Amara’s surprise, Gwendoline didn’t argue and instead followed suit and sat down.
Amara settled across from her and closed her eyes as well.
“Wait, will there be touching?”
“What?”
“For this spell, this mind magick. Do you need to touch me to form the connection?”
“No, our proximity is enough. Just close your eyes, be quiet, but recall the day you took the oath. Start as early in the memory as you can.”
“All right.” Gwen released a shuddered breath before closing her eyes again.
Amara chanted the spell connecting their minds, and after what seemed like a second—this would take longer without their bond—she found herself in the royal gardens, aching at the sight of younger versions of Tara and Gwendoline running through the meadow.
Amara didn’t hear Gwendoline step up next to her.
“I take it this worked? I mean, you tend to appear in my head more often than I’d like, but not quite like this. We are also generally alone. And naked.”
Amara rolled her eyes. “This is the day?”
“Yes. This is when everything went to hell, though I didn’t know it.”
“Let’s fix that, shall we?”
Gwendoline’s answering soft smile felt like a punch to her solar plexus, like the dizzying high from a sugar rush.



heartless

 G WEN SOMETIMES MARVELED AT how vivid memories were, yet at the same time, they often collapsed in their own vagueness—an opaque dream full of kaleidoscopic lights. She took in the meadow and surrounding woods, the tall grass swaying softly in the light breeze. Clover and yarrow added specks of color, and if she wasn’t mistaken, she’d spotted several dragonflies basking in the sun. She used to love watching them, and she’d begged her mother to let her catch and keep them. Thankfully, her mother hadn’t, and so Gwen didn’t end up murdering Gods knew how many poor dragonflies.
Gwen raised her head and watched the sunlight stream into the meadow from between the trees. It was a beautiful, serene sight, and the laughter of her younger self and Tara playing rang in her ears and filled her with a wistful longing that sat heavy in her chest. What she’d give to see her sister again, the grown-up version, and have a chance to talk to her once more.
“What’s next?” Gwen turned to Amara, who stood silently next to her.
“We let it play out. We’re here to see what happened.”
Gwen frowned. “But if it were that easy, I could recall it on my own. I obviously don’t know how the story continues at some point.”
Amara hummed. “Look at that. You already had dimples as a child.”
“Faces don’t change, just grow older. That observation doesn’t answer my question, though.”
“Well, I’m here to help stabilize your memory, to permit it to play out fully instead of getting lost and blotted out in your trauma.”
“How can it have been a trauma if I didn’t know what was going on? I thought it was all just a game.”
“Perhaps. It’s possible that your memory isn’t accurate. Another tidbit covered in the materials I’d given you to review.”
“Yes, well, we both know I’m not a big proponent of homework.”
Amara snorted. “You’re still feeling all right?”
Gwen smiled, touched by Amara’s concern and infinitely grateful she’d stopped her pain this morning. “Yes, thank you.”
Amara nodded. “Come on. Something seems to be happening.”
They followed the children who’d been called by their parents. As they drew nearer, Gwen frowned. “They look so young.”
“Well, you were children.”
“No, my parents.”
Amara chuckled. “We tend to perceive our parents as older than they are.”
“Did that happen to you, too? Were they also mages? I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned your family.”
A shadow flickered over Amara’s features. “Look, there’s Magnus.”
Gwen hesitated, but shifted her gaze from Amara to Magnus, who looked odd, dressed in his thick mage robes striding through the tall grass toward her family.
Magnus spoke with her father, but they were whispering, or perhaps what they said was missing because Gwen had paid little attention to them.
Suddenly, the scene seemed to dissolve, the meadow and woods washed away like wet paint on a canvas you’d accidentally left outside in the rain. Colors blurred around them, and a wave of dizziness hit Gwen, making her stumble.
Amara caught her arm and steadied her. A moment later, the scene solidified again. They were still in the meadow, but now they stood by an old well. Time had engraved its passage on its battered frame, and a mass of dark green moss and deep purple fungi clung to its ancient stones. Her family stood nearby, holding hands. The two children made up the middle, with Magnus facing them.
Suddenly, thunder cracked, and the wind howled as pelting rain poured down while the sky above darkened.
“What’s happening?” Gwen called, wildly looking around, trying to see if there was shelter in sight. “Why are we getting wet in a memory inside my head?”
Amara didn’t move, nor did she seem affected by the surroundings. “This is your non-trauma trying to keep you away. Look,” she said, pointing at her family. They were dry and oblivious to the storm raging around them.
“What the—”
“Oh, Gods, no,” Amara breathed, and the sound, her tone, tore something open in Gwen.
Her gaze drifted, almost in slow motion and against her will, from Amara’s pained expression to her younger self in time to witness the deep, dark red originating from Magnus’ outstretched hands seeping into her younger self’s chest.
Amara grasped her hand, and when Gwen refocused on her, time appeared to still and everyone around them froze, immobile, even the birds had stopped singing; the bees were no longer buzzing, and the wind and rain had ceased.
All Gwen could see was Amara looking at her in a way that made her want to tear the skin off her bones, that made her yearn to turn away and run, for her feet never to stop—never to falter—to spare not one glance over her shoulder. All she could feel was Amara’s touch on her hand, and both lost and helpless, she pulled. Then, everything went black.


It had been ages since Amara employed mind magick, and as soon as they’d landed in Gwendoline’s mind and strode toward the royal family, she recalled why. It hurt.
It didn’t matter if you were emotionally inclined or resided in the realm of logic and reason. Inside someone’s mind, the world shifted, and everything seemed upside down. You could feel reason, even taste it—sort of metallic—while emotions appeared almost tangible, and they reached for you, jostled or grabbed you; sometimes, they even punched you. Like the gut punch you feel or the sinking heart in your chest when you fear the worst, when you’re losing someone, or when someone you love has let you down. Or worse, when you hurt someone, when you disappoint a loved one.
Their bond made all this worse. Amara doubted Gwendoline understood what was going on, or that their connection permitted Amara to experience this memory and Gwendoline’s emotions on an almost visceral level. What they’d registered of each other on the outside in their every-day lives paled compared to how their bond sang in here.
Gwendoline had no idea what Magnus had done to her, and while Amara had studied the blood oaths for the innocent text despite the nausea rising in her with every additional sentence (Information she longed to purge from her brain), she’d still hoped for a more benign application. She supposed Magnus had been nothing if not thorough.
Perhaps King Theodore had demanded this. Even a High Mage would be hard-pressed to say no when their majesty made a demand or issued a royal decree, let alone a common mage or Elder like Magnus at the time. Still, she wouldn’t have done it. She’d have resigned her position, walked away, and lived out her life in the woods like Arinya. Gods, she might still do that given all the headaches and heartaches that currently made up her life.
None of this, however, had prepared Amara for the current reality. Here, she was the clueless one, as she had no idea how this had happened, how the tables had turned and instead of her being in Gwendoline’s mind, they had now entered Amara’s mind, and were wading through her memories.
So far, it appeared more like a stream of rapid images and sounds, too blurry and distorted to gleam a coherent picture. Thank the Gods . The last thing Amara needed was Gwendoline becoming privy to her life or knowing her thoughts and feelings. Did their bond go wild and drag them here because Gwendoline still refused to deal with what had happened all those years ago?
“Uh, Amara?”
“Yes, I know.”
“That makes one of us, which I suppose is good, but this… It’s not my mind anymore, is it? It doesn’t feel right, and… I’m not this regulated and reticent.” Her eyes widened. “We’re in your head! The bond made us switch.”
“You catch on quickly.”
“Perhaps my teacher isn’t as horrid as I made it sound before.”
Amara chuckled. “Good to know.”
“So, can we explore a bit here? Show me some memories, maybe of you as a child.”
“Absolutely not,” Amara snapped, all traces of humor and goodwill draining from her. There was no way she’d ever want Gwendoline to see her youth. Or any of her past.
“All right. How do we get out?”
Amara’s eyes widened when Gwendoline gave in so easily. Perhaps the bond made her aware that she should tread lightly here. “I’m not sure. I’ve already tried the incantation, but it didn’t work.”
“Oh, the gibberish you were mumbling when we first got here.”
Amara sighed, and the images that sped by slowed down, and suddenly, they found themselves in a dungeon. How apt.
“What is this? Did you spend a lot of time in cellars and basements?”
Before Amara could reply, a loud boom reverberated, and the walls shook while a window close to them shattered into a myriad tiny glass shards that rained down on them and littered the floor.
“Watch out!” Amara shouted, pushing Gwendoline out of the way as spikes shot out of the walls.
“What is happening?”
“I don’t know!”
Gwendoline grabbed Amara’s arm and dragged her along the corridor, avoiding more spears that hurtled their way with each step they took. “We need to leave.”
“You don’t say!” Amara spat.
“Hey! None of this is my fault.”
She grunted. “No, careful!” Amara called, but it was too late and one lance pierced Gwendoline’s shoulder, exiting right under her collarbone.
Frozen in place, Gwendoline groaned and seemingly refused to lower her gaze.
“Are you all right?”
“A spear… impaled me in… your mind. What do you… think?” She closed her eyes, and Amara could feel the hot pounding spreading from Gwendoline’s shoulder down her spine.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know how to fix this.”
Gwendoline tried to regulate her breathing, and when she opened her eyes again, she grimaced. “You… need to think of something else. So… what got us here… in the… first place?”
“You did.”
“Excuse me? I did no… such a thing. I have no magick… in case you’ve forgotten.”
Amara rolled her eyes. “You were once more so scared about what happened in the meadow that you somehow escaped into my mind!”
“That’s speculation, and… of course you’d blame… me. But guess… what? I wasn’t scared at all… because I have no idea… what Magnus did there.” Gwendoline panted.
Amara refrained from pacing the floor and instead muttered ancient curse words under her breath, trying to remind herself that none of this was real. Gwendoline was safe in the quiet room. They both were. And if they couldn’t get out, well, Orion would find them at some point, and they’d figure this out. They’d be fine. Once they woke up, Gwendoline wouldn’t have a gaping hole in her shoulder.
Amara suddenly had an idea. She raised her hand and closed her eyes, calling on one of Arinya’s old healing spells—one of the first incantations she’d ever taught her.
The spear dissolved.
Gwendoline groaned. “Gods, yes. That’s… whatever you did, thank you.”
“Does it feel better?” Amara could sense the difference, but she didn’t know if the muted ache related to their bond or to the spell’s success.
“It does. It still seems to bleed some, but…” She inspected her collarbone area. “It’s slowed down a lot. And the pain is almost completely gone. Now it’s just uncomfortable.”
“Good, good.”
Silence filled the air while they both stood in this abandoned, cold corridor from so long ago.
“What did he do to me? You looked horrified.”
Amara gritted her teeth. She so didn’t want to talk about this, but she supposed she owed Gwendoline. Besides, to untaint their bond, she first needed to release this awful blood oath.
“Amara, talk to me!”
She cleared her throat. “He… he caged you.”
“What does that even mean? I know I can’t avoid becoming the next queen and all, but—”
“He blunted your ability to connect with people and, well, it instills a need to fulfill one’s duty, to the point of agony if you were to go against it.”
“That I’ve felt, yes, but what do you mean with my ‘ability to connect with people?’”
“It makes you run. There’s a level of intimacy that, if reached, you’ll feel the need to reject. You can’t go further. The oath won’t allow it.”
“I’ve been intimate plenty of times. You of all people should know that.”
A sad smile spread over Amara’s lips. “Yes, but your heart was never in it. He needed to ensure you’d always be ready to take on the crown and that there’d be nothing in your life that could compete with your sense of duty.”
“You mean the sense of duty they forced upon me.” Gwendoline trembled. “Why would they do this? I wasn’t even the heir to the throne.”
“It’s an insurance policy to safeguard the royal line. I… Tara couldn’t bear children. They’ve known this since her twelfth birthday.”
“But that’s… That was shortly before the oath.”
Amara nodded.
“They knew I’d be the next in line.”
“Yes, and I’m afraid they also… must have seen something in you that made them believe you’d not voluntarily follow your duty.”
“I was seven years old!”
“I’m sorry. I’m not implying they were correct or had any right to violate—”
“Whatever. It’s done, right? At least this way, no one has ever broken my heart.”
“Gwen, listen—”
“Do I even have one?”
Amara reached out and clasped Gwendoline’s hand, placing it against the woman’s chest and holding it in place. “Yes. Can’t you feel its beat?”
Gwendoline gasped, gazing with a broad, watery smile at Amara. “You called me Gwen.”
Amara’s thumb stroked the back of Gwendoline’s hand. “I did.”



a daring proposition

 O NCE THEY’D WOKEN UP, Gwen had been close to tears when she realized that the spear injury hadn’t accompanied her from Amara’s mind to the real world. Amara had to perform the spell to quell the effects of the taint every other evening, and Gwen remained exhausted even after sleeping for eight or nine hours straight.
She spent most of the week following the mind magick revelations in a stupor, while Amara hardly left the library or her personal study, lost in research. Gwen didn’t know what to do or how to handle this revelation. What she thought was due to her inherent personality was, in fact, artificially imposed on her. Did this change who she was? She didn’t know what would happen if Amara succeeded in releasing the oath. Would she remain herself? A part of her didn’t know if she still wanted to be free, fearing life outside her cage could be worse.
These questions and more swirled through Gwen’s mind, practically haunting her. She’d not replied to Frederick’s latest missive, and she owed Lamarque an answer. Yet none of this mattered. No, that wasn’t accurate. These things did matter, but Gwen’s mind couldn’t take them in. Her attention and energy shifted and drained as soon as she tried to focus on anything, and instead, a flood of questions and doubts swamped her mind and she felt stuck, trapped. She had no answers to any of these queries, and she didn’t know if she even wanted to hear them.
A part of her also cringed—hard—at the vulnerability and that stupid question she’d asked Amara at the end before they found their way back to the quiet room. Another question she longed to set on fire. She wanted to run. Gods, how badly she wanted to run. However, now besides avoiding pain, resentment and pettiness drove her. She’d prove that blood oath wrong. Although if this was about duty, it would confirm the oath.
But no. She wanted to escape because she’d laid herself bare before Amara, because she’d shown her something real and fragile. That had rekindled the compulsion to flee, which she surmised originated in the oath. Or not, and it really was her. Hence, she did nothing but sit and stare into space.
Naturally, Amara would interrupt her art of doing nothing.
“Gwendoline, how are you?” she asked upon entering Gwen’s chambers.
“Pretty much the same. Your trap for my pain still works. Do you need me for something?”
“Good. As a matter of fact, I do.”
“Why are you so serious, and…” Gwen frowned. “Nervous at the same time?”
“I apologize, it’s just…” Amara sighed and fidgeted.
“You’re making me anxious.”
“That’s not my intention. I suppose I’m so worried about upsetting you or making you uncomfortable that it’s hard for me to express my thoughts.”
“All right. For the record, all this procrastinating you’re doing makes it worse because my imagination is running wild, and… Just say it, please.”
“To dissolve the blood oath, I have to take Magnus’ place and… tie you to me.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s only temporary, not a permanent state. That is, the cage he built for you has made him your jailor, in a way.”
“But he’s dead. So I’m stuck. How can you take over for him?”
“I’m the High Mage,” Amara said, as if that explained everything. “Magnus wove a sort of loophole into the oath, a way to release it because they… Well, they needed your heart free once you became queen so you could… fall in love and—”
“Continue the line,” Gwen all but spat.
“Yes.”
“Absolutely not! I refuse to be a damn chess piece in whatever scheme this family has spun.”
“Gwen,” Amara entreated, reaching out to clasp her hand.
The combination of Amara calling her that for a second time and her touch made Gwen still. She took a deep breath when the rigid tension that had swamped her drained away.
“Without releasing the oath, I can’t untaint our bond, and that means your death sentence remains.” Amara cleared her throat. “But I want you to be free. This… cage,” she ground out the word like you might name a toxic piece of detritus, “it never should have existed. They never should have done that. I know it’ll be hard, the ritual to release it, and that we will have to be closer than ever before.”
Gwen raised her eyebrows.
“In here.” Amara pressed her other hand against Gwen’s heart. “This will only work if we allow ourselves to be open and vulnerable with each other.”
“You will do that? For me?”
“I want to help you, yes. All my research has only found this one solution, and like I said—”
“We’ll die otherwise. Yes. So, you’ll do it because it’s the last resort. To save your life.”
Amara sighed. “I’m too tired for this. Look, I understand you are suspicious and that you have every right to feel this way. I’m sure the workings of the oath are at play, too. But let me assure you, yes, it is the last resort, but no. I didn’t keep searching for alternatives because of me. I wanted to spare you from having to go through this ritual.”
Gwen clenched her jaw.
“This isn’t easy for me either. My life… It’s been difficult, and I share nothing about who I am or my past with others. But I want to share this with you, yes, because it’ll save us. I’m no martyr.” She chuckled. “It’s more than that, though. When I think of doing this with you, it seems daunting, yes, but not scary. I don’t feel like dying at the idea of someone, of you , seeing me.”
“That’s… Thank you.”
Amara nodded, sobering. “There’s something else, and I’m afraid this is… worse.”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “Worse than what Magnus did to me and the taint that might kill us?”
“It connects to those misdeeds, but Magnus’ treachery went beyond that, and it wasn’t just him.”
“Once more, my imagination will make everything you’re hinting at so much worse. Tell me.”
“This is hard for me, too. I even wondered if I should keep this from you, if ignorance is better, but I don’t want to lie to you.”
“I appreciate that, but please, Amara, for the love of all Gods, tell me!”
“I’d told you I couldn’t break the code of Magnus’ journals, but during my latest research, I came across his old personal journal, a diary of sorts. He didn’t use the code there. Perhaps he assumed no one alive could read the old tongue.”
“But you can still read it.”
“Yes.” Amara shook her head. “I knew about the plan to allow you to become queen eventually since Tara couldn’t bear any children, and I must confess this is also my fault because I couldn’t imagine… I always assumed Tara would step down at some point, given she had expressed concern about continuing the Dagon line due to her infertility. It didn’t seem right to pry into such a personal dilemma, and so I focused on my duty.”
Ice slithered through Gwen, and she almost begged Amara to stop and keep whatever she’d found from her, but the problem, once you knew there was something you didn’t know, you couldn’t just let it go.
“Your parents had designs for your father to step down and announce you as the queen. They had planned to recall you to start preparing you for your duty, but then King Theodore died. Your mother had been too distraught by the loss of your father that she’d abandoned all such plans. I’m now wondering if Tara ever knew about any of this.”
“Gods.” Gwen rose and paced. “Go on.”
Amara held her gaze, and Gwen longed to escape from the compassion she saw in there, from the sluice of sympathy that wriggled through their bond. “According to his entries, Magnus didn’t know how to proceed, but… Time passing is different for someone with our life expectancy. He was still brooding about it, and suddenly ten years had passed. With his health declining, he only saw one way out. He… arranged for Tara’s accident.”
Gwen halted and stared at Amara in silence, not trusting her voice but also the noise in her head made it hard to form words.
“He ensured we’d be asleep, so I’d not be able to protect Queen Tara before he attacked the horses with a fear spell.”
Gwen bowed her head.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know, and I’d never thought him capable of—”
“Really? After what he’s done to me?”
Amara’s shoulders slouched. “He continued with the plan to install you on the throne as per your father’s edict. King Theodore had made him swear an oath, a magical one. Magnus had not only been bound by the King’s wishes to ensure that you’d end up on the throne, but he also couldn’t tell anyone. Your father wanted to ensure you’d not reject your duties. He called you his wild child.” Amara frowned.
Gwen closed her eyes. “I remember. I always thought it was a term of endearment.” She covered her face with her hands. “Gods.” Gwen sat back down. “Did my parents… Was killing Tara ever on their minds?” Bile rose, and Gwen swallowed compulsively.
“I cannot say what was or wasn’t on their minds, but based on Magnus’ journal, killing Tara was his way of fulfilling the oath he swore to your father.”
Gwen released a shuddered breath. “How could they have kept this from you, given you are the High Mage?”
Amara sighed. “Your father trusted Magnus more than me, and with the oath, there was no way for Magnus to confide in anyone. King Theodore obviously hadn’t wanted me to know. Who else would have told me? Besides, please recall I failed, too. I allowed Magnus to take on this role.”
Gwen scoffed. “We’ve been over this. Besides, now you say Magnus had no choice because his king uttered a royal decree. Mind you, that doesn’t absolve him of anything . He didn’t have to do this. Tara could still be alive if he hadn’t…” She clenched her jaw. “Based on what you said, it sounds like my parents’ solution had been for me to be queen, not for Tara to die. So, that’s all on Magnus.”
“Yes.”
Gwen nodded, relief making her almost lightheaded. She hated her parents for what they’d done to her with the blood oath, but for them to have ordered Tara’s death? She couldn’t fathom such a betrayal. “Back to my point, on one hand, you act as if the High Mage has no power against the King, yet you blame yourself for allowing this to happen. If Magnus had no choice but to follow orders, neither did you.”
Amara held Gwen’s gaze. “It still was my duty as the High Mage to deal with all of this, and shirking my responsibility and not knowing are not acceptable excuses.”
“Would you have caged me? If my father had demanded that you force the blood oath on me, would you have done it? Would you have followed his command?”
Amara stood straighter and a wave of rage and indignation hit Gwen, almost making her stumble. “Never. I’d have resigned first.”
“That’s my point. I won’t forgive Magnus because he had a difficult decision to make and chose the easy route.”
“I’m not asking you to forgive him.”
“But you are making excuses for him.”
Amara narrowed her eyes. “If he were still alive, I would kill him myself simply because he killed Queen Tara.”
All air fled Gwen, and her shoulders sagged. “Good. Following orders is no excuse for doing something so horrid. He killed my sister.”
Silence.
“What does this mean, moving forward?” Gwen asked.
“Nothing. It’s of no consequence for what lies ahead and what we must do, but it’s something you had a right to know. Or should I have kept this from you?”
“No. We should have no secrets between us.”
Amara raised one eyebrow.
Gwen flushed. “Yes, well. I’m sorry about that, but you must admit, you’re terribly mulish when it comes to the Senate.”
Amara didn’t dignify that with a response.


Amara hated what she had unearthed and that she had played a part in destroying the last bit of affection Gwendoline still might have harbored for her parents. Even though they hardly deserved any affinity from Gwendoline, given how they’d betrayed her. Worse, she struggled with what her inattentiveness had cost them all. She’d failed Gwendoline, and Queen Tara even more so.
Magnus shaped up to be another conundrum. It proved difficult to be so upset with someone who was no longer here to taste your ire and who could neither explain nor ask for forgiveness. It was worse when you cared about them. She had already grappled with comprehending how he could cage Gwendoline, but killing Tara? He had killed their queen, and when Amara’s thoughts lingered there, her magick bled to her fingertips, and she felt as out of control as she did when she was a child and destroyed everything.
Amara had spent her entire life working hard. She prided herself in being diligent and methodical, and her efforts had led her to where she found herself today. Yet, she felt as if she’d never worked harder in her life than when she’d searched for a way to release Gwendoline’s blood oath. When she realized she didn’t work this hard for herself, but that her motivation rested on saving Gwendoline, she halted and left the palace to go for a walk.
She wandered aimlessly along trails and through the garden, lost in her head and not paying attention. Amara startled when her footsteps drew her to the pond. She gazed at the bench she’d found Gwendoline on so many months ago before focusing on the water with its colorful fish. This was where things had started, though she didn’t register it at the time. She didn’t realize that here she’d first felt the desire to show Gwendoline who she was. How utterly terrifying. Worse, she was going through with it.
First, she needed to gather the components for the ritual draught. It was a hallucinogenic liquid, consisting mostly of various fungi that grew in abundance in the woods. Amara hated anything that altered her mental state, and the more reserved and logical part of her mind spent a lot of time screaming at her not to do this. For once, she shut it up.
Two days after talking to Gwendoline and getting her go-ahead, Amara had managed to get hold of all the ingredients for the concoction and set to prepare it. She’d told Orion to take over her duties with the Order and not disturb Amara and the Princess for the next three days. Orion had so many questions—Amara could almost taste them—but thankfully, she also had the good sense to keep her mouth shut.
The day arrived, and they settled in Amara’s warded quarters with two vile-smelling, steaming mugs on the table. She had told Orion to check on them if she didn’t hear from Amara within twenty-four hours, and accordingly, she’d added Orion’s energy signature to the wards.
“This… We need to drink this?” Gwendoline grimaced. “It’s… rank.”
“Yes, the mushrooms smell horrible, but they are the most efficient and gentle for what we need.”
“And we need to get high.”
Amara rolled her eyes. “If you want to put it like that, fine. Yes. For me to release the blood oath, we need to be high.”
Gwendoline smiled.
“When I release the anchor and draw it into me, for a moment, hours, most, you will be tied to me. We will be in your head again, and once it starts, we’ll be confronted with your memories, and—”
“We’ve just done that. What’s the difference?”
“Last time, we were in one specific memory, one that you had called forth. This ritual will lay open your past. You won’t be able to control where we go or what we will see. It might all be vague and confusing, but it could also be clear and show me things that you’d rather not share.”
“Oh, I see.”
“Our bond will also ensure that I will be very close to your emotions, both from the past and now.”
“That sounds pretty awful.”
“That’s why I had searched for an alternative, alas, there is none.”
“What would you do if I said I’d rather die?”
Amara barely prevented herself from flinching at those words. They made her heart heavy. “I don’t know how to let you die.”
“Wouldn’t it be easy? We just do nothing. But I suppose it’s not fair because you’d also die.” Gwendoline sighed.
“No, that’s not… I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t know that I will be able to do nothing. I can’t allow you to die.” Amara caught Gwendoline’s gaze, imploring her to understand.
“You’d force this on me?”
Amara straightened. “Of course not. I’d just… try to change your mind. I’m quite adapt at nagging, or so I’ve been told.”
“That’s true.”
Amara narrowed her eyes. “You are such a brat sometimes.”
“It’s the age difference, I believe.”
Amara turned solemn. “Will you allow me to do this?”
Gwendoline held her gaze for what seemed like ages before breathing, “Yes.”
Amara blinked and her knees nearly gave out, almost toppling her where she stood. “Good. I’m glad. Let’s get started.” She grasped one mug and motioned for Gwendoline to do the same.
“What happens if I throw up? I’m very sensitive to taste, and this is—”
“You better not! It took me hours of continuous stirring to prepare this.”
“I’ll try.”
“Don’t try. Just do it.”
“Yes, High Mage,” Gwendoline said in a tone that made Amara shiver.
“Right. Here’s to it.” She lifted the cup to her lips and drank. Gods, it tasted even worse than it smelled—as if sewage had a love child with rotten eggs. Next to her, Gwendoline gagged, and both sank to their knees before they collapsed onto the floor.
Color swirled in front of Amara’s eyes before the world dissolved.



a violent high

 G WEN CAME TO AND jumped to her feet. “I don’t know how to let you die.” Amara’s voice rang out again and again—a mantra that took up all air and space around her. She spun around, trying to get a grasp of where she was. It almost looked…
“What is this place? It looks like a child’s bedroom.” Amara’s voice almost startled Gwen.
“Because it is. That’s my childhood bedroom.” Didn’t Amara hear her own words reverberating? Maybe she was only sparing Gwen the embarrassment of pointing out the obvious.
“I’m surprised by the color scheme.”
Gwen rolled her eyes. “I had no say in the decorations.”
“Of course. I’m sorry. This is a bit disorienting.”
“Why?”
“Don’t you feel it?”
“What?” Gwen’s gaze wandered over her old bed with the fluffy, pink pillows and the dresser decorated with figurines of angels and trees.
“The heavy sadness hanging over the room. It’s cloying and… It makes it hard to breathe.”
“Oh.” Gwen lowered her gaze. “That must be me. Memories. I’m sorry.” She picked up a few trinkets on her nightstand and sighed. They felt so real.
“Don’t be. How long did you have this room?”
Gwen shrugged. “Maybe until I was ten or so? They changed the furniture and threw out most of my toys.”
Amara’s eyebrows rose, but she remained silent.
“What are we supposed to do here?”
“I’m not sure why your mind brought us here.”
“Right. Because I know what I’m doing,” Gwen muttered, trying to reign in her temper.
The scene shifted, but less dramatically than the last time they were in her mind, or maybe, Gwen had grown used to these changes. They were no longer standing in her childhood room, instead, they were in the palace’s private dining room where the royal family sat together at the table eating dinner.
Her parents were conversing in hushed tones while Tara and Gwen sat next to each other, full of whispers and suppressed laughter. Gwen guessed she must have been five or six there, so Tara would have been around ten, eleven at the most.
“Tara, sit up straight,” her mother said.
Tara froze before fixing her posture, while Gwen tried to imitate it, but couldn’t stop herself from giggling and poking at her sister, who also started laughing and relaxed back in her seat.
“Must I separate you two? Listen to your mother, Tara. Remember your lessons.”
“Yes, Father.” Tara once more straightened her posture.
“Lovely family time.”
“You act like you’ve never met these people,” Gwen said.
“I knew your parents in their official capacity, but we were not friends, nor did we spend any quality time together.”
“I guess we have that in common. And recent revelations…” Gwen stifled a sigh. Now wasn’t the time to get lost in that.
Amara held her gaze.
“But you had more with Tara, right?”
“I’d not call us friends either, but yes, I knew your sister better than I’d ever known your parents.”
Gwen nodded. “And you loved her.”
“Yes, as my queen.”
The room shifted again, more violently this time, and a tremor ran through Gwen. She didn’t recognize the next room, but it stood barren, with dim lighting and cold air that leeched all warmth from her. The floor almost looked like it consisted of cracked glass, not particularly confidence inspiring.
Gwen once more gazed around the room, but she still couldn’t place it. “Where are we? This can’t be—”
“I don’t believe it’s another memory, but we’re still in your mind.”
“My mind has cracked glass as its floors?”
Amara looked down. “Well…”
Gwen huffed. “Now what?”
“This is different than I expected, to be honest. I thought it would look more like it did in my mind, with all the distinct memories swirling around. Instead, we’ve hopped scenes from your childhood and now this.”
“Because we are so much alike?”
Amara hummed.
“Wait, did you see that? Over there, something moved.” She drew closer. In the distance, it almost appeared as if… Was someone else here?
Amara stepped forward and placed herself in front of Gwen.
Gwen frowned. “Are you really trying to protect me in my own mind?”
“This isn’t a memory, so no one else should be in here, and if they are, they likely have magick. It’s my duty to be—”
“Yes, yes, yes. I know. Do you think Magnus put someone in my mind? How though, and that poor person! To be trapped in my head for all these years?”
Amara snorted. “At least you’ve kept your sense of humor.”
More movement in that obscure corner, and finally, a shape emerged from the shadows, and after taking form, it moved in their direction.
“Should we leave?” Gwen asked, by now grabbing Amara’s arm.
“Not yet. Let’s see what this is about.”
Gwen nodded, forcing herself to keep breathing steadily while her heart pelted her chest as she watched the shade grow closer. After what seemed like hours, the shape moved into the light in front of them, and Gwen almost screamed.
Amara stiffened.
“Have you come here to play with me?”
“She’s… I don’t…”
“She’s you, baby you,” Amara said.
“I’m not a baby! I’m seven years old! And I’m not you,” she addressed Gwen. “I’m a child and you’re a grown-up. How can we be the same?”
“Do you know where we are?” Amara asked.
Shellshocked and unable to form a coherent sentence, Gwen only stared at her younger self. She’d expected it to be more like the memory they saw earlier, not that mini-her would grow out of the shadows and talk to them. Gods, what did they get into? She never thought she’d long for the day when all she had to do was attend tea-parties.
“No. It’s cold,” the girl said, hugging her arms around her chest.
Amara took off her robe and placed it around the girl, who smiled, dimples on full display. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Gwen wanted to ask how a memory could be cold, but she feared Amara would deem her inconsiderate, and she didn’t want to be called out in front of… herself. Gods.
“Are we going to play?”
“What do you want to play?” Amara asked.
“I played hide and seek with Tara the other day. That’s my sister. But we had to join Mother and Father for a promise. That was so boring.” She sighed. “It also hurt a little.”
“Was that when Elder Magnus joined you?”
“You know about it? Are you friends with him? You look familiar, and you’re wearing the same robes.” She pulled the fabric closer around herself.
“Yes. My name is Amara, and I used to work with Magnus.”
The girl’s face fell.
“You don’t like him?” Amara asked.
The girl shook her head.
Gwen didn’t recall having any particular attitude toward Magnus, at least not before she’d learned of the oath and his betrayal that had cost Tara’s life. She remembered him as an advisor to her father, but she had no personal relationship with him.
The room shook and the glass beneath their feet drew more cracks.
“Uh, Amara, what happens if the floor breaks?” Gwen asked.
Another violent shake seized the room and the low lighting flickered. A roaring sound made them all flinch. The girl rushed forward and clung to Amara.
“I guess we’re about to find out.”
The moment Amara said that, another crack thundered and the glass under their feet split open before it crumbled, taking them down with it.
The girl shrieked, while Gwen released a small yelp. Amara remained silent.
They fell for a while before they landed in the same meadow they’d visited before, near the well that had seen the oath all those years ago.


Amara hadn’t had a clear idea of what to expect from this renewed journey into Gwendoline’s mind, but it didn’t include a run-in with baby-Gwendoline, who could interact with them. After they crashed through the floor and arrived in the same place where the ritual had taken place, baby-Gwendoline was gone. Only the well remained.
“Where did she go?” Gwendoline asked, spinning around, looking for her younger self.
“Where did who go?”
Both Amara and Gwendoline turned around to another incarnation of Gwendoline. Amara guessed her age to be around fifteen. Definitely still a child, but one that seemed to contain less wonder than baby-Gwendoline.
“No one.” Amara stepped closer to the well and teenage-Gwendoline. “Are you all right?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” the girl asked. “What are you doing here?” She turned to face Gwendoline. “You look like Mother. Are you her sister? I thought I knew all of my aunts.”
Gwendoline’s eyes widened, and she shook her head.
“Do you come to the well often?” Amara asked.
The younger Gwendoline shrugged, a sullen expression on her face.

Teenagers . Amara refrained from rolling her eyes. She stepped forward when she noticed a red, jagged line that looked almost like a scar on the younger Gwendoline’s neck. “What happened here?”
The girl’s hand snapped to her neck. “Nothing.”
“Do you remember some type of game you played here with your family when you were younger?” Gwendoline asked.
Her younger self took a step back, her gaze drifting between Amara and Gwendoline. “I got cold, and it hurt.”
The wind began blowing along with her words; a strong enough squall to make them all stumble.
“That again,” Gwendoline grumbled. “It’s getting old.”
Amara ignored her. “Cold how?” she asked the girl instead, who touched her chest, but said nothing else.
“How melodramatic.”
Amara shifted to face Gwendoline. “Seriously? How is your attitude helping?”
“My attitude? This is your show, High Mage, and so far, we got nothing to show for besides two dumb memories and younger versions of myself being scared and cold. What’s that going to do? How will it help us break the oath?”
“You do realize that things are metaphorical in your head? You’ve been neglected and ignored. The broken grass floor, baby-Gwendoline fearing Magnus, and this one with similar bad memories. Not to mention, we find her standing at the well.”
“And?”
Amara raised her arms before dropping them. “I don’t know. It’s your head. Perhaps you are trying to tell us something.”
Gwendoline crossed her arms. “Well, maybe my head needs to speak more clearly.”
“Wait.” Amara turned around again. “Where did she go? You made her disappear.”
“I made my teenage self disappear inside my head?”
“Stop adding logic to this situation. What we see here is real.”
“Like the spear that had pierced my shoulder last time? Mind you, it did ache for a few days, even though it left no wound or scar.”
Amara waved her off. “Phantom pains.”
“Which is it? Are things here real or not?”
“We can get hurt, but our bodies in the real world won’t carry the same injury.”
“So if we die in here, we’d just wake up?” Gwendoline asked
“Precisely, though I’d prefer not to test that theory.”
“What do we do now? I thought the plan was to draw the oath to you, away from Magnus.”
“Yes, but as always, you continue to be the ruiner of plans.”
“Excuse you!”
Amara chuckled. “Come on. Let’s see if teenage-you is sulking somewhere. Do you recall any hiding places you liked?”
“Oh. I have an idea.”
Amara followed Gwendoline along a winding path up a steep hill into the woods. Patches of sunlight littered the ground and shone through the canopy of towering oaks and willow trees. Past the thicket, Amara heard the gurgling of a hidden stream. Her gaze followed a dragonfly with wings like stained glass as it whirled through the air right in front of them. Eventually, Gwendoline veered off the path and through brambles until they came across a small pond where a family of dragonflies were pirouetting above the water’s surface.
“This is beautiful,” Amara said.
Gwendoline hummed. “Yes. Well, she’s over there, brooding.” She pointed to a moss-covered boulder jutting out from between the trees at the edge of the glade before this speck of vastness was swallowed up again by a sea of trees. Her younger self sat on the grass in front of the stone.
Amara strode toward the girl with a renewed purpose, but before they were within earshot, she whispered, “No fighting, and let me do the talking, please.”
Gwendoline grumbled but offered no other reply.
Amara considered that an agreement and forged ahead. “Hey, Gwendoline. We don’t want to upset you.” She crouched next to her.
“Who said I was upset? Maybe I just wanted to be alone.”
Amara nodded. “I understand, and I’d love to heed your wish, but we need your help.”
“She doesn’t like me.” The girl pulled her legs closer to her chest.
Gwendoline sighed.
“She …” Amara started, “hardly likes anyone.”
The girl snorted, the sound so reminiscent of her older self, Amara almost startled.
“Do you recall that summer day by the well, with Magnus and the… game you played back then.”
The girl’s face darkened, but she nodded.
“Do you know what he did?”
“Not really.”
Amara’s shoulders slumped. Another dead-end.
“I only know how it makes me feel,” the girl whispered.
“How’s that?” Amara asked, starting when both versions of Gwendoline replied at the same time, in the same tone.
“Cold. Broken.”
“I see.” She rose again, her gaze drawn to the pond. She stepped closer. “Look at this.” Condensation accompanied her words as the surrounding temperature seemed to have dropped below freezing.
“What’s going on?” Gwendoline asked, shivering, while her younger version hadn’t moved from the spot, and now sat trembling on the ground as everything around them froze.
The pond’s water iced up while they were looking at it—crystal fractures hurrying to solidify.
“I understand now.” Amara stepped back. She closed her eyes.
“That makes one of us. Care to share?”
Amara started chanting. There was no time for explanations or self-recrimination for not catching on sooner. Such a simple snare with such a dangerous solution. Damn you, Magnus .
The air shifted. It seemed to grow thick, almost gelatinous in the way it clung to them like tar. Their breathing labored, and beads of sweat formed on their brows.
“Amara! What are you doing?” Gwendoline panted.
Amara opened her eyes, and it seemed like the world slowed down; even Gwendoline’s words came in slow motion as if they were both trapped underwater, more like drowning in a vat of molasses. The surrounding colors that had before changed from a vibrant green to a cold blue-gray turned orange, then crimson as Amara used her magick to enflame a fire at the far edge of the glade.
“We need to leave,” Amara croaked.
“What is happening?”
Amara grabbed Gwendoline’s hand and dragged her along, finding their way back to the trail that would lead them out of the woods.
“What about her?” Gwendoline looked over her shoulders.
“This won’t hurt her, but we cannot stay here.”
Gwendoline yanked at Amara’s hand and pulled back. She stopped in the middle of the path. “I’m not taking another step until you tell me what’s going on! Why is it so hot in here suddenly?”
“There’s no time. I’ll explain when we’re further away from here. Come on.”
“No.” Gwendoline crossed her arms. She fidgeted and shifted her head to look at the crimson flames licking their way. Her mouth opened. “You’re setting my head on fire?”
“Gwen, please!”
Gwendoline clenched her jaw but nodded.
Amara released a shuddered breath, once more seizing Gwendoline’s hand and hurrying along the path, almost tumbling down when she stumbled over a gnarled root network, but eventually they made it out to the meadow, racing down the hill back to the well.
Amara halted, panting, and once more she closed her eyes. She willed her fire to ignite at the foundation, deep in the ground below their feet, feeding on the surrounding roots before turning into an inferno that would melt the stone. Once she felt the tug on her magick indicating that her plan had taken fruition, she called for Gwendoline to follow her again. They needed some distance. After running for a few more minutes in the opposite direction from the well, she halted.
“He’d tied you to the foundation of the well. Magnus had created this memory and trapped your younger selves here.”
Gwendoline’s eyes widened.
“The oath was anchored in the foundation. I destroyed it and set the entire memory on fire. You’re free now.”
Gwendoline’s eyes well up. “Thank you,” she croaked, clearing her throat.
Amara nodded.
“Now what?” Gwendoline asked, her face flushed and her eyes wild.
“Now we go back.” Amara stepped closer to Gwendoline before grasping her cheeks and kissing her deeply.
Gwendoline groaned into the kiss and dug her fingers into Amara’s back.
Amara’s magick pulled at the string between them, and she wrapped her energy around the branch of their connection and yanked. The world spun before once more turning black.



choices

 T HEY AWOKE AT THE same time, both panting and staring at each other. Amara didn’t know what had possessed her to pick that method of bringing them back, but their bond had called out to her now that she’d freed Gwendoline of that awful blood oath. They’d still needed to complete the purification ritual to remove the taint on their bond, but releasing the oath alone had improved their situation tremendously, not to mention, it had left her feeling high and almost painfully aroused.
Still, she should get started on preparing the ritual since Gwendoline deserved to be set free. Amara rose but before she could say anything, Gwendoline was back in her arms, kissing her urgently.
Amara’s eyes fell shut, and she groaned. Sinking into the kiss, she greedily sucked on Gwendoline’s tongue before scraping it with her teeth.
Continuing the kiss, Gwendoline shuffled Amara back toward the bed. She drew back and pushed with both hands against Amara’s chest, making her collapse onto the mattress.
Amara panted and gazed up at Gwendoline with wide eyes.
“Undress us,” Gwendoline rasped.
“What?”
“Use your magick to undress us. It shouldn’t impact the bond now since the oath is gone, right? I’m not asking you to change my body again, though I want another go at that once we get rid of the taint.” Gwendoline bit her lower lip.
Amara shook her head, disoriented. Next time? Gwendoline would be long gone by then, and even this moment was foolish and—
“Amara!” Gwendoline now hovered above her. “Get out of your head and let me fuck you.”
Amara clenched her jaw and held Gwendoline’s burning gaze. Her own arousal urging her to adhere to Gwendoline’s wishes. She lifted her hand and murmured the spell, and a second later, they were both naked.
With a groan, Gwendoline lowered her body on top of Amara and resumed their kiss.
Amara wrapped her arms around Gwendoline, delighting in the intimate feeling of their nude bodies pressed together—in the heat they generated.
Breaking their kiss once more, Gwendoline shifted to nibble at Amara’s neck, sucking the sensitive skin into her mouth before releasing it.
Amara gasped when Gwendoline bit her right where the cords of her neck met her shoulders. “Gods,” she grunted, her hips jerking upward.
Gwendoline’s tongue soothed her skin before she meandered south. She kissed and licked along her torso, drawing a stiff nipple between her lips to graze the bud with her teeth.
Amara moaned. Her hips rocked up once more, seeking friction amidst the arousal Gwendoline was chasing through her.
Gwendoline smiled against her skin, trailing her lips further down until she licked along Amara’s groin.
Amara’s hands shot to Gwendoline’s head, and she raked her fingers through her curls, scratching along her scalp when her lover hit a particular sensitive spot. A small whine spilled from her lips once Gwendoline’s tongue traced down her outer labia. Gods, she needed her to shift. Amara canted her hips, trying to catch Gwendoline’s tongue.
Instead of heeding her suggestion, Gwendoline seized Amara’s hips in a tight grip to still her movements. She settled more comfortably in the space between Amara’s legs and continued her teasing.
Amara panted as sweat accumulated on her body. She needed pressure, friction, not such relentless teasing so close to where she needed… She released Gwendoline’s hair and instead grabbed hold of the sheets.
Finally, Gwendoline seemed to take pity on her plight and trailed her hot tongue up from Amara’s entrance to right beneath her clit.
Amara gasped and tried to shift lower, but Gwendoline had an almost bruising grip on her hips. The added pressure only escalated Amara’s arousal, and she felt almost faint. Gods, what was happening to her? “Gwendoline,” she whispered, the bond pulsing between them like a sentient being drawing energy from their connection.
Gwendoline’s answer was more pressure on her hips, while her tongue still only played with Amara.
Her knuckles clenched around the sheets and her back arched. “Please,” Amara mumbled.
Gwendoline moaned and sucked Amara’s swollen nub into her mouth while pushing three fingers deep inside her heat at the same time.
Amara grunted. Her eyelids flickered shut when tension wracked her frame. Arousal bled through her veins, making her dizzy, and still the bond hummed.
Gwendoline spread her fingers inside, rubbing against her inner walls, before pulling back out, only to push back in. All the while, she sucked hard, painting fast circles on her clit.
Amara throbbed. She couldn’t fathom how quickly Gwendoline was catapulting her toward her release, but she already felt it building, twisting in her stomach before radiating out. “Gods.” She groaned, pushing harder against Gwendoline’s ministrations.
Gwendoline pulled back but kept her fingers inside; still, the loss of contact on her clit made Amara whine.
“I wish the bond was already untainted and you could use your cock spell on me. Then I could look into your eyes while I fuck you.”
Amara groaned in frustration, the sexual kind, but also the ‘By the Gods, can you stop calling it that ,’ kind. She hated that term. “Who says I wouldn’t be the one fucking you?” Amara pressed out.
Gwendoline chuckled. “I doubt it. You much prefer being on the receiving end during our little… adventures.”
Amara’s eyes widened.
“Don’t look so surprised. You’re not the only one paying attention. Besides, we match since I’m more of a giver.”
She glared at Gwendoline. “Are we going to keep talking, or are you still planning on making me come?”
Gwendoline’s lips thinned before she lowered her head and once more sucked Amara into her mouth, picking up the thrusts of her fingers.
“Yes,” Amara ground out, her eyelids drooping shut, and she lost herself in the sensations drumming through her.
Gwendoline somehow sped up her attentions, and the deep stretch along with the consistent, maddening friction on her clit became too much.
Amara wondered if their bond heightened this experience, but her thoughts derailed in the onslaught of pure arousal. She bowed her back only to still before quaking in hard tremors as a blinding climax razed through her. She tried to catch her breath, but Gwendoline refused to release her.
At first, Gwendoline slowed down, moving her fingers in softer, shallower movements while also decreasing the pressure and speed of her tongue on Amara’s clit.
Amara groaned, trembling when her arousal flared once again, adhering to the steady climb that seemed to follow Gwendoline’s intention.
After a moment of leisurely pushing Amara higher, Gwendoline increased the speed and pressure of her tongue and fingers again. On her last move to pull out of Amara, she pushed back in with four fingers.
Amara released a grunt and widened her legs, leaning into the deeper penetration. She hissed when Gwendoline pulled out, only to push back inside faster, and with more force.
Gwendoline’s tongue joined in, twirling rapid circles over her sensitive clit.
Amara shook, feeling almost trapped in a trance as her body seemed intent on following Gwendoline’s every whim. A broken, “More,” bled from her lips, and she frowned, unsure what she requested of her lover, and still overcome by the heat flaring between them.
Gwendoline panted. Her eyes shone, and she trembled. She released Amara’s clit and drew back.
A whine fell from Amara’s lips.
Gwendoline’s gaze rested on her fingers, and this time, after pulling out of Amara, she added her thumb and, pressing it against her middle finger, pushed all her fingers back inside Amara.
Amara’s mouth fell open but she couldn’t make a sound. She had already spread her legs as wide as she could, yet her body urged her to open herself up further for Gwendoline’s onslaught.
Gwendoline’s eyes widened as she watched her hand sink deeper into Amara’s core.
Amara arched her back as her fingers clutched the sheet for purchase. The muscles of her arms and hands scrunched up in her grip. Her heart thrashed, and she couldn’t remember ever feeling this full. The stretch of Gwendoline’s hand inside her bordered on painful, but the sting only ratcheted up her arousal, and when Gwendoline’s mouth returned to her clit and licked in fast circles, softer this time, while continuing to fuck her with her fingers, her body arrested, and she careened into another hard peak. A shout tore from her lips while tears streamed down her face.
Amara hissed when Gwendoline pulled out, placing one last kiss on her heat before she climbed up her body,
Gwendoline hovered over Amara, canting her head. “One more, I think.”
“What?” Amara stammered, groaning and pressing her head deeper into the pillow, when Gwendoline’s fingers once more danced through her soaked folds.
“Gwendoline,” she pressed out, her voice a mere broken whisper. “I can’t…”
Gwendoline hummed. “Yes, one more. Don’t worry. I’ll get you there.” She leaned down and connected their lips in a sloppy kiss while her fingers found Amara’s swollen clit again.
Even the lightest touch sent a jumble of pleasure and pain through Amara. She raised her hands and gripped Gwendoline’s arms, torn between shoving her off and pulling her closer. Gods, what is she doing to me?

Gwendoline broke their kiss. “Watching you swallow my entire hand was so hot,” she whispered. “I love how you feel on my fingers. You are so swollen. Does it hurt?” She paused.
Amara panted and stared up at Gwendoline with blown pupils and wide eyes. She nodded.
“Do you want me to stop?”
Amara tightened her jaw and shook her head. A whimper leaked from her dry lips when Gwendoline resumed her caress.
She moaned and licked into Amara’s mouth.
Amara felt lightheaded, yet her excitement only grew. She shifted and dug her fingers into Gwendoline’s back, scratching her nails down her skin and delighting in Gwendoline arching on top of her, releasing a small whimper of her own.
“Come for me,” Gwendoline demanded.
Her voice, that tone, the pressure building in her entire body, and the heat from their bond left Amara breathless. This was all too much, yet not enough. She was losing her mind. Could you die from sheer arousal?
They held each other’s gaze, then Amara snapped, arching her body further into Gwendoline before she shuddered when a blinding climax battered through her, intent on robbing her of all reason. Every ounce of sanity she’d ever possessed drained away in a haze of pleasure as delirious desire filled her. It beat through her like it was its own entity, feasting on all Amara ever was. She trembled and gasped before passing out.
When Amara came to again, her mind seemed muddled, and she wondered for a brief second where she was and what had happened. She shifted, wincing at the soreness. Gods, Gwen . She blinked and turned around, but her bed stood empty. She was alone. Ash filled Amara’s mouth.


Gwen didn’t know what had come over her. She’d been so sick of her own mind, and she never wanted to go back there. She also remained in complete denial that Amara had been aware of her feelings during the ordeal in her mind because if Gwen faced that, she’d lose it. So perhaps that had been a part of her driving force, of her need to see Amara shatter, to see her undone and adrift, much like Gwen had been. She’d wanted her to feel her pain and drown in her pleasure.
Their bond had vibrated between them like the frantic thrum of a hummingbird, and she’d never felt this close to someone while also being so scared. She feared she’d lose her mind, aghast that the turmoil of emotions had only heightened her need. After Amara had passed out, she stared down at her in utter disbelief—her face so breathtakingly beautiful. The bond still burned between them, urging her to get lost in Amara again.
Gwen contemplated snuggling against Amara’s warm skin and waiting until she’d rouse, but that image ushered in an all-too-familiar sensation. Her heart hammered in her chest, and ice-cold dread dowsed the heat throbbing through her. She needed to leave. She didn’t know how to… After tearing her gaze away from Amara and covering her lovely, nude body with a sheet, she dressed and fled the room.
She hurried back to her chambers and paced, trying to expel the memory of Amara stretched out beneath her, lost in pleasure. These images should fill her with heat and maybe prompt her to take care of herself in the bathtub or her bed. Yet she vibrated with the kind of energy that, in the past, had sent her running. As such, instead of heat, ice sloshed through her. What was going on?
The blood oath was gone. She shouldn’t feel this compulsion anymore. “Gods.” Gwen groaned. She truly must be defective, and the oath didn’t need to cage her. She’d always be alone, cut off from others who were able to form lasting connections. She halted. No, she refused to lose herself in doubts or worries to which she’d find no answers while being this agitated.
Gwen strode toward the bath. Maybe a long soak would calm her nerves and allow her to think rationally, giving her some perspective on how her life would play out now that she had a choice. Well, there was still removing the taint, but according to Amara, that wouldn’t take long or be a problem.
The next day, Gwen had somewhat found her center again and had jotted down some ideas and plans for her future. Despite feeling quite drained, she also had finally replied to both Frederick and Lamarque, setting up a meeting with the latter to further discuss their ideas for expanding the work of the Senate after her coronation.
She’d not seen or heard from Amara all day, and while this made the cowardly part of her breathe easier, Gwen also felt almost unmoored by this absence. And that alone made her want to shout, and so she refused to seek out Amara herself. Yet, the pains and exhaustion from the taint only increased as time passed. Eventually, she would have to look for Amara again, but she’d try to bear it for as long as she could.
Gwen still didn’t know what to make of anything that had happened over the last two weeks, and she tried her hardest to push away the previous night. Given Amara’s behavior today, she assumed it meant nothing because otherwise, she’d have approached Gwen if there was something to say. So, she focused on work—on becoming the best queen Reshaya had ever had by freeing it of its own shackles.
In the evening, Gwen collected her papers in the study and readied herself to retire for the night—maybe she could sleep through her discomfort—when the door opened, and Amara appeared.

Finally . Gwen frowned at her thoughts. How infuriating that a part of her had done nothing but fret about Amara’s cold shoulder.
“Princess Gwendoline, good evening. I’ve come to renew the containment of the taint’s effects, but I was also wondering if I may speak with you afterward.”
Gwen’s eyes widened while she snapped her mouth shut to swallow the vitriolic retort that had sprung to her tongue at Amara’s greeting. This woman would usher in the demise of her sanity one of these days.
Amara seemed to take Gwen’s silence as an invitation to continue. “It might be easier if you were to recline again.”
“Yes, I know the drill,” Gwen grumbled, and she stalked to her couch to lie down.
Amara strode next to her and knelt on the floor. She closed her eyes, and with one hand on Gwen’s chest, she mumbled the incantation.
Gwen almost cried in relief when heat chased away all the tension and pain that had cut her from inside. It was odd how you sometimes couldn’t fully grasp your level of distress until the pain receded. “Thank you.”
“Of course.” Amara rose, while Gwen sat up.
“I know you are in a hurry to move on with your life, and I want to be of as much assistance as I can, but my research on removing the taint on our bond indicates that the best results require a full moon. Would it be acceptable if we were to perform the ritual this coming Sunday?”
Gwen blinked rapidly. What in the world? Did she hallucinate the previous night? Amara acted like they had just met, as if Gwen hasn’t been inside her not even twenty-four hours ago.
“Are you all right, Princess? Was the pain blocking insufficient?”
“I could ask you the same,” she hissed.
Amara canted her head. “I apologize if I said something to upset you. That hasn’t been my intention.”
Gwen stood up and drew closer to Amara, whispering in her ear, “What is wrong with you? Why are you treating me like this?”
Amara startled and took a step back. “Like what?”
Really? Was she here to see how long it would take for Gwen to snap? “Like we’re strangers. Like I didn’t have my hand deep inside—”
“Gwendoline!” Amara’s voice sounded rough, and she cleared her throat. “I think we can agree that last night was due to our emotions running high from severing the blood oath and our bond breathing lighter.”
“What’s your excuse for all the other times we’ve had sex?”
“A fall to temptation.”
Gwen grinned. “So you admit you find me irresistible?”
Amara heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Is it acceptable to perform the ritual in six days’ time instead of tomorrow?”
“Of course. I doubt that will make a difference and I’ll keel over dead in the meantime.”
“That’s not funny. I’d never allow—”
“Yes, Amara. I know, and I understand that things between us are… unusual, but that doesn’t mean what we’ve shared is bad.”
Amara threw her a scathing look. “Then why did you disappear while I was out after you couldn’t seem to stop making me come?”
Gwen’s mouth opened, but she had no words.
“As I thought. So? Are we set for Sunday, Princess?”
Gwen nodded dumbly and stared after Amara, who offered a curt nod, and with a swish of her robes, pivoted and left the study.
“Fuck.” She was a complete and utter moron. In her defense, she wasn’t used to any of this. She’d never experienced emotional entanglements before. Besides, they never lingered, so how was Gwen supposed to know that she should have stayed? Not that she could have at the time. Gods, why did all of this have to be so damn complicated?



cruel kindness

 A MARA HATED WHAT HER life had become. She hadn’t even realized it, at least not until it was too late. How could a person be so old and so clueless at the same time? Why had it taken her until waking up after Gwendoline had made her pass out to realize that she had fallen in love with the Princess? What a cosmic joke! Well, in the end, it didn’t matter. Nothing could ever come of it, as Gwendoline didn’t reciprocate her feelings. Their bond was merely physical, and the previous night had proven that. Once she removed the taint from the bond, Gwendoline would leave, and with that, Amara’s life would return to normal.
Back to her routines, the tedious, monotonous life Amara had grown sick of, yes, but at least she could fulfill that role with her heart intact, not shattered into a million shards as a continued association with Gwendoline would entail. No. This was better. It was the most logical, safest choice—the best outcome Amara could hope for.
Yet her heart ached at the thought. Wishful traitor.
Amara sighed and returned to her paperwork. She needed to focus on her tasks. Most importantly, she needed to select which cousin to approach and how to best spin the move from Gwendoline to one of her relatives to their citizens. Moreover, she needed a plan for convincing Lamarque not to turn this switch into a new campaign to wrestle power from the monarchy.
She picked up her quill and dipped it into ink, biting her lower lip. Gods, why couldn’t she concentrate? Her mind insisted on returning to Gwendoline and how she had felt inside her—how Amara had wanted to taste her only to be denied.
She groaned. Since when has she become such a fool? How utterly unbearable. She could only hope that time and distance would free her of this insufferable infliction.
Amara spent the days to Sunday working on the ritual and steadfastly avoiding Gwendoline outside the pain block renewals. Otherwise, she’d sent a bewildered Orion to be their intermediary for any communication. As such, her second-in-command had spent the rest of the week hustling between Amara and Gwendoline, conveying barbed messages that would make no sense to anyone else—judging by Orion’s mounting frustration—yet still played out like an infuriating argument. None of this made Amara want Gwendoline any less. So, continued distance seemed imperative.
She also had ruled out two of Gwendoline’s cousins for the crown—one was a loathsome toad, and the other too unstable for such a role. Out of the remaining three, one seemed promising, Filius, young at only twenty-three, but the man was an avid scholar, well-versed in their histories and traditions, and a conservative proponent of their ruling system. He was everything Gwendoline wasn’t—as such, no threat to Amara’s sanity, but he would surely bore her to tears. But that was the point, wasn’t it?
By Sunday morning, she made her way to Gwendoline’s chambers, figuring they might as well end things there, in a more private setting. It would allow Amara some measure of privacy should she lose her composure. The bond between them continued to burn and pull at her, highlighting both Gwendoline’s own frustration and her desire, which was purely sexual. All of this exasperated Amara beyond belief, worse, she couldn’t even trust herself. So it’s safer to be in the Princess’s private chambers alone? It remained a pity you couldn’t silence your own mind.
“No Orion?” Gwendoline drawled as a greeting. “I half expected you to send her to remove the taint.”
“Is that a joke?”
Gwendoline said nothing but raised her eyebrows and held Amara’s gaze.
“Because if it is, it’s terrible. How would Orion remove the taint on our bond, especially with me absent?”
“So you’re saying your second-in-command is incompetent.”
“That is not what I said.” Amara glared at Gwendoline. A headache rattled her skull as everything between them once again turned contentious. She couldn’t just blame Gwendoline, though, as she also needed to work on herself. Just because she now understood the emotions and desires burning through her didn’t mean she needed to be so brusque and remote. While Gwendoline wasn’t any better since she always gave as good as she got, Amara needed to remember that she wasn’t her enemy. Or someone to be feared, although she couldn’t decide on the validity of her last assumption.
“Right, so how will this work? Do we have to get high again? Do you need to touch me?”
Amara cursed her traitorous body for growing hot at Gwendoline’s words. “No to both.”
“A pity,” Gwendoline said, staring intently at Amara’s lips.
Amara cleared her throat, reminding her heart once more that this was merely physical, and since it ceased to be that for her, she needed to resist temptation. “All right. Let’s sit down. This is simple. We will sit across from each other and hold hands.”
“So there’s touching after all.”
She glared at Gwendoline. “I will say an incantation, you will repeat it. This will take about fifteen minutes. Afterward, we will drink this.” She handed Gwendoline a bottle with clear liquid.
“All of it? Is it mushrooms again?”
“No. This isn’t hallucinogenic. It’s a purification concoction aimed at speeding up the removal of the taint. Here, let me also reverse the spell to hide your marks. It’ll allow me to visually follow along with the process of clearing the taint, too.” Amara cast the spell and almost flinched at how angry the marks looked—thick and with the skin around them red and swollen.
“Will it hurt?”
“Getting rid of the taint?”
“Yes.”
“It could be uncomfortable, but I doubt it’ll be painful.”
Gwendoline eyed her skeptically.
“You don’t believe me?”
“It’s not that.”
“What is it?”
Gwendoline worried her lower lip. “I just think that perhaps you and I have a… different perception of pain.”
Amara’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead.
“I just meant that you seem to… tolerate pain better than I do.”
“When have I been in pain around you?” Amara frowned, flushing. “Oh.” She ducked her head. “That’s different.”
“If you say so.”
Instead of answering or discussing this further, Amara sat on the floor and motioned for Gwendoline to join her, which she did.
They held hands. Amara chanted the incantation and Gwendoline repeated each line after her. First, heat blossomed in their clasped hands, and the bond pulled at her, almost as if it was tugging at her stomach to draw her closer to Gwendoline. The heat spread, radiating up her arms and down her shoulders into her torso. Her heart pounded as if she were sprinting, though she couldn’t tell if she’d be running from or toward something. Perhaps a bit of both.
Gwendoline’s eyes closed, and she arched her back. A small gasp fell from her lips.
Amara’s gaze remained stuck on Gwendoline, on her flushed features and the pearl of sweat running down her throat over the cobwebs that already seemed a bit lighter. Her gaze dipped lower, finding Gwendoline’s breasts with hard nipples. Gods, she needed to stop this.
A shudder ran through Gwendoline, and she opened her eyes. Her dark brown gaze bore into Amara, and she trembled at the heat and challenge she saw in there.
“You didn’t tell me this would be a sex ritual,” Gwendoline pressed out with a strained voice, squeezing Amara’s hands.
Amara shook her head. “That’s not…”
“Then why am I three seconds away from coming?”
Amara groaned, and her eyelids fluttered shut as she clutched Gwendoline’s hands.
“You feel this, too, right? This white-hot arousal thrumming through you?”
“Yes,” Amara rumbled.
Gwendoline once more bowed her back, jutting her chest out.
Amara longed to put her mouth on Gwendoline’s flesh, to suck and nibble at her breasts. Her heart still raced wildly in her chest while her underwear clung to her skin as arousal tightened in her stomach.
“Can we… let go and do something about this?” Gwendoline asked, her voice breathy yet rough.
“Not yet.” And no to the second part. Amara wanted Gwendoline, but she couldn’t do this again. With their bond clearing, shining almost too brightly, Amara rattled down the final incantation. Relief flooded her when after a brief break, Gwendoline repeated her words. Her gaze found Gwendoline’s neck again, and finally, the marks were gone, though the skin still looked inflamed, but it was no comparison to before.
“How is the pain?” Amara asked, releasing Gwendoline’s hands.
Gwendoline exhaled harshly and opened her eyes, one hand touching her neck. “Hmm, a lot better. Still tender, but it’s not bad.”
“Good. We have to drink this now.” Amara pointed at the clear bottle next to Gwendoline on the floor.
“Right.” Gwendoline grasped the glass and drank a sip, grimacing. “This is nasty, too.”
Amara hummed and emptied her own flask. “Drink it all, please.”
Gwendoline sighed but finished the rest. “Gods, I’m so glad this is done.”
Amara jumped up. Her body protesting, almost shouting at her mind’s decision to withdraw. “Yes, on that note, you can go now.”
“Go?” Gwendoline frowned. “What are you talking about? You’re kicking me out? Like this?” She scrambled to her feet, gazing at Amara with wide eyes.
“The blood oath is dissolved, and we just untainted our bond and removed your markings.” Amara resisted the impulse to trace her fingers on the now unblemished skin of Gwendoline’s neck. “You don’t need me anymore to take care of your pain. You are free, so you can leave the palace and live your life however you see fit.”
“Are you serious?”
“Of course.”
“And you want me to leave now ?”
“It’s not that late, so you could still pack your belongings and call for a carriage to bring you back… home.”
Gwendoline scoffed, before muttering, “That’s a cold shower if I ever had one.”
“Isn’t this what you want?”
“No. I thought we’d have some fun after the ritual. I mean, we are, or were , both worked up enough.” She heaved a sigh.
“Right. Fun.” Amara’s heart sank.
“I don’t understand you, but that’s not new. Still, why would I leave? I’m the heir to the crown.”
“Yes, but you don’t have to be. I’ve researched your cousins and selected a good choice to replace you. I’ve started negotiations with his family, and I don’t doubt that Filius will be more than willing to step in.”
“You did what?” Gwendoline’s voice rang hard and cold. “And you never said a word? Since when…. I thought we’d not keep any more secrets?”
“I didn’t think you’d care.”
Gwendoline huffed and paced. “For months, you pushed me to take on the crown, and now, at the first chance, you kick me out! What the fuck, Amara?”
Amara blinked rapidly. “This is what you wanted all along. I’m only trying to set you free.” Why couldn’t Gwendoline see that this was for the best for everyone?
“What I wanted was an orgasm, or maybe two. What I am getting is you casting me away, so no. This isn’t about what I want, so I’m assuming it’s what you want. It’s almost funny given how you’ve gone on and on about how it has to be me.” She shook her head. “What’s changed?”
Amara’s gaze dropped to the floor. “You remain the first choice for many reasons, but again, I know it’s not what you want. The monarchy has taken enough from you.”
“So you do want me to leave!”
“What I want doesn’t matter. This is your life we’re talking about.”
“What would I even do?”
“Whatever you wish. Didn’t you say you always wanted to travel?”
“Yes, but that’s just…” Gwendoline sighed.
“I don’t understand. I thought you’d be pleased. I half expected you to rush off and start packing.”
“Do you see me as that fickle? That I’d not honor my commitments? What about… us?”
Amara almost had to strain to hear Gwendoline’s last question, as she’d voiced it in a such a soft and low tone. She frowned. “Of course not. But this is something you never wanted, and I thought you’d be ecstatic that I’m not demanding you fulfill your duty.”
Gwendoline held her gaze, her expression stormy and hurt, much like the ache reverberating through their bond, but as so often recently, Amara couldn’t distinguish which emotion came from whom, especially not while the impending loss of Gwendoline rang through her.
“Again, what about—”
“There’s no us.” The sentence ricocheted like acid through her mind and body. It burned, while their bond howled.
Gwendoline recoiled as if Amara had struck her, and even though no blow had landed between them, Amara almost toppled to the ground at the crestfallen desolation that radiated through their bond.
“I see. So this bond, it’s what… Purely physical?”
“You saw what it just did. Bonds can express themselves in many different ways. Ours seems to stem from intense physical compatibility.”
“Right. So that’s all we ever did—seek a physical release.” Gwendoline’s eyes grew flinty. “Not like it started before we had sex or anything.”
“Of course. What else could it have been? The early origin is also only an expression of a physical attraction,” Amara lied.
Gwendoline held her gaze, nodding. “As you wish. Still, I am the Princess of Reshaya, and I will fulfill my duty, oath or no oath. I’m grateful for all you’ve done for me, and I appreciate you offering me these… choices. But I can’t just abandon the throne. I have plans, and I also do not wish to let Frederick down.”
Amara’s eyes widened, and she struggled to hold on to her composure as her heart turned to lead. “Of course. That is understandable. I’m happy that we won’t lose you, Princess.” She cleared her throat. “Excuse me. I just recalled I’ve forgotten a task I still need to complete today.”
“Of course.”
Amara bowed her head and rushed out of the room. Gods, what had she done? It was the right decision to end this madness between them, but her words continued to ring in her ears. There’s no us. And there wasn’t. There couldn’t be, and Gwendoline had proven her point with her very next sentence. She was staying for Prince Frederick, whom she’d marry in six months.
Amara got what she wanted, aside from time and physical distance from the Princess. Why did the bond continue to wail inside her head as if Amara had tried to suffocate it? How long would it take to shut up? Surly bonds had to wither and die if you didn’t feed them. She saw another research session on the horizon.



an assemblage of crows

 G WEN NEVER THOUGHT SHE had anger issues, but after the bizarre conversation with Amara that had made her want to strangle the woman, she had to rethink that belief. Not only had Amara ruined what could have been a most delightful encounter, no, she basically tried to kick Gwen out and replace her with Filius of all people! Had she ever met that snooty bastard? He was unbearable! Gwen couldn’t stand to listen to him for five seconds, and Amara wanted him to be the next king? Over Gwen’s dead body. Literally, oh Gods.
She had mentioned none of this to Frederick or Lamarque, as it didn’t matter. She was the rightful heir, and despite being the High Mage, Amara had no power to push her out. As angry as Gwen felt, a part of her, upon reflection, was touched by Amara trying to offer Gwen what she wished, or better, what she thought she wished. She supposed it was a fair assumption given that Gwen had raged on for the longest about how much she hated the idea of being queen.
Yet, she’d also thought Amara had realized that this had changed, that her role had grown on her, mostly because of the opportunity to change Reshaya for the better, and that she now wanted to be queen. Maybe that was it? Amara hated her ideas. Moreover, and this stung the most, Gwen had thought their bond, now free of its taint, along with what they continued to share (Who kept having sex no matter how unwise?) meant something to Amara. Apparently, that wasn’t the case.

There’s no us. Heat prickled in her hands whenever those word replayed in her mind.
Three words like a slap. A stab through her heart. Oh, she was being dramatic, but it seemed appropriate. Her heart still dropped when she recalled these words, especially considering the night they’d just shared. Of course, Gwen had fucked up there, too. She shouldn’t have run. And yes, she’d tried to deny that this thing between them was more than just sex for the longest, and she supposed her denial had roared out its final protest when she’d fled Amara’s chambers. But, after almost pacing a hole into her floor, taking a calming bath, and sleeping things over, she’d started making peace with being unwisely fond of her magical advisor. Yes, she’d failed to realize that her rapid exit would have not only looked horrible but also caused Amara distress (though now she wondered if it only hurt her pride), and she’d never wanted that.

There’s no us.

These words stood in stark contrast with how Amara had acted during their last two encounters. Gwen could still visualize the way she’d looked at her and how her blue eyes had shone affectionately when she’d gazed up at her. Gwen supposed that could be delusional as well, although you don’t just allow anyone to see you like that. She sighed.
Since Amara currently avoided her—again—Gwen instead focused on her studies, reading up on the texts Lamarque had sent her while also exchanging a few missives with Frederick, who, much to her delight, had announced another visit this coming weekend. Some things they had to discuss were better dealt with in private. You never knew who might intercept your letters.
Come Friday, Gwen ran into her aunt Silvia in the hallway on her way to greet Prince Frederick. Her mother’s sister and the mother of Filius seemed pleased to see her. Gwen offered her a pinched smile and inquired what brought her to the palace. Silvia’s answer made her grow cold.
“Oh, you didn’t know? The High Mage has requested an audience.” Silvia frowned. “I thought this…” She shook her head. “Never mind, dear.” She’d patted Gwen’s arm and rushed off with a tight smile, leaving a stunned and fuming Gwen behind. What the hell was Amara playing at? She had half a mind to confront her infuriating magical advisor, yet that meant she’d be late to her meeting with Frederick. Tomorrow. She’d seek her out then. Or perhaps later that night, depending on how long her talk with Frederick would last.
She spent almost three restless hours with Frederick, annoyed beyond reason by her distraction, by having their time ruined because she couldn’t concentrate on their plans. Frederick had asked several times if she was all right, and eventually suggested they call it a night and meet again tomorrow; that perhaps a good night’s rest would ease her troubles.
Gwen had gritted her teeth, apologizing profusely before leaving. She didn’t need sleep. She needed to murder the High Mage, then, Gwen could rest.
Without knocking, she opened Amara’s door—their bond having informed her not only of Amara’s whereabouts but also assured Gwen that nothing could keep her from Amara. How utterly convenient, as Amara surely wouldn’t have let her inside.
“Care to tell me why you invited Silvia and Filius to the palace, or better, why you invited them for an audience?” Gwen asked the moment she entered Amara’s chambers.
Amara sat on her couch, reading, and she seemed startled at Gwen’s appearance.
Didn’t she feel their bond? She should have been aware of Gwen’s approach. Maybe she had found a way to blunt its impact. How maddening.
Amara closed her book and placed it beside her. “It’s a terrible habit to burst into people’s private chambers unannounced.”
“I’m hardly unannounced .” She raised her brows and folded her arms in front of her chest.
“What do you want?”
“Silvia, Filius?”
“It’s not uncommon to invite members of the royal family to the palace.”
“Don’t lie to me. You told me the other day you’d selected that pious idiot to replace me, and today they’re here. That’s not a coincidence.”
“Of course it’s not.”
Gwen’s eyes widened. “So you’re still trying to push me out.”
“That’s nonsense.”
“See, words don’t mean a lot when faced with opposing actions,” Gwen all but spat.
“Could you calm down and stop accusing me of—”
“The truth? I’m not sure that’s an accusation. And don’t tell me to calm down. I have every right to be upset!” Heat once more rushed to her fingertips, making her hands burn.
Amara rose, facing Gwen. “Like you had every right to invade my privacy? What if I wasn’t alone?”
Gwen’s mouth opened, but she had no words. Surely Amara didn’t mean… “Not alone?” she croaked. They hadn’t defined what they were, though, to be fair, according to Amara, they were nothing, and so Gwen supposed Amara could fuck whomever she wanted, but this still chafed.
Amara didn’t reply, only held her gaze.
“But who…” She paced. “Not Orion, and you don’t spend a lot of time with anyone else, though I suppose you don’t need to be friends to have sex with someone.”
Amara’s eyes widened, and she sputtered. “Sex? Who said anything about sex? And Orion?” she almost shrieked.
Gwen halted, nearly dizzy from relief flooding her system. “Oh, I thought—”
“You’re always making these wild assumptions, and you seem to believe that you may do anything you wish, no matter the consequences. You also don’t think ahead. You just follow your instincts, your emotions, and you expect others to adjust and conform.” Amara inhaled harshly. “It’s infuriating. You are infuriating.”
“Are you joking? Who is determining everything about my life? First it was, ‘Oh, you will be queen, whether you want to or not.’ Next, ‘By the way, blood oaths can’t be forced upon you,’ and ‘You must learn all this drivel.’ And let’s not forget, ‘The monarchy is the best way to rule Reshaya, and even though you will be queen, you can’t decide anything because you’re too stupid to know what you’re doing.’”
“I never said that!”
“I can read between the lines!”
“Our monarchy serves this kingdom well, and it remains the safest option. It would behoove you to—”
Gwen waved her off. “That’s not even it. We had sex, multiple times, and it usually happened when you wanted it to, and—”
“Excuse me? You pushed me on the bed and demanded I magically undress us so ‘you can fuck me,’ as you’ve worded it,” Amara spat.
“One time! And that was right after you released the blood oath. Emotions were running high.”
“Right. And then you ran away, leaving me alone without a word, no note, nothing.”
“Yes, and as a punishment you’re trying to kick me out and pawn the monarchy to Filius! Have you ever even talked to him? He’s tedious and rigid, and—”
“Everything you are not. That’s the point. He has the temperament of a ruler.”
“You mean he will do as you wish.”
Amara tilted her head. “Perhaps.”
“So that’s what this is about? I have my own mind, and I don’t want what you want, and so you’re trying to get rid of me?”
Amara closed her eyes. “I told you, I thought this was what you wanted. You never wished to be queen. You only told me a million times.”
“Yes, in the beginning, but if you’d paid an ounce of attention to me, you’d have realized that this has changed!”
“Only because Lamarque has gotten into your head!”
“I can think for myself, thank you very much, but I can see what you think of me.”
Amara sighed. “What does it matter? You are still the next in line, and I have no say for as long as you choose to accept the crown. Besides, you’re so busy with Frederick, how does it affect you that I have a previously arranged meeting with Silvia and Filius?”
“Because it looks like you’re stabbing me in the back!”
“I wouldn’t do that.” Amara’s gaze dropped to the floor.
“No. You’d just let me fuck you and say we’re nothing.”
Amara’s head snapped up, and for the first time, Gwen saw ice in her gaze. For once, the blue didn’t shine with warmth but exuded a cold that made her shiver.
Gwen took a small step back.
Amara clenched her teeth and stalked closer. She raised her hand, and all air fled Gwen’s lungs when she flew backward and slammed against the wall of Amara’s living room. She tried to move, to get back down, but an invisible force held her in place.
“I’m so done with this,” Amara ground out, prowling closer. “You are the most enraging person ever to grace this planet. In my almost 800 years on this rubble , I’ve never met anyone like you, Gwendoline Dagon.”
“Well, right back at you, High Mage,” Gwen hissed.
“You take whatever you want, and you have no regard for boundaries or decorum. You just act on every impulse, and I can’t… I can’t be a part of your whims.”
Gwen frowned. “My whims? What are you talking about?”
“I’m nothing but a source of amusement for you.” Amara’s voice cracked. “A toy.”
“That’s not true!” Gwen fought to free herself, but to no avail.
“Didn’t you say earlier that words become meaningless in the face of actions that show the opposite? You spent all evening with your future husband, as well as you should. I’ve told you that there’s nothing between us, and instead of accepting that our imprudent liaison has ended and moving on with your betrothed, who seems quite infatuated with you, you come right back to my rooms. At night. Alone .”
“Do you think I came here to have sex?”
“Didn’t you?”
“You got some nerve,” Gwen snarled, her eyes blazing. And to think Amara was calling her infuriating. Had she looked into a mirror?
“I do?” Amara inched closer. “If I offer to undress you now before falling to my knees and burying my face between your legs, would you reject me?”
Gwen ground her jaw. Her stomach twisted with arousal, and she cursed her body and Amara’s intoxicating nearness. “Yes.”
Amara smiled. She reached out and ran the tip of her index finger from Gwen’s temple down her cheek and to her lips. There, she added her thumb and traced it over Gwen’s lower lip.
Gwen’s breathing hitched.
“Are you sure about that? If I were to slide my fingers into your panties and between your folds, would they get slick with arousal?”
Most definitely. “Of course not,” she lied instead.
“So you want me to release you and go our separate ways?”
Gwen only stared at her.
“You know, that’s what we were doing before you barged in here. Going our separate ways. You’re the one who changed that.”
“To talk to you.”
“Yes, because we usually do so much talking, alone at night in one of our chambers.”
Gwen still said nothing.
“Tell me, Princess. How do you wish to proceed?”
Gwen leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. She waited, counting to ten, before whispering, “Undress me.” Before the last syllable had left her lips, cool air danced across her nude body. She groaned when Amara’s mouth attached itself to one of her nipples.
Amara moaned and sucked at Gwen’s stiff peak before rasping her teeth over the bud. Her fingers trailed down Gwen’s stomach, but she halted before dipping between her legs. She raised her head and found Gwen’s gaze.
Gwen bit her lower lip, drawn to Amara’s wild eyes, her pupils blown wide.
“Do you want this?” Amara asked, her voice rough.
“Yes.”
Amara kissed her, deeply, almost like she wanted to devour her.
Gwen still couldn’t move as Amara’s magick continued to hold her against the wall. She longed to rake her fingers through Amara’s hair, trace down her long torso.
Amara drew back, her lips glossy and swollen.
Gods, Gwen wanted to touch her too. She tried to lower her arms, but to no avail. They remained above her head.
“No. I want to focus on you with no distractions,” Amara rumbled.
“My touch distracts you?” Delight rushed through Gwen.
Amara only stared at her.
“How about you getting naked, too? I’d like to at least feel your skin against mine.”
Amara nodded, and a second later, she stood there as nude as Gwen herself. She stepped closer and pressed her body against Gwen.
Gwen groaned. Amara’s skin was always so hot. She could sink into her and just stay there forever. She shuddered, and a low moan tore from her throat when Amara’s fingers snuck between her legs to stroke between her slick folds.
“I was right,” Amara whispered.
Gwen’s eyes fell shut.
Amara withdrew her fingers and meandered south, licking along Gwen’s stomach and dipping into her belly button before shifting to lick along her groin. She grazed her teeth over Gwen’s jutting hip bone.
Gwen sighed and couldn’t prevent her hips from trying to rock against Amara, but the spell pinning her to the wall arrested any movement. She needed those fingers back, or even better, that mouth. Gwen shuddered at the image of Amara’s tongue pressing inside her.
Amara knelt on the floor, mumbling something before spreading Gwen’s legs wider. She gazed up at her. “Are you still comfortable?”
Warmth suffused Gwen’s chest. “Yes. I think I prefer to be a little… less comfortable.”
A small smile spread on Amara’s lips. “I see.”
“Do you? Could you use another sense instead? Taste, perhaps?”
Amara licked her lips, and her gaze darted to Gwen’s heat. “Is that what you want? I could use my spell, too.”
Gwen hummed. “Another time. Now I want your tongue in me.”
Amara nodded and shifted forward to sink her mouth between Gwen’s legs. She first licked along Gwen’s outer labia, making her groan in frustration.
Gwen tried and failed at jolting her hips forward. She needed Amara’s tongue closer.
Amara steadfastly ignored Gwen’s entreaties, and instead, she had the nerve to lick down her inner thigh.
“Amara,” Gwen growled.
She chuckled and just continued her trek, biting the soft flesh of Gwen’s inner thigh.
Gwen’s eyelids flickered shut, and her hips jerked against her restraints. “Gods,” she moaned.
Amara soothed Gwen’s red skin with her tongue before shifting and finally returning to the apex of Gwen’s thighs.
Gwen held her breath in anticipation, and at the first touch of Amara’s tongue gliding through her heat, she banged her head against the wall and released a shuddered moan. Gods, she needed this.
Amara’s tongue licked through her folds, spreading them and grazing her clit, making her twitch. She licked lower and pushed her tongue inside, just like Gwen wanted.
“Yes,” Gwen breathed, wishing she could rock her hips against Amara’s mouth.
Amara’s hands grabbed a hold of Gwen’s hips while laving her intimately, as if she’d perish without Gwen on her tongue.
Gwen’s hands balled into fists and a sheen of sweat glistened on her skin.
Amara licked up and found Gwen’s hardened nub, drew it into her mouth, and sucked hard.
Gwen trembled when molten arousal shot through her body and tightened in her stomach. Gods, how could she already be this close? She panted.
Amara sped up her tongue. She shifted one hand and pressed two, then three fingers inside Gwen.
Gwen whined and once more tried to move along with Amara’s rhythm, but both Amara’s magick and her hands held her in place, and she remained helpless against Amara’s delicious onslaught on her senses.
Amara sucked harder, painting rapid circles over Gwen’s straining clit while she pumped her fingers in and out of her wet heat.
Gwen’s body halted, as if stuck in quicksand, before an almost violent quake ran through her frame and she called out her release with Amara’s greedy mouth continuing its intent to swallow her whole.
After a while, Amara slowed down her tongue and fingers before pulling out.
Gwen winced.
“Did I hurt you?”
“No.”
“It’s interesting you should wince at that after what you did to me last time.”
Gwen hummed. “Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy it.”
“Oh, I most certainly did.” Amara rose and leaned into Gwen. “Want a taste?”
Instead of an answer, Gwen raised her hands and drew Amara near, licking into her mouth.
Amara groaned and eagerly returned the kiss.
Gwen pulled back. “Wait. I can move?”
Amara chuckled. “Yes, and you didn’t even collapse like I feared you might.”
“Is that common?” She frowned. “How many times have you tied women to your wall?”
Amara held her gaze. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”



segue

 W HEN GWENDOLINE TRIED TO lead Amara into the bedroom, Amara stilled and pointed at the couch instead. “We should talk.” And with those words, they were both dressed once more.
Gwendoline sighed. “That has never led to anything good.”
“Talking in general, or us talking?”
“Both?” Gwendoline settled on the couch.
Amara joined her. “We should clear the air, and…” She couldn’t allow Gwendoline to touch her until they arrived at some type of agreement on what this was, not to mention how things would go forward with all the royal business at their feet. Amara couldn’t handle the chaos and confusion that Gwendoline brought to her life.
“And?”
“I like order.”
Gwendoline snorted.
“You are the opposite of that, and what keeps happening between us…” She sighed. “I’m tired of lying to myself, but I feel that if we establish some ground rules and boundaries and perhaps openly discuss official business, this might be—”
“Less chaotic?”
“Yes.” Amara smiled. Perhaps there was hope. It all would end, as it should, and Amara would arrange herself with that, but to survive the next few months, she needed to reestablish at least a semblance of order. “So, let us first talk about what you came here for before things escalated.”
“Before you pinned me to the wall to have your way with me?” Gwendoline grinned, and Amara wished she didn’t find her so appealing.
“Yes, that. I apologize. I sort of…”
“Lost control?”
“As I was saying, you sought me out to talk. So, let’s talk.”
“I’m assuming you want me to be honest?”
“Yes, of course.”
“All right.” Gwendoline took a deep breath. “I came here because it looked like you were getting ready to betray me, to link hands with all the other people to whom I’ve been nothing but a chess piece to use and discard at will.”
“Gwendoline, I—”
“I’d just expected more of you, you know? Even after you declared there’s no us, which I think we need to revisit, too.”
Amara remained silent. There still wasn’t, or at least, there could only ever be a temporary arrangement.
Gwendoline fidgeted. “I thought…. I thought you saw me. You fought for me and set me free. You said you couldn’t let me die.” She canted her head. “So, I must have read too much into this, saw things I wanted to see.” She released a humorless chuckle.
Now that the bond was satiated and had stopped bombarding her with angst and need like it had been doing over the last week, Amara felt Gwendoline’s bone crushing sadness. She sighed. “I never meant to hurt you by talking to your cousin or inviting him and his mother to the palace. I’d done that before I knew where you stood, and I truly believed you wanted out. That only the blood oath and the taint held you here.”
“But didn’t you see how I got more interested in all of this? I worked with Lamarque and even embraced Frederick.”
Amara had to hold on to herself not to snap. “That is part of the problem.”
“Again, the fact that I have a different vision for the future of Reshaya doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”
“No, of course not.” Amara leaned back against her seat and closed her eyes. “I’m just afraid that in your enthusiasm for change, you may be blind to potential pitfalls.”
“I’m not stupid. I’m not just going to do something without careful planning. I’d also want your advice, but you seemed so closed off on this topic. Unmovable.”
“I can see that. And I’m sorry. These last months have been hard for me, and apparently, I don’t react too well to rapid change.”
Gwendoline chuckled.
Amara wanted to lean into her, and for the first time, it seemed their bond didn’t compel her to have sex with Gwendoline. Now, it just seemed to want to be near her. How odd.
“So what happens now?”
Amara shrugged. “You are determined to become the next queen, and so be it. You will marry Frederick and down the road, continue the Dagon line.”
“Woah, slow down. I don’t want children. And besides, Frederick—”
“Is a kind man. I’ve talked to him, twice so far. He’ll make a fine husband for you.” Amara’s voice sounded rough to her own ears, although she struggled to register anything amidst the rapid beating of her heart and the blood rushing in her ears. She shook her head.
“He is. I’m lucky.”
Now Amara wanted to get as far away from Gwendoline as possible. Gods, how was she supposed to continue with her duty if she’d always feel like this? It would have been so much easier if Gwendoline had left.
“But I’m not talking about that. I meant how do we proceed with the plan for the kingdom, and well, us.”
A pause.
“And don’t you dare say that there is no us again!”
“You might share your ideas for Reshaya, and I could try to keep an open mind.”
“That would be nice.” Gwendoline smiled.
“But do you think you could refrain from outright dismissing all of my points?”
“I’ll try.”
“Don’t try. Just do it.”
“All right, High Mage.”
Amara flushed and lowered her head.
“Hey. Are you all right?” Gwendoline touched her hand.
She gazed at Gwendoline’s hand on hers, and she slowly turned her own and interlaced their fingers. She wished this wouldn’t hurt so much. “I don’t know what you want from me,” Amara all but croaked.
“Oh. I… I want whatever you wish to give.”

I doubt that. “There’s not a lot. My duty—”
“I know your priorities. I’m not asking for anything you don’t want or cannot give. But we have this thing between us. There’s the bond, and it’s much more docile when we’re around each other, well, when we get along.”
Amara hummed. “I’ve noticed that too.”
“Will this compulsion always be there?”
“Bonds are volatile as long as things remain unclear between two people. Once we settle into a state we both can accept, it’ll be calmer.”
“What about our… physical attraction?” Gwen asked.
“I don’t know. People kept that aspect of their bonds under wraps.”
“Will we experience pain if we stay apart for too long?”
“Perhaps, but it will not be debilitating. More like something is missing. I’m sure we can manage that, so it won’t interfere much with your marriage.”
“Right, about that. I wanted to tell you—”
“It’s fine. I understand.”
“You do?”
“Yes, it’s quite obvious, and I’m… It’s all right.”
Gwendoline frowned. “Of course it’s all right.”
Amara’s gaze once more found the ground.
“So, will we listen to the call of our bond and enjoy our free time together?”
Amara offered Gwendoline a wry smile. You and your euphemisms . She glanced at the Princess, her future queen, fondly. Gods, she was screwed. “I suppose.”
Gwendoline laughed. “You act like it’s a hardship to be with me.”
Amara’s lips thinned. “Of course it’s not.” It will be a hardship when you leave me . There was no other way, though. She needed to calm the volatile nature of their connection. Amara needed some control back. And if they both aligned their interests and focused on them and perhaps on working together for Reshaya, it should enable Amara to regain her equilibrium, and with that, she might not feel completely adrift once Gwendoline departed from her forever.


Gwen couldn’t believe they’d established a truce. No, it was more than that. They spent the next several months working amicably on a ‘novel approach to monarchy,’ as Gwen liked to call it, mainly because it made Amara roll her eyes. While they still argued sometimes, it was no longer those caustic fights but more like spirited disagreements. They found compromises, and sometimes, Gwen would get her way because, as Amara said, “You will be queen, so in the end, you get to decide.”
A part of her delighted in this, in the deference and the reality of it, but a much larger part recoiled at the notion. This was what she wanted to change! She wanted input and compromise. Gwen railed against the idea of power held in the hands of one person, yet in some moments she’d admit (only to herself) that this also excited her. And that made her exceptionally grumpy. Because what did that say about her?
Her plans with Frederick moved along nicely, too, but whenever Gwen wanted to include Amara, her magical advisor shut her down. There was always some emergency she needed to attend to, some way of avoiding any conversation that included Frederick. She’d even once changed the topic to discuss Lamarque, of all people.
Things in the Senate had calmed down, too, now that the crown had accepted their referendum (Amara with a clenched jaw) and with the knowledge that the coming monarch favored a power-sharing agreement. They had added various stipulations, and here, Gwen had followed Amara’s advice, as it didn’t seem wise to allow the regent to be turned into a mere figurehead.
For their personal interactions, it seemed that Amara had given up the idea of fighting not only their bond but also their physical attraction. As such, they had spent a lot of time over the last months lost in each other in either Gwen’s or Amara’s chambers. Still, officially, they were nothing. Gwen understood, given that she’d need to marry Frederick, and, on the outside, he had to be her consort. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have an actual relationship under wraps. Frederick had and would continue to do so. Yet she couldn’t discuss this with Amara since the infuriating woman refused to talk about anything that related to them being more than what they were.
There’d been moments when she had been close to a tantrum because Amara refused to listen to her, and Gwen’s entire being had filled with so much heat, she feared her touch would set something aflame.
Amara’s avoidance stood in stark contrast with moments when she’d gaze at Gwen like she was everything. She’d cup her cheek and rub her thumb along her skin, and whenever Gwen felt like she was about to jump out of her skin, Amara would be so tender and careful. She’d cared for Gwen when she’d gotten sick and spent a few days miserable in bed. Amara had refused to let anyone else tend to her; meanwhile, she completed all their duties and tasks.
Her rooms. Gwen had gotten used to life in the guest chambers, and she’d already discussed things with Frederick, and after their wedding, he’d stay in the royal quarters while she’d stay where she was. One morning, Amara requested Gwen follow her. She’d wondered why they were heading toward her old quarters—she’d not gone back there since returning to the palace, well, not counting the facsimile inside her head when they removed the blood oath.


“Why are we here?” Gwen halted in front of the door that would open to her old rooms.
“I’d like to show you something and make a proposition.” Amara made no move to even touch the doorknob.
Gwen raised her eyebrows and folded her arms in front of her chest. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with having sex in my childhood bedroom.”
Amara’s eyes widened. “What? Gods, no.” She grimaced. “Just…” She sighed, then turned to open the door and stepped inside. “Come on.”
Gwen hesitated, but curiosity won out, and she followed Amara. Once inside, she froze and her mouth fell open.
“I’m not sure how you ended up in the guest quarters, and to be honest, so much was going on at the time that your precise accommodations were the least of my concerns. But since we were here, in your mind.” Amara frowned. “I thought you might like this. As a retreat of sorts.”
Gwen released a harsh breath, taking in her old room. It had been stripped bare and stood mostly empty, aside from an ornate dresser that rested against one wall. A covered container stood on top its surface. “I mean, this is unexpected, and a nice idea, but it’s a bit… barren.”
Amara chuckled. “Yes, well, I wanted to finish it together. You get to decide the colors, the furniture, the decorations.” She shrugged.
“Oh,” Gwen breathed, a lump forming in her throat. “That’s incredibly sweet.”
Amara ducked her head. “Do you like it? I know you’ll eventually move into the royal quarters, but it might be nice to have a space that’s just yours.”
“It’s fantastic. I love it. Thank you so much!” She wanted to hug Amara, but something held her back. There was a sort of stiffness in Amara’s posture.
“I’m glad. You’re very welcome.”
“So, this dresser over there. It looks familiar.”
“It should, given that it used to be in my quarters.”
“Oh.” Gwen flushed as she remembered one particular heated encounter against said dresser. “Right, and what’s on top?”
“That’s a sort of housewarming gift. Go remove the cloth.”
Gwen stepped closer and pulled the black, velvety fabric off the container, which turned out to be a glass dome with a… She drew even closer. “Is that a dragonfly? It looks like it’s made of light.”
Amara hummed. “Yes. I know you love them, and it can’t die because it’s not a real dragonfly.”
“What is it?”
“It’s a firelight. A somewhat complicated piece of magick that will give you warmth, light, and it can comfort you, too. When you’re lost, it’ll even guide you home.”
“Wow.” Gwen pressed a finger against the glass, and immediately the firelight sought her out and fluttered near the same spot. “How will it know where I live? Do you have to add that with magick, too?”
Amara smiled. “No. It’s conjured in a way that it’s attached to you. It’s always imprinted on its owner, or companion. The firelight knows whatever you consider home, so it’ll guide you back there.”
“Does it have to remain trapped in there? I don’t like the idea of imprisoning it, especially since you make it sound alive.”
“It’s not sentient. It’s a piece of magick tied to its creator’s life force.”
“So, uh…”
“It’ll be yours as long as I live, yes.”
Gwen exhaled in a rush. “Will it escape if I let it out?”
“No. You can remove the dome.”
Gwen reached out and lifted the glass top off the container and the firelight fluttered around her. She laughed, delighted by its enthusiastic greeting, its beautiful coloring, and its warmth. “It’s amazing.” She struck out her hand, and the firelight landed on her fingertips, flapping its wings. “It’s so pretty.”
Amara smiled at her.
The firelight rose back into the air and flew toward Amara, settling on her chest.
Amara stared at the firelight unblinkingly.
“Look at that,” Gwen said. “It likes you, too.”


They hadn’t discussed that moment further, and instead, Gwen had let the firelight roam the room, and later that day, they had decorated and furnished her quarters. She loved it there. It finally felt like home, and she had spent all nights that didn’t find her in Amara’s quarters in her new rooms. Many, but not enough of them, lost in Amara.
There had also been moments when Amara seemed so far away, like she couldn’t wait for them to part or for Gwen to return to her own chambers. Gwen first thought that maybe Amara just needed some alone time, and she tried to offer that, suggesting they’d spend the night apart or spend time with other people.
But when she did that, Amara would get this distant look in her eyes and close down even more. She always agreed, and they’d go their separate ways for a day or two, and during all this, their bond would throb with sadness—heavy and lethargic. She didn’t understand Amara, but there seemed to be no way to change or improve this because Amara refused to discuss it.
So, Gwen had resigned herself to this situation, at least until the coronation and wedding were over. She intended to sit Amara down and have a real talk about their future. Even if she had to tie her to the wall this time.



breakaway

 T O SAY THE LAST twelve months had been strenuous and maddening would be an understatement. Gwendoline had questioned everything about Amara, her opinions on the system she had spent her life serving, but she had also challenged her beliefs about her heart and how incapable it was of loving, at least according to those who had tried before.
The irony, it had chosen the most unsuitable person to fall for. Perhaps that also said something about her. At least she’d managed to hide the true depth of her feelings from Gwendoline.
She still rarely called her Gwen, much to the Princess’ frustration. It wasn’t a game, but whenever Amara called her Gwen, it felt like she was hers, and she could never be, so Gwendoline it was. Not that she’d ever explained that, or anything outside of official business. Why should she? She’d already opened herself up to where she felt bare and exposed, especially knowing how this all would end. And so soon, too.
During the 763 years since Amara’s induction, she had always fulfilled her duties, some with more hardship than others, but never in her life had she been tempted like this, felt the longing to throw it all away and lead Gwendoline away from here so they might have a life together. Wishful thinking, obviously.
This wasn’t the life Amara had expected. However, as she’d seen all too often, fate had a way of digging its claws deep into your flesh and dragging you back to where you didn’t want to be. Where you shouldn’t be. Where you’d discover your downfall. Yet, something inexplicable drew you there, and—like a lepidopteran to the flame—you danced amidst burning embers, joyfully, allowing the fire to immolate you.
And it would, given that their feelings weren’t aligned, but unlike any of her past paramours, here Amara ended up the fool. While she wanted Gwendoline, the Princess desired Frederick. Otherwise, she’d hardly be so happy and delighted after each meeting with her future husband. Amara sometimes wanted to ask about this—about what they shared and how it compared to what lay between her and Gwendoline—but she wasn’t mad enough to inflict such a devastating wound on herself. No, some questions better suffocated in silence.
She always thought not knowing was a worse fate than any knowledge could ever bring. But that was before she’d met Gwendoline and allowed herself to be swept away by her, in their bond. Amara ached. She should have stopped and kept her distance ages ago, but she couldn’t help it. The fact that she wanted two things that were each other’s opposite made her head spin, leaving her incapable of choosing a path forward.
For the first time in her life, her heart had won this war, and she’d indulged in Gwendoline. A part of her hoped she’d get her fill and, once Gwendoline left, once she got married, and their… everything would screech to a halt, she’d be satiated and stop burning for her. Yet here they were, on the weekend before the coronation and wedding, and the flame within her burned as strong as ever.
Amara couldn’t make herself care, especially not in moments like these, when she lay panting, sweating, writhing beneath Gwendoline’s lithe form whose hips continuously slapped hard against her groin as she thrust her shaft—one she had insisted Amara magick for her—in a perfect rhythm in and out of Amara.
Gwendoline’s favorite spell, one she still gave that terrible name, even though it wasn’t that . Amara still flushed after some words that left Gwendoline’s mouth when they were together like this. Although she also realized that most of what her lover said burned a trail of heat through her and made her wet.
It had been ten months since their first encounter in Amara’s office, and for a while, she’d fooled herself into thinking it had been her long abstinence that made her crave sex. But no. She craved Gwendoline , and this appetite remained mutual, despite Gwendoline’s heart belonging to another.
They had stolen away for so many trysts—fast, hard, and quick ones—when they could afford nothing else, and sometimes they had risked too much, but neither seemed to care. At times, they lingered and truly lost themselves in each other, like this weekend, with the coronation date hanging between them—only 48 more hours—and all of this would end.
Amara loved moments when they could take their time, when they had hours or an entire night to devote to driving each other to the brink and back, like tonight in Amara’s quarters that Gwendoline had invaded, much like her life, like her body. Amara had caved; she had resigned and submitted to the onslaught of Gwendoline’s fire.
“Harder,” Amara ground out, her fingers almost clawing at Gwendoline’s slick back before they slid down and she dug her nails into Gwendoline’s ass cheeks, urging her to fuck her harder.
Gwendoline grunted and heeded Amara’s demand, pumping her hips faster, pushing her length deeper inside Amara with each stroke.
Amara was already sore, but she needed to feel Gwendoline later tonight, or better yet, the next morning. She loved remembering what they’d done with each step she took. She supposed it was almost perverse, the pleasure she took in these stings left behind by Gwendoline the night before, sometimes only hours before she was once more performing her royal duties, all the while Amara acted as if she were merely the heir’s austere magical advisor. No one knew what they’d done, yet she felt it, and she saw it in Gwendoline’s knowing smile and her glowing eyes.
Amara’s hand reached out, and she drew Gwendoline’s head closer, licking greedily into her mouth. She scraped her teeth over Gwendoline’s searing tongue while her hips rocked in time with the fast rhythm of Gwendoline’s strokes.
Gwendoline groaned, her hands clutching Amara’s upper arms as her eyes shuttered closed the moment Amara clenched her muscles around Gwendoline’s shaft.
“Gods,” Gwendoline gasped. “You’re killing me tonight.”
A rough chuckle left Amara, and with a speed that still managed to surprise Gwendoline (judging by the yelp she uttered), she flung them around, Gwendoline’s shaft sliding out in the process.
Amara shifted and settled on top of Gwendoline’s hips. She took in her lover’s heaving breasts and her sweat-slicked body, admiring the glow of her bronzed skin, before she grasped Gwendoline’s shaft and caressed it. Rising onto her knees, she lined up the head with her entrance.
Gwendoline panted, her gaze glued to Amara’s fingers on her length. She bit her lower lip but remained silent. A long moan replaced their labored breathing as the only sound resonating in the room. The noise that left their mouths at the same time sounded almost tortured when Amara settled lower, allowing Gwendoline to spread her lips and slide back inside.
“Yes,” Amara breathed, moving her hips to ride Gwendoline, who gazed up at her with wide, feverish eyes and parted lips. Amara loved that she could still catapult Gwendoline into such a dazed state.
Gwendoline’s hands shot up and her fingers pulled and pinched Amara’s nipples, sending another rush of arousal to Amara’s core.
Amara lowered her head and licked her parched lips while picking up the speed of her undulating hips.
Gwendoline groaned and slid her hands down to grasp Amara’s hips. She dug her fingers into her flesh, leaving half-moon imprints on her skin.
Amara hissed at the sting. She leaned forward, her hands finding the spots next to Gwendoline’s head, mindful of not pulling at her spread-out dark curls.
Gwendoline’s pupils were blown to where they’d devoured the warm, dark brown of her irises.
Amara sunk into another eager kiss, nibbling at Gwendoline’s lips while her lover stole her fingers up and down Amara’s back.
A broken whimper spilled from Gwendoline’s lips before she arrested and her entire body shuddered, pulsed, as she found her release inside Amara, who kissed her deeper, trying to ride out every little tremor and quake. This would be a long night, but with the end roaring toward them, what else was there?


Gwen felt like she was floating. Amara did make her float at times, once to shut her up in an argument about… She couldn’t even remember. Gwen thought about how all of this had started and how combative and resentful she had been when she’d first arrived at the palace.
Now, almost a year later, everything had changed, and even though Amara still sometimes acted like they were the worst idea since the invention of the Senate, they didn’t stop. The closer they got to the coronation, the more insatiable they became. At the same time, Gwen worried that Amara, while intense in their encounters, seemed to draw away in everything else.
She still refused to talk or listen to Gwen. Shouldn’t she know better, given her age? Gwen knew better than to throw such a comment at Amara. Still, sometimes she’d see Amara’s fingers twitch, even tremble. She’d notice how her grip on things was too tight, how she’d hold herself so rigid Gwen feared she’d snap—always when she seemed to fear that Gwen would push things, would demand a conversation. Gwen didn’t, though she wanted to. But her fear of the outcome left her paralyzed. Because what if in the aftermath, she was left with nothing? The current stalemate between them seemed preferable. At least this way, she had something of Amara, even if she’d likely never hold her heart.
So instead, she focused on the never-ending heat between them, how wet Amara always made her, like when she’d just ridden her to near unconsciousness. There was an urgency in tonight’s coupling that reminded Gwen of their beginnings and likely explained her trip down memory lane. She supposed the coronation and wedding rested on Amara’s mind too, although nothing would change between them. It was only a title, after all. The wedding to Frederick, given their agreement, wouldn’t stand in the way of their frenzied unions either. Speaking of which…
Gwen sighed and shifted to pull out of Amara, who winced a little. “Did I hurt you?” She knew she could be quite wild and enthusiastic, but Amara had been on top. Not to mention, she determined Gwen’s size and all too often seemed to enjoy their rougher couplings.
Amara hummed. “No. I may have miscalculated the spell a bit.”
Gwen’s eyes widened when she gazed down at herself. Indeed, tonight’s version seemed bigger than usual. “I see.” Literally. She almost giggled. “Want me to kiss it better?”
Amara’s jaw tightened when she caught Gwen’s gaze, and her eyes shone with an intensity that almost froze Gwen in place.
Gwen’s heart dashed into a sprint when Amara spread her thighs farther, her hand languidly finding its place between her legs as her fingers stroked through her glistening folds.
Amara gasped.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Gwen whispered and hurried to lie down between Amara’s legs. She halted Amara’s fingers and pulled them close, sucking two wet digits into her mouth. Gwen groaned. She loved Amara’s heady taste and earthy scent.
Amara’s hips jerked.
Gwen loved how sucking Amara’s essence off her fingers always drove her lover wild. She sometimes drew this out, but not tonight. Gwen released the fingers and with a wicked smile, she bowed her head and licked through Amara folds. She didn’t focus on anything in particular at first, since she wanted to hear Amara ask, beg for what she wanted, more pressure, more friction, Gwen’s tongue on her clit.
So, for a while, Gwen avoided Amara’s entrance and the hardened nub. She ignored the desperate canting of her hips in favor or dragging her tongue along Amara’s inner folds, sucking the tender flesh into her mouth before running the flat of her tongue over it.
Amara groaned and her hands found Gwen’s head, urging her toward her clit, but Gwen wouldn’t budge without Amara asking for it.
Amara arched her back, and Gwen felt captivated by the vision before her—Amara’s flat stomach and her heaving chest, the pert nipples she loved to suck into her mouth, her body covered in a sheen of sweat and her warm brown skin glowing in the light of her room.
Gwen preferred sex in bright lights as it allowed her to fully see her partner instead of hiding in the dark, though such moments could have their appeal, too.
“Gwendoline,” Amara breathed.
“Yes?” Gwen asked, suppressing a sigh at Amara’s continued reluctance to call her Gwen, before she once again nibbled at Amara’s folds.
Amara grunted, shoving her hips forward and pressing her core deeper into Gwen’s face.
Not enough, so Gwen continued her slow torture. She also didn’t use her fingers to offer Amara some relief that way, though she planned on fucking her again with the shaft, unless her lover changed her mind and used one on Gwen, which had its own appeal. Gwen had never said no to Amara, and that wouldn’t change tonight.
After several more minutes of the same, Amara’s hands clenched, pulling almost painfully at Gwen’s hair. “Please,” she ground out. “Just fuck me.”
Arousal twisted in Gwen’s stomach and with a groan, she sucked Amara’s clit into her mouth, lashing it with her tongue in hard and fast strokes.
Amara’s back arched, and a broken sob fell from her lips, only increasing Gwen’s own arousal.
Gwen had to stop herself from rubbing her hard length against the bed, and instead, she focused more intently on Amara, on catapulting her toward an explosive orgasm.
“Yes.” Amara panted, her fingers still digging into Gwen’s scalp.
Gwen scraped her teeth over the sensitive flesh of Amara’s clit, alternating her approach by adding more pressure with her tongue.
Amara’s thighs closed around Gwen, almost trapping her in place, but nothing would slow down or stop Gwen and her urgent desire to make Amara come.
Gwen resisted the temptation to push her fingers inside Amara, though she played around her entrance, massaging the skin.
Amara released an almost pained-sounding moan before her body locked, and a moment later, she tumbled into hard tremors as her climax rippled through her.
Gwen hummed and continued nuzzling at Amara until the aftershocks subsided. She rose and climbed on top of her lover, sinking into a fervent kiss. She didn’t let her body drop down fully on her, and instead, she lowered herself halfway, leaning on her forearm next to Amara’s head while her other hand sought her shaft and pressed the head against Amara’s entrance.
Amara whimpered at the touch.
“How about another miscalculation?” Gwen asked.
Amara’s eyes widened.
“You’re wet enough, and it would only be a bit bigger than my hand, and you take that well enough.”
Amara worried her lower lip, nodding before muttering the spell. She groaned, and her eyes fell shut a moment later when Gwen pressed her length inside.
Gwen panted, overwhelmed by the sensation of sliding inside Amara and feeling her so snug around her. She’d never been this big during their times using this spell, and while a part of her feared she’d lose consciousness from the sheer arousal thrumming through her veins, she also worried about hurting Amara. That fear vanished the moment Amara’s nails dug into her ass cheeks and her voice rumbled.
“Move. Faster.”
With a moan, and drenched in sweat, Gwen started to pump her hips and connected their lips in another deep kiss. She idly wondered if they’d manage to stop in time for the coronation.



fade

 T HE CORONATION WAS A blur. You’d think something Gwen had spent a year preparing for, something that had brought so much drama into her life, would be memorable and stick in her mind. But no.
The rituals, the singing, the chanting, the prayers, the magick, well, to be fair, the ritual she had to perform with Amara did stand out. Their bond apparently hadn’t gotten the message that this was a public event and doused her with wave after wave of arousal. She didn’t think she’d ever been this wet in public, although she figured any onlooker would assume she was just nervous. Amara struggled similarly, though of course, the High Mage could hide it better. Without their bond and knowing Amara intimately, Gwen would have missed the signs.
The wedding ceremony.
She hadn’t realized Amara would perform their wedding, jointly with Frederick’s magical advisor. That had been awkward, and Gwen had to taper down the urge to call it off. She couldn’t look Amara in the eye. Not that the woman had been keen to gaze at her either.
Frederick had been charming and sweet. She’d truly grown to love him and couldn’t believe how lucky she was that he’d been chosen to play the role of her husband. He was like the best friend she never had.
Afterward, there’d been a reception to celebrate both the coronation and the wedding, and for that, Amara had disappeared. Gwen had itched to search for her, knowing her bond would have guided her, yet she couldn’t. She had to stay and fulfill the role of queen and newlywed.
Later that night, when she returned to her chambers, she took a quick bath and went out to search for Amara, but for the first time, she couldn’t find her. The bond remained quiet. She didn’t know if Amara had left or if she somehow had found a way to suppress it. Gwen fretted for hours once it occurred to her that this could also mean something bad had happened to Amara.
She wondered if she’d have felt that, as in, would the bond tell her if Amara was injured or worse? They should have discussed such a scenario. Gwen had half a mind to ask Orion, though she wouldn’t know how to explain any of this, considering they had kept their bond a secret. She hadn’t even told Frederick.
Eventually, the events of the day caught up with Gwen, and she settled in her bed. Still worried, but so incredibly exhausted that she fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. Her often-interrupted slumber was filled with visions of Amara leaving her, of Amara being hurt, and of Gwen running away.
The following week passed with Amara back at the palace, but she remained unreachable. The High Mage was supposed to be her advisor, and they’d worked together for months on all these changes to their governing system. The fact that Amara no longer seemed interested in being a part of that infuriated Gwen. She’d already met twice with Lamarque, and with Frederick at her side, they’d finalized a power-sharing agreement that should quell any unrest and discontent among the populace.
Eventually, Gwen had enough, and she searched for Amara, finding her in her public office.
“How may I be of assistance, Queen Gwendoline?” Amara asked, rising from behind her desk and standing still, almost like a statue.
Gwen blinked. They were back to this? She inhaled deeply. This would end, once and for all, because she couldn’t bear another second of this madness.
“Yes, you can tell me what’s wrong and why you have been avoiding me since the coronation.”
Amara frowned. “I’d have expected you to enjoy your time with your husband. You’ve also been busy with work, and—”
“Yes, work we’ve been involved in together . Plans you’ve helped create, and now you have no interest in them anymore?”
“Of course I do. I’m very much interested in what goes on in Reshaya, but we had finalized the plans before, and you didn’t need my help to implement them.”
“Right. But even if that’s the case, there’s no need for you to make yourself so scarce. You haven’t spoken to me since the ritual, much less anything else.”
“You are married.”
“Yes, and? I was engaged before. That never stopped us from—”
“It should have, truly, but I was weak, and now…” She sighed. “You are married.”
“Yes, you’ve said that twice now. I don’t see why this must change anything between us.” Gwen stepped closer to Amara, who drew back.
Amara held Gwen’s gaze, then dropped her head. “Do you hate me so much?” Her voice rang brittle, defeated, much like her posture—the drooping shoulders and uncharacteristic slouch.
Gwen flinched. “What? Hate you?”
“I know this doesn’t mean much to you, and that’s fine. I’m not making any demands, but I can’t do this. Not anymore.”
Frowning, Gwen reached for Amara, who almost recoiled. “I don’t—”
“No. You are married . Our time together was…” Amara exhaled harshly. “I knew it would never lead to anything, and I’ve accepted that. But I’m not made of stone.” Her eyes pleaded with Gwen.
“What does that mean? I don’t understand.”
“It means go to your husband. Rule our kingdom justly. Be a good queen, and… I think it might be better if I stepped down as your advisor. Orion would be a better choice. She’s my second for a reason, and she’s well prepared to serve you. You will have to perform a new ritual after releasing ours.”
Gwen shook her head. “What? No! I won’t accept that.”
Amara’s face shuttered down, and Gwen’s heart ached at the sight, wondering if she’d lost this war before she even knew there’d be a battle.
“Then I shall leave the Order. You will receive my resignation within the next twenty-four hours.”
“No!” This time Gwen seized a hold of Amara, tightening her cold fingers around the warm skin of Amara’s wrist—skin she hadn’t touched in a week. “Don’t do this. Please. I’ll… back off.” She didn’t add for now , but she also didn’t hide the determination in her expression. She didn’t understand how Amara could think all these awful things about her, about them . Maybe if she’d allowed Gwen to really talk to her, they could have solved this ages ago.
Amara sighed and lowered her head.
“Can we talk about it?”
“There’s nothing to talk about. We both know that—”
“I don’t love him!” Gwen’s eyes widened. That ridiculous woman surely didn’t believe she loved Frederick like that .
Amara’s head snapped up. “What?”
“I love Frederick as a friend, or like a brother, but I’m not in love with him.”
“But… I don’t understand. You’re always so happy when you talk about him, and you enjoy his presence. You looked so happy at the wedding ceremony. And when you kissed…” Amara trailed off, a pained look washed over her face before she narrowed her eyes. “You’re just saying that to have us both. I won’t accept that.” She straightened.
“The fuck, Amara? What is wrong with you? I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks, months, that our relationship is platonic. We’ve never even kissed aside from the wedding itself, which was for show.”
Amara paced. “That makes no sense! Why would Frederick accept that?”
“Because he loves another, too!”
Amara halted, staring at Gwen with wide eyes.



He loves another. Too. Gwendoline’s words rang like an echo through Amara’s mind, and she tried to understand them, but her brain seemed stuck in a loop. “I don’t…” She shook her head. Amara had spent the last week trying to keep her distance because just seeing Gwen felt like a punch about to knock her out. She could only handle small doses.
Yes, she wanted more. She wanted to go back to the time when she’d deluded herself that what they had would be enough, that she could bear the ending. But she couldn’t. All color had drained from her world, and she remained stuck in gray, not just gray, everything around her amounted to nothing but a lifeless shade.
At night, Amara dreamed of watching Gwendoline live a happy life with Frederick, bearing his children, growing old, and dying, all the while she stood in the shadows watching her. Gods, she wanted Gwendoline to be happy. She did. But that she could play no role in that happiness—at least not the one she longed to play—chased a dull ache through her at an intensity she’d never anticipated. For the first time in her life, Amara wanted to share her life with someone.
She wondered if that was payback for her past inability to give her partners what they needed. Now she’d never get what she wanted, and worse, she’d live for centuries after losing Gwendoline.
All this seemed too much, and she had spun the plan to step down as High Mage and hand the position to Orion. She’d leave the palace, and with it, Gwendoline. She’d be in good hands. Orion would steer her well. Amara had pictured herself living the same life Arinya led. Alone, yes, but without having to witness the woman she loved being forever out of reach.
Now this. She knew Gwendoline would protest, but she’d hoped she’d eventually see the wisdom of Amara’s plan, or at least that she’d have enough compassion to let Amara go. Now this… confession. Manipulation? But no. Gwendoline wasn’t cruel.
“What does this mean,” she managed to say, more a croak than anything else. Even her vocal cords seemed paralyzed.
“It means we could have saved us a ton of angst and grief if you stubborn fool would have let me talk to you about this before! But whenever I even mentioned Frederick, you shut down, changed the topic, or just ran away.”
“You seemed so happy with him. I saw it, but I didn’t want to hear it. I… I don’t share. I could delude myself that while you were engaged, you likely didn’t share his bed, but once you’re married…”
“I don’t like men in that way. Even if Frederick didn’t love another, that’s not a role I’d ever play.”
“So you’re not…”
“No. I’m not in love with Frederick, and we are only married on paper.”
Amara shook her head. Her heart seemed to have taken up residence in her throat. “I still don’t… How is this supposed to work? We’d have to remain a secret, and you age. I’d have to watch you die.” She frowned. “Your life is so short. I don’t know how… to let you die,” she whispered the last bit, her gaze stuck on the floor.
“Could we maybe focus on our lives before we already mourn my death? I mean, is this even something you’d want? It’s true, we couldn’t get married or be together as a couple in public. At least not for some time, but in the meantime, nothing has to change. We can still be together, here. I never moved out of my chambers.”
“You didn’t?”
“No. Again, if we talked…” Gwendoline grumbled.
“Wait. You said for some time. What…” She’d always known Gwendoline was trouble, but how would she accomplish that?
“Well, Frederick and I are working on a plan to decouple in a few years so that we can be with whom we want to be. That is, in my case, if you’d want that. We never talked about any of this, and it seems you’ve made some terrible assumptions.”
“You never seemed to want more than sex.”
Gwendoline huffed. “Because you’re wound tighter than… something super tight! You disappeared as soon as I even tried to talk about feelings. Didn’t you feel me through the bond?”
“I thought it was an echo,” Amara mumbled.
“What? I didn’t hear what you just said.”
Amara straightened. “I thought the bond was merely echoing my own feelings.”
Gwendoline blinked rapidly. “That makes no sense at all. You’re supposed to know all about this, and—”
“I do! But I’ve told you, when it pertains to intimate bonds, there is so much confusion and secrecy. No one left behind a detailed record, and all I could find were a mass of contradictions, so I assumed each bond is different. I thought you only wanted sex, and so any feelings had to come from me.”
“You are so incredibly dumb when it comes to this.”
“Hey!”
“OK, clueless, is that better? Or maybe you’re just lost if you can’t research something.”
Amara huffed.
“Are we all right? Can we maybe see where this goes? And Gods, please don’t leave me with Orion.”
“She’s not bad. She’d do a good job.”
“Orion isn’t you. And not having you is… It hurts. A lot.”
“Oh, Gwen.” Amara traced a finger along Gwen’s cheek, following the damp tracks trailing toward her chin. “I love you, too.”
Gwendoline’s answering smile was blinding.



evolution

 T WO MONTHS AFTER HER coronation, Gwen had to admit that she no longer had any reason to hate her life. Frederick and she seemed to be the most popular ruling couple in a long time, and the Senate also saw substantial support. They’d set up a series of laws and regulations that allowed citizens to have their voices heard and to influence Reshaya’s policies via referendums.
Both Gwen and the Senate had veto powers over each other’s laws. However, the Senate had a steeper hill to climb to veto any edict of the crown than vice versa—an adamant Amara had fought tooth and nail to ensure this.
Privately, Frederick’s beloved, Severn, had moved in with him in the palace, and they shared the royal chambers, while Gwen still traveled between her own rooms and Amara’s. Their relationship—yes, they had one of those, and both seemed unable to wrap their minds around that—had improved more than Gwen could ever have hoped for, yet neither was ready to give up their rooms. Besides, how would they even agree on where they’d move in together, as both women loved having their own private space? Since they already resided in the same wing of the royal palace, this wasn’t a hardship.
Even though their relationship felt both scary and utterly delightful, Gwen struggled to believe that what they had built was real. Not that she doubted Amara. The firelight still guided her to Amara, and one day she hadn’t been able to resist pointing it out—Amara had only glared at her in response, because how dare her magick reveal such a thing? No, Gwen’s disbelief stemmed from her own feelings, since the impulse to run away hadn’t reared its head even once. Her fears about the blood oath’s removal had been unfounded, and she sometimes marveled at how much lighter and freer she felt since Amara had released her from that cage.
Instead of sneaking out of beds or demanding time for herself, Gwen had gotten grumpy and aggravated during times when they were hard pressed to make time for each other. The worst had been the last ten days. Amara had been called to attend to an issue at the edges of their kingdom—some sort of magical barrier spell breaking down. In the meantime, Orion had been tasked with “protecting the Queen,” as Amara had informed her. And Orion had exasperated Gwen by shadowing her, at least until they found something intriguing to discuss. She supposed Amara had left her with such obnoxious and unnecessary instructions, and Orion, too scared of Amara’s wrath, had been unwilling to take any risks.
So, not only had Gwen missed Amara terribly during these last ten days apart, and as such experienced this for the first time—missing someone so much it hurt—but she also didn’t understand why her mood kept deteriorating, at least until Frederick had said, “Gwen, dear, don’t take this the wrong way, but could Orion take over Amara’s duties next time? You’re unbearable with her gone.”
Gwen had flushed and shoved him, much to his amusement, and she’d regretted ever confiding in him about their relationship. Not that he was one to talk, given that he and his better half couldn’t bear to be separated for longer than a day. Sickening.
So no. She had every right to feel petulant and exasperated, and she’d give Amara a piece of her mind about abandoning her for so long. She had wanted to join them on the trip, which had made Amara laugh out loud before she’d sobered and glared at Gwen, saying, “Absolutely not.”
Gwen had contemplated disagreeing and starting a fight—some of their arguments still found such delicious endings—however, it was winter, and she still hadn’t grown fond of the cold. They’d be out in the woods working, and what would she even do there? So, she’d just pouted and said fine, pointing out that Amara would owe her.
“Sure, I owe you for doing my duty by keeping the people in your kingdom safe.”
“Our kingdom,” Gwen had replied, to which Amara had only rolled her eyes.
She’d been meaning to discuss a new… development with Amara, and she’d been about to bring it up, but Amara had been called away, so instead, she’d decided to wait and practice until Amara returned. She’d tell her, well, after their hopefully prolonged and satisfying reunion.
Gwen had settled in her chambers, reading a book, figuring it might distract her from missing Amara. It didn’t, but she supposed it was a valiant effort. Mithra, her firelight, perched on the edge of her book, out of the way of the turning pages. She’d learned that the hard way.
Gwen had chosen this name because it meant ‘oath.’ Amara had stared at her like she’d lost her mind when she’d first told her. Yes, the blood oath had obviously sucked (a lot), but without it, she’d never be here. She’d never have found her happiness with Amara. A life without Amara and her newfound friend, Frederick, seemed unbearable. It was funny how once you experience such a plenty, you’ll starve without it, perishing in the wasteland that used to be your life before everything changed.
Gwen had created a life that left her almost breathless with contentment. If the price for this had been the oath and all it had entailed, she gladly paid it and would do so again and again. When she’d explained this to Amara, her wonderful lover had teared up, cleared her throat, and said, “You’re the most beautiful soul I’ve ever met.”
Gwen hadn’t been able to reply with words, but she’d still managed to show Amara her appreciation. Several times.
Finally, the door flung open, and Amara stood in front of her, still dressed in her travelling cloak. “I should have taken you up on your offer to join me for this miserable trip.”
“That bad? If only you could teleport across such long distances.” She canted her head. “I suppose you could do multiple stops.”
Amara glared at her. “That is your greeting?”
“Well, I was the one who wanted to join you, but you vetoed your queen .”
“It was a sensible precaution,” she sniffed. “However, I underestimated how tedious it would be to be so far away from you.”
“I missed you, too.”
“Anyway. I’m starving, so I’m heading to the kitchen to eat something. Can I bring you anything?”
“No, thank you, but I can have them deliver food to my chambers.”
“It’s fine. I should be right back. I wanted to have a quick talk with Orion anyway, and that can’t wait. I hope it won’t take long.”
“All right.”
Amara smiled before turning and heading back out.
“You are so weird sometimes,” Gwen mumbled into the empty room. They still had moments when their individual insecurities raised their heads, and neither seemed to know how to act around the other. She rose and strode to the bathroom to prepare a calming bath for Amara, adding her favorite etheric oils, lavender, and sandalwood.
When Amara returned a little later, Gwen greeted her with a hug and a small kiss. “I drew you a bath. I’m assuming you can do with some rest.”
Amara’s eyes widened, and she had that look on her face she always wore when Gwen took care of her, like this remained the most unexpected of gestures. “Thank you,” she breathed, connecting their lips in another soft kiss. “I’m quite sore. I did teleport for the last stretch. Everything took longer than expected. The rest of the group won’t arrive until late tomorrow night. I just…” She sighed. “I’m probably selfish for pulling rank there.”
“In what way? Did you leave them in any danger?”
Amara frowned. “Of course not. Just a wearisome slog back home. I’d ordered the other mages to stay for additional protection just in case.”
“Why does any of this make you selfish? I’m sure they all would have done the same if they could. You were all already drained, so if you’d taken on transporting the non-mage group with you…”
“I know. It’s just… I’ve never been in such a hurry to return home.”
“Oh.” Gwen’s lips curled into a pleased smile. “I can’t complain. Now go take your bath.”
“Join me?”
“That would defeat the purpose of this being relaxing.”
“Orgasms are quite relaxing.” Amara nibbled at Gwen’s neck.
Gwen shifted away. “No, go and enjoy your soak.”
Amara pouted. “I somehow expected a more enthusiastic homecoming.”
“Oh, I’m plenty enthusiastic, believe me. I have plans for you later.”
Seemingly mollified, Amara disappeared into the bathroom.
Gwen continued reading her novel until Amara called out for her and she rose to enter the bathroom.
“You called, High Mage.” Gwen leaned against the door and gazed at Amara sprawled out in the tub, her eyes closed, one arm resting on top of the porcelain rim.
A dark chuckle left Amara. “I’ll give you that. You can play deference well when you want to. I’m still shocked Lamarque accepted all our terms.”
Gwen hummed. “Isn’t there a saying about catching more flies with honey? Besides, is this what you called me in here for? To discuss the Senate’s leader?”
Amara sat up, and in doing so, half of her torso was no longer covered by water. “Come here.”
Gwen held her gaze. “I want you to rest.”
“And I want to kiss you.”
Gwen heaved a fake, long-suffering sigh and stepped closer. “If you must.”
“Watch it.” Amara held out her hand.
Gwen intertwined their fingers and allowed herself to be drawn closer. “I’m not getting in.”
“Just kiss me.”
Gwen leaned down and pressed their lips together in a gentle, lasting touch. She breathed in Amara’s nearness, and warmth spread through her. Their couplings hadn’t lost their wild and urgent side, but for a while now, they’ve also come together in a much slower and more intentional way. Loving, she supposed. Something she’d not shared with anyone else before.
Amara swiped her tongue over Gwen’s lips, rasping her teeth along the soft flesh. She pulled back. “If you don’t want to come in here, can I entice you to join me in bed?”
“Join you? You’re still in the tub.”
With a tug, the world spun, and a second later, Gwen found herself nude in her bed, with an equally naked, dry Amara laying on top of her.
“You were saying?”
Gwen grunted. She still hated the sensation of teleportation. “I’d have thought after your draining trip, you’d not be keen to—”
Amara claimed her lips in a hard and urgent kiss.
Gwen groaned and tangled her fingers in Amara’s dark tresses.
Amara pulled back. “I’ve dreamed about you.” She cupped her cheek, and Gwen sighed, leaning into the gesture.
“Good dreams?”
“Yes, but they made me miss you more.” She huffed. “This is ridiculous. We spent so much time together, and yet when I’m gone for a week—”
“Ten days,” Gwen corrected.
Amara smiled. “Ten days. I couldn’t think of anything else, and at first, I thought it might be the bond calling, being unhappy about the geographical separation, but…” She closed her eyes.
“Hey. Are you OK?” Gwen asked, shifting to the side so they were facing each other.
“Yes. I’m just flabbergasted and frustrated.”
“Why?”
“Because I didn’t know you could feel like this about someone. You’ll leave, and I’ll be all alone forever. These ten days were already…” Amara’s voice broke.
“I won’t leave you! What makes you say that? Do you not believe that I’m in this?”
“Of course I do.” Amara stroked Gwen’s cheek.
“Well?”
“My life expectancy is so much longer than yours, and I just…” She gritted her jaw. “I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”
“Maybe you won’t have to.”
Amara scoffed. “I appreciate your tendency to look at the upside of each circumstance, but—”
“My what?” Gwen snorted. “Have you met me? Am I someone chockful with optimism and a steadfast belief in happy endings?”
“No, but you believed in us long before I did, so perhaps when it comes to that, you are too hopeful.”
“I was realistic, and you were scared, so let’s not rewrite history.”
Amara narrowed her eyes.
“I’ve wanted to talk to you about this anyway, so, I mean, I definitely planned on having sex first, but given your mood and all.”
“Forgive me for finding the prospect of spending centuries without you harrowing.”
Gwen smiled and leaned closer. She kissed Amara before pulling back to raise her hand. She concentrated, hoping that her practice and Orion’s teachings (she’d sworn her to secrecy, which had made the poor woman twitch) would prove enough, and there…
A small flame burst from her palm.
Amara scrambled back, almost falling out of the bed. “What? I don’t understand.”
“You don’t understand magick? I might need to promote Orion to High Mage instead,” Gwen drawled.
Amara grabbed Gwen’s arm and moved closer to the flame. She touched it with her other hand. “It’s real fire,” she breathed.
“Hey! Don’t burn yourself!” Gwen huffed, and the flame extinguished.
“You have magick. How?”
“Remember when you suggested I might have magick, back when we were dealing with the blood oath? You thought it could have been dormant.”
“Yes, but since nothing else happened, I assumed you were a passive ward against magick.”
“Yes, well, you were wrong.”
“I was!” Amara sat up straighter, her eyes wide and her lips parted.
Gwen groaned. “You’re the only person I know who is shellshocked at having been wrong.”
“It doesn’t happen.” She shook her hand. “I’m never wrong, but…”
“Really?” Fire once more danced in Gwen’s hand.
“Yes. This is… I don’t think anyone has ever been so happy to be wrong.” Amara almost bounced and doused Gwen’s flames, pulling her close for a hug.
“I’ve done some research about this with Orion.”
Amara drew back a little. “About your magick?”
“Yes, when I almost set my curtains on fire, I felt the need for some expert input, and I’d wanted to surprise you, so I cornered Orion. She had no answer for why my spark presented so late.”
“I see. But you do?”
“Yes, but I wanted to hear your thoughts on it. The blood oath, it caged me, and I was wondering if it also suppressed my spark. Usually, people don’t present with a spark until they become adolescents, and they did this to me way before.”
Amara canted her head. “It’s a reasonable theory. We could look into that some more if you wish.”
“Yes, but not now. I have plans for you, remember?”
Amara smiled. “How could I forget?” She pulled Gwen closer and sank into a deep kiss.



16744 days

 A MARA HAD LOST HERSELF in Gwen, yes, she now always called her that, well, at least in private. It wouldn’t do to address the Queen this way in public. Her life had changed beyond her imagination. More so, she had opened up in ways she’d sworn she’d keep forever locked away from the consumptions of others. Yet, as the ruiner of Amara’s plans, Gwen had other ideas.
One night, they were laying curled up in bed when Gwen spoke of her parents and the disconnect she felt so often—she resented them for what they did to her (now even more so), yet she also loved them and had wanted their approval or goodwill.


“I don’t want to love them, but I still do.”
“They are your parents. I’m assuming that not every interaction with them was terrible. It seems natural that we want to love our family.”
“You never speak of your family,” Gwen whispered.
Amara’s jaw tightened, and everything within her demanded that she shut down the inquiry, but this was Gwen, and they were trying to have something real. She didn’t owe her anything, and she knew Gwen wouldn’t demand Amara share anything she wasn’t willing to, but she wanted to tell Gwen. She just didn’t know how to do this without breaking down.
“You always get so tense when I ask about your family,” Gwen murmured, pressing her face against the crook of Amara’s neck. “It’s OK. We don’t have to talk about it.”
“I know.” Amara sighed. “It’s not a happy tale.”
“I figured.” Gwen pressed a soft kiss against Amara’s neck and tightened her hold around her.
“Remember when we talked about how magick wasn’t always considered a positive force?” At Gwen’s nod, Amara closed her eyes. Perhaps this story would be easier with her eyes closed. Of course, her memories might be even worse that way. She blinked furiously. “My parents hated magick. They thought it was the work of demons. I came from a small village where everyone not just knew everybody but was also in everyone’s affairs. So, people watched what others said about them because no one wanted to bring shame to their family.”
Gwen squeezed her.
“There hadn’t been magick in my family for at least ten generations, and the story of the last Vanthorn with magick was told as a warning, and—”
“Wait. I thought your last name is Payne.”
“It is, and it has been for all but the first eight years of my life, but I was born a Vanthorn.”
“Sorry for interrupting. Please go on.”
Amara hummed. “It’s simple, really. When your spark presents before you’re an adolescent, it’s hard to control. One morning, my brother teased me about still being sad over the death of my pet chicken, and I got angry.” She shrugged. “Magick spilled from me. I managed to hide it at first, but… magick is tied to emotions, and if you’re fearful, and I was beyond scared, it’s closer to the surface. I made it burn, our house, everything. I didn’t mean to, but it just leaked from my fingertips, and I couldn’t stop.”
“Oh, no. Did your family…”
“No one died.”
“Thank the Gods.”
“I’d been in tears, worried sick that I’d hurt them. I remember standing there covered in sweat and soot with tears that wouldn’t stop falling, crying hysterically with relief that they were alive. I felt horrible about the house, but the village was a tightknit community, and I thought they’d take us in, and we’d rebuild. My family wasn’t poor.”
“You were eight years old?”
“Seven.”
“Oh.”
“They… They accused me of trying to kill them. That demons possessed me and that I needed to be destroyed.”
“That’s awful.”
“When they came after me… I ran away.”
“Gods, where did you go? You were just a baby.”
Amara told her about her year on her own, how she’d survived, and finally how Arinya Payne had saved her life.
Afterward, stillness settled between them, until a thought she’d never uttered spilled from Amara’s lips, a confession she’d barely allowed herself to think. “In my darkest hours, I’ve wondered if it would have been easier if they had all died,” Amara whispered. She stiffened, waiting for Gwen’s judgment.
“That makes sense. I’m so sorry they did that to you, and I’m glad you found Arinya,” Gwen said after a moment, hugging her even tighter.
Moisture welled in Amara’s eyes, and she could do nothing but hold on to Gwen.


It still filled Amara with awe that even such a confession didn’t harm them, that Gwen didn’t wake up the next day and, upon realizing whom she was sharing her bed with, ran away. Instead, their lives moved along the most content and comfortable waters Amara had ever encountered.
While things were going smoothly, her trip to a border town to reinforce a magical barrier had left her at her wits end. 2392 weeks. 16744 days. That was how long she’d have of Gwen if she lived to be eighty years old, which wasn’t even guaranteed. And now, this trip had cost them ten of those precious days! She’d felt bereft with each additional sunset she’d spent away, vowing to allocate such work to Orion and the other mages in the future.
Amara micromanaged everything, and in the past, she’d never even dreamed of delegating, yet everything changed when it came to losing time with Gwen.
When she’d returned to the palace—Amara still couldn’t believe she jumped ahead and left everyone else behind—she’d right away rushed to Gwen’s chambers, and upon seeing her face, her heart had slowed down and all the tension she’d been carrying drained away.
Gwen had taken to making sure Amara would get enough rest and take better care of herself. Amara didn’t fully understand this since her constitution wasn’t as fragile as Gwen’s. However, this marked the first time since Arinya that anyone had ever taken care of her.
The fire.
She first thought she had to be hallucinating, that she had accidentally ingested mushrooms during her quick stop in the kitchen. Because why else would there be a flame dancing in Gwen’s palm? Once she registered what that meant, both her mind and heart stilled. There had been nothing but wonder.
Gwen had magick.
She’d not die in 16744 days. Amara was most definitively interested in researching the origins of Gwen’s magick and the influence that awful blood oath had in suppressing her spark, but priorities…
Amara deepened their kiss, lost in the nearness and taste of Gwen. How she’d missed this ridiculous woman. She pushed her back down on the bed and once more hovered over her. Amara pulled back. “What do you want?” she asked, her voice rough as she held on against the need threatening to consume her.
“You,” Gwen breathed, her hand reaching out and pressing against Amra’s chest, right against her thundering heart.
“You already have me.”
Gwen hummed. “Lucky me.”
Amara’s eyelids fluttered and tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. She’d never had anyone look at her like Gwen did, who’d utter sentiments of belonging and affection, and shower her with visible reminders of this attachment. It seemed to come so easily to Gwen, at least now that the blood oath and forced future were resolved. She sometimes still felt the desire to throttle Magnus and King Theodore. What they had done to Gwen, what Magnus had done to Tara… She had to stop thinking about it as it only ignited wild fury.
“Hey, stay with me.” Gwen once more connected their lips in an eager kiss.
“Yes.” Amara sucked at Gwen’s tongue, breaking the kiss to lick along the column of her throat. She sucked at her earlobe, tracing her tongue along her tragus, before whispering, “I can’t wait to feel how swollen you are for me.”
Gwen’s fingers dug into her back. “Then don’t.” She strained, pressing her body closer to Amara.
“Patience.” Amara chuckled when Gwen groaned in response.
“It’s been ten days.”
“There’s that, yes.” Amara shifted her focus to Gwen’s torso, licking along her skin, raising goosebumps in her wake. She sucked at the side of Gwen’s breast before licking up toward its hardened peak. Instead of sucking at Gwen’s nipple, she only teased the bud with the tip of her tongue.
Gwen groaned, fidgeting beneath Amara.
Undeterred, Amara shifted her attentions to Gwen’s other breast and repeated her ministrations.
Gwen pressed her head deeper into the pillow. “Amara, I swear—” She moaned the moment Amara drew one pebbled nipple into her mouth and scraped it with her teeth, sucking hard.
Gwen’s hands flew to Amara’s head, and her fingers dug into her scalp. “Gods,” she ground out.
Amara smiled against Gwen’s skin, enjoying how restless her lover seemed and the little shivers and twitches that raced through her frame. While she had asked Gwen for patience, her own well was depleting fast, and so she released Gwen’s breast and instead meandered further down.
Gwen’s hands grasped and bunched up the sheets in tight fists. Her breath hitched when Amara blew hot air against her soaked center.
Settling between Gwen’s thighs, Amara spread her folds, drinking in the beautiful sight in front of her. She itched to lower her head and suck Gwen into her mouth, and judging by Gwen’s rocking hips, her lover yearned for much the same. Instead, she nibbled at Gwen’s inner thighs, placing little nips and bites along the trembling muscles.
“Amara, please.” Gwen’s knuckles paled.
Amara hummed. She shifted her attentions to Gwen’s outer labia, drawing the flesh into her mouth while her fingers sought and massaged Gwen’s entrance.
Gwen moaned, shuffling her hips to swallow Amara’s fingers, only to whimper when Amara drew back. “Wait until it’s your turn,” she croaked.
Amara raised her eyebrows. That indeed wasn’t an idle threat, especially since her arousal had seen a steady climb with each jump closer to the palace. “Spoilsport,” she mumbled before lowering her head and sucking Gwen into her mouth.
Both women groaned.
Gwen’s back arched. “Yes,” she hissed.
Amara closed her eyes and lost herself in the heady taste and velvet sensation of Gwen’s heat—she loved having her on her tongue. She sucked Gwen’s hardened nub into her mouth and raked her teeth over it.
Gwen shuddered.
Amara added her fingers again, and this time, she pushed two digits inside.
“More.”
Heeding her request, Amara pulled out and reentered Gwen’s core with three fingers while applying more pressure with her tongue, spinning fast circles on her sensitive clit.
Gwen pressed her hips down, pushing her core against Amara’s mouth, as Amara tightened the grip on her hip.
Amara sensed Gwen’s arousal rising and mounting through their bond. It had simmered low when they’d started, but now it erupted to life like an inferno, ready to consume them and the entire palace.
Gwen moaned, stiffening, before she quaked in hard tremors. The blinding climax razing through her throbbed in Amara, and she panted, slowing down her attentions in tune with Gwen’s languid relaxation.
“Gods,” Gwen breathed. “Come up here.” She seized Amara’s arms and pulled her up. “Hi.”
Amara smiled, her arousal subduing, and instead, warmth and buoyancy filled her when she gazed down at Gwen. “Hi.”
Gwen chuckled. “I love how relaxed you are with me.”
“Hmm, there’s quite a bit of tension left.” Amara shifted and settled on Gwen’s thigh, bathing her skin with her arousal.
“Yes.” Gwen worried her lower lip. “I’d say.”
“Can I ride you?” Amara croaked.
Gwen trembled and clutched Amara’s upper arms, nodding frantically.
Amara needed to stay close to Gwen. She wanted to look into her eyes when her release washed over her. With a sigh, she undulated her hips, sliding up and down Gwen’s muscular thigh. The delicious friction and pressure increased her excitement.
“You’re so wet,” Gwen breathed, swallowing hard. Her entire focus rested on Amara and her jerky movement against her leg.
“Because of you.” Amara bent her head and kissed Gwen, sucking her tongue into her mouth while she picked up the speed of her hips.
Gwen’s eyelids fluttered closed, and she seemed to labor to keep them open.
Amara groaned. She was so close. “Look at me,” she ground out.
Gwen’s gaze found hers, and with their bond singing between them, with feeling closer to Gwen than she’d felt to anyone else in her entire life, and with the knowledge she’d be blessed with more than 16744 days of Gwen by her side, Amara cried out when her body froze. She trembled in rapid shudders as a blinding climax seemed to tear her to pieces before reassembling her once more.
“Hey.” Gwen’s voice sounded far away. She touched Amara’s cheek.
Why were Gwen’s fingers wet?
“Are you hurt?”
Amara shook her head, confused by the concern radiating from Gwen and their bond. “No.” She frowned when she realized her tears had been the source of Gwen’s wet fingers. She was crying.
“Good.” Gwen pressed a soft, lingering kiss on her lips. “I love you.”
Amara smiled, and her heart felt so light, she wondered if you could float from sheer happiness.



afterword

 T here are some books that seem to be more of a pain to get right than others. firelight holds the distinction of being one of the biggest pains so far. And adding 'so far' here almost makes me want to cry. I've written other books that gave me trouble, yet whenever I think, 'This one is the worst,' another novel seems to go, 'Well, we'll see about that.'
A part of the issue with firelight was surely that the original idea differed vastly from what it turned out to be. It was supposed to be an erotic short story, then a novella, then a short book, until it became a regular-length fantasy romance, or romantasy. I'm honestly still not fully clear on the difference between those two terms.
From the beginning, I felt that firelight has a lot of potential that I'd waste with only an erotic short story. As such, it kept on growing. But as always, if you have parts of something that is supposed to be X, and then you try to turn it into Y, it becomes more cumbersome than if you had started out working toward Y.
Either way, if you made it until here (I confess, I rarely do as a reader), thank you for reading, and I hope you've enjoyed the story.
As a general note, I will always write more contemporary romance than fantasy/sci-fi, but after a while, I often need a palate cleanser. Yet, even there, for most of them, romance will play a big part in the story.



mailinglist

 C ome join my mailing list and receive exclusive content, including a free copy of The Fall , a fantasy romance wherein Death falls in love with a grief counsellor—only available to members of my mailing list.
https://sabrinablaum.com/#mailing-list







coming soon

 W atch out for this heated tale of a delightful conflict of interest between a judge and a lawyer, coming late summer 2024.
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