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        * * *

      

      Gram—

      Thank you for the time spent in the gardens and for teaching me how to nourish soil, grow plants, and to eat the fruits of labor. I fancy myself Persephone now. ~ Elle

      

      For Mom—

      Thank you for supporting my independence, encouraging my first steps into the world on my own, and believing fully in my ability to do whatever I set my mind to. The strength I have, you fostered into being. ~Tiss
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      The smells of blood and brimstone mingled on the breeze, followed by dark clouds of smoke billowing overhead as the village burned down around the three kings. Draven kicked roughly at the back of a monster feasting on the body of a young woman. When it fell onto its back, he thrust his sword into the beast’s chest and slit it fully down the middle of its body. The creature’s innards spilled out onto the ground, and Draven took a step back to protect his sandals from the sludge. 

      The moment of distraction was all that it took for another beast to catch him unawares. The sharp prick of claws digging into his back was the only warning he had before the full impact of the creature sent him staggering to the side. 

      The force of hitting the ground knocked the breath from his lungs, and with a harsh grunt, Draven rolled away from his attacker. The sharp drag of claws over his back seared his body with pain and shredded the red fabric of his tunic. He didn’t have time to compose himself, however. Feeling the heat of the beast’s breath at his nape, Draven rolled once more and swung toward it with his sword. 

      The beast roared in fury as the blade sliced through the corner of its jaw, sending a hunk of flesh and bone flying through the air. Lying on his back, Draven called on his powers and turned himself invisible. Rising up onto his knees, he used the beast’s confusion over where its prey had disappeared to his advantage and brought his sword down on its neck. The monstrous head thudded to the ground, spinning away from him over bloodstained grass, and the beast’s body crumpled.

      Panting, Draven staggered to his feet, the muscles of his back protesting every movement. Behind him, his brothers Travion and Zryan were in the midst of dispatching their own monsters. Large fur and scale-covered bodies dropping to the ground with heavy thuds. Draven looked around him quickly, noting that the last of the beasts seemed to have been put down, and any that could be had been driven back through the Veil into the dark realm they’d crawled out of.

      Swiping his brow with the back of his hand, Draven smeared a patch of black blood over his forehead. He turned to his siblings and noted that the fine linen of Travion’s green tunic hung in tatters; the only thing keeping it from falling to the ground was the belt around his waist. His dark auburn hair lay plastered to his head with sweat and blood—some of which appeared to be his own. However, the sparkle of victory in his blue eyes let Draven know he was okay.

      Zryan, on the other hand, stood naked as the day he was born. Running a hand through his dark brown locks, Draven’s youngest brother shot him a proud smirk. 

      “Where are your clothes?” Draven asked, staring at him blandly.

      “I shifted into a griffin. It seemed more efficient than a sword.”

      “Of course.” In Draven’s opinion, Zryan was always looking for a reason to end up naked, no matter what he was doing. Looking away from his brothers, Draven watched the humans, who were frantically trying to contain the fires as best they could. Their pitiful buckets of water did little to quell the blaze. “We should do something about that.”

      Travion turned to face the village. “Allow me,” he grunted. Lifting his hands, Travion pulled storm clouds into the beautiful blue sky and brought a torrent of rain down on the inferno. 

      At first, the fire merely sputtered in agitation, continuing to lap at straw rooftops. But Travion persisted, and finally it succumbed to the intensity of his rainfall. Once it was out and nothing but lightly smoking embers remained, Travion released the clouds, and the blue sky returned. A cheer rang out from the villagers followed by many cries of thanks mixed with Travion’s name. 

      “Of course. I bring the aid to drive back the beasts, and it’s Travion who receives all the praise for a little cloud play.” Zryan had come up to Draven’s side, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Where credit lies is hardly of importance right now. The more important thing is what is to be done about the Veil,” Draven said, eyeing Zryan. 

      “I’d also like to make mention that I was correct about that as well.” Zryan’s smirk had only grown.

      “Correct about what?” Travion asked, returning to their small huddle.

      “That Midniva was being overrun with creatures from Andhera. And no one wanted to believe me!”

      “How were we to know? Nothing is meant to be alive in the dark realm,” Travion countered.

      Draven’s eyes fell to the final beast he had slain. Its eyes were clouded and staring lifelessly into the distance. It was a monstrosity of a thing: a humanoid face with razor fangs hanging down over its bottom lip, all surrounded by a red mane, a muscular lion body, taloned paws, and a hard-shelled scorpion tail. Draven had never seen anything like it before, and a deep fear of what exactly was happening in the dark realm coursed through him.

      “That was true in the beginning days,” he began, waiting until he knew he had both Travion and Zryan’s attention before continuing. “But there are rumors that Ludari banished all of his enemies to Andhera. There is a chance the lost souls unfortunate enough to have made their way into the dark realm now find themselves twisted beyond recognition.” He pointed down at the beast. “I think this thing used to be a person.”

      His brothers froze, all eyes now on the monster. 

      “By the sun,” Travion rasped. 

      “This has to be contained,” Zryan followed. “Before the body count rises higher and it grows entirely out of our control.” His shoulders had stiffened, and a dark frown now creased his brow. “There have been too many accounts of attacks on the humans living here. People bloodied, torn apart . . . feasted on.”

      Draven found the almost tangible unease coursing its way through his youngest brother an unnatural sight for one typically brimming with arrogance. His own features pinched together. He had seen some of the bodies himself during his trips here to the middle realm. The mortals were terrified. Fearful of moving anywhere in the dark lest they be attacked, and now it seemed even the daylight was not safe.

      “And what are you suggesting?” Travion asked, looking between his brothers.

      “Andhera needs a warden . . . ”someone we can trust to abide by our rule and keep the monsters there in check.”

      Contemplating Zryan’s words, Draven let his eyes fall to the hand still curled around the hilt of his sword. It was coated in dark blood and grime. Currently the hand of a warrior. His hands had been used to dole out punishment for as long as he could remember. Not always because he wanted them to but because that was what was demanded of him.

      “A warden? Zryan, who could we trust with such a task? Would we not be setting up our own future aggressor? With such power behind them—” Travion began.

      “What choice do we have?” Zryan growled, confidence fueling his vehemence. “If it is not Andhera rising against us later, it will be Midniva rising in rebellion now at our inaction to protect them.”

      Zryan does speak true, Draven reflected. Shifting the grip on his hilt, he considered what he was about to say, taking that extra moment to ensure he was certain before he spoke.

      “I will go.”

      Both Zryan and Travion stilled instantly, their eyes leaving each other to focus on Draven instead, shock and rejection mingling in their gaze. He stared back at them, an eerie calmness settling over him. 

      “Draven—” Travion hissed, and dread rumpled his brow.

      “You cannot honestly be—” said Zryan at the same time.

      Draven held up his hand to silence them both. “I will go. Better a king than a warden.”

      Travion only sputtered, but it was Zryan, now eyeing him with contemplation, who spoke. 

      “You realize we do not know what will happen to you if you go? We have no understanding of the dark realm or what is happening there. Should you choose to live in the dark realm . . . ”it may twist you in unimaginable ways.” It was his turn to gesture at the dead beast at their feet. “You may no longer be fae, Draven, but something other. Something that Andhera chooses for you.” Zryan paused, and their eyes locked. “There may be no coming back.”

      “I realize.” There was only calmness and finality in Draven’s voice. 

      “No!” Travion growled deeply, his pale, freckled face reddening. He reached forward to wrap his fingers around Draven’s wrist. A motion that had been repeated hundreds of times throughout Travion’s childhood, his thumb at Draven’s pulse. “This is absurd, Draven.” Travion’s eyes looked deeply back into his, and Draven heard the unspoken words of his brother. Travion understood what he was trying to do, and he would not stand for it. “No one is saying it needs to be one of us, and no one is asking this of you. Zryan, do not encourage him in this insanity.” He shot Zryan an imploring glance.

      Zryan did not reply, simply continued to study Draven’s features. 

      “If Andhera is left unchecked, then the inhabitants there will continue to plague the mortal realm until there is nothing left. Who better to claim the dark realm but one of our own? Who better to build a kingdom and enforce the laws that we would see fit?” Draven said, catching Travion’s eyes once more and accepting the love and concern he found there but only letting it fuel his resolve rather than convince him to change his mind. Draven knew what he could be sacrificing, and he also knew he couldn’t allow either of his brothers to take up the burden. Better he should suffer through hell than either of them. “I am aware of what may very well happen once I go, and I can accept that.”

      Travion moved to protest once more, but Zryan pressed a hand to his chest, silencing him before he could begin. 

      “Now, the only question left to settle is, when do I leave?”
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      The sun shone in all its glory, nurturing the soft pink blossoms that fragranced the air. Unlike most days, this one was to be embraced fully. Eden’s mother was gone and wouldn’t return until the night sun painted the sky a mellow orange. Without her mother there, she was free to invite whomever she wished over, and Eden was more than delighted to invite her friend, Aurelie, for a visit.

      Aurelie’s chestnut-colored lop rabbit had just given birth to a litter not two weeks ago, and as she’d promised, Aurelie had brought a kit with her. But that wasn’t why Eden’s lips twitched with uncertainty.

      Eden cocked her head and eyed her friend as though she’d sprouted a third eye. “I’m sorry, did you say the Blossom Festival?”

      Mischief sparked in her friend’s dark brown eyes. “Your mother is gone for the day, and I can have you back before the sun settles on the horizon.”

      The notion was tempting. Eden hadn’t been to the Blossom Festival since her father had passed away nearly a decade ago. He’d wanted her to see and experience as much of life as possible, but her mother had other ideas. After his passing, she’d all but kept her locked away from society, claiming it was for her own good.

      Eden shifted on her bare feet, scooping the brown rabbit into her hands. Its nose wiggled as it drew in her scent, then lowered its head, lapping at her fingers gently. “He’s precious, Aurelie,” she murmured but glanced up as her friend mock-glared at her.

      “No brushing over the topic.” Aurelie swiped at the air, then placed her hands on the crook of Eden’s elbow. “You’re coming with me. I promised my brother that I’d take him to the Blossom Festival, and you know how fond he is of you.”

      Eden’s lips twisted into a frown, and she huffed. Tamas was much younger than both of them, and he often looked at her with doe eyes and a crooked smile. A sweet, if not mischievous, youngling. But to venture to the festival . . . ”

      Her heart leaped in her chest. Eden wasn’t known for being anxious—in fact, she’d been accused of being foolish and daring on more than one occasion. However, the idea of deliberately disobeying her mother’s orders set butterflies aflutter in her stomach. Mother would be angry, and if she were angry, she’d lock Eden in her room. Not even Aurelie knew this. It wasn’t something she was keen on discussing. Most fae Eden’s age were finding suitors and even venturing into a lifelong union with their other half, but Eden couldn’t seem to crawl out from beneath her mother’s thumb.

      “Eden, are you listening?” Aurelie huffed. “Stop pacing. You’re making me dizzy.”

      The silken fabric of her pale blue gown shifted and tumbled down to conceal her bare feet. With each light step, blades of grass tickled between her toes, but she enjoyed the feeling of being connected to the ground in some manner. Perhaps it was the fae in her, the three realms calling her closer to them, beckoning her. Or it was simply that Eden had always preferred being outdoors, nestled in the crook of her garden and bathing in the sunshine. 

      She dragged her forefinger along the top of the rabbit’s head. “Fine. I’ll go with you, but we must be back before Mama returns.” Eden peered up at Aurelie just in time to catch her friend leaping up in victory.

      The celebration was cut short when a bell rang from inside, one that Eden had been hoping would chime while her mother was gone.

      “Come with me.” Eden excitedly grabbed her friend’s free hand, then ran with her toward the white lattice fence. As she approached the gate, she unlatched it and bounded to the front of the manor. Eden hoped that she would arrive behind the postman before one of the servants did; her mother always tossed invitations away before Eden even had a chance to glance at them.

      The front door opened at the same time Eden halted, as did Aurelie. The brown kit sneezed at the postman, then proceeded to groom himself.

      Her heart galloped, partially from the exertion of running and partially from excitement. It was a rarity that she ever intercepted the mail before her mother, and because of that, she was never able to respond to invitations. “Is that the mail?” Eden questioned, but as she did, her hand moved toward the postman’s and she took up one of the missives, eyeing it closely. An invitation from King Travion in Midniva? He was hosting a ball in two weeks’ time. 

      “Oh, you’re lucky. I’ve only been to Midniva o—”

      Eden looked at her companion, brow furrowing not in a glare but as a reminder that she’d never been and could count on one hand how many events she had attended.

      “Right,” Aurelie amended, then bumped her hip into Eden’s. “You should reply while your mother is gone.”

      Surprise washed over Eden’s expression as she peered at her friend. But she was right; her mother wasn’t present, and if she replied with a resounding yes, then her mother couldn’t retract it without rumors spreading wildly, or possibly gaining the disfavor of one or all of the kingly brothers.

      King Travion, as far as Eden had heard, was the mild brother, which was why he ruled over Midniva, the middle realm that housed mostly humans and some fae creatures. It was the realm most closely linked to Andhera, the dark realm, and the one most likely to be invaded by its creatures due to the falling of the sun. 

      Andhera wasn’t a place anyone willingly spoke of unless it was in hushed whispers, and its king, Draven, was ruthless. A name never to be spoken aloud, and if it was, it was as a curse. He was feared, and rightfully so, as he was the king of nightmares.

      But Lucem, home, Eden assumed nothing could compare with it. A land of plenty, warmth, and most of all, its beloved ever-blooming flora. A land where one did not fear becoming the meal of some terrifying beast hidden in the shadows. Their king, Zryan, was known mostly for his wandering eyes, but Eden had never fallen under his gaze, which she was thankful for. 

      Eden pressed her lips together, nodding. “Fetch me a quill and a pair of sandals.” She flicked her hand at the servant, who remained rooted in place. A look of uncertainty passed in his lingering gaze. “Please?” she prompted, this time he left and returned with what she’d requested. Eden wrote down her name, as well as her mother’s, and quickly handed it back to the postman.

      Excitedly, she passed the rabbit off to Aurelie so she could pull her sandals on. She yanked the straps into place on her calves, then Eden beamed at the servant. “Thank you.” Plucking the rabbit from her friend, she fought to remain calm for the sake of the kit. Inwardly, she squealed. Finally, finally, she was able to journey to Midniva, and for a royal ball! 

      “And I know just the colors for you.” Aurelie waggled her fingers against Eden’s bicep. “We’ll have to go over the dress details tomorrow—or whenever is convenient for you. For now, we have to go before the street is mobbed.”

      Eden deposited her new pet in the caring hands of her servants and asked for a horse to be prepared. When it was readied, she fled the manor in haste.

      Eden turned to the white horse being led to her: Aiya. The mare’s kind eye met hers, and she proceeded to whuffle the air around Eden. 

      She took the reins in her hands, carefully situating the skirt of her dress as she settled into the saddle with the aid of the servant. “Let’s not make your brother wait any longer.”

      “My carriage isn’t here yet.”

      “Then, I suggest you climb up.” Eden laughed, smiling mischievously. She reached down and pulled her friend up while the servant gave her a boost. “Maybe we can beat the carriage before it leaves.” 

      Aurelie’s arms wrapped around Eden’s waist as the horse began to trot. “Go easy, you know I’m not as good of a rider as you.” Her voice came out shakily, jarred by the horse’s movement.

      With a pat to her arm, Eden led the horse down her drive. “My darling friend, I suggest you hold on tightly then.” With a prodding of her heels, the mare leaped into a steady trot.

      By horse, Aurelie’s house was only fifteen minutes down the road. Trees lined the roadway on both sides, shielding them from the sun’s abrasive rays. It was almost too hot for Eden, but the wind created by the horse’s movement fanned her red hair away from her face. 

      It felt as though they’d just begun their ride when they arrived. The carriage was readying to pull out, but in haste, Aurelie dismounted and ran to stop the driver, leaving Eden to deal with Aiya.

      A young male voice called out, followed by the scuffling of feet on the dirt drive, then a boy emerged from around the corner of a massive rhododendron tree. When he spotted Eden, he stopped to pluck a purple bloom and proceeded to rush forward, presenting her with his bounty.

      “Oh, this is lovely, Tamas.” Eden bent down and laid a kiss on top of his curly brown hair. “It will do perfectly.” She stood up, exchanging a glance with a servant before releasing her horse into his care. Eden smiled as she gently guided Tamas to the awaiting carriage.

      When they were all settled inside the carriage, Eden scooped up Aurelie’s hand, smiling. “Thank you for letting me come.” She turned to look across the way at Tamas. His curly, dark hair framed his cherubic cheeks, and his fox-brown eyes gleamed with mischief. Part of her had always wanted a sibling to spend time with and perhaps to lessen the gnawing loneliness she felt on most days.

      “Just remember, I get to escort Eden around the festival.” Tamas glared at his sister. 

      “I haven’t forgotten. With you by my side, who would dare misstep?” Eden offered playfully, then allowed the cab to fill with the chatter of brother and sister bickering.
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        * * *

      

      The festival was less than an hour away from Aurelie’s home, deep in the heart of Lucem. On arrival, the carriage parked a few streets away from the main festivities and allowed for Eden, Aurelie, and Tamas to exit without being trampled.

      “Come on, Eden!” Tamas curled his fingers around her hand and tugged. 

      “What are we rushing for?”

      “Our first dance!” Tamas shouted over his shoulder as they jogged toward the festival.

      Flowers rained down from baskets being tipped from windows, voices carried joyous tunes as they celebrated another Blossom Festival. Each petal seemed to have a will of its own, for they danced on the wind, blew across the street, and spun around in small cyclones. 

      Silk garland hung around the shops, writhing as the same breeze caught them. It appeared as though they, too, were celebrating.

      In the corner of a stone wall, two fae embraced one another. The sheer fabric of the dark-haired female’s dress had tumbled from her shoulder, revealing her tanned breast, which her blond male lover currently laved with his tongue. The sight stirred desire in Eden’s core, but she didn’t shy away from it. Lucem was open as far as displaying one’s sexuality for all to see, and the patrons certainly weren’t timid about putting on a show.

      Eden yearned to taste another’s flesh like those lovers. However, her mother had ingrained into her that Lucemites viewed virginity as a bargaining chip. While chastity wasn’t a must, a virgin could fetch a higher ranked noble if they were intact.

      She peeled her eyes away as the male’s hand delved between the pair. Although she couldn’t hear it, Eden imagined throaty purrs erupting from the female.

      Turning her attention toward the flowers dancing on the warm breeze, Eden stuck her hand out to catch one. “This is beautiful. It is as I remember and more,” she marveled out loud.

       Memories rushed back to her, of her father whisking her away to the festival, parading her around the streets, and buying her as many flower crowns as she asked for. Life had been different when he had been alive, but what could she do? Dwelling on his death would only twist her into something . . . ”something like her mother. Anxious, commanding, and at times, unforgiving.

      Not that Eden could blame her. King Zryan had all but sent her father to his death when he’d required him to soothe an angry lower-born. Although, to be fair, none had known that the male intended violence, or that by killing Lelantos Damaris, he was sending a message to the king.

      “Come on, let us drink!” Aurelie swooped in on a cart, flashing a confident smile at the vendor. He offered two flutes of honey mead to her, then produced another with orange juice for Tamas.

      Sidling up to Aurelie, Eden took her flute and inclined her head to the vendor. He glanced up at her, something she was used to. While not abnormally tall, Eden was above average in height, and in her younger years had been described by her father as ‘coltish.’

      Aurelie sputtered after taking a sip of the mead. “By the sun, this is strong.”

      Eden glanced down and took a sip of hers. The liquid spread down her throat smoothly, all the way to her stomach. “It’s stronger than my Mama’s ouzo.” She took another sip, and heat immediately crawled up her cheeks.

      In the air, the perfume of honey and butter pastries mingled with the heady scent of alcohol. It was dizzying and overwhelming all at once.

      As her escort tugged at her elbow, he pointed toward a dance party. “Dance with me, Eden!”

      Eden lifted her eyebrows, downing the rest of the flute’s contents. “Not until you ask a lady properly.” She discarded the glass, casually following Aurelie’s figure as a male swept her into a quick-paced dance.

      “Will you please dance with me, Eden?” Tamas bowed low.

      “Oh yes, of course.” She winked, then grabbed the boy’s hand and led him toward the throng of individuals. With the thrum of alcohol pulsing in her veins, Eden pulled Tamas into a bouncing, energetic dance. When she spun away, her chest collided with a tall blond male. Eden hadn’t seen ringlets so tightly wound against a person’s head before, and his eyes were a perfect clashing of green and blue. On his right cheek, he bore one freckle, as if to accentuate how high his cheekbones were. He was positively beautiful.

      His smooth hands reached up to steady her.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted, unable to tear her eyes from his.

      “Don’t be.” His gaze shifted as if he were committing her face to memory. “Are you enjoying yourself?” He lifted his pale brows and glanced around.

      “Immensely. I haven’t been here in years.” Eden didn’t need a mirror to know she was flushed. She could hear how out of breath she sounded, and there was a certain buzzing in her veins she blamed on the mead.

      The male pulled his head back, and one hand came to rest on his chest. A chest that was scarcely concealed by the same sheer fabric as her gown. “Years? You don’t say. We must ensure it’s a day to remember.” He bowed, then lifted a hand. “My lady, I am Lord Calix of House Omorphia. I’d be honored if you danced with me.”

      House Omorphia? Eden blinked, placing the name immediately. It was one of the families her mother was trying to warm Eden up to. They hadn’t met, but the idea of marrying someone she didn’t even know . . . it didn’t appeal to her.

      “I accept.” She paused. “But I would have even if you weren’t of Omorphia.” She took his outstretched hand. “My name is Eden of House Damaris, and I’d prefer if you simply called me Eden.”

      Calix’s eyes widened. “Damaris?” His other hand slid to her waist as he drew her flush against him. He smelled of sunshine, mead, and citrus. “My father knew yours well.” The harp now played a soft melody, a stark contrast to the lively beat from before. Calix led Eden in a fluid dance, their bodies seldom separating. “Why have I never seen you?”

      What lie could she possibly spout? Eden glanced to the side. Aurelie mouthed, Good for you.

      “I am not fond of court. I prefer the tranquility of gardens to the vipers of society.” It was the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole of it.

      Calix swept Eden across the cobblestone street, leading her in a circle, but she didn’t move as smoothly as him and occasionally felt the hard planes of his body melding into her. Warmth spread through Eden’s body, and she wasn’t certain if it was due to the heat or the mead coursing through her.

      “I can understand that. I’m not overly fond of it myself, although it’s expected of me.” Calix shrugged.

      She frowned, searching his vibrant eyes. There was a spark there, something kind and playful, and she saw the truth of his words in them as well.

      When the music ended, Calix slowly withdrew from Eden. “It has been my greatest pleasure to dance with you, Eden. Enjoy the rest of the festival.” His fingers were the last to pull away, but before he did, Calix bowed his head and brushed a kiss to her knuckles.

      Eden touched her ear; it was hot to the touch, and she knew her face was scarlet. She laughed, mostly at herself and the fluttering in her stomach.

      “I leave you alone for a moment and you wind up in the arms of Lord Calix!” Aurelie gently pushed Eden’s shoulder. “Unfair, if you ask me.”

      Her brow furrowed. “How? I bumped into him.”

      Aurelie cocked her head, scrutinizing Eden. “Never mind. Let’s go find some honey cakes.” She twirled round, grabbing Tamas’ hand.

      Eden watched her friend, unsure of what had been lost on her. Leave it to her to miss something. Not wanting to sour the day, she rushed after Aurelie.
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        * * *

      

      Eden spent the rest of the festival dancing until her feet were nearly bloodied and eating until her stomach felt as though it would burst.

      By the time they’d found the carriage, Tamas had consumed so many honey pastries that the sugar had overtaken him, and he was dozing as they walked. Eden situated herself next to him, allowing him to crash into her and slip into a peaceful slumber. She combed his curls back over his pointed ears, then looked out the window. The sun was dipping low in the sky, where it would sit until morning before rising to its full strength. In Lucem, the sun never gave way to a moon as Midniva’s did. This was, after all, the land of light.

      Eden succumbed to the hypnotic sway of the cab and jingling of the horses’ harnesses. She woke as they pulled into Aurelie’s drive, blinking away the sleepiness. Above her friend’s manor, the aged wisteria blooms cascaded down in a dancing, purple waterfall. The sweet scent invaded the cab, tickling Eden’s nose.

      “This has been a most unexpected day,” Eden sighed as she walked toward the stable.

      Aurelie twirled in front of her, brown eyes full of life and wonder. “And that young lord who asked me to dance . . . ”

      Eden laughed. Tamas had done well to keep any potential mates away from her. “I don’t want to return home, but I must. I fear—”

      “I know.” Aurelie held up a hand, then motioned to a stable hand to fetch Eden’s horse. “For what it's worth, I’m glad you were able to come with us.”

      “Me too.”

      As pleasant as the ride to Aurelie’s had been, Eden pushed her mount as fast as she could go, fueled by the worry of what her mother had in store for her but also by a tinge of excitement. She would still have to admit to replying to the invitation, and while Eden knew her mother’s reaction would be less than approving, she didn’t believe anything more than exasperation would come from it.

      The sun bathed her home in a golden light, and the flowers surrounding the property had closed their blooms for the evening. Although the air still held its perfumed fragrance, it wasn’t as strong as it had been during the day. 

      In the stable, Eden relinquished her hold on her mare, then quickly made her way inside her home. The candelabras and lanterns were lit, illuminating the hall as she wove her way to the sitting room, where her mother typically spent her evenings.

      Her heart beat heavily in her ears, and color rushed into her cheeks. She stepped into the doorway, fidgeting with her fingers. “Mama—”

      “Eden Damaris, I demand you explain yourself. Where have you been?” Her mother stood from the chaise lounge, rising to her full, grandiose stature. Her sharp, slanted features only added a harsher quality to her current dour mood. 

      At once, Eden’s heart sank. “I went to the Blossom Festival with Aurelie. I didn’t see any harm in it. I’ve missed going with Papa—”

      As Naya strode forward and closed the distance between them, she cupped Eden’s cheeks. “I miss him too, more than you know. To have your life-mate ripped from you is something incomparable. But it doesn’t excuse your foolish behavior.” She dipped her head, pressing a kiss to Eden’s hair. “And that rabbit . . . ” Turning away, Naya tsked, but it melded with laughter.

      This was a chastising Eden could live with. It still caused her cheeks to flush with embarrassment and made her squirm, for surely she’d disappointed her mother, but it was far better than she’d anticipated. It bolstered her confidence, and in a rush, Eden blurted her next words.

      “I responded to an invitation from King Travion. He’s hosting a ball in two weeks’ time, and I said we’d go. I’ve been wanting to go to Midniva for ages, and I thought . . . I thought . . . ” Whatever confidence had resided in Eden dwindled rapidly as tension-filled silence rippled around them.

      Naya’s body grew rigid, and the slow turn toward her made Eden think of a wild cat preparing to pounce on its prey. Before she could unroot herself from where she stood, Naya lashed out, slapping her across the face. An exasperated, strangled noise escaped her.

      “How could you? You reckless girl! You haven’t a clue what you’ve done.” She rubbed her hand as if it stung from the strike, then paced back and forth. “Out of my sight. Go to your room at once.”

      Eden had jolted as her mother’s hand connected with her cheek, but it hadn’t been the first, nor would it likely be the last time. She lifted her own hand, stroking cool fingers against the mark. “I didn’t mean . . . ”

      “Go!” 

      Eden rushed from the room, hot tears splashing down her freckled cheeks, stinging the growing welt.

      She should have known better, and yet she’d done it anyway.
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      “Don’t . . . Please don’t!” Kailush pleaded, hands frantically clinging to the stone frame of the door behind him. “I b-beg of you, Your M-Majesty.” 

      The young vampire lordling’s heels balanced on the edge of the opening, his trembling frame backlit by a yellow crescent moon that hung in the afternoon sky.

      “Begging? Is that what we’ve come to?” Draven drawled. “That last one—the maiden—did she beg you for her life before the end also?”

      Wind whistled through the doorway, tugging rapidly at the young man’s hair and causing the torches on the walls to flicker around them. The wind, however, was not the coldest thing in the room.

      “I didn’t know what I was—”

      Draven had heard enough. With one slight push, Kailush lost the faint grasp he had on the stone and fell back, arms pinwheeling in the air as he dropped through the emptiness. Draven stood in the open doorway, watching the body plummet from the high peak the castle sat upon down into the cavernous pit below—swallowed up by the true death.

      “Is this a bad time?” a voice questioned from behind him.

      Satisfied that the young vampire lord was now gone, Draven stepped away from the opening, drawing the heavy wooden door closed and locking it with the loud thud of a metal arm falling into place. With a simple tug of his double-breasted jacket, he turned to face Seurat. 

      “Just enacting overdue justice.” Draven glanced at his manservant, taking in the windswept quality of his appearance. “You’ve been in the owlery.” He could smell it on him: feathers, straw, and droppings. 

      “A missive just arrived from Midniva, Your Grace.” Seurat stepped forward at the inclination of Draven’s head, holding out the rolled note for him to take. 

      Draven accepted the parchment, his deft fingers quickly unfurling it. A frown pinched at his features as he read the hurriedly scrawled words. “It is from Travion. I am needed at once in the middle realm.”

      “I will prepare your things straight away.”

      “I’m not certain there is a need for that, nor time . . . ”

      “There is always time, sire,” Seurat countered, and with a bow of his head, quickly left the room. 

      “Keep it light, Seurat!” he called after him, though was uncertain whether the man had heard or not.

      Shaking his head, Draven looked at the note in his hand once more. Travion had been brief, mentioning only that he and Zryan were both in Midniva and had need of him. The haste with which the letter had been sent concerned him, and with this in mind, he set off to find General Ailith, commander of his army. In his absence, she would be in charge. 

      In the end, three chariots pulled by glistening black kelpies left the castle in Andhera, traveling the lone road that led to the barriers between realms, the day moon following their journey.
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        * * *

      

      The party had to cross through the Veil at just the right moment in order to time their entrance into the middle realm perfectly with the setting of Midniva’s sun. Should they spend too long a time in the Veil, they may find themselves lost to its empty landscape. However, if they passed into Midniva before the sun set, Draven would find himself in the throes of agony, burning from the outside in. 

      It was a task that Captain Hannelore, Ailith’s second-in-command, took upon herself most seriously, pacing their agitated steeds as they crossed the wasteland that was the non-space between realms. 

      When at last the party slipped through the large stone arch into Midniva, the last rays of that day’s sun were just fading beyond the horizon. Draven cast a glance to Hannelore, the harpy’s smooth features wearing a relieved look. 

      “Be at peace, Hannelore. Night is upon us,” he called out to her. 

      “You refused to let me cross first,” she shot back, frustration now shining through the relief that had been there a mere moment ago. “We had no way of being certain!”

      Draven only spurred his kelpie Rayvnin on faster, heading down the main road leading to the coast. There hadn’t been a need for the extra precaution; he had known Captain Hannelore would bring them through the pass at just the right time. His people did not fail him.

      A heavy beat of wings sounded behind Draven as Hannelore took to the skies. Her steed continued on its course alongside Seurat and Captain Channon, who rode together in the third chariot. The harpy flew ahead, checking their path to be certain no outlying threats awaited them.

      The three black chariots arrived at the seaside castle within the hour, bright torches lining the lane and bridge up to the main courtyard, and large floral bouquets flanking the stone steps. Though hesitantly, Travion’s stable hands received the kelpies, taking them to be stabled alongside nervous horses. Entering the castle, Draven swept down the corridors, ignoring a footman who bustled quickly to catch up, wishing to properly announce the arrival of the king of the dark realm. 

      Draven was surprised and confused to find the air in the castle was not one of hushed concern but rather festive. Servants rushed about with more bouquets of flowers, while, from the northern wing, sounds of instruments being fine-tuned caught his ear. 

      Taimon, Travion’s steward, attempted to halt him in his quick stride, but Draven brushed him off as well, having no desire to stop and speak with the man when he was far more interested in what his brothers had to say for themselves.

      Feeling rage beginning to rise up inside of him, Draven marched through the halls, his gray velvet cape snapping behind him in protest. Pushing his way into the throne room, Draven found his brothers both situated at a small table, casually having a cup of wine as they laughed. They fell silent when Draven appeared, his harpy soldier to his right and his were-wolf guard to the left. Seurat, carrying a bag over his arm, brought up the rear. 

      “Someone had best be dying,” he spat out, sensing that the state of emergency his brothers had led him to believe was taking place was far less dire than he had presumed.

      “Draven!” Zryan called out, a smile on his face as he stood. “You’ve arrived. When was the last time we three were all in a room together?”

      Travion, though he also stood, had the decency to wear a mild look of guilt on his face. Which meant this had been Zryan’s doing all along. “Welcome, brother,” he uttered.

      “You didn’t tell him, did you?” came a voice from the doorway. 

      Draven did not need to look behind him to know that Alessia, his sister-in-law, had entered the room. She made her way to his side, leaning in to press a kiss to his cheek by way of greeting.

      “Hello, darling,” she murmured, her dark brown eyes offering a silent apology for whatever her husband had planned. 

      “Hello, Less,” he growled back, his pinched features softening slightly. 

      On her stunning form, Alessia wore a sheer gown of soft blush that flowed down to the floor in cascading ruffles that did nothing to conceal the lean body beneath. Her dark, almost black hair fell over her shoulders, shining in the candlelight from the chandelier overhead. Gliding over to the table, she stole Zryan’s wine goblet from his hand and sipped from it. 

      “Why have you called me here?” Draven demanded. He looked over his siblings as a coiling annoyance tightened his gut and caused his sharpened canines to prick his bottom lip. Dragging his tongue over one fine point, he considered biting a chunk out of his youngest brother simply for the inconvenience of his haste.

      “Well, for you to attend this evening's ball, of course!” Zryan was wearing the smug smirk on his features that was all too common and never an omen of good fortune. 

      “A ball?” Draven sounded dumbfounded because he was. “You called me, last minute, to Midniva . . . for a ball?” His eyes narrowed on Zryan’s grinning face; over his shoulder, he could see Travion shifting restlessly.

      “I told you he would not be pleased,” Alessia drawled, having wandered a little ways away with the wine.

      “Not just any ball,” Zryan continued, ignoring her. “Spring Festivus!” He clapped his hands and moved forward. Zryan’s light eyes were full of mirth, and his dark hair was swept back from his face in a careless manner. He had manipulated his way into getting what he wanted, as usual. 

      Draven simply stared at him, his hands clenched at his sides. “And why do I care about Spring Festivus? It has nothing to do with the tidings in Andhera.”

      “Zryan . . . and I,” Travion began, “felt it would be good for you to join high society for an evening. We see you so rarely these days, it is as if you prefer the dark crevices of Andhera to the company of family.” The long sweep of his hair fell over his forehead, threatening to cascade into his eyes, but obeying some unspoken rule, it remained in place. As second born, Travion was the perfect blend of his two brothers. 

      In truth, Draven did prefer Andhera. This world of sunshine and growth, where springtime was celebrated and nights gave way to the dawn, was a far cry from the eternal darkness of Andhera. Draven was now as foreign a creature to this land as were his subjects.

      “Think of it as a chance for brotherly affection,” Zryan interjected.

      “You thought a ball would be the best opportunity for this?”

      “It was Seurat’s idea,” Zryan stated, smirking.

      Behind him, Draven heard Seurat cough in a manner much resembling a gasp of horror. The dark king had little doubt this was a lie. 

      “I will not be attending the ball. We will return to Andhera at once.”

      “Come now, Draven. You’re already here. What is the harm in staying?” Travion was giving him a pleading look, and Draven couldn’t help but wonder what nonsense Zryan had spouted to have him agree with all of this.

      “He speaks the truth, and don’t make Seurat have brought your freshly pressed garments all this way for naught.” Zryan was offering the charming smile that worked on so many in his court but only made Draven’s desire to bite something all the fiercer—perhaps the pulse point in his throat.

      At the mention of dress clothes, Draven looked back and found a shamefaced Seurat moving forward, the draped bag over his arm. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I do have fresh attire for you.”

      A muscle in Draven’s jaw leaped, and he clenched his teeth together. “It would seem,” he ground out, “that I am attending the ball.”

      “Fabulous! Be down in an hour, we wish to greet the guests together. As a family!” Zryan trumpeted in triumph.
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        * * *

      

      Draven did not come down in time to greet the guests as they arrived. The thought of watching each one approach him with apprehension, eyes downcast for fear the nightmare king would steal away their soul, was not at the top of his priorities. 

      Instead, he allowed Seurat to dress him in a black dress shirt, with a slim-fitted brocade vest over top. It had double rows of brass buttons and leather bindings across the front. Slim black slacks covered his legs, and there was a shining pair of lamia leather boots for his feet. Seurat finished the look off with his velvet cape, looped around his neck and draped over his left shoulder. 

      Standing in the mirror as Seurat arranged the cape, Draven took in his appearance. The face staring back at him did not appear frightening, though it was severe. Short-cropped auburn hair cast a light shadow over his jaw and softened the rugged nature of his features. Though his blue eyes had hardened over the millennia, they did not denote the extent of the change he had undergone, if one were able to ignore the sheen of predatory light in their depths. It was the sharply pointed canines, exposed when he became angry or hungry, that belied the truth of his transformation. 

      Unlike his brothers, Draven was no longer a child of the light but one of the beasts that hunted in the shadows.

      “Should you feed, Your Grace? Before you go down?” Seurat met his gaze in the mirror, the dark skin of the other man’s features a contrast to his own pale cheeks.

      “I am sure Travion will have something prepared for me.” His brother was aware of the great strain being around those of fae blood was for Draven, their scent a constant, delicious temptation.

      He had given in once, in the early years, when living a normal life had still seemed possible. The fae blood on his tongue had been intoxicating, and there had been no way to contain himself. He had killed an innocent that day, no better than the monsters he sought to control, and quickly realized there was no place for him here in the other realms.

      “Very well, sir.”

      Turning from the sight of himself, Draven nodded his thanks and left his chambers. He had purposefully prolonged his preparations, wishing to wait until the majority of the guests had arrived. If he were lucky, Draven would be able to slip into the ball mostly unnoticed and spend the better portion of the night in the recesses of the ballroom.

      Descending the grand staircase, Draven could hear the sounds of music filtering from the north wing, the strains a trill of happiness. Following it, he came to stand in the doorway, watching the men and women as they twirled around the dance floor. The gaiety made him snarl, and so he carried himself through the throng of people, making a beeline for the servant holding a tray that bore a single goblet ringed in rubies. 

      Snatching up the goblet, which he knew contained a mixture of blood and wine, Draven watched the startled servant back away in surprise and quickly composed himself. 

      “Y-your Grace!”

      Draven didn’t say anything, merely tipped back the goblet and downed the contents as quickly as he could. Discarding the empty cup back on the tray, he shouldered past the servant and headed toward the terrace. Filled with blood, at least he would be better able to cope with the alluring scents of the fae surrounding him, but he still wasn’t sure he could stomach the frightened glances as people recognized him.

      There was a reason he stayed away.

      Stepping out onto the terrace, Draven drew a deep breath, allowing the fresh spring air of Midniva to calm him. If he stayed out here, he could enjoy being away from Andhera for an evening and avoid the strained conversations that were bound to happen inside. The humans in the ballroom tended to avoid Draven at all costs, seeing him as little more than a beast coming to feed on their life force. The fae were hardly better, gazing at him with disdain for the creature he had become. The reasons for his descent into the dark realm had long since been forgotten by most. 

      Walking to the edge of the railing, Draven looked down over the garden and noticed a slender form in the dim light.

      The young lady, wearing a long sapphire-blue gown with a sweeping skirt that trailed behind her, was stooped over in the garden, rooting around in one of the bushes. Finding himself amused and curious, Draven turned to his right, descended the few steps down into the garden itself, and made his way toward her. As he drew closer, the details of her dress became clearer. Blue sheer over a cream skirt and bodice, decorated in softly falling petals. Like a cherry tree raining blossoms on a warm spring day. The gown itself was off the shoulder, allowing for an expanse of warm, cream flesh to glow in the torchlight around them.

      “What, pray tell, are you doing?” he asked, his hands clasped behind his back.

      Startled, the young lady nearly toppled into the bush. Righting herself, she turned bashfully and faced him only to find the full skirt of her gown caught on a nearby bush.

      “Here, allow me.” Draven stepped forward, and reaching out to the rose bush, carefully unpicked the delicate fabric from the cloying thorns. As he straightened, he found a pair of bright green eyes staring up at him in a shy but open manner.

      “There are little men in the flowers,” she murmured quietly, as if unsure she should’ve said it at all.

      Draven’s eyes wandered down to the bush. He half expected to see a goblin tucked away beneath it. “Little men?” He looked at her once more, his features questioning.

      A happy trill of laughter left the maiden, her light red hair brought to life by the firelight of the torch nearby. “Not actual men. Look.” A slender hand reached out to embrace one of the green floral cups, angling it toward him. 

      Taking pause for a moment, Draven found himself studying the youthful features before him. Full lips, high cheekbones with a smattering of freckles, and wide, beautiful eyes that seemed to dance with life. Leaning in, Draven gazed into the cup and smirked at the sight of white petals nestled inside that did, indeed, look like a tiny man.

      “It appears he is wearing a hat,” Draven commented, and it brought a truly brilliant smile to the young lady’s face. 

      “It does!” she agreed cheerfully.

      If Draven could reach out and bottle rays of sunshine, he was certain they would be similar to the happiness radiating from her. Innocence and wonder were ripe upon her, and the warm, tantalizing scent wafting from her spoke of magic. She was fae, and if he could make a guess by her gown, he would say she was one of the Lucem fae, here only for an evening of celebration. But one could never be too sure.

      “Do you often wander the gardens finding flower men to keep you company rather than dancing with the actual gentleman at the ball?”

      “I don’t generally do either. This is the first ball I’ve ever been to in Midniva . . . and only my second ball in general,” the maiden explained.

      Draven looked at her in surprise, realizing at once that the innocence about her was not an act but simply the truth of a life yet not experienced. 

      “Then all the more question as to why I find you out here in the gardens and not inside.” Was she also running from the crush of bodies and knowing eyes?

      “And miss all of this?” Her hands lifted, indicating the garden surrounding them. 

      Draven found himself glancing around, and for the first time, truly taking a moment to admire what his brother had built for himself here in Midniva. This inner courtyard was a sanctuary of lush greenery and flora. Soft, sweet scents were carried on the spring breeze from the multitude of flowers bursting with life. In the corners stood lush fruit trees, heavy with blossoms, and in the center sat a marble fountain where a stone satyr danced with a water nymph. 

      “I must agree with you, this is preferable to anything found inside.”

      The young fae plucked a hanging blossom from a trellis and brought it to her upturned nose. “Besides, I was curious about King Travion’s gardens.”

      Draven lifted his brows. “Oh? And why is that?”

      “I’ve heard that all three kings have gardens worth coveting, and that because they’re all from Lucem, each one pays homage to that in some way.”

      Draven was close enough to see the fluttering of the pulse in her throat. “And have you seen Lucem’s palace gardens?”

      She ran her fingertips along the petals of the blossom. “When I was little, my papa brought me to a fete, and I ran into the gardens.”

      “This seems to be a theme of yours.” 

      Her lips twisted into a sheepish smile, but there was mischief sparkling in her eyes. They were still close enough that when she reached out, she easily tucked the white blossom into a fold of his dress jacket. “It’s no secret that I prefer the tranquility of nature to the venomous members of the court.” She bit her bottom lip, as if regretting her choice of words, then tapped her finger just below the blossom.

      For a brief moment, they shared a smile, which was quickly interrupted by another voice sounding out, loud and harsh. “Eden! Foolish girl, there you are!”

      Draven watched the light die in her eyes as concern and embarrassment filled them instead. Looking over his shoulder, he recognized the stern features of Naya Damaris storming their way. Quickly, Draven looked back to the young woman before him. Offering a dip of his head, he excused himself and headed for the terrace once more. 

      Naya gave him a horrified glance of recognition in their passing, bowing just enough to be considered acknowledgement. He could just make out the hushed whispers of disapproval as she reached her daughter. 

      Walking to the doorway leading back into the ballroom, Draven found Zryan leaning there waiting. “I see you’ve met the young Eden, daughter of the ever-enchanting Naya Damaris . . . ” Zryan was smirking, a look in his eyes that Draven did not feel like unpuzzling. 

      Instead of responding, he stepped past his brother and submerged himself into the tumult of the ball around him.
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      Naya wound her arm through Eden’s, forcing her to march along. Eden cast a lingering glance over her shoulder at the man, who seemed to disappear into the shadows. A trace of a smile remained as she played over the small but fond moment they’d shared. Not many took time to indulge in the simple pleasures of life. How easy it was to overlook the beauty that surrounded oneself. But he, whoever he was, had done just that without making her feel like a fool.

      Except, as her mother carted her back into the palace, she felt every bit a fool. If she could have willed the marble floor to open up beneath her and suck her to the depths of the underworld, well, she might have considered that.

      Eden was not a child by any means. She was old enough to be considered for marriage. However, her mother insisted on sheltering her. It was only recently that Eden could endure it no more.

      By the sun, I am one hundred and twenty-five years of age.

      Every moment, it was as if her mother were breathing down her neck or shifting her across some invisible board of chess. Eden wanted no part of it and knew that if her father were alive, he wouldn’t have allowed it either.

      “Why must you be such an insolent child? You have no idea . . . ” Her mother breathed out slowly, composing herself as if trying to will the red fury from her complexion. People were beginning to look their way, prodding her into calmness.

      Eden lowered her gaze to the floor, pretending to occupy herself with the oversized train of her gown. The detailed fabric rustled in her grasp as she pulled it up, but rather than wait, her mother pulled Eden along and nearly sent her toppling to the floor. A startled yelp escaped her, which promptly turned into a nervous bout of laughter.

      “Oh, for sun’s sake, Eden,” Naya ground out under her breath. “Compose yourself. The Omorphia family is here.”

      It took a healthy amount of self-control to not roll her eyes. While her mother didn’t know she’d bumped into Calix at the festival, Eden was certain he wouldn’t have cared that her gown was giving her troubles. 

      She fought hard to contain her nervous laughter, especially as more eyes turned to them, but she felt a particular gaze on her from somewhere in the ballroom. Not amongst the crowd but from elsewhere. She twisted her head, searching for it, and found her gaze settling on the man from the garden.

      Inside the palace, Eden could see him better. Even from where she stood, she could tell his hair was auburn, and the candlelight playing off of it only seemed to enhance the red tones. She couldn’t detect the color of his eyes from afar, but she could see the crinkling of a smile at the corners, not yet shared with his lips.

      His clothing, unlike that of the rest of the guests, was dark as night, save for the flower she’d gifted him. The dark color highlighted his complexion, allowing his visage to stick out most. Not a boastful costume bright in colors as many of the men seemed to don but something elegant and—as she took note, she blushed—form-fitting.

      Eden smiled, trying not to laugh beneath his gaze, but as she did, the man offered a hint of a smile in return.

      “Are you even listening to me, Eden?” her mother prompted, yanking her along.

      “No.” Eden sighed. Another lecture was on the way, of this she was certain. As if the travel from Lucem hadn’t been filled with enough of that, Eden braced for more.

      Except, as luck would have it, Calix approached her, saving her from another tirade. “Lady Eden, I think it was?” the male fished for her name, smiling.

      Eden lifted her eyebrows, surprised he’d remembered her name when there were several other nobles vying for his attention. “You are correct, Lord Calix.” Eden reached her hand out to him in greeting.

      “You may call me Calix.” He bowed his head, gently taking Eden’s hand and placing a lingering kiss to the back of it. 

      Eden turned to see where her mother had gone off to. She spotted her talking to another, but for a moment, her eyes locked on Eden’s, and a slow, smug smile spread across her mother’s face. But of course, she thought. This was exactly what she wanted, wasn’t it? With a sigh, Eden decided to give in to the pull of the festivities.

      This was why she had longed to come, to be a part of society in some manner. And since she was here, why not experience what it had to offer?

      “Very well, Calix. Would you care to dance with me?” Eden asked, then flushed as his eyes widened. “Was that not right?” she asked quietly.

      “No, I mean, of course it was. I’ve just never been asked for a dance first.” Calix inclined his head. “It would be my honor.” 

      Warmth seemed to cling to Calix; it burst from his skin, from his eyes, and even his voice was pleasing to Eden’s ears. Yet, as he led her onto the dance floor, it wasn’t his eyes she searched for. It was the man from the garden, the one who’d smiled at her from afar. But as the music played, Calix led her into a spirited dance, carefully minding the bunched-up train of her dress.

      He led her through several dances until her feet throbbed, her chest felt as if it’d burst, and even the breeze coming off the ocean couldn’t cool her down. When she could take no more, Eden made her way to the table of drinks and took up a glass of wine. Crisp berries exploded on her tongue, quenching her thirst but not cooling her. 

      While she was sipping at a second flute of sparkling wine, Eden’s mother approached, her green eyes focusing on her with an intensity she was familiar with.

      “I think we should leave soon,” Naya murmured, scooping up one of the drinks. “I’m developing a headache, and I’m tired. We still have a long journey home, you know. It’ll only tax us both.” The skin near her eyes tightened, and a hint of hysteria crept into her gaze. Eden knew that look all too well—it was the one she wore right before she hurled something across the room or caused the nearby plants to wilt.

      Her mother was right, of course. Whether or not the headache was made up Eden didn’t know, but they did have a long way to travel, the Veil wasn’t close to their home, and they’d need to search for a carriage. As much as Eden may have wanted to spend a few more hours in Midniva, exhaustion already tugged at her. 

      Eden wished to seek out the man she’d spoken to in the garden and ask if perhaps he was willing to share one dance with her before she left. Not once had Eden seen him take to the floor or even ask anyone.

      But there was something distinctly off about her mother. She appeared restless, and her pale complexion was flushed. Typically, in such a state, Eden would see the storm rolling in
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