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      For everyone trying to find their place in the world.

      Don’t lose sight of who you are, no matter how hard others might try to change you.
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      Manny only wanted everyone to be safe. He ran his fingers through his thick dark hair, his stomach clenched so tight it felt like a fist. After all the heartache and loss, he didn’t know if they could take much more. He, Gabriela, Leaf, and Gidna had left Strong Haven. They sought refuge in the Sublands after Julio’s untimely passing and built a new life in Sandhaven, the smallest village in the region. They kept to themselves, far away from any remnant of their former lives, while the Kanes set their sights on destroying the Stromms. Or maybe it was the other way around. Not that it mattered. He and the others were finally free from danger, or so he had thought.

      “Manny, did you hear me?” Lady Sonia asked.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and lowered himself onto the plush chair in the small living room. “What do you mean, Gabriela is still at risk?” He lived alone. Gabriela and Leaf lived not far from him. Maid Gidna stayed even closer. To the villagers, they were simple Sublanders. No one knew of their connections to House Strong or even House Kane. Only the steward of the Sublands, Rook Cailean, and his most trusted allies, siblings Verona and Adrius, knew their true identity. How could they be at risk here?

      Lady Sonia swept her long, dark cape behind her and sat across from him. “My sisters and I are not sure. We fear it has something to do with the spirit of the aquoise stone that lives within her.”

      “What?” Manny’s mouth fell open as tingles of fear skittered down his spine like a vicious swarm of ants. He leaned forward, fists pounding his legs. “I knew that damn thing would hurt her! I knew it!”

      After they had defeated Draven the Witch, the last piece of aquoise in all of Faevenly transformed from a jagged-edged rock into a floating blue haze that shot itself straight into Gabriela’s chest. He hated that it was there. But he kept reminding himself that Gabriela’s and Julio’s magic caused the phenomenon. If it came from them, then it had to be okay.

      Lady Sonia reached out and squeezed his hand. Her touch sent a soothing wave through him, but the feeling didn’t last. “My friend, we do not think it will harm her.” She held on for a few long seconds before releasing his fingers. “However, we fear it could be used as a means to find her.”

      His brows shot up. “Like a tracker?” He jumped to his feet. His thoughts zigzagged in a dozen different directions, imagining the dangers lurking around them. “That’s way worse, Sonia. Way worse! What if the Kanes are on their way?” He glanced out the row of small rectangular windows carved into the stone walls. He lowered his voice. “What if they’ve known where we are this whole time, and they’ve been waiting to strike?”

      She rose to her feet. “They do not know anything. I assure you.”

      He had no idea how she could know that, but he trusted the wise witch. She had never let them down before. “But we have to do something.” A nervous laugh escaped his lips. “We can’t simply sit here, right?”

      She folded her hands together, her movements slow and purposeful. Her calmness felt misplaced, like a dam holding back a flood. “We can. And that’s why I’m here. I want to remove the aquoise from Gabriela and store it somewhere safe—somewhere no one can get it but us—should we need that level of power again.”

      “Yes,” Manny blurted. Gabriela would be safe without that thing inside of her. “Let’s get it out. Immediately!”

      He burst out the door, and Sonia followed, matching his frantic pace. She’d expected no less from the emotional human. It was his nature—unpredictable and theatrical.

      When they arrived at Gabriela’s and Leaf’s home, Lady Sonia repeated the same information. Leaf cut her off before she could mention her plan to remove the aquoise.

      “Take it out.” The tall fae’s sharp blue eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring. “Now!”

      “Yes! Exactly!” Manny added, his voice rising.

      “Leaf, please.” Gabriela wrapped her arm around him and pulled him close. “I’m sure that’s why Lady Sonia is here.”

      Lady Sonia bowed her head. Gabriela was the calm, thoughtful one, while Leaf was the rash, impulsive one. Their love had seen many challenges and would see many more. “It is, my princess.”

      “See,” Gabriela said to her mate, rubbing his arm. “She’s here to help.” She cast a reassuring look at Manny. “You can relax, Uncle Manny.”

      “Relax?” Manny paced in front of the fireplace, rubbing the back of his neck. He blew out a breath. “Fine, I’m relaxing.” The air remained thick with the earthy scent of aged wood and faint smoke clinging to the mud-brick walls. He stopped his circling and faced Lady Sonia. “So how do we do it?” A tiny ember held on to the remnants of wood, a flickering reminder of the Sublands’ cold nights. “Will you”—he waved his arms—“do a witchy spell or something?”

      “Or something,” Sonia said, her voice steady.

      It had not taken long for Lady Sonia and her coven sisters to devise a plan. That was the easy part. The hard part would be implementing it—or convincing Gabriela and the others to agree.

      “Let’s hear it,” Manny said.

      “The princess will use her magic to expel the aquoise from her body and infuse it into another object,” Lady Sonia explained.

      “It won’t work.” Gabriela shook her head. “I’ve tried getting it out of me several times before, and I can’t do it.”

      Lady Sonia and her sisters foresaw this response. “This time will be different.” They knew the difficulty Gabriela had controlling her unpredictable human magic and the volatile nature of the aquoise itself.

      Leaf’s eyes narrowed. “It will?” Always the suspicious one, a trait Sonia had come to admire and even count on. For Gabriela’s safety, the former guard needed to remember his ultimate role in his mate’s life. He was her fiercest protector and greatest love. “How so?”

      She lifted her chin, knowing her explanation would not be well received. “Because this time, Gabriela will be dead.”

      “Whoa!” Manny froze in place as if he’d hit an invisible wall. “Have you lost your witchy mind?”

      Leaf moved Gabriela behind him, his voice low and tight. “Explain yourself.”

      It was the reaction she had anticipated, especially since Gabriela’s death would also mean Leaf’s. Their souls were bound as one. “I will place the princess in a state of death using this potion.” She pulled a small, dark vial from the inside pocket of her cape and held it out. “When her heart stops beating, the aquoise will float out of her and funnel into Leaf’s sword.” She motioned to the sword hanging at the tall and lean fae’s waist. “When the aquoise has transferred to its new host, I will awaken Leaf and the princess. Then I will take the sword for safekeeping.”

      Silence hung thick, suffocating and dire, as if everyone in the room was facing their final breath.

      Leaf broke the tension. “The risk is too great. There must be another way.”

      Manny jumped in. “I agree with Leaf. What if she doesn’t wake up?” His brown eyes welled with tears, and his bottom lip trembled. “We have to find another way.”

      “There is no other way.” Gabriela stepped forward. “Is there?”

      Everything Sonia and her coven had seen spelled certain death for Gabriela and Leaf. But the act of removing the aquoise would not be the culprit. Their ending would come later. Still, the aquoise played a great role in their as yet unconceived child’s survival and the ultimate healing—or destruction—of Faevenly.

      Sonia took Gabriela’s small, delicate hand. “There is no other way.” Her eyes softened. There was so much of Celyse and Julio in the young princess. Gabriela had inherited her father’s human witch abilities, keen empathy, and profound understanding. From her fae princess mother, she had an intuitive connection to nature, athletic prowess, and graceful elegance. She was the best of them. Gabriela and Leaf had weathered many storms together, but Sonia knew their time would not last.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She removed her cape and hung it on the hook by the bedchamber door. She motioned for Gabriela to lie down. Leaf dragged a wooden chair over. He sat beside his mate, scooting as close to her as possible. When she was but seconds from handing over the potion, a vision gripped Sonia’s mind. Gabriela, on the same bed, drenched in sweat, a pregnant belly, blood around her legs. Sonia’s body shook as she forced herself to remain composed. The princess could not know what she had seen.

      “Sonia?” Gabriela asked, sitting up. “Is something wrong?”

      Something was most definitely wrong, but the vision belonged to a time not yet written. Sonia pushed it away and painted a reassuring smile on her face. Today was not about that moment. Today was about the aquoise. “All is as it should be, my princess,” she said, her voice steady but her heart racing with the uncertainty of what was to come.

      Leaf raised a brow, his eyes never leaving Gabriela. He leaned closer, his voice low and earnest. “We can face whatever comes our way. You do not have to do this.”

      Gabriela cupped his face in her hands. “I love you. But I do need to do this.” She kissed him. “I will be fine.”

      “Wait,” Manny said, his voice tight. He wrung his hands, his eyes darting between Gabriela and Leaf’s onyx sword leaning against the foot of the bed. “Mija, are you sure?”

      “Yes, Uncle Manny.” Gabriela’s tone was calm, her resolve unshaken. “I trust Sonia, and I trust what’s happening here.”

      Always doing the right thing. Sonia had expected no less from Gabriela. “You honor me.” She bowed her head to the princess, her voice softened with the depth of their shared history. “If there is nothing else to add, let us begin.”

      Manny moved to the foot of the bed. Leaf edged closer to Gabriela, his hand brushing hers in a silent promise to stay by her side. An uneasy hush fell over the room, the weight of unspoken fears settling over everyone like a thick fog. Sonia harbored her own fears but knew this was the only way.

      She handed the small vial to Gabriela. “Please drink this in its entirety.”

      Gabriela took the vial with a steady hand, uncorked it, and swallowed the liquid in one swift motion. “There’s no going back now,” she muttered, settling onto the bed. Leaf placed his sword across her chest. The vessel that would hold Gabriela’s power. Gabriela wrapped her hands around the hilt. Leaf’s hands covered hers, his fingers trembling.

      With a nod, Sonia drew in a deep breath and held her hands above Gabriela’s chest. Closing her eyes, she spoke in a low voice. “Concentrate on your blue energy power, princess. Envision it inside of you. Cover it with your thoughts. As you fade from this world, ask the power to leave your body and enter the sword.”

      “Okay,” Gabriela replied in a whisper. “Leave my body and enter the sword.”

      Sonia held her hands over the princess for a few long seconds before calling forth the deadly magic she and her sisters had placed in the vial. “Bind her spirit, halt her breath, until I call her back from death.”

      When Sonia spoke the final word of the spell, the room seemed to tighten, the air thickening with unnatural stillness. Gabriela’s lips parted with a soft gasp, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the hilt. Her vibrant, tan cheeks drained of color as life slipped from her body. Her hands went limp. The invisible thread between her and Leaf tugged violently. His body slumped over beside hers.

      Everything fell quiet as a silence heavier than stone blanketed the room.

      “Oh my God,” Manny uttered. “Dios mio.” He shot Sonia a terrified glance, his voice rising. “Hurry.” He made the sign of the cross from his human religion, his hand shaking as it moved from his head to his chest and shoulder to shoulder. “Get it out of her so you can bring them back!”

      “It’s alright, Manny.” Sonia placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “I have done my part. The rest is up to the princess.”

      A second later, a blue light flickered from Gabriela’s chest. The ember-like glow grew, pulsing until it enveloped her and Leaf’s hands. The light danced across their skin in graceful pirouettes, gathering into a concentrated orb at the center of Gabriela’s chest. With a faint hum, the energy pulsed one last time before rising, lifting from her body as though drawn out by an unseen force.

      The blue light hovered midair, shimmering like stardust in the room. It swirled toward the sword, embedding itself in the blade. Like a stream cutting into river rock, it fused with the black onyx metal. The air crackled with lingering magic, then all fell still again. The luminous blue glow was now etched into the sword’s edge.

      “Now, Sonia.” Manny tugged at the sleeve of her dress. “Wake her.”

      She placed her hand on Gabriela’s cool forehead. She closed her eyes. “Awaken her spirit, restore her breath, bring forth the light, and banish death.”

      Stepping back, Sonia fixed her gaze on the princess’s eyelids and waited for movement.

      “Please, please, please,” Manny whispered. His fingers trembled as he reached out and touched Gabriela’s cheek. “Wake up, Mija.”

      The princess’s eyelids fluttered open as if in response to her uncle’s plea. She blinked, looking around. “What happened?”

      Leaf’s body jerked with a sudden twitch before he sat up. A tear glistened in his eyes as he cupped Gabriela’s face. “You did it.”

      Sonia allowed herself a small smile, the relief of the successful spell washing over her. “Yes, you did.” She motioned to the sword. “The aquoise is now in the blade.”

      Everyone in the room seemed to hold their breath as the weight of Sonia’s words sank in. All eyes were on the blade. It shimmered in the dim light, alive with new power. Sonia waited, although her thoughts churned. They had no idea what this meant or what was coming. And they did not need to know.

      Leaf cradled the sword like a fragile yet dangerous newborn star. “Now what?”

      Sonia extended her hands. “Now I take it and store it in a safe place, where it will remain until the stone’s power is needed again.”

      She wrapped the sword in a velvet sheath she had packed in her bag, then strapped it to her back. No one must find it until the time was right. Pulling her cloak over her shoulders, she bade farewell to her friends. She left Gabriela and Leaf’s home on foot. Her steps were slow because she knew Manny would be rushing after her.

      Behind her, sandals slapped against the gravel. Each hurried step crunched louder as Manny closed the distance. “Sonia,” he breathed. “Wait. We need to talk.”

      “Of course.” She steadied herself, admiring the human for his tenacity. Manny always had good instincts and never left things unsaid.

      “There’s a lot you’re not telling us.” He pointed at her as if scolding a child. “I can feel it.”

      She took his rough and weathered hand. “Like I said to the princess, all is as it should be.” She squeezed. “I assure you.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “Please, Manny.” Her voice softened, careful to give him something without revealing too much. “When there is something you need to know, I will tell you.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t like it, Sonia. Not one bit. But fine, we’ll do things your way.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “Answer me one thing. Is she safe?”

      “She is.”

      For now.

      She parted ways with Manny, heading down the gravel path. She glanced back as she turned the corner. She caught sight of the human before he slipped from view. “I will be back,” she whispered to the wind, her gaze lingering on the darkening horizon. “When the shadows fall.”
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      The Sublands felt like another world, a place where Avalynn didn’t belong. Sitting atop the red, craggy butte, the oppressive weight of the barren expanse pressed down on her, the dry air clawing at her lungs. Her chest tightened with each breath, her eyes burning as she squinted against the searing dryness. The red, rocky Sublands stretched in every direction like a barren sea of rust. How could anything exist in this quiet, desolate place?

      Not long ago, life surrounded her in Summit Range. She found it in the rustling trees, chirping birds, and the hum of wildlife. She had wanted to go back there and save Mateo. She, Manny’s family, and Lady Sonia had devised a rescue plan. But his new station in life had delivered a fate she could not undo. The note Manny had received might as well have been a dagger.

      
        
        I know who I am, and I am staying at the palace. I will see to the peaceful banishment of the Sublands.

        Mateo

      

      

      A wave of shock and sorrow crashed down on her, threatening to pull her under. She had believed she could infiltrate Stromm Palace and save him. That she could stop the banishment of this place that was her new home. But those beliefs had been shattered in an instant. What had she been thinking? The words in his note were sharp, slicing through the fragile threads of her hope. He had learned his name and had chosen them. The Stromms. The very people he despised. Her heart ached. Despite everything they had shared, she faced the bitter realization that she had lost Mateo.

      But then another feeling niggled at her, shallow and insistent. She missed her former station in life. She longed for the warmth of her bed with its thick furs and woven blankets that had wrapped her in comfort. She missed the indulgence of fresh fruit and honeyed bread served at dawn and the hearth’s crackle in the evening as shadows danced across her room’s marble floors. She especially missed her luxurious warm bath after a long day. She sighed. It all felt like a distant dream now. In the Sublands, every edge was jagged, every breath an effort, and every moment a reminder of what she had lost. And what Mateo had gained.

      Stormshroud’s snout nudged Avalynn’s hand, then nestled beneath her palm. Lady Sonia had said the wolfbeast was bound to the Strongs. Did the wolfbeast sense her melancholy? Or was she only missing Mateo? She missed him too. She leaned against her new companion. How could Mateo have done this? How could he have betrayed his wolfbeast and his family and friends?

      She swallowed hard, the truth sinking in her gut like a stone plunging into the sea. She knew how because she had betrayed him first. She knocked him down just before crossing the finish line with her kill. Who was the villain now?

      “I’m so sorry about everything,” a small voice said.

      Avalynn turned. A petite girl with long white hair and large green eyes approached. Her white dress and blue slippers made her look almost regal, like a princess, like her sister, Lily. A stab of sorrow needled her heart. Was Lily okay? Did she miss Avalynn? Or was she too dazzled by Mateo to care?

      “Thank you, maiden,” Avalynn murmured.

      The girl moved closer. “May I sit with you?”

      Avalynn motioned to the red rock and dirt next to her. “Of course.”

      When the girl neared, Stormshroud shifted to Avalynn’s other side. The wolfbeast sat on her haunches and narrowed her eyes. Her muscles tensed as if she was readying herself to pounce. Did the girl mean her harm? Small and slender as she was, Avalynn didn’t think so. But she moved closer to Stormshroud just in case.

      The maiden lowered herself. “My name is Abigail.”

      “I am…” Avalynn hesitated, unsure of who she was anymore. “Avalynn. I am new here.” No house. No family. Only the clothes on her back, a new sword left at Manny’s home, and a cross necklace from her birth mother. And that streak of white in her long brown hair that symbolized her transformation.

      The girl began playing with the blue ribbon around her waist. “I am new here too, but I’m only visiting. I’m not from here.”

      Not from here? She didn’t think the region saw that many visitors. “Where are you from?”

      “The human realm.”

      Avalynn’s breath caught. Her heart skipped as the words sank in. She looked closer. The soft fullness of her face, the rounded ears peeking through the pale, thin hair. Avalynn resisted the urge to touch her own ears. Since her transformation, they were not as sharply pointed as most fae. Still, they were not rounded.

      There were many fae with human blood in the Sublands. Yet the maiden looked like a full blood. And there were definitely no newcomers. All the portals had been destroyed at the end of the Strong era.

      “You’re from the human realm?” she asked.

      Abigail stopped fiddling with the ribbon around her waist. “Yes. I have traveled far to see you.” Her eyes were shadowed with an intensity far beyond her years. “To warn you.”

      A chill skittered down Avalynn’s spine. The wound from the shadowblood’s claws at her back seemed to flare up, throbbing and fresh as if it had never fully healed in the Green Falls waters. “Warn me about what?”

      The maiden scooted closer. “Some prophecies are meant for breaking.”

      Time seemed to halt as Avalynn recalled the prophecy she’d read in the note from her part-fae, part-human mother, Gabriela. It had been stored in a box and safeguarded by Lady Sonia, who’d been disguised for years as her maid and friend, Nia.

      
        
        In the twilight of transformation, there will arise like a mighty storm, one born of the union between realms. With a sword of blue in hand and the heart of a champion, this Only One will restore peace to Faevenly and forever unite the bloodlines.

      

      

      The words had clung to her like a destiny she could not escape. But now, this human girl suggested a different path.

      “One more thing,” Abigail said. “I must warn you about your realm. It is⁠—”

      A gravelly crunch sounded. Stormshroud growled, her ears shooting upright.  Avalynn jumped to her feet. She scanned the area but saw no one. Whipping back toward Abigail, she found her gone. A chill ran through her, sending a shower of goose bumps across her skin. A spirit. Lady Sonia had said her human magic allowed her to see them. But she couldn’t deal with that now. Or the girl’s cryptic warning.

      Someone was coming.

      She scanned the area for a weapon. Rocks were scattered everywhere, but none of them were small enough to grab. She balled her hands into fists, her pulse quickening.

      Stormshroud planted herself in front of Avalynn, baring her teeth. “Get ready, girl,” Avalynn whispered, her voice low and steady. After everything she’d faced in the hunt, she expected anything—foxes, elk, maybe a bear. What kind of creatures roamed these lands? Instead, a petite figure with long brown hair stepped out from behind a boulder.

      Her bow and arrow drawn, Camilla aimed at Avalynn’s head. “Camilla?” Avalynn kept her fighting stance firm. “What are you doing?”

      Camilla’s expression darkened as she pulled the arrow tighter. “You betrayed my brother and so have betrayed my family. For that, I cannot let you live.”

      Stormshroud growled, stepping forward, ready to attack. Avalynn’s heart pounded, but she raised a hand to stop the wolf. “Stormy, back.”

      Stormshroud paused but kept her body tense, her muscles primed to pounce.

      “You have poisoned her against us,” Camilla spat, looking at Stormshroud, her voice filled with pain. “How dare you.”

      Avalynn’s voice softened, steady but pleading. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen.” She stayed still, knowing the slightest movement might unleash the arrow. “I deserve your anger. But I promise you I want Mateo back as much as you do. I only did what I did to protect him and help the people of the Sublands.”

      Camilla’s aim wavered. Was she getting through to her?

      “If we had crossed the finish line together, my father—” Avalynn stopped. She swallowed hard. He wasn’t her father. She had to remember that. “The High King would have found a way to execute Mateo anyway. And he would have imprisoned me. Or executed me too. I thought I could help him—and the Sublands—if I was the sole victor. If I stayed alive.”

      Camilla’s gaze hardened. She repositioned her arrow. Uh-oh, Avalynn had said the wrong thing. Camilla snarled. “Raised a Stromm. It’s who you are. You deserve to die.”

      Avalynn’s chest tightened, a quiet dread settling in her bones. The words struck home. Camilla was right. She’d grown up in the palace of their enemy, where Sublanders were lesser and unworthy. And Avalynn had believed it. Like them, she was capable of cruelty.

      The memory of Mateo’s face etched with betrayal as she crossed that finish line without him was seared into her mind. The truth gnawed at her, raw and undeniable. After everything they had been through, everything they had shared, she had done the unthinkable. Her justification made little sense now. Even though she was a Strong by blood, being raised at the Stromm Palace felt like a stain she would never be able to wash away.

      Avalynn lowered her hands. Stormshroud let out a low whimper. Could the creature sense her guilt? Did the wolf know that she was surrendering to whatever fate the Sun, Moon, and Stars had planned for her? That she was willing to go to the Passing Place and leave Faevenly for what she had done? It was an honorable destination.

      “Do what you will,” Avalynn said. “I accept the consequences of my actions.”

      A rock careened through the air and struck Camilla’s hand. “Oww!” Her bow clattered to the dirt.

      Two figures burst into the clearing, elbowing and shoving each other. One had long silver hair. The other wore red braids.

      “Stop, Gareth! Let her have her revenge!” the silver-haired one hollered.

      Avalynn stepped back. Stormshroud barked and circled the brawling pair. Gareth’s name she knew. The other must be Lirien. They were Mateo’s friends.

      Gareth grunted as he slipped his arm around Lirien’s upper body, lifted him, and slammed him into the dirt. With his knee on Lirien’s chest, Gareth worked his hands fast and furiously. She didn’t know how to interpret his sign language but didn’t have to. He was protecting her.

      “I will not!” Lirien spat. “He’s over there because of her!”

      A warning yip from Stormshroud drew Avalynn’s attention to Camilla, who was reloading her bow. She raised her hands in surrender. Gareth darted before her, planting himself in front of her like an oak tree. She couldn’t see his hand movements from behind his thick frame, but she could see Camilla.

      Tears welled in Camilla’s eyes as her arm shook. “She is a Stromm, and Mateo is gone because of her!”

      Avalynn’s heart ached at Camilla’s pain. Manny’s and little Floriana’s too. She knew what her betrayal had cost them, the family who had loved and raised Mateo. Every tear in Camilla’s eyes and every hurt look from Manny reminded her that her choice shattered them. She wished she could undo it, take back every step across that finish line. Stay a Stromm while Mateo stayed a Vela. Could she have saved him that way? Freed him from the Stromm dungeon during the night? She would never know. All she could do was try to make it right.

      Squaring her shoulders, she stepped forward. “I will do whatever I can to get Mateo back. And if I fail, you can take my life.”

      Camilla lowered her bow and arrow. Gareth turned to face Avalynn. He formed a three with his thumb sticking out and his pointer finger and middle finger sticking up and brought them down on the thumb in a closing motion while shaking his head, his mouth forming an “ooh” shape with the lips.

      Lirien pushed him. “Let Camilla decide.”

      Silence fell over them like a blanket. The whisper of wind stirred the sand. The stillness felt heavy, almost sacred, as if every desert creature held its breath awaiting Camilla’s decision. In that vast quiet, Stormshroud pressed against Avalynn’s leg. Her warm fur was comforting and grounding amidst the hanging tension.

      Avalynn had fallen in love with Mateo. Somewhere between their shared battles and quiet moments, her heart had slipped into his hands. The memory of his smile, the warmth of his body next to hers, and the intense fire in his eyes. All of it pierced her heart and singed her soul. She could not ignore the truth. Like blood and breath, her love for Mateo was a part of her. She could not leave him to the mercy of the Stromms. Whatever the cost, she’d see him free and hold him in her arms once again. And if she failed, her life would be forfeit, just as she had promised. She was okay with that. It was over without Mateo anyway.

      Camilla’s gaze locked onto Avalynn, fierce and unwavering. “Fine. I accept your offer.”
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      Mateo had no idea who he was anymore. He walked the perimeter of the bedchamber, staying close to the walls. For days, he refused invitations to celebratory feasts. He ignored requests to attend palace meetings. He isolated himself in the confines of his quarters. His only interaction with the outside world came from Maid Penny’s food deliveries. He needed time to process, to think. He wore his simple green pants and the long-sleeved black shirt he’d brought from the Sublands. The High Queen had left a new wardrobe for him, but he couldn’t bear to wear any of it. Even if her tears at his return had stirred some sympathy within him, he wanted nothing from her.

      His gaze lingered on the stack of garments sitting on the wood dresser. The fine embroidery, the gilded threads, the perfumed fragrance—it all felt wrong to him. He didn’t belong in them any more than he belonged in the palace with its gold and marble. He stretched out his fingers, then curled them into fists. He repeated the motion as the walls seemed to press in. The silence in the chamber remained heavy, like iron chains. It wrapped tighter with every passing second. His heart weighed heavy too.

      He wanted answers. Who had switched Avalynn and him at birth? And for what purpose? He slowed his restless pacing. Did it even matter? He might be a Stromm by blood, but in his heart and spirit, he was a Vela. The truth was immutable. No one could ever change that. His true family lived in the Sublands—Manny, Camilla, Floriana. Even Gareth and Lirien. Little Poppy too. He needed to return to them. Bloodlines and devious designs be damned. He’d confront the queen at daybreak.

      A tightness settled in his jaw as his thoughts turned to Avalynn. He had once wanted to go to her, to protect her. But those feelings had eroded with each step he’d taken in these quarters. Her face haunted him, that resolute look she’d worn as she knocked him down. She was a foot from the finish line and hadn’t even glanced back. She had ripped his heart out with that single move and condemned him to death.

      For all her talk of wanting to help him and the Sublanders, she’d thrown him aside the second victory was in reach. He should’ve known she would. And he couldn’t forget it. She wasn’t a Stromm by blood, but that act had proven she was more of a Stromm than he would ever be. She was in the Sublands now, but she belonged here. Here, in this palace, where betrayal came as naturally as breathing.

      He stopped in front of the row of large windows and pulled back the thick purple drapery. Pressing his forehead against the cool glass, he tried to calm the fire of rage burning inside him. In the distance, pale morning light crept over the jagged mountain peaks. It cast a wash of silver and pink across the forest below. Wisps of mist hung low among the tall pines. They trailed down the trunks before vanishing into the meadowland.

      Not long ago he was out there, a mere Sublander fighting for his life. Now, he stood in a palace surrounded by luxuries. A palace that only highlighted what his family and friends lacked—embroidered garments, silver-platter food, healing seeds. All sickeningly hollow. But then a thought struck him, sudden and sharp. It sank deep, anchoring itself in his mind.

      He was a Stromm by blood. In this place, he held power he could never claim as a Vela. It was a power he could wield for his true family. The ones who raised him and loved him. He’d already requested healing seeds and food to be sent to the Sublands, but he could do so much more. With every resource at his fingertips, he could reshape their future. He’d start with the removal of the banishment decree. He wouldn’t leave for the Sublands, not yet. Not until he’d wrung every possible benefit from this gilded cage. For the first time since coming here, the palace felt less like a prison and more like a tool. He’d bleed it dry before he left.

      Mateo pulled the whittled wooden cross from his pocket. He rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger. “Faith is a warrior.” Tucking it away, he yanked the curtain closed and spun on his heels. He marched across the floor, his boots striking the marble like a warning call. He jerked the door open and came face to face with Maid Penny.

      Dressed in a pale yellow dress and with flowers tucked into her short brown hair, she held a tray of juice and fruit. She curtsied low. “My lord, dawn’s blessings upon you.” She righted herself and nodded toward her tray. “I have your morning juice and fruit and your schedule for the day, should you desire to leave your bedchamber.”

      Oh, he desired. He grabbed the tray and set it on the floor with a clank. “Take me to the king and queen. At once.”

      Her eyes widened, her lips parting in surprise. She hadn’t expected that, and neither would they. “Yes, my lord.” She clasped her hands in front of her slim waist and added, “Please, follow me.”

      She walked beside Mateo, her quick, short steps barely keeping pace with his long strides. He slowed as they neared the door to Avalynn’s former bedchamber. Part of him wanted to step inside, to see if her sweet, floral scent lingered. But he pushed the thought away. If he didn’t matter to her, then she didn’t matter to him.

      They passed the stairwell, rounded a corner, and entered the royal wing. Even more gold flecks dotted the marble floors. Garish. Obscene. But not as offensive as the floral garden that’d been violated for the pleasure of their majesties. The powdery scents of rose and jasmine hit him like a perfumed ambush. They passed rows of windows crammed with flower-filled vases. He wanted to hurl each one to the ground, splatter the arrangements in the dirt. Maybe later.

      At last, they stopped before a floor-to-ceiling, wood-carved double door. Etched into the rich, dark wood was a scene. It came from the Summit Range Forest. Tall mountains, thick pine trees, and deadly forest animals were perfectly carved. How many servants lost fingers perfecting this monstrous display of wealth?

      Maid Penny lifted her trembling hand to knock. Her face tightened with dread as though she feared summoning a cyclone. Mateo stopped her. “Thank you, Penny. I can knock. You may go now.”

      Her narrow shoulders eased. She managed a small, grateful smile before dipping her head. “Yes, my lord.” Turning, she hurried away, eager to leave him to the task.

      He knocked three times. A pause, then two more.

      The door creaked open to reveal Marina, the queen’s personal attendant. Thick and tall with a bumpy face that suggested troll ancestry, she nodded. “My lord prince,” she said in a deep, resonant voice. Bowing, she stepped back and swung the door open wide. “How may I assist you?”

      “I need to see the king and queen.”

      “Of course.” She nodded. “I will notify your sires that you request an audience.” Sires. The word hit like a cheek slap. She led him into a
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