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Chapter 1
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Drayton Sterling lay back along the narrow bench, which served as both seat and bed, and studied the shadows moving like smoke between the curved surfaces of the stones above him. Ana had left them to watch over him, but how they might protect him, he couldn’t guess. Nor what they might do to him if he were to go against her.

He had, after all, allowed himself to be locked up. When the king had disappeared, he hadn’t put up a fight. It hadn’t been worth the effort. He would have gone to the cells no matter what he said or did, and he wasn’t prepared to take down good men to prove the regent right.

Barlow had walked him to the cells and locked him away, although he had promised to try his best to get him out. How the man planned it, Dray wasn’t sure. If he really wanted out of the cell, he could have accepted Ana’s help and allowed her to spirit him away as she had the king. He continued to stare at the rough stone ceiling, imagining what might be going on in the throne room somewhere above him and what else Ana might do to help the king.

The sword master had hesitated in identifying the king, allowing doubt to be seen by those in the room when the king had changed. The boy had become someone else, and for just a moment Dray had thought he had been fooled himself. But he knew the boy. He had known him the moment he’d seen him and had hardly left his side. The only change Ana had made was to dress him as he should have been dressed.

It occurred to Dray, as the shadows moved across the rough surface, that the regent had never wanted the boy to be King. He had done everything he could to keep him hidden away and ignorant of the world, despite appearing to do all he could to make him the king he was destined to be.

Perhaps Barlow could talk to the tutors, discover what the king had been learning and what they had been teaching. The only one who had seemed to pay him the time and effort worthy of a king was the sword master, Forest. Dray could only hope that he remained safe, along with his daughter. The fiery little girl came to mind, although she was not as young as she appeared, given that she would have been born when the queen died. Although, there was something very odd about her, and yet familiar at the same time.

She had been determined to save Edwin, only Ende had managed to hold her back from the attention of the room. She was stronger than she appeared, and Dray wondered if she could have been stopped had anyone other than the dragon tried to hold her. He had noticed the burnt fabric on the back of the dragon’s shirt as they had escorted him from the room.

Once he was alone in the cell, Ana had appeared before him, walking through the bars as though they were made of smoke. He had hurt her by refusing to go with her, but he was sure it was the only way he could save the king. He watched the shadows continue their slow journey between the stones, and in an instant they disappeared. Dray sat up slowly, taking in the man standing in the dim light by the bars.

“Have you thought about it?” the regent asked.

“About what?” Dray leaned back into the cold, rough stones and wondered if the shadows hid behind his back from this man. What might they do if the regent actually posed a threat? Dray looked past him for a sign of any other soldiers or the mage, but it appeared he had come alone. The regent had lost his main man, after all, when Ana had allowed her shadows to take him. If they were hers. Part of him feared they were using her rather than supporting her.

“Whether you continue to insist the imposter is the king.”

“Where is the king?” Dray asked. He moved his focus from the man, who stood to his left, to the front of his cell where he remembered Ana standing not so long ago.

“Lost. Run away.”

“How long can you keep that story going? Those girls, the tribute. They know what they saw.”

“Do they? They also saw a witch appear in the middle of their camp. She might have done anything to ensure the young man appeared to be who she wanted them to think he was.”

“What about his friend? Would you have given her to the mage? What might he do with a bright young woman like that?”

“I’m sure he would have found a use. He is always searching out some girl or other. And I believe he needs a new maid.”

“I had heard she was somewhat altered,” Dray murmured.

The regent shivered and moved his hand to his right forearm, rubbing over it.

“Did you vex her?” Dray asked, thinking of the maid, but the man dropped his hand and glared at him.

“Where is the witch?” the man asked, stepping around to stand before him. Dray thought he might step through the bars as Ana had.

He shook his head, wondering if now was the time for the shadows to show themselves and if that would help him or make the situation worse. A shadow of a man caught his eye, and Dray tried to subtly shake his head, thinking the shadows had returned. It wasn’t subtle enough. The man before him growled, and Dray looked at him again.

“I could have you hanged before she could stop me,” he said, his voice low and dangerous, and Dray believed him.

“You would need clear charges,” said the man in the shadows, standing where the regent had been.

Dray sighed and nodded at the realisation it was Barlow.

“Who would know?” the regent asked.

“Given the uncertainty around the king, I would think his regent would be more focused on finding him.”

“The boy has abandoned his crown.”

“I’m sure that story helps you sleep at night,” Dray murmured, wondering if he was seeing the shadows move around him or if his mind was going. After all that had happened, he put his trust in Ana first. When she had winked out of the room as though she hadn’t existed, with the king in her arms, Dray wondered why he had ever followed her. Yet he knew the king must come first, that he had to be saved, and it was the only way.

He blew out a slow breath.

“Feeling betrayed by the little witch?” the regent asked. Dray looked into his grinning face, half hoping the shadows could take him away.

“She knows what she does.”

“Does she? Do you have any idea where she took the imposter?”

Dray shook his head. He hadn’t asked, and it wasn’t something she had been willing to tell him. Not that he would tell this man if he did know.

“What if you crossed her?” the regent asked, leaning forward, his face close to the bars. “What might she do?”

“Something like she did to the major,” Dray said, resting his head back.

The regent only glared and then walked from the cells, his hand on his arm again. Dray wondered when he might have injured it, and whether it had anything to do with Ana.

“I don’t think he will change his mind,” Barlow said. Dray glanced at the man, having forgotten he was there.

“It no longer matters,” Dray said, lying back down on the bench.

“Here,” Barlow said, and Dray caught the thin blanket as he tossed it between the bars. “It isn’t much, but until I work out a way to get you back amongst the men, this is the best I can do.”

Dray flicked the blanket out over his legs and stared back at the ceiling. Something shifted in the shadows and then, as Barlow left with the small lantern, whatever it might have been disappeared. He would be forever looking for what wasn’t there, Dray thought, closing his eyes and hoping the large dark monster that had found them in the forest wasn’t creeping through the shadows anywhere nearby.

֍

The regent stood in the middle of the throne room and growled. The soldier wasn’t going to give him anything of use to find the boy or the witch. He had demanded that the mage find a way to track the boy down and destroy him before the witch found another way to push him before the people. But he too had been somewhat distracted and wanted to wait. He wasn’t sure what for.

Too many believed the boy was the king, despite the regent’s best efforts at trying to show him to be something else. Travelling with the tribute had done nothing to help that story. Thom rubbed at his arm and then pulled at his sleeve. It ached all the time, yet there didn’t appear to be any injury. He wondered if it was some trick the witch had played, to make him think he was hurt when he wasn’t. He sighed and pulled down the sleeve, wincing as the material moved across his skin.

The room was still a mess from the evening before. Tables had been moved and chairs overturned. A tapestry had been burned, and no one seemed to know how that had happened. Food and wine had been spilt across tables and floor. He wondered when it was going to be put right. This wasn’t the dining hall, after all. It was where the people came to see him.

He sat heavily on the throne, then leaned forward quickly, half expecting Ana to jump from the shadows. She had always been watching. Again, he thought of the mage’s certainty that she could help them, yet she had been just as the mage had feared when he had first seen her. If only she hadn’t managed to convince the soldier to save her. He still had no idea how that had happened.

The soldier had appeared quite resigned in his little cell. Thom wondered if he was bitter that she hadn’t saved him when she’d saved the boy. They were still to find the young blonde woman the mage had been so interested in. The regent sighed out his frustration. Amidst the mayhem, he had yet to assign the tribute. He stared at the mess before him and wondered if he should rethink who he was to give them to.

Thom vividly remembered the dark eyes of one of the women. Her olive skin, her soft dark hair. She had been disappointed, it seemed, when the boy had gone, and he wondered if she longed for something better than what she had. He sat forward, and a soldier appeared in the doorway.

“Fetch the tribute with the dark skin,” he said, waving the man away again. Perhaps he needed some time to determine just what she did want and whether he could use it to his advantage. He still had ten tributes and, despite the debacle of the night before, he could hardly blame any of it on the Lord of Near Forest. In fact, it would be better at the moment to try and keep the peace. For the boy might have tried to make an ally of the man. The Lord of Near Forest was young, Thom remembered, having taken over when his father died. But he hadn’t visited the provinces as Barric had, and as Edwin had claimed.

The blonde girl had called him Ed. Had she known who he was, or could Thom claim she was misled? For a young woman couldn’t refer to the king by name, no matter who she was. A boy named Ed, trying to claim to be King. He might be able to use that.

The woman appeared before him, and his breath caught. She curtsied deeply and then stood, head bowed. “You wished to see me, Your Highness.” Her voice was light, her face beautiful, and when she raised her dark eyes to him, he stood and stepped forward to take her hand.

“Tell me where you come from,” he whispered.

“The Near Forest,” she said, her eyes downcast.

“I know they claim the tribute comes from the province, but it isn’t always so,” Thom said conspiratorially, leaning in towards her and breathing in her subtle citrus scent.

“In this case,” she returned, a smile forming easily on her lips, “it is true.”

“Oh,” he said, leaning back.

“My brother is the lord,” she said, raising her dark eyes to meet his.

“Did he send you away?” Thom asked, raising a hand to his heart.

“I chose to go. He wished to keep one for himself, and I saw the opportunity.”

The regent tried to keep the anger from his face. Keeping a tribute destined for the capital was not something that would win favour. “Which one?” he asked, hoping the question didn’t sound as short and bitter as he thought it did.

“Belle, the king’s friend.” She put a hand over her lips and blinked as though realising her error, but he knew it was staged. “He wasn’t the king.”

He shook his head. “And she has run.”

“Why did you wish to see me?” she asked. Her look was expectant, but he was sure the girl guessed more than he hoped to tell her.

“I wonder at who I might gift you to,” he said, stepping away and sitting down.

She followed, standing before the throne. “I thought you might have been interested yourself,” she whispered, looking down, and he wondered if she was hoping rather than questioning.

“I am an old man,” he said carefully.

“Hardly,” she said, sitting at his feet and resting her hand on his knee.

He gaped at her openness. No woman before had thought to get this close. He rested his hand on hers. “What would you want? Or do you want for your brother?”

She scowled then, pulling from his hold and standing. She brushed at her skirt and patted at her hair, the movement accentuating the lowered front of her dress, and when he raised his eyes from her cleavage, she was smiling.

“I am not here for my brother,” she said clearly.

“You are here for a brighter future,” he said, beckoning her forward.

She nodded once, but was reluctant to step forward again. He motioned again, and she stepped closer.

“Would you be a loyal wife?” he asked.

She curtsied so low before him that she almost sat upon the floor. He stepped forward and offered her a hand. As she rose, she stepped in close to him, but he pushed her back a step when she reached for his arm.

“Your Highness,” she whispered.

He rubbed his arm as he nodded.

“It will be announced soon,” he said, waving a soldier forward. “Escort the lady to her room.”

She bowed her head and followed the soldier from the room. He watched her go, willing her to turn back at the doorway and smile. When she didn’t, he feared his arm had got in the way again.
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Ana breathed in the salty air and was reminded of home. Despite all that had happened, she didn’t miss the world she had left behind. And she doubted she would ever want to return. Her toes dug into the cool sand as the water lapped around her legs. It pulled at her skirts and dragged on her cloak. She sighed at the quiet comfort it provided.

The breeze pulled at her hair and blew across her skin. The wind had scared her not so long ago, but no more. Although the only real change was the lack of height to fall from. She moved her toes through the sand, grounding herself further.

There was nothing beyond her, the sea a slowly undulating green-blue beast that comforted her. A short distance along the coast was a small town built around a port. Although there had been boats when she had watched the people from the shadows as the sun rose over the water, there wasn’t a single vessel visible from her place on the beach.

For a moment she wondered what was across the sea, what she might find if she sailed away. It could be an option for the king, suddenly confident in her presence. She had been reminded of how comfortable they were together in the mountains, the connection Ende had sensed, and yet she hadn’t been as confident of it herself of late. They needed each other, but how she no longer knew.

She closed her eyes and focused on the world around her, the cool water and the gentle breeze. Behind her, the marshland filled the world between the sea and the capital. It was a strange landscape. Several people lived amongst the grasses, but few seemed to pass that way.

Despite his concerns when she had first taken him, Ed was not trying to go anywhere. He was too keen to stay, and it unsettled her a little. It was what she had promised him, after all—to help him, to give him what he wanted. And he wanted it now. All that indecision, yet he had looked at his uncle sitting on the throne and seemed to know it was his for the taking. If she had allowed him, he may have taken a sword to the man.

In the end, she hadn’t given Ed the option. They needed a more determined plan to remove the regent. She hoped he would be the one to find it and prove himself a king. Not that she had returned to him since the evening before. He needed the time to be sure it was what he wanted. She provided fresh clothes, water and food, and remained hidden in the shadows to ensure he was safe.

Despite the woman in his arms, he had not said anything further. He only needed to know that Ana would support him, that she had the power to support him. The little dragon came to mind. Ana wondered if Salima would find him, search him out as she had been so determined to do. Her only focus was the brother she didn’t know she had, and Ana wondered then at the single-mindedness of the girl. Was there something else, or did she just understand the danger to him?

She stepped deeper into the cool water, the fine silk of the dress still far too light.

‘Miss?’ a young man called from further down the beach, and she watched as he raced towards her.

He appeared puffed when he stopped by her, but she couldn’t place his face. She wasn’t sure if he was someone she should know or just someone passing by.

“There are things in the water,” he said, pointing out at the waves.

“What things?”

“You might drown.”

Ana looked down at her feet, the water barely reaching her knees. “I don’t plan to swim.”

He stood there for a time, watching her and then the water.

“What do you want?” she asked, allowing the shadows to fill her voice. He took a small step back. “Go home,” she hissed.

He bowed his head and turned away, walking quickly down the beach and occasionally turning to see if she was still there. She sighed and turned back to the water. Something moved beneath the surface, something dark, but it didn’t come near her. She took another step deeper into the cool water.

Two small children ran and squealed further down the beach, racing at waves and then running away as the water chased them back and lapped onto the shore. She wondered at the two girls she had seen in her room at the mage’s workshop. She closed her eyes, remembering them; there was something very special about them, but she wasn’t sure what it was. The shadows pulled on her.

Take them.

“I don’t want them,” Ana whispered over the waves. “Do I?”

I can feel the power within them.

“Like ours?” Ana asked. Could they also be linked to the shadows? But Belle was something very different, not that Ana had seen her shine since she had her pulled from the throne room. The mage had wanted Belle too, and Ana was sure he had seen for himself just what she was.

Ana watched the water rise and fall before her as it lapped against her thighs, her cloak heavy with liquid. She hadn’t seen the light in Belle until the carriage, and Ende hadn’t mentioned anything. Was there a reason she’d been called to the king’s side?

She sighed, thinking of Ed again as he stood in the tall grass with the woman in his arms, her feet muddy, her arms holding him close. He had real wanting on his face, as though the crown was the only thing of importance. She wondered what would have happened to him if he had stayed in the capital all those months ago instead of running to the north to find his mother’s friend.

She had wanted him to use her, to allow her to help him be the king he was meant to be, and now he would. Yet she wondered if it was for the same reason he wanted it now. She should visit with the mage. She might be able to learn what she couldn’t before and see what these little girls were.

The maid stays close.

Ana cocked her head to the side. The creature the maid had become belonged to her, in the same way as the shadows were hers. Yet the hatred in the little maid joined with the darkness might not allow her to take what she wanted from the mage. Ana turned and pushed her way back to the shore, the cloak heavy about her shoulders and the dress clinging to her legs.

“I want to see Dray,” she said.

Leave him be, the voice inside her hummed, although Ana knew full well that her magic longed for him as much as she did. She needed his approval, his reassurance, and his friendship.

“Show me,” she breathed, closing her eyes to the world around her and allowing the cool wind to pull at her wet clothing.

Dray appeared in his cell. Ana watched from the shadows as he tried to exercise in the small space, half hidden by the wooden bench. He grunted through another push up and then collapsed, rolling over on the stone floor, his brow sweaty, his hair wet. His eyes appeared focused on her as he stared at her shadows on the ceiling. How hard was he trying to make this a viable option?

“It appears you are right,” a man said, reaching through the bars and setting a cup on the bench.

“I usually am,” Dray said, a smile pulling at his lips. Ana wanted to be there to help him to his feet. He huffed and then sat up, resting his arm across the bench and taking the cup, which he held up in salute to the man on the other side of the bars before he took a sip.

“The history tutor is surprisingly talkative, and not particularly bright.”

“Did he say if they were directed to mislead the king?”

“No,” the other man said, a little disappointed. “But it appears his understanding of history is not what it should be. Our king was also too eager to shirk his classes, which the tutors were only too happy to let him do.”

Dray sighed and ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his face. Ana wished she were lower so she could see him front on rather than from above. She willed the shadows down the wall, but as her gaze drew level with his, he looked towards the wall and then glanced quickly at the other man. Barlow, Ana realised.

She sighed and pulled them back again.

I won’t allow him to be taken.

“He already has been,” Ana said softly, although he was using the time appropriately. She only hoped that Barlow wasn’t discovered seeking information on his behalf. But there would be more soldiers amongst the ranks who would help him. He was a good man, even if he had run away with a maid.
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The girls all lined up before the throne as Thom tried not to look around at the state of the room. It had finally been cleared, but it still felt stale and messy. He wanted desperately to check the shadows behind him, sure that the witch wasn’t far away. The mage had assured him that he had his own beast in the shadows, but Thom doubted the man could control it as well as he thought he could.

Thom wasn’t as trusting as he had been. The mage was supposed to be working for him, to ensure he was not only safe but remained on the throne and became the true heir. That hadn’t gone very well. Other than the tribute, there were only soldiers in the room. He stood slowly and bit his tongue rather than touch the arm that seemed to ache all the more as he stepped forward.

He raised a hand towards the guard by the door, and a man was shown in. One of the nobles, vying for attention. In fact, it was the one who, not so long ago, had been keen to see if the witch knew more of the king. The man looked serious now, and he bowed low before the regent.

The tribute stood perfectly still, lined up before him. They were all perfect. The Lord of Near Forest had managed to provide the best of the kingdom, no matter where he might have gotten them from.

Thom had been willing to allow some of the men to choose their own from the line, but as he looked them over now, he made eye contact with the beauty from the forest and she gave him a small smile. The man walked down the line as they all looked to the ground and selected a blonde girl at random, taking her hand and pulling her forward. She flushed, the colour highlighting her beauty, and the man drew in a sharp breath.

“Your wife,” Thom said, directing the woman towards him.

“I thank you, Your Highness,” he said, bowing again. He held the woman’s hand too tightly in case the regent would change his mind and take her back again.

The regent waved him out, and another man entered. “If you could choose,” he prompted the man, whose eyes moved to the dark woman in the middle of the line. The regent gave a small shake of his head. The man stepped forward and took the hands of the dark-haired woman beside her. The regent nodded.

“Go,” he said, bored with the event already. His eyes met the forest woman’s again.

He wasn’t bored, he thought, his eyes refusing to move away from the dark beauty. He just wanted this over and her for himself. In truth, he had invited ten men of the capital forward this morning. Some of those he had invited were different from those he had initially considered. He had almost been tempted to offer one to the sword master, after all. But he had won his small battle with that man when he had struggled to identify the king.

Thom grinned and waved the next one forward. He had determined the order in which they were to attend. He had kept them separated, so they would not be any the wiser if he changed his mind. They could compare young wives later.

An older man stepped forward. His eyes travelled over the line of women remaining, and without a look at the regent he walked forward and looked them over one by one. He turned and travelled back down the line. As he passed the dark forest girl, she glanced up at him. Did she want what she had indicated? The man stopped by the girl who appeared to be the youngest of them all and ran a finger down her cheek. He leaned forward and whispered something that made the girl blush as he took her hands in his.

‘A good choice,’ the regent said.

‘Thank you, Your Highness,’ the man said with a bow, the girl clinging to his arm, and Thom waved them towards a door.

He looked over the waiting girls then, and back to the door.

The soldier appeared, a question in his glance.

“Not yet. I fear this young lady doesn’t feel well,” Thom said slowly, motioning forward the woman he wanted for himself. “Take her through to the west dining room and fetch her some cool water.”

The soldier nodded and indicated the way. Without looking at Thom, she followed. As soon as she was out of sight, he waved towards the door and held up two fingers. Another soldier in the doorway bowed his head and sent in two young men.

They looked at each other and then the women before them. Whether by luck or not, they selected different women and then were gone. He cared little for the remainder of the choices and stood silently as the men he had chosen entered and then left with the girls of their choosing. He looked over the empty room as the soldier reappeared.

“There is a gentleman waiting,” he said.

“Keep him waiting.” Thom strode through the other door and towards the west dining room. He only hoped no one else would have thought to visit the small space.

As he entered, she stood quickly and curtsied. He stopped, closing the door behind him, then glanced around the room to see if anyone had stayed to ensure she was seen to.

“You have made your choice,” she said, looking down.

“Are you not happy with it? I have another eager lord wishing to please me, if you would rather someone else.”

She smiled up at him, but made no move. He tried not to sigh. She was more beautiful than the witch, and he wondered if he could dress her differently. Although, the pale golden gown suited her dark skin. Without hesitation, he gently ran his fingers over her bare shoulder. She was as soft as she appeared to be. She held him with a steady gaze, and he knew he wouldn’t have to fight her to get what he wanted, wouldn’t have to fear her... he wasn’t sure what. He stepped back again.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing to his arm.

He nodded once and she helped him slip the coat from his shoulders, then stepped behind him and pulled it carefully down over his arms. She folded it and placed it over a chair at the large round table in the middle of the room. He made to roll up his sleeve, but she held up her hand, reaching instead for the ties by his throat. He felt a nervousness he hadn’t felt before as she pulled his shirt from his breeches. He looked down at her concentrating as she guided one arm out and lifted the fabric over his head before very carefully removing it from his injured arm.

He flinched as she held her hand above it. “What did she do?” she whispered, leaning forward, her breath soft over his skin.

He shook his head.

She rested her hand over the skin and looked up at him as he grimaced. His skin prickled, but it wasn’t the burning sensation he feared. Then she ran her other hand over his chest. “Not an old man,” she breathed, pushing him gently back towards the table. She lifted her skirts enough to step over his leg and leaned into him, her hands on his chest.

He closed his arms around her, wincing as his injured arm brushed against her. She pulled away and turned back to the arm.

He winced as she took his wrist. “It doesn’t look damaged,” he said, unsure how to explain what he was, what it was, when he didn’t know himself.

She bent over it and pressed warm lips to the skin, and he cried out. But instead of moving away, she moved her soft kisses along his arm. The skin appeared to bruise where she touched, and he pulled her tight against his chest with the other arm. Holding out his injured arm, he watched the forearm slowly turn a dark bluish purple.

“I only...” she stammered, tugging at his arm across her throat as he pulled her closer. “Please,” she whimpered, and he released her. She dropped to the floor, her hand to her throat.

As he studied the arm, the strange colour disappeared. He flexed his fingers and stretched, then placed a hand over it and was surprised it felt as it had before. “What did you do?” he asked, looking down at her.

She shook her head. He squatted beside her and held out the arm. “Touch it,” he commanded.

She raised damp, terrified eyes to his and then reached out to lay her fingers gently on the skin.

“More,” he said, dropping to his knees.

She rubbed her hand across his forearm and, when he didn’t move, grabbed him firmly. “How?” she asked, her eyes on him, her breasts heaving with every frightened breath.

“I don’t know,” he whispered, leaning over her. She leaned back, her skirts showing more of her leg than he anticipated, and he pushed his hand along her smooth olive skin. “Show me what else your lips can cure,” he demanded, hooking a hand around the nape of her neck and pulling her to him. Her fingers bit into the skin she held as he dragged her closer.

֍

The two girls stood side by side, their smocks covering their skinny frames and their strange golden eyes studying the mage across the book. He tapped it again with his finger. “Read it,” he said.

They looked at each other first and then to the page. One twisted her head to the side, as though reading from another angle might help. The other screwed her eyes into a squint and leaned closer to the page.

He sighed and glanced around, hoping his little maid could assist them, but she hadn’t been seen since he had brought the girls to the capital. He worried that they might take the children when he needed them himself. He saw the power, but he wasn’t sure yet just how he could use them. They hadn’t found their link to the other side.

The glow of the girl being dragged away from the young king was burned into his memory, and he longed for her. She had something he had not seen, and he wanted it. Although he wondered what that would mean for the shadows. Had she always glowed in such a way, and did Ana know what she was? She had sent her shadows after the girl and stolen her away. Everyone else thought she had run, but he knew what it was the moment the lights had gone out.

She was bright, shining in the dark, and then the dark closed around her and dragged her far away. What was Ana up to? He would like the chance to sit and talk with her, learn what skill she had, for she was much stronger than he had anticipated. Much stronger than the darkness he had envisaged envelop the regent.

He looked towards the door then. He was surprised the regent hadn’t reappeared after all that had happened. The man had searched out the mage when he’d been looking for the girls. That had taken far longer than he had anticipated, and the mage wondered if he wasn’t as strong as he used to be.

“He is busy sharing tribute,” a voice hissed from the shadows, and the mage smiled. He had done the right thing in giving her away. She remained close despite her loyalty to Ana. Looking now into the shadows for the beast he couldn’t see, he wondered if she was only there on Ana’s bequest, spying on him.

“Perhaps the man should have kept one for himself,” he mused. It might take the regent’s mind from Ana for a time. The mage would need to find a way to deal with her, but so far, they had only succeeded in angering her further.

“He did,” the shadows hissed.

The mage looked away from the girls before him. Interesting. He hadn’t expected such a turn of events. But the regent was a man like any other, he supposed. He’d had feelings before, usually for someone untouchable, unattainable. Mariela and then Ana.

“Can you sense the king?” the mage asked, closing the book the girls were still struggling to make sense of.

They glanced at each other, and he wondered how well each of them would function alone. He would need to be careful if he wanted to use them to their full advantage. They turned back to him, sharing an apologetic look as they shook their heads in unison.

He tapped his finger on the cover of the book, waiting for the shadows to share any news, but there was only silence. He looked down at the cover and then at the image of the queen on the desk, the edges a little burnt. He lifted it to his nose. “Why is this not where I left it?” he asked.

“We haven’t touched it,” the girls said quickly. Again, thinking as a pair.

“You are not to touch him,” the shadows hissed, and the image disappeared.

The mage growled, pushing up from the table, and the girls stepped back. He waved them away, and they ran through the open door to what had been Ana’s room, shared by others before her. The outer door was locked, a guard standing on the other side. The mage wished he could send his little maid out to test them now. She was no longer his to direct.

“Are you to follow your queen over me?” he asked, staring into the shadows as the door closed behind the girls.

“Yes,” she hissed, appearing as his maid for just a moment in the shadows, the face so familiar before it was gone.

“I gave you...” he roared into the darkness, but the cold hand on the back of his neck caught his voice in his throat. He gulped down his fear and hoped it was a game the creature played. Then something pulled at his short beard, a claw scratching at his chin. He was sure it drew blood, but he couldn’t see any sign of the creature. He looked towards the wall where the girls had just run to and wondered if they would be what he needed them to be—or if they would be stolen away.

“What do you want from me?” he asked, aware he was doing as required now, not the girl he had given away.

“You want to save your regent,” a voice hissed in his ear, the creature still unseen.

“I want what is best for this kingdom,” he whispered.

Something sharp poked his side.

“You want what is best for you.”

“What do you want?” the mage asked again.

“I want a way to destroy her.”

The mage waited. She did Ana’s bidding, would not go against her, and yet the hatred in the child within called to him. He smiled and nodded once. “Her soldier,” he suggested.

“She has protected him.”

“More shadows?”

“She has called to them, uses them. They will do her bidding. Unless she is gone, and then they will be free to do mine.”

“You are sure they won’t follow the other creature?” he asked, fearing the reaction to the words. The air became cooler.

“I was first,” the shadows hissed.

He bowed his head as the pressure was released and the beast disappeared.
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