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For Donna

Death knew.
Death always knew.
Time favored no one—except Death.
Every second, he waited for souls, waited for the moment when the other thing called Life would release the mortal bodies. Release them so he could touch them and catch the souls as they departed. He was nothing more than a fact whispered on the lips of those who now stood around a lifeless form. Nothing more than a means of balancing the scales against the other. Nothing more than a weapon wielded by those who wished harm upon people.
But still, he was something to be feared.
Something to dread.
Something to hate.
And sometimes, he took interest in those he waited for, wondering when time would finally grant him what he wanted. He knew the dark-haired girl could sense him, knew that the golden-haired boy feared him. He knew the blue-eyed man wanted to destroy him. But what he really wanted was for the redheaded visage to reach out and wield his touch.
One day. They couldn’t have long.
But he was busy.
Time was running out. War was circling. The other was about to be eradicated.
And Death?
Death came knocking—for everyone.
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CHAPTER ONE 
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Vladimir 

––––––––
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THE BATTERED GATES of Gharridan dangled wide open and vulnerable to the world, a depiction of the kingdom itself, crumbling into dust and becoming a thing of the past. Where once stood an archway was now only jagged rocks jutting out in uneven teeth from the explosions that had mutilated them. Its vicious opening loomed above me like a guillotine ready to strike. Blood still stained the cobblestones, and ash and soot clung to the streets. The walls. The buildings. 

I could still hear the ringing in my ears from when the explosion had blown me from Dante’s saddle, and the pain as my body smashed against the ground, smoke clouding my vision, filling my lungs. The ghosts of the fallen soldiers haunted me, and War circled, laughing at me. I stared at the destruction around me, took everything in. 

But the sight did not weigh me down with sadness. 

It angered me. 

Boiled the rage simmering just beneath the surface. 

No military leader in their right mind would have set off explosions so close to the gates. The only entrance into the city was to be secured and protected at all costs, not blown into a million pieces. I ground my teeth together. It was purposeful. Planned. The order would have come directly from the queen, or from whomever she had paid to sabotage this kingdom. Our capital lay exposed to the vulnerability of being attacked by Brenden—or whoever else might wish to lay waste to Gharridan. 

We guarded the useless gates day and night while working tirelessly to fix the damage, but it couldn’t be fixed soon enough. The army I had amassed at Finnigan’s bidding was spread out before me on the plain of Gharridan, growing restless with nothing to do and nowhere to go. We’d slowly begun intermingling some of them within the city walls, but tensions still blazed high. They’d come expecting a siege and had been told to stand down.

Fear and apprehension endlessly raced through me as each issue we had to resolve multiplied and built within my mind. I told myself I’d come to the gates to appear useful, but in reality I was here to distract myself, to try to forget the meeting that waited for me in the castle. The meeting that made me toss and turn all through the night, that made my skin clammy and my hands slick with sweat. 

Both my fate and the fate of the Kavari had yet to be decided. 

After this meeting, they would be. 

Nic appeared at my side, gaze roaming over the battered structure. Wrinkles adorned his military uniform, and his dark hair was a disheveled and curly mess. 

“I give it a week.” He gave me a knowing eye. “If they spent less time glaring at the men camped out on the field, they could do it in half that.” 

I restrained an eye roll and shook my head instead. Sometimes I forgot how young he was, but leave it to him to pull humor out of this dire situation. 

“Are you here to make sure they’re getting the job done?” he asked. 

“No.” 

A brief wave of confusion passed over his features before clarity dawned. “Your meeting is today, isn’t it?” 

I worked my jaw, my skin crawling to do something, to be anywhere but here. “I don’t really know if you could classify it as a meeting.”

He shrugged. “If you ask me, I think what you need to do is just go in there and show them who is boss.” 

I did roll my eyes this time. “Well it’s a good thing I didn’t ask you, because that sounds like a great way to get myself executed, or removed from power completely. Especially since I’m not the boss.” 

“And William is?” 

I hesitated. “William is the king, but right now Gharridan is under the authority of the council until they decide who deserves to be in charge.” 

Nic cocked his head. “And you really think that William is the best choice right now?”

“What I think doesn’t matter right now,” I snapped. 

Even after everything that happened, I could tell that William was trying, even if his mind and heart were not yet completely in it. His entire world had been turned upside down. He’d awakened a prince one morning and gone to bed a king. Everything he’d believed about his mother had been revealed to be a lie—her entire life was a fraud. His own mother had murdered his father. William hadn’t fallen apart yet, a feat in and of itself, but he’d turned to the bottle. I hadn’t seen him completely sober since his coronation, and war was marching toward our doorstep. 

Nic ignored my sharp tone, getting in my face. “Listen to me, Vladimir. One of you is going to have to assert dominance. If there’s a way for both of you to rule this country amicably as a diarchy right now, I don’t see it. One of you will come out on top, and I think that I, as well as most of the people in this country, would prefer it to be you.”

My conversation with Finnigan flashed in my memory. 

“We’re not putting William on the throne.”

“Then who? Who could possibly be better?”

“You.”

I’d never wanted the crown, never desired to fulfill the position of king. I’d only ever wanted what was in the best interest of Gharridan. “That ship has sailed, Nic,” I growled. “I already told you that I wouldn’t take the throne. Everything I did, I did to preserve this kingdom and to save William’s and Taryn’s lives. If I try to usurp William’s authority, we will run into the same problem that I’ve been trying to prevent that army out there from facing this entire time.”

Nic quieted before continuing. “You’re right, but you’re also wrong. Everyone knows that you have your head screwed on straight right now and that William doesn’t. He just learned—”

I swung toward Nic, not in the mood for his antics. “All that happened to William is that his mother died, and he became king of Gharridan. That is all this country currently thinks happened, and that’s the way it’s going to stay until we can sort this mess out.” 

He stepped back at my outburst, taking the hint to keep quiet about whatever secrets he may know. Only a handful of us knew the truth of what happened in the throne room, and in that tower. It would get out eventually, but it needed to be released in a controlled manner. Having to tell your people that their queen murdered their beloved king and had been sent to destroy your kingdom by another country was no easy news to break. Especially when it had the potential to wreak complete chaos. 

“I’m just asking you to not let me—or any of us—down, Vladimir. We’ve fought alongside you. Heard your wisdom. We trust you and your judgment. You always do the right thing, no matter the cost.” 

The right thing. 

I was beginning to wonder if that even existed. 

I’d tried to do the right thing by going behind Finnigan’s back, rejecting his notion to amass an army to overthrow the Crown and instead amassing an army under the guise of uniting Gharridan. It seemed like it had only multiplied our problems. Every day, I questioned if that had been the right choice, but still I could find no other solution. No other way. 

Nic’s footsteps faded up the path, his warnings and pleas circling in my mind. 

One of you is going to have to assert dominance. 

And a bloody battle that would be.

I peered at the rising sun before turning on my heel, unaware of whether I approached the reestablishment of my position in the Kavari—or its imminent destruction and my pending execution. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Taryn 

––––––––
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THE NEED TO FLEE SHOT through my veins like wildfire, seared my skin, consumed my mind. I fingered the newly conditioned leather of the saddlebags, mentally checking off everything I needed and everything stashed inside for the third time. Food. Clothes. Weapons. I possessed little in this world. Fear clamped down on me, tried to swallow me whole, but I couldn’t let it. 

The queen’s death haunted me. Everywhere I turned, every time I looked around, her vacant eyes stared back at me, and blood crusted my hands, soaked my dress. When I blinked, it all disappeared, but it never completely left me. 

I’d killed her. 

Killed the queen of Gharridan. 

Killed William’s mother. 

Killed my father’s murderer. A spy. A liar. 

It was self-defense. It was justice. It was torment. 

I couldn’t take another day here. 

From the moment I’d stepped foot in the capital, I’d only caused chaos, only made things worse. And even after all this time, I still held no place, no standing within the government of Gharridan. 

I wasn’t a royal. 

Wasn’t a Kavari. 

I’d done enough damage, and it was time for me to leave, time for me to search out my mother’s family, to heal whatever rift had been driven between them. I’d put it off for too long, been caught up in political affairs that I’d wanted no part of in the first place. 

But it wasn’t just that. 

Vladimir was meeting with the king and the council at this very moment. While it wasn’t intentional murder, I didn’t have enough faith that they wouldn’t charge me with something—wouldn’t lock me away. Vladimir kept assuring me that nothing would happen, but after today, I questioned what authority he would still hold. A shiver caressed my spine. I could feel the heat of the councils’ and courtiers’ stares boring into me, judging me. Only a handful of people knew the truth, knew that I had killed the queen, but it wouldn’t be long until that changed. 

I would have already left days ago, but I’d only just mustered the courage, and tonight was the coronation feast. It had been postponed due to everything going on within the kingdom, but the council had insisted that it needed to go on to keep up courage and morale. I’d decided to wait to leave until after, to go in support of Gharridan, but everything within me wanted to get out of going to it altogether. 

I laid my heavy cloak over the saddlebags to obscure them from view before crossing the room and sinking into the chair at my desk. I pulled out a fresh sheet of parchment and dipped the quill in the dark ink. The envelope that I’d found in my father’s room with my mother’s insignia hovered near the edge of the desk, taunting me with its secrets but never revealing them. 

I thought I’d been so close, but I’d been wrong. 

I felt farther from finding my mother’s family than I ever had. I still didn’t understand. The letter my father had hidden in the notebook, it said that he’d gone back for her. It appeared she’d been connected to the massacre, but how? How in the world could any of this be connected? 

I bit my lip, questioning for the hundredth time if it would be better to stay, to keep turning over stones even though I’d yet to find anything. I had help here where I had none elsewhere, but I couldn’t bear to stay. 

I brought my focus back to the task at hand, the thoughts jumbling around in my head impossible to put into words. The blank parchment loomed before me, a splash of ink dripping from the quill and marring the surface. Vladimir would be angry when he found the letter. This was the second time I would leave him without explanation, with nothing more than a note—but I didn’t know how else to say goodbye. 

The tip of the quill fell to the paper, scribbling out nothing, and yet everything. I was ready to put this castle and everything that had happened in it behind me. I replaced the quill when I was finished, rereading the note again before setting it aside. It would have to do. 

But another fear gnawed at the pit of my belly. Another reason why I wanted to wait until after the coronation feast. 

William. 

I held no doubt it would be better for me to simply walk away without ever addressing him again, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. I felt like I owed him something. The least I could do was offer him an apology, but that felt deceptive given that I wouldn’t change anything even if I could. It was either my life or the queen’s, and I wouldn’t sacrifice my life to allow her to carry out more of her sadistic plan—but it didn’t make bearing the burden of what I had done any easier. From what I’d heard, William was having a hard time even believing the truth of who his mother really was, let alone accepting it.

I expected my entire scheme to backfire, for them to drag me to the dungeons before the feast even began, but it was only one night. 

One night. 

One last dance of deception with the courtiers. 

And then, finally, I would be gone. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Vladimir

––––––––
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THE SIX HOURS WE ENDURED in the previous deliberation were pesky housekeeping compared to the arguments that raged around us now—and we’d only just barely begun. 

“One of the biggest issues plaguing us right now,” Tanner, one of the elder councilmen, began, “is how much of the truth we want to reveal to the people. Their queen is dead, and the crown prince has taken the throne. Brenden marches at our doorstep. Rumors of the Kavari going rogue are still spreading throughout Gharridan, and an army now lies before the capital. No one knows if the army is here to overtake the throne, or to aid in the fight against Brenden. Our people are confused, scared. They want answers. Answers that I do not know if we should give them. Learning their monarch was actually an enemy, that her entire reign was built upon a lie, could be the very undoing of Gharridan.” 

The council remained silent, taking in the weight of his words. The truth treaded dangerous ground. Tanner spoke wisely, but concealing this would do more harm than good. The people were scared. I saw it in their hollow eyes when I passed through the town, the closing of their shutters, whispers in the alleys. I heard it in the mutterings of the soldiers we were still trying to force to get along with one another, that threw hostile looks toward the other side of the line between Crown and Kavari. 

“The people of Gharridan deserve to know the truth,” I answered first. “If we lie to them, and they later discover it, that will do far more damage than simply being honest with them from the beginning. They don’t deserve to martyr a ruler who tricked and betrayed them from the very beginning to overthrow their kingdom.” 

“Or so the witnesses claim,” William snapped. “None of us were actually in that room when my mother was killed.” 

Tension gripped the room.

“No,” a councilman interjected, “but every witness testified with the same story, and every one of us present were all there when your mother ordered our deaths and the deaths of our fellow councilmen who are no longer with us today because of your mother’s horrific betrayal.”

William’s jaw ticked. 

“And do not forget, Your Majesty,” he continued, “that it is only by our grace and our mercy that you assumed the throne. We still hold the power to remove you if we so see fit.”

I watched William closely, but his expression gave nothing away. His gaze remained locked on the table, his face carved of stone. 

Tanner cleared his throat as if to dispel the unease from the room. “There is also the issue that if we tell the entire truth, will the people question William’s right to rule considering that his mother was a traitor and the blood of our enemies runs through his veins?” 

That was one troubling fact that had not yet crossed my mind. William’s expression shifted before he could hide it, and it was clear that this idea had already occurred to him. He grabbed his half-filled glass from the table, throwing his head back as he downed the rest of the amber liquid. The alcohol had been his closest confidant since his coronation, but he had yet to learn that it would ultimately betray him. My throat bobbed, waiting for a comment from the council, but they made none. 

William’s voice cut through the room like steel. “Algarian blood may run in my veins, but my heart is Gharridan through and through. I have no claim to anything in Algarar, nor will I ever. My dedication lies with the people I’ve sworn to protect.” 

“But the people may not see it that way,” Tanner responded. “There are very serious consequences that we must take into consideration.” 

“I do not think dumping the entire truth onto Gharridan at once—if ever—would be wise,” another councilman said. “It would cause even more unrest than has already been created.”

“If you do not wish to give them the truth, what kind of lie do you plan on concocting for them?” I asked. To think they could uphold a lie of any proportion was foolishness. 

“We have been discussing that in our own meetings,” Hart said. “Someone has to take the blame, and we believe we have decided on who would best fill that role.” 

My throat constricted, Taryn’s face flashing before my mind. “Who?” 

William’s eyes gleamed with interest as the council members passed secret looks with one another. 

“Finnigan.” 

My hands curled into fists at the traitor’s name. If only he’d died with the others in the throne room. The arrow that freed Taryn from his grasp had only grazed his chest, resulting in massive blood loss, but not enough to kill him. He was currently chained within the lowest dungeon, awaiting trial—or now awaiting some other misfortune, it would seem. 

I mulled over the idea, not liking the taste of it. “Finnigan is not exactly innocent, but are you really going to charge him with crimes he didn’t commit along with the crimes that he did?” 

Hart shrugged. “He doesn’t have to confess. It can be a private trial, or we could simply declare that he has already been executed.” 

“It wouldn’t be that hard to believe,” another councilman added. “Most of the soldiers already know that he was planning to overthrow the queen and put you on the throne. It’s not that far-fetched that he would in turn murder the queen. It will be an easy story to weave.” 

“The queen has spent the last decade trying to persuade the people that Katherine was behind the king’s death,” I said. “She deserves to be exonerated from that accusation.” 

He sighed. “We’ve discussed that, and it will be made clear that Finnigan was behind that as well.” 

“And what about the soldiers who saw Finnigan go down in the throne room, that know Finnigan was never in the tower?” I asked. 

“They will be made to keep their silence.” 

I didn’t like the lies. The deception. If the true identity of the queen and everything that had transpired in that tower ever got out, it would be the final blow for Gharridan. People wouldn’t trust a ruler or government that lied to them. 

“You’re balancing the survival of a nation on a lie. I still think the people deserve to know the full truth.”

“We are making the best of a terrible situation, and that has been taken into consideration,” the councilman said. “But we will leave it up to a vote. All of those in favor of charging Finnigan with the murder of the queen?” 

Every hand in the room rose.

Except mine. 

This was wrong. 

“I need your word that you will honor this decision, Vladimir,” Tanner said. 

I locked my jaw. “I will not cause unnecessary turmoil, but only to keep the peace. Not because I agree with it.” 

I gripped the edges of the table, not wanting to ask the next question, but knowing that I needed to. “If you’re pinning everything on Finnigan, what of Taryn Gallows?”

The councilmen glanced between one another before answering. “We have conducted our own investigation. We believe that she acted in self-defense and have chosen to not charge her. With anything.” 

William’s back remained rigid, his face unreadable. As far as I knew, neither of them had spoken since Taryn killed his mother, and I didn’t know if they ever would. I hadn’t dared bring it up to William, but if he wasn’t speaking out against her, perhaps he was not as far gone as I thought. 

Several more issues of state were discussed, William’s and my opinions not needed except to agree or disagree. They discussed Brenden and the mounting war, everything that we needed to prepare for. Another batch of troops was being dispatched in the morning to secure the western border. The council threw around information, but none of it was new. I’d held a briefing with the war council every morning and no further intel had been received. 

“The biggest question we have right now”—Hart hesitated—“is who will ascend to the throne if anything happens to William.” 

His words left the room deathly silent. The crown prince had assumed the throne, leaving the position of heir vacant. This question was one that had been running through my mind over and over again. 

“Much discussion could be given to the topic,” Tanner said, “but the obvious choice here is Vladimir—”

“No.” William’s voice came out solid, definitive. 

The attention of the council shot to William, whose fingers dug into the edge of the table, his downcast gaze boring into the grain of the wood. 

“I understand your hesitance, Your Majesty, but given the circumstances—”

“I said no,” William cut Tanner off again, and a dangerous tone now coated his voice. “Vladimir already tried to steal the throne from me once. If you put him in the line of succession, I have no doubt that he will try to expedite it.”

I bit back the retort clambering its way up my throat. I’d already argued the fact time and time again. It would make no use to argue it now. William knew that I had no desire for the throne, that I had only done what I had to do to keep both him and Taryn alive, but he refused to see that. He chose to stay blinded to the truth, creating his own fantasy about the events. But Tanner was right. I was the obvious choice. Even if I didn’t want to be. Brenden had a bounty on William’s head, about that I had no doubt. They would come for him eventually, and there was no guarantee that we could hold them off. Gharridan couldn’t afford to lose the royal line with no plan for succession. 

“You don’t exactly have an heir, William,” Tanner continued. “Which is something else that we need to consider. Having you marry right away and produce an heir would be the wisest choice right now, and having an ally wouldn’t hurt.” 

His statement caught me off guard. “What do you mean an ally?” 

“Given the circumstances, William would be free to marry a noblewoman for the sake of producing an heir, but our neighbor Adellaia resides to the east, which still has an unwed princess. It would be wise to form an alliance through marriage. To have them on our side. If we could convince Adellaia that a war across the entire continent is imminent, they would be more apt to accepting us as an ally.” 

“I’ve heard that the Adellaion princess is very beautiful,” one of the councilman jested, following with a crude comment. 

The council stood here talking about both William and the Adellaion princess as if they were pieces of property to be bartered for and sold. Nothing more than breeding stock to suit a kingdom’s needs. I knew little of the princess, but I did know that she was too young—not possibly older than fifteen—and there was no way her parents or kingdom would let her be sold into a marriage. Adellaia had no allies. They kept to themselves, nestled between the mountains and the coast. All their affairs and marriages were kept in-house, and they weren’t given to enlisting in foreign aid. 

Hart pulled a piece of parchment from the table. “We’ve already taken the liberty of drafting a proposal for an alliance by marriage. With your blessing, I feel that we should finalize it and have it sent out at first light. A delay as much as a single day would be catastrophic at this point.” 

“Yes, I agree with you,” Tanner said. “Send out our fastest riders. The Adellaion princess would need to travel here immediately, as time will be of the essence.” 

“Perhaps the king should meet her halfway, and they could wed at the border of the kingdoms, shave off some traveling time.” 

Each of the council members piped up, talking about the alliance, the marriage, how much of a dowry the princess had, and if the Adellaions did accept, what was the timeline for the marriage, how quickly could it take place? 

I listened to them in stunned silence, watching as they ran away with the idea. William said nothing, but I could see the rage slowly building in him, the red tingeing his face, the vein in his neck bulging. I knew I should speak up, speak out against the absurdity of the plan and how much they were riding on an alliance that Adellaia was not likely to accept, but I couldn’t, even as the discussion grew more ludicrous. 

“And then how long would it take to produce an heir?” Hart asked. 

The questions continued. Yes, how long before there would be an actual heir with a claim to the throne? How long would it take the princess to conceive an heir ... could the princess even produce an heir? Was the king himself fertile? Perhaps experts would need to be hired to ensure that a pregnancy would happen immediately— 

“Enough!” William slammed his fist down on the table with a finality that rang through the room. “All we have done is run in circles again and again and again, and I am done. You are done. You have fulfilled your role as mediator within the diarchy and your leadership is not needed anymore. You have blasted your opinions and asserted your power, bullying your way in as if you should continue to hold the highest authority in the land when that power does not belong to you. It belongs to the Crown and the Kavari!”

I straightened, encouraged that he’d still named both of our positions.

William glared at each of the council members. “This marriage alliance will not be going out in the morning. Or ever, because I will not submit to the wasted time of an arranged marriage for the simple sake of a woman bearing my child when Brenden is marching for war!” 

“But, Your Majesty, as the only heir—” 

“As the only heir,” William interrupted and paused for emphasis. “I am still alive. If I die, then so be it. I won’t care who sits on the throne at that point, and I highly doubt that you would honor my wishes anyway. There was a time for the council to restore the balance in the wake of my mother’s death, but we are far beyond that now. We don’t need any more division and quarrels over trivial matters. We need unity. Our neighboring country is marching on our borders because I killed their king. It doesn’t matter that it was on my mother’s orders. They will not stop, and we cannot allow division to hinder us. I am the king. I am ruler of this country, and I will have the final say in all matters.” 

A hushed silence descended, everyone afraid to break it. I swallowed, fearing where he was headed. He couldn’t let the council run away with his kingdom, but nor could he claim sole sovereignty over the land. He would become the very thing his grandfather had created the Kavari to prevent. If he dissolved the Kavari— 

“Now.” William’s gaze roved over each of us, landing on me. “Gharridan may have been established as a diarchy, but for the time being, I am the only reigning monarch. The Kavari has barely stood on its two feet since the death of their leader. If they wish to restore the government that once ruled over Gharridan, then the Kavari will prove their allegiance to their king. Once this is all over, I will decide whether they still have a place in this kingdom.” 

If he was rebuking my power now, there was no way he would ever hand it back to me again. His flair about the Kavari earning their place was only to appease the council, to keep them from totally rejecting his notion of power. The Kavari had only ever sworn allegiance to Gharridan—not the Crown.

“William—” 

He cut me off before I could get two words out. “That is my decree, and it is final.” He slammed his empty glass on the table, the sound ricocheting around the room. “All of you are to answer to me as we try to bring Gharridan back into some frayed form of unity. If any of you”—he waved his finger at us—“are in disagreement with this decree, you will be arrested and then face trial. Trial for either execution or to be exiled from Gharridan permanently.” 

Shock was the only word to describe the tone of the room. 

“We do not have time for petty games,” William continued. “Is there anyone here who wishes to disagree?” 

Unease clouded the council members. If they rebuked William, they would lose him, but if they gave in to his demands, they may never be able to seize their power back. They exchanged glances with one another, hushed whispers, unaware if they should speak or not. I myself couldn’t find the words to challenge him. He’d made up his mind, and he would not be swayed, even if his decision was to the detriment of Gharridan. The desire for power or peace warred within my mind, not wanting to let William do this, but not wanting to risk further confrontation. 

A sarcastic smile plastered William’s lips. “Well, since we all seem to now be in agreement, I’m glad we had this meeting.” He strode around the table and headed for the doors, leaving his glass behind, the cup looking as empty as I felt. 

“Everything will carry on as normal at the coronation feast tonight, to keep up good spirit. We will reconvene at the weekly council meeting in two days’ time, and I will have picks for both my adviser and the members of my cabinet that I wish to instate. Happy feasting.” 

The door slammed behind him, the harsh noise echoing through the room. 

So, that was it. 

For now, the Kavari were done. Our fate rested solely with William, and I’d watched like a coward as he took that power into his hands. Nic’s face swam before mine, his words haunting my mind. 

One of you is going to have to assert dominance. 

One of us did. 

And it hadn’t been me. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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Taryn

––––––––
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THE MAUVE SILK CARESSED my body, fitting like a second skin. The metallic sheen of the elegant embroidery on the skirt caught the light and shimmered in it. I examined the dress in the mirror, the bodice pleated and covered in little crystals. I stared, not really believing that the girl looking back was me. It was the finest dress I had ever worn, and probably the finest I ever would. 

“It’s stunning.” 

Katherine’s voice drifted from the doorway, startling me. 

“It really compliments your skin tone.” 

My fingers danced over the olive skin of my arm, tracing the scar left from Queen Adamara’s blade. I may have inherited my father’s eyes, but my skin and hair were all my mother’s. I studied myself in the mirror, imagining that it was her standing here in this dress, that I could really see her again. 

But I couldn’t. 

She’d been gone for so long, every day I found it harder to recall her face to mind, to remember the little details about her that made her who she was. I’d written down everything I could remember shortly after she died, but words could only conjure so much. Each time I read them, more of the details had slipped away, disappearing like dandelion dust in the wind.

“You should know.” I turned to Katherine. “You’re the one who picked it out.” 

Katherine wasn’t looking at me. She had crossed the room and was reading the letter still sprawled out on my desk for all the world to see. The letter meant for Vladimir. 

“Were you really not going to say goodbye?” She spoke the words plainly without accusation in her voice. 

I swallowed. No. I hadn’t planned on it. 

“It’s easier,” I said. “Besides, I’m sure that he’d try to talk me out of it.”

A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “Indeed he would.”

She gently placed the letter on the desk, and the silence stretched between us. 

I clasped my hands in front of me, unsure of how to begin what I needed to say. “I want you to know how grateful I am, for everything. You’ve saved my life more than once, and I could never repay you for that.” 

“There is nothing to repay,” Katherine said, and walked back to the door. “You will be missed, but I came to fetch you for the feast. It will be starting soon.” 

The dread in the pit of my stomach intensified. I plastered a fake smile onto my face and nodded, but didn’t move. 

Katherine sensed my hesitation. “It’s just courtiers, Taryn. You’ve seen all of these people before. It’s not anyone new.” 

I nodded again, my throat constricting. 

Katherine crossed back across the room, sitting on the bed. “They’re not who you’re worried about, though, are they?”

I shook my head. 

“Are you really leaving to find your mother’s family, or are you leaving for other reasons?”

I knew what her words implied. She was both right and wrong. I was leaving to find my family, I was leaving to get away from William, but I was also leaving to get away from the capital because I felt no worth in staying here. 

“There’s nothing left for me here, Katherine,” I said. 

“And you think that there’s something out there waiting for you? With no leads? Not even knowing if they’re still alive or even interested in repairing whatever made your mother and them part ways?”

I threw my hands in the air. “What else am I supposed to do? Spend the rest of my days aimlessly wandering these halls? I don’t belong here.” 

“You could belong here. If you wanted to. In fact, you have the very birthright to belong here. To serve a purpose.” 

Her gaze bore into me, and I knew exactly what she was insinuating. I’d thought of it before, optioned it in my mind, but that life was not for me. That life would never be for me. 

“I have no desire to join the Kavari, Katherine.”

“Many times the very thing you do not desire is exactly what you need.” 

I shook my head. “Not this time. Not ever. I went down that road once, and I don’t ever want to go down it again.” 

Disappointment flickered across her face. “Then if that’s how you feel, it’s your decision. You’re free to do with your life what you will.” She turned to the door. “But I’m not going to lie and say that I agree with you.” 

She disappeared into the hall, leaving me standing there in stunned silence. It didn’t matter if she didn’t agree with me. It didn’t matter if no one agreed with me. I’d made my choice, and nothing could sway me from it. 

––––––––
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HOSTILE FACES GREETED me in the great hall, boring into my back and staring deep into my soul. Perhaps my imagination was amplifying my paranoia, or perhaps they all hated me as much as I feared.

Murderer. Their glares seemed to whisper, even though I tried to convince myself it was all in my head.

Dancers swirled through the center of the room, skirts flying with the movement, the rhythm dictated by the string orchestra performing by the far wall. Any food imaginable from savory meats to steamed dishes and fresh vegetables lined the tables at the edge of the room along with an abundance of sweet cakes and tarts, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat it. Colors swam before me, chatter and laughter, but it was all foreign to me. Something I didn’t feel part of. 

For the hundredth time, my eyes traveled to where William sat on the throne atop the dais. He’d passed right by me when he entered the room, but never even acknowledged my presence. His face was constructed of stone, expression unreadable. The fine royal apparel of dark purples and navy that draped him did not fit his mood or personality. They clashed with it. One of the servants climbed the dais, dark red wine spilling from the pitcher as they refilled the king’s goblet. It was not the first time. Or the second. 

I squeezed my hands into fists at my sides. Maybe it was better to not speak to William. I knew I was opting for the easy way out, but if he continued drinking at this rate, it would only end in disaster—or worse. 

“His mother murdered your father, and you killed his mother. That’s got to be awkward.”

My back bristled at the unfamiliar voice, and I glanced around to see if anyone else had overheard the words. No one moved. I turned to the stranger, steeling myself. She was beautiful in a fierce and wild, captivating way. A red dress the color of dying embers was molded perfectly to her body, flashing in the light. Her dark skin was smooth, brown eyes sharp and penetrating. Curly hair fell down her back in torrents of ringlets with shining beads intermingled among the locks and woven braids. A silver band adorned her left arm and a silver cuff outlined her ear. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. 

Her eyebrow cocked in question as she sipped from her drink. “I may be just a messenger, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know the inner workings of the court, and as a messenger I have access to otherwise unattainable intel. Especially when the powers that be deem my input and testimony necessary.”

I stared at her, fitting together the pieces of everything I’d gleaned since the attack. “You’re the messenger. The one who brought the missive from Marco to Vladimir.” 

She snorted “Brought the missive? More like became homeless traveling from town to town through every sort of unimaginable element while carrying proof of treason that people would kill to conceal. I shoveled horse dung at one of the inns for over a month waiting for Vladimir to return, all the while trying to figure out what to do with it if he turned up dead like Michael.” She stopped at those words. “I am sorry about your father. I didn’t know him personally, but Marco always spoke very highly of him, and losing a parent is never easy.”

I nodded my thanks, somewhat taken aback by her strong personality. 

“It’s Taryn, isn’t it?” she asked. “I’m Darya, by the way. Thought I’d introduce myself, seeing as I’m the one who helped solve your father’s murder, and you are the legendary blood vier, after all. Have they not made you a Kavari yet?” 

“I’m not joining the Kavari,” I answered, annoyed that this had been brought up twice in one day. 

She shrugged. “It would be too much politics for me. I like it every once in a while, purely for entertainment purposes, but I’d hate being tied down, tethered to one place. I like to come and go as I please.” She lifted a finger. “Not that the life of a messenger is very glamorous, because I can assure you that it isn’t. Especially when you’re stuck sleeping outside, and it’s freezing, and your toes and fingertips feel nearly frostbitten.” She shivered as if picturing the idea or remembering a past instance. “It could be worse. I could have become a maid.” She scrunched up her nose in disgust. 

I cocked an eyebrow. Being a maid sounded far more appealing to me. “Do you anticipate staying long in the capital?” 

“I don’t know.” She turned thoughtful. “Vladimir offered me a position among the high messengers. There’s enough uncertainty and excitement going on right now that it might be worth it. But the new king is a lot to handle. I’d need a stipulation that I didn’t have to work directly with him, and the stench of traveling soldiers who haven’t had a bath in weeks might be more than I could bear.” 

She looked over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “You’ll have to excuse me, but I’ve just caught sight of who I was looking for and must speak with them. Pleasure meeting you.” 

I watched her saunter away, unsure exactly what had just transpired and where all the conversation had stemmed from. Her humor was so dry, her words so blunt, her tone so sarcastic, but not in a rude way. It was actually entertaining, and I envied her easy manner, her blatant lack of care for what others must think of her. 

A server approached me, extending the last glass on his silver tray. I frowned, but took it, downing the punch in one gulp and then discarding it on an empty table. I was once again alone, and I already missed Darya’s carefree attitude. I didn’t know these people, nothing more than punitive interactions and conversations. Coming here had been a mistake. If I’d left this afternoon I’d have already been hours down the road, and everyone would have been too busy with the feast to realize I was missing. But I hadn’t, and now I was stuck here. I drew in a deep breath, deciphering the time and counting down the minutes until it was appropriate to leave. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Vladimir

––––––––
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EVERYTHING ABOUT THE banquet hall irritated me. 

The people. 

The dancing. 

The alcohol. 

The endless tables of food. 

I sat toward the back of the room, sipping my blasted drink and pushing the uneaten food I’d mutilated with my fork around on my plate. 

I didn’t want to be here. 

Was humiliated to be here. 

Didn’t deserve to be here. 

I’d lacked the guts to stand up to William or the council, and now I had possibly jeopardized the kingdom and the future of the Kavari because of it. William was right in one sense, that what this country needed right now was unity and not further division, but saying the Kavari held power in name only went far beyond that. 

And it wasn’t because I was trying to grasp at power or was afraid of losing it. That’s what William and the others would say. I couldn’t care less about the power. My only interest was Gharridan. William’s actions were turning him into the very thing the Kavari were created to prevent. Monarchies succeeded well in almost all other lands, but what his grandfather had arranged was meant to keep a monarch from absolute power, from handing the fate of a nation into one man’s hands.

I doubted the repercussions of that had connected in William’s brain, but I also didn’t trust William enough right now to entertain the idea that he could rule this kingdom sensibly by himself. His resolve was cracking, and it wouldn’t take long for those fissured lines to split and burst into an explosion. He needed help but wasn’t willing to admit or accept it. A dangerous place to be. 

A throat cleared next to me, interrupting my thoughts, but I didn’t look up. 

“Are you just going to sit here brooding all night?”

I shoved a piece of cheese into my mouth and turned my attention to the dancers. “I’m not brooding.” 

“The definition of the word would beg to differ.”

I pursed my lips, willing her to go away. 

“I believe it means—”

“I’m not in the mood to be pestered, Katherine,” I snapped. 

“Most definitely not brooding.” 

She muttered the words underneath her breath, but I still heard them. 

Katherine pulled out the chair next to mine and sat down. “You never told me how your meeting went today.” 

That’s because I hadn’t told anyone. I’d locked myself in my room, alone with my thoughts. 

I paused mid-chew. 

Perhaps I was brooding. 

I explained to her in brief detail what had transpired but was unable to meet her eyes. 

“I’m surprised the council allowed William to take control like that,” she said. 

“He was ...” I trailed off, recalling William’s demeanor. “I’ve never seen him that confident before. That sure. That intimidating and imposing. I think he fully embraced it because his position is the only stability he still holds in his life, and his throne isn’t even secure.” 

“If you’re brooding because you feel like a failure, you’re not,” she tried to reassure me. 

Feeling like a failure wasn’t even the half of it. She meant well, but words and assurance wouldn’t get me anywhere. 

“I could’ve done more,” I said. 

“Perhaps.” She shrugged. “But that’s in the past. All you can do now is do your best to better shape the future.” She leaned in. “And that’s not going to happen with you sitting back here and brooding.” 

Katherine’s chastising felt like being scolded by a meddling aunt. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Would you like me to go engage in fake pleasantries with the rest of the court gathered here? Pretend like I care?”

A smirk twitched at the corner of her mouth. “Not really. I actually had something better in mind.” 

“Like what?” I rolled my eyes as I took another swallow of my drink. 

“Like why don’t you go ask Taryn to dance?” 

I choked on the liquid, sputtering some back into the cup. “What?” She had to be joking. “Why in the world would I do that?” 

Katherine narrowed her eyes. “Because if you had been paying attention to what is going on tonight instead of being so absorbed with yourself and throwing your own little pity party back here, you would have noticed that Taryn has been alone nearly the entire night. Hardly anyone has approached her, and those that have glanced at her are all full of suspicion. The court knows she had something to do with what happened in that tower, they just don’t know what. People are afraid of her. Give them a reason to not be afraid. 

“And,” Katherine continued with a judgmental glare, “you shouldn’t need a reason because it’s the nice thing to do. She’s too pretty to be sitting alone while there is dancing going on, and she knows hardly anyone here.” 

My gaze swept across the room. The nobles passing Taryn realized who she was and gave her a wide berth. Katherine was right, people were avoiding Taryn, even if they weren’t quite sure why.

“She’d probably just say no.” I took another sip of my drink. 

“Gossip is flying around the court, Vladimir. People are afraid of her. Give them a reason not to be. And”—she wagged her finger at me—“you’re also an angsty oaf who needs to learn how to lighten up every once in a while and enjoy the simple things in life.” 

“You’re one to talk about angst,” I quipped. 

“Shut up.” She slapped me across the shoulder. “Now get your brooding mass out of this chair and go ask her. I haven’t seen you crack a smile in months.” 

That was an exaggeration. I smiled all the time.

I frowned. Didn’t I?

Katherine disappeared into the crowd, and my gaze wandered back to Taryn, still sitting alone and very out of place, eyes darting around the room with nervousness. I took note that they drifted to the dais more than once, where William still sat drinking the night away. 

I held no fondness for dancing. Had bruised the toes of everyone who tried to teach me. 

Maybe Taryn hated it too and this was one grand mistake. 

Nevertheless, I heaved myself out of my seat and maneuvered my way toward her. Her expression was unreadable, but I detected the apprehension simmering beneath the surface. When she’d first entered I’d had to do a double take, unaware if my eyes were deceiving me, but it really was her. Dressed like a royal and looking like a scared puppy, hands fidgeting in her lap as if desperate for a task. Her purple dress brushed against the floor, her hair elaborately braided partially up with the rest of her dark waves flowing down her back. My throat bobbed—Katherine was right. 

Taryn was far too pretty to be sitting alone.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Katherine 

––––––––
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I DIDN’T WANT TO BE here any more than Taryn or Vladimir did—but I would never tell them that.

It wasn’t because my dress strangled me—the design was absolutely gorgeous. Nor was it because the pins holding my hair dug into my scalp. I loved the elaborate updo, the polished jewelry adorning my neck, the smell of the sweet perfume on my skin, the soft feel of the slippers on my feet. I loved all of it. The sparkling punch, the delicate foods, the string players’ sweet melodies setting the tone of the feast.

It was the people I didn’t care for. 

I’d learned to ignore the disapproving looks, to pretend like I didn’t hear the whispers that trailed my presence, but just because I’d learned how to deal with it didn’t mean that I was immune to it. Vladimir and the council were trying to remedy the blame that had been placed on my shoulders, but even if the people believed Finnigan had orchestrated the death of Brenden’s king, they still suspected me of King Roldan’s death. Even if the queen’s treachery one day came to light, years of despising and loathing wouldn’t disappear with the snap of a finger. It would take years. Decades. The insinuations and ghosts of my past would always haunt me, hold me prisoner. People would never forget what I was associated with. The crime I was suspected of committing.

And that was just the way it was.

The way it most likely would always be.

While many avoided me, there were still those who stood behind me. Many were old friends of Michael, whom he’d persuaded of my innocence, but even in a room full of people that didn’t blame me, there would still always be one that would.

A hand slid across my lower back as someone came to stand beside me. I stiffened, not uncomfortable with the touch but with the eyes that could too easily see the display.

“There are people here, Verone.” I ducked my head, afraid someone might see my moving lips.

He remained silent.

The remnants of the conversation we’d shared less than an hour ago still hung between us, driving a wedge in what should have been easy conversation.

I knew he was still upset.

And I couldn’t blame him—but I also couldn’t change my mind.

He kept his stance open, turned out toward the crowd. “If you’re afraid to even speak to me, I guess that dancing is definitely out of the question. It’s a shame. I’d been looking forward to you stepping on my toes.”

I couldn’t prevent my lips forming into a smirk. “It was only one time, yet you still never let me live it down. Both of us know that my dancing skills are far superior to yours.”

“But only because you’re younger. I was a force to be reckoned with when I was your age.”

I shook my head. “Heaven help us, Verone is dominating the ballroom again. There aren’t enough partners for the men because all the women are standing in line to dance with him. Forget about his eligibility, fine dancemanship is the only quality needed.”

He chuckled, but even with the humor a wave of sadness swept over me. “There had to have been others, Verone.”

He took my meaning. “Of course there were, but that was before I met you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Because you chased me down.”

He lifted his eyebrows in mock surprise. “Excuse me? I objected to it. Heavily. Never sought anything more than your friendship, yet you practically threw yourself at me.”

I glared up at him “I did not throw my—”

“And then it was too late for just friendship. Even when you tried to convince yourself otherwise.”

I looked away, cheeks hot, knowing exactly where this was going. “You know why—”

“I do know why,” he interrupted again. “And I don’t care.”

“But I do,” I said. 

I strode away before he could interrupt me again. Interrupting was my job, but I wasn’t about to have a full-scale argument in front of the entire court of Gharridan. He continuously ventured to this topic, and I shut him down every time, but I knew he was finally about to push his way through the entire thing. 

Cool air brushed against my cheeks as I stormed out onto the balcony. A few people mingled about near the banister, but it was mostly deserted. I leaned against the railing, looking out at the courtyard below, the hanging lights twinkling in the night. 

“Katherine.” 

I closed my eyes at his voice behind me. 

“Verone ...”

He took my hand without warning, leading me into the shadows of an alcove, away from watching eyes. His lips met mine. It had always been like this. Dark corridors, concealing shadows, brief conversations when no one else was around. 

And it always would be like this. 

I pulled away, knowing what was coming and wanting to free myself from it, but his hand in mine locked me in place, and he blocked my escape. 

“Katherine, you’ve avoided this for too long—”

“I know what you’re going to ask,” I interrupted. I didn’t like feeling vulnerable. “And the answer, as always, is no. I can’t.” 

“You can’t now or you can’t ever?” 

I wanted to look anywhere except his blue eyes, but they were all there was to look at. 

“Not never, but—” 

He pursed his lips together. “I love you, Katherine, and I’m willing to wait as long as it takes, but not if you’re never going to be ready. Which is the impression you’ve been giving me for quite a while now. You keep insisting it’s what you want, but words can only go so far without actions.” 

I
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