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      In a three-room shack deep within the easternmost valleys slept a human babe. Its swaddling gown was thin, threadbare, and secondhand, the color dull with age. To the young blue fey, the babe smelled like meat.

      Fira giggled, tiptoeing across the uneven plank floor, and Fedrine, half again her size, pushed the fairy and hissed a warning to be silent. It was too rough, and the smaller fairy rolled forward in her stumble, crashing awkwardly—noisily—into the makeshift crib. The babe screamed and jolted to waking, and Fira covered her own ears as she cowered below.

      Footsteps sounded in the main room.

      Fedrine grabbed the swaddled child and tossed it, bundle and all, out the window. As it landed in the tall grass, Fira cried out in protest, her tiny hands gesturing through the air. Fedrine’s eyes narrowed on the other fey, their depthless black inspiring both a spike of fear and the thrill of the hunt. He motioned toward the naked bedding.

      Fira smiled then crawled into the youngling’s crib.

      When the humans entered their firstborn child’s bedroom, it was not the slender form of Fedrine they saw. The changeling fey had shifted, his skin going pale, the fur lining his neck curling into long chestnut locks, kissed by the sun. His thin lips were softened and curved, and color dotted his cheeks. The only thing unchanged was the endless chasm of his eyes. His head tilted down, and his hand snaked slowly over the soft lumps of what appeared to be their unharmed babe in its bed. It would look to the humans like a blessing, some angel of mercy come to show favor upon their child.

      The human woman fell to her knees, shaking as her work-calloused palms covered her mouth. “Heavens,” she whispered through her bony fingers, as underfed as she was. “Heavens exalt us with this gift.”

      It was clear she was waiting for some response, but Fedrine did not speak. The changelings had no words.

      The changelings had teeth.
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      It had been three seasons since our return to the castle, three seasons of peace and rightness since the fey had last breached the walls. It figured that was all the peace we would be allowed.

      “Where are they?” I demanded, grabbing my scabbard from the high table near the bedroom door.

      Grey’s dagger, sticky with blood, was already in his hand. “The east hall.”

      I cursed. We had barely finished renovations from their last late-night visit. “And Ruby?”

      Grey took a breath but didn’t answer. I hesitated, my chest clenching until his eyes met mine with a flicker of unidentifiable emotion. “I don’t know,” he said.

      Then we ran through corridor after corridor until we met the massive, open chamber that was the east hall.

      The walls were covered in fire. The stone burned with an unnatural green flame, popping and crackling while pale-skinned fey danced beneath its glow. There were seventeen of them. Six paraded across the uneven ledge where a window had once been, three were tangled in a violent argument that hovered over the far corner, and the rest were on foot before the slender few of my guard who were present.

      I took stock of them, the seven whose duty was to protect me and to stand at my side during a fight. Chevelle and Rider had been gathering sentries south of the mountain and weren’t expected back until midday. Steed and Rhys were there, though, parrying attacks from several frost monsters near the opposite wall while Grey and I fought our way to reach them.

      Anvil and Ruby were nowhere in sight.

      The small gathering of lesser fey was not what had me concerned. It was nearing dawn, and I knew what was to come. “Clear the hall,” I screamed, “or so help me, I will break the treaty and scatter your pieces!”

      A roar of cackling laughter rolled through the open chamber. The creatures were out for blood. My threats meant nothing. I wondered only briefly if they’d already secured some, if the guards on the outer walls had paid that price. It would have been enough reason to end them immediately, but there was more to come.

      Another visitor would soon arrive, one who could not be so easily dispatched. We needed to secure Ruby from the fey.

      “Find her,” I told Steed and Rhys. “Whatever you do, don’t let them take her.”

      They looked as if they wanted to argue, but our number in the hall would not change the outcome. Veil would arrive soon, and his only interest was me. I made it an order. “Now.”

      Steed drew a breath, purposely catching my eye before he followed in Rhys’s footsteps. Something had happened. There was more they were not telling me.

      Because we didn’t have time. Orange streaked the skyline, the strange glint of firelight making it seem unreal. We had minutes, maybe. There was nothing I could do. I glanced at Grey, wishing I could in some way use my power and connect to his magic the way I had to Chevelle’s to keep the fey from manipulating it. “Where are the wolves?”

      He returned my gaze, giving the smallest shake of his head—he didn’t know.

      The fey had been waiting. “They want me alone,” I said.

      Grey shifted closer. A thin, pale frost monster narrowed his focus on Grey’s weapon.

      “If they move in,” I whispered, “spare no one.” It wasn’t a secret, and the fey were addicted to secrets. It was a warning that I knew they would hear and that I needed them to understand. The fey had been crossing to our lands, putting our people in danger. It had to stop.

      The frost monster licked his ashen lips.

      There was a crash in the hallway, followed by the clang and peal of metal. The sentries were dealing with their own nuisance, but they’d been warned to leave the high fey to my personal guard. The fey we were about to face would have been too dangerous for them.

      A hiss of whispers rose through the eastern hall, their anticipation of the rising sun too much to contain. It gathered steam, pitching into riotous excitement. My palms went slick, shifting over the grip of my sword as the sun’s first rays flashed across the horizon.

      “He’s here,” a voice echoed from behind me, and I spun, my sword meeting the slip of cloth covering a high fey’s delicate pink skin. The silk fell, and the fey’s tongue darted out, tasting the air. It was a changeling named Liana, and although she’d spent a fair share of her time in the elven lands, I could not fathom why she’d risked appearing in the castle in that particular moment. Her flesh flickered briefly before the color blended into the same cool steel-gray of my sword.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked levelly.

      Her mouth twisted into a cunning smile. “Protecting my investments.”

      The chatter rose behind me, and I knew we didn’t have much time. Liana blinked. “What do you want?” I asked.

      She nodded, clearly pleased by my willingness to listen. I could feel the weight of Grey behind me, protecting my back from the other fey. Though the morning air was cool, their fires had made the overfilled room stifling. Liana ran a clawed finger over her bare middle, exposed by the cut of my sword. “It is a trap,” she offered. “Do not spill the blood of the high fey.”

      “How is it baited?” I asked.

      Her eyes rose to the ceiling as if I always asked the wrong questions.

      I gritted my teeth. “Why do they bait me?”

      Her gaze hit mine again, the firelight flickering against an otherworldly black, like a newborn kitten… One who might swallow a grown person whole. “There,” she said, “lies your answer.”

      There was a sudden change in the pitch of the tension beyond us, and Liana’s head cocked to the side, the movement too swift. Her slender ears tipped toward the corridor. “You are in need of my assistance. I shall return to you soon.”

      She dropped the tattered silks covering her, her silvery flesh darkening to the color of stone. She was gone from the hall in an instant, but she’d given me a warning, and the fey didn’t offer them twice. I glanced over my shoulder, the golden glow of the fey god’s wings already in view. He’d not come alone. Seven and twenty dark-winged shadow stalkers lined the broken wall of the eastern hall. The flame boiled down to nothing, thin trails of smoke dissipating to reveal the blackened stone. Flora and Virtue were not among Veil’s court, and I wondered what task could have been more important than visiting the elven high lord.

      I straightened, sheathing my sword to turn to the crowd. Veil’s eyes were pinched at the corners, and I was sure he was trying to sense who’d been there only moments before. I showed him my teeth.

      He straightened, coming to his full height as his feet touched the ground, and I was grateful, at least, that I did not have to witness his usual display. He flicked one of his wings.

      “What is your purpose here?” I gestured toward the army of high fey at his back. “Our custom is to kill those who break in uninvited.”

      He ran a hand across the bronzed skin of his long, muscled abdomen. I did not let my eyes follow it. “My dearest Freya,” he crooned, “why must you meet my calls with such venom and steel?”

      The rising sun through the tips of his wings looked like glittering crystal, but his face was not so shaded that I couldn’t see the warm amber of his eyes. I crossed my arms, all too aware of how easy it would be to blast him with an overwhelming surge of power. “You destroy my home and bring your legions and then plead for hospitality?”

      He stepped forward and spoke in a low voice. “Be careful of your words, lovely, or I may show you what it is to truly beg.”

      My hand tightened on my sword hilt.

      Veil smiled. He turned a palm upward genially, encompassing the twenty-seven at his back. “Legions they are not, but I do let them handle a bit of the drudgery of late. I tire of the paltry collection of opponents.” His head came down, and he watched me from beneath a lowered brow. “There are much more interesting challenges worthy of my time.”

      Some part of me wanted to curse him, to spit I am bound. Chevelle was tied to me, not only through our power but to our very cores. It was intimate, intrinsic to who we were, a bond that could not be broken. But pointing that out would only put Chevelle’s life in danger and make him a target for any fey who wanted to win their lord’s favor, and Veil knew that.

      “My time is worth something as well,” I said. “Now get on with your business and take your shields along when you go.”

      His jaw tightened with just a tiny shift in the muscle between it and his tall, narrow ear at the implication that he needed protection. I’d been so near that spot not so long ago and could still remember the scent of him, how he’d perched above me while my limbs lay numb, incapacitated by his poison. My muscles tensed at the memory, wanting to repay him the offense.

      We stared at each other for a long moment.

      Veil’s shoulders relaxed as he turned to pace the room. After a length and a half across the smooth stone floor, the motion became a slow strut—he was returning to his usual mood. Grey shifted beside me, and I nearly jumped. It was so easy to forget everything else when Veil was in the room.

      I cleared my throat.

      Veil turned to me, his wings folding along his back as he placed a palm against his bare chest. “Forgive me, young Freya. Perhaps I should return when you are not so indisposed.”

      I leaned forward, curling my fingers into the grip of my sword once more. “I would think not.”

      “Well, then,” he said, “perhaps a bargain.” He resumed his strut, the movement bringing him closer to where Grey and I stood.

      “You know the old saying,” I offered. “‘Never trust a fey who still draws breath.’”

      He tilted his head tilted toward me, his eyes gleaming with humor. His hand slid free of his chest. “Yes.” He chuckled. “Most certainly true.” He stepped nearer, and all shadows disappeared from his face. “But I was thinking more along the lines of a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “We have been at peace,” I answered. “There is nothing I need to gain.”

      His mouth turned down in some imitation of sadness. I doubted Veil had ever known true grief. It wasn’t in his nature to care about someone on a personal level. To him, people were prizes to be won. “You may not realize it now, but there is much you will need.”

      Liana’s words echoed in my head. You are in need of my assistance. I hated not knowing. I hated their games. My voice turned to ice. “Is that a threat?”

      He reached forward and ran a finger across the pommel of my sword. “I would never harm you, my Freya. But there are those who would.”

      Do not spill the blood of the high fey. I swallowed hard, and Veil’s eyes traced the movement down my throat. I felt bare, despite the long shirt and pants that I wore. I was going to have to start sleeping in my armor.

      “Things have been set into motion,” he whispered, “things that will disrupt the happy understanding between you and I.”

      “My understanding is that you and your kind are to stay beyond the boundary of the outer rivers. There is no call to be on our lands.”

      He lifted his finger from its place on my sword and flicked it mesmerizingly before my face. “Land is not a thing to be owned, dearest. We stay in the forests because it is where our blood calls us to roam.”

      “And our blood is here,” I spat, “beneath this palace of stone.”

      He closed his eyes, obviously chagrined by the mention of the first fey war.

      But I went on. “Your people threw off the balance, and the ancients struck the accord that allowed them to live.”

      His army of shadow stalkers waited motionlessly behind him, showing no hint of concern for what had occurred. The lesser fey watched in rapt attention, clasping their hands and quivering with pent delight. Veil sighed. “So long ago. And yet it still rings in my ears every time I cross to this barren land.”

      “Death cannot be undone.”

      He stared at me. “No, it cannot.” His hand waited between us as if he might attempt to touch my skin, and I would have to decide whether to slice it free of his arm or risk the insult. But he didn’t. Instead, he leaned closer, murmuring into the air beside my ear, “I could have won you once, collected your heart as well as your gifts.” He pulled back so that his gaze could fall across my flesh and finished, “But now it seems I will have to wait until you yield.” He straightened, flicking his wings out with a full sweep, his voice suddenly level. “You know where to find me.”

      Once Veil had cleared the broken wall, I glanced sidelong at Grey, who was sprinkled with golden shimmer.

      “Charming,” he said.

      I laughed because we had an audience, but I couldn’t decipher why the hall was still lined with the twenty-seven dark-winged guards. One of the winter sprites grinned.

      “Grey,” I said, “it’s probably best we heed Liana’s advice.”

      He nodded, but his foot slid outward as if he were preparing to fight.

      We were the only two surprised when a scream echoed through the hall.
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      It wasn’t a scream of pain as much as a cry of victory. It was that of an excruciating kind of success, when it felt as though death was closer than winning and it had taken everything to pull it off. It was a skin-of-one’s teeth cry, one that meant the high fey had just claimed a significant prize.

      Ruby, I thought, my chest clenching as I ran. I could feel Grey behind me, but it wasn’t because I was faster than him—it was so he could protect us from the threat of the shadow stalkers we’d left behind.

      Shouts rang through the corridor, leading me closer to some unknown disturbance. I tightened my hold on the power within me, knowing what it would cost if I made a mistake.

      It wasn’t Liana’s warning I was worried about. It was that the fey could steal my strength, which I could barely control. Asher’s death had gained me not only my crown but a power too large to wield. In the time since, I’d wanted to secure our rule. I had insisted that Chevelle go on about his duties, but without him there to ground me, to stabilize and anchor the overwhelming energy when I used it, there was no way to prevent one of the stronger fey—someone like Veil, who might be able to pull it from me for his own gain—trying just that.

      Three water sprites rolled from a doorway and crashed headlong into the corridor’s opposite wall. I drew my sword, prepared to dispatch anyone who tried to stop me, and felt the surge of frozen air behind us as Grey battled with a pair of frost monsters. Anvil stumbled from the room, head down as he thrust power into the small pale bodies of the fey sprawled across the floor. Blood dripped from Anvil’s brow, and his leather breastplate was torn and hanging loosely from his massive frame. I shot past him, entering the room with Grey hard on my heels.

      The library was chaos, with books, pages, precious scrolls, and ancient casting ledgers strewn across the wooden floor. I’d never seen that room molested by their madness, and the shock of it made me stumble to a standstill. They had lost all regard for it and had broken their own rules. They were a wild people, but they did have at least some barriers. If there was one thing the fey respected, it was knowledge.

      Fire lit the stone before me, orange spikes of heat licking at my boots. There was ice behind me and the repetitive peal of Grey’s blade. Smoke and the stench of sulfur filled the room, mingling with burned flesh, singed hair, and the sweetness of ripe summer fruit. Something sticky dripped from the ceiling to land on my arm, but I didn’t look up. I didn’t move. All I could see was Steed’s prone form on the shattered bits of wood that had once been a mahogany table. A high fey stood before him, his liquid-gold eyes shining in challenge as they met mine.

      I raised my hand to strike the fey, but my sword was still there, the heft of the metal all that kept me from the grandest fault: magic. I raised my blade, poised for a killing blow, and stalked toward him.

      His wings were short and jagged, his muscled arms braced with fey steel that was not metal but magic. It flexed with his movements and would slow a blade like the sap of a gum tree, but it was only covering his torso, and I wasn’t aiming for that.

      He hissed, and I swung. Magic shuddered through the air between us, but it was not mine. I could not let it go without an anchor, and I took the strike. As my blade came across the base of his neck, the power shoved me backward, and I only managed to slice the fey’s wrist as I was knocked away. Tremors rocked my insides, the magic roiling through my chest cavity as it worked to tear me apart. I stared at the ceiling, willing the energy away, and the bronzed fey came once more into view. He stood over me, raising a hand to strike and whispering foreign-sounding words. My sword was lost to me—I could barely feel my hands. There was a short blade tucked into the quick-release scabbard at my hip, but I needed sensation to get it.

      My power was screaming, wanting to tear free. I knew I could fight it. I could draw on that power and push his from within me. But if I left myself open, there was a chance I’d be releasing it to the fey. I had to keep it tied within me for the safety of the realm. When it came down to the end, it was better that I died.

      I knew that kind of thinking was a terrible way to live and that I needed to focus on finding my reflexes before it got that far, so I closed my eyes, forcing myself to still. The air was hot around me, and blood dripped from the high fey’s wrist to splatter the ground and my skin. The scabbard belt pressed into my back, the dagger’s cross guard tight against my hip. It was made of cold, hard metal and was only inches away from the prickling heat of my palm.

      With every ounce of my being, I gripped the dagger and thrust it into his thigh. He screamed, his energy crackling through the room, and I tried to make myself breathe. My teeth rattled, my ribcage felt as if it had been crumpled, and I wasn’t sure my legs worked. I would risk falling. I clambered to my knees, but the fey grabbed me, jerking me up by my shirt to face him. One hand shifted to the skin of my neck, and his long, impossibly strong fingers tightened into what felt like a noose. His magic within me gathered there, boiling beneath his palm, ready to end me.

      Over the fey’s shoulder, I saw Grey step up behind him. I smiled. The fey opened his mouth to speak again, but I never heard his words. Grey was quick, and his knife went deep. We fell to the ground, the bulk of the fey hitting my outstretched legs as Grey was attacked from behind by a feathered fiend who’d somehow managed to get a club. My stomach dropped—it wasn’t a club. It was a broken half of Rhys’s staff.

      I pushed the leaden weight off me, dragged my legs free, and drank in a painful breath. Grey dispatched the fiend quickly, but more and more attacked at every moment.

      “Go,” he said, and I did. The lesser fey weren’t there to kill us. They were a planned distraction.

      I got to my feet, and a lithe ochre form leapt at me, its bony hands searching for purchase, some bare spot of skin to make best use of its power. I punched at the thing’s stomach, cracking bone, and then fell as my legs gave up what little strength they’d gained. That put me close enough to my sword, and as the beast clawed at me again, I cut it into pieces. I sucked in air, crawling clear of the chaos before I pushed to standing with the help of my blade. I felt suddenly disoriented, but in the fighting, I’d managed to make it to the opposite wall.

      There was movement around me as Grey and Anvil and a handful of sentries fought the lesser fey that shot through the space, leaving pandemonium in their wake. I didn’t see Rhys, but couldn’t let myself think of that, or of anything, once Steed’s full form came into view. He hadn’t stirred in the slightest. One arm hung limply over shattered timber, its bloodied fingers empty of either motion or sword. Blood was caked on his hacked-up shirtsleeves, his leather armor shredded by claw and blade. I moved closer but was afraid to touch him, terrified of what I would find if I were to see his face.

      I knelt beside him and placed a palm against the laces of his guard-issue breastplate, where they were already loosened by the cuts to his other side. My hand slipped beneath it, waiting for his chest to rise and fall. I kept waiting. My throat went thick, my eyes and heart hot with emotion, and then I choked on sudden hope when the smallest, weakest swell rose beneath my palm.

      “Steed,” I said with a deep breath, rushing to shift him onto his back. I lifted one side gently, forgetting somehow that I had the magic to elevate him. My skin was wet with blood—his blood—and I trembled and struggled until I could see his slack face. He was so pale, his features soft and unfamiliar. “Steed,” I said again, certain that he was in there, firm in the knowledge that I needed him to reply. Some strange part of me wanted to smack his face, to wake him up from the nightmare.

      I tore the breastplate free, slicing open what remained of his tattered shirt. The wounds had clearly bled freely, but the flow had turned into thick, slowly weeping red tears. I didn’t know what to do for him or how to help. A terrible notion was clawed at me, saying it was too late.

      I wouldn’t let it be. I glanced over my shoulder, searching for anyone who might be able to help. Ruby, my mind kept saying. Ruby can heal him. But Ruby was gone. I could see none of the chaos in the room, only the long, thin gown of the now pink-skinned high fey. I was fairly certain she’d stolen the gown from one of Asher’s old rooms, but I didn’t care.

      Liana stared down at me, her arms crossed over her slender chest. She tapped a finger where it touched her biceps. “I warned you, lordling.”

      “Help him,” I said.

      She flicked her hand, gesturing me aside, and folded her long body to kneel over him. “Go,” she ordered, but she did not move to touch him. Her head tilted sideways, and her eyes narrowed as she listened for something deep within.

      “Is he—”

      She cut me off with a snap of her fingers. I let my gaze trail down the side of Steed’s still face, but I did not touch him either. This is not how I will remember him. He will stay alive.

      When I rose to leave, Liana spoke to me, her voice suddenly gentle. “Do not search for the halfling. Save the others. She will have her own path.”

      My chest tightened. I stared at her, hoping beyond hope that she could be trusted, and knew that I couldn’t let any of what had happened keep me from what had to be done. I turned to face the room, but the fey were gone. They’d served their purpose.

      Grey stood midway between the entrance and me, his face paling at the changeling’s words. His hands were scratched and bloodied, his armor smeared with the glitter of so many of Veil’s disciples.

      “Where is Anvil?” I asked, and he pointed to the hallway. I followed him out, both of us glancing at Steed and the fairy one last time, and found Anvil leaning against the damp stones of the corridor, panting heavily and stabbed with what appeared to be thin shards of glass.

      “Ice fairy.” He wheezed. “Devilish beasts.”

      I stooped beside him, my own body protesting as I drew the shards free. He winced but was too exhausted for much else. “I don’t think they hit anything important,” I offered.

      “What happened?” Grey asked, each of us knowing he meant Ruby. Where is Ruby?

      We watched Anvil and the pain that flickered across his face, which wasn’t from his injuries. “It was a band of them. Spiders, I think. They must have been waiting for her.” He coughed on a raspy breath. “She’s a feisty one, though. Left a brute of a mess. I heard the commotion through the hallways and ran up here as fast as I could. She led them to the library. Must have thought they’d spare this room. It didn’t work. I caught the tail end of it, the noise and light, and then they were gone. I stood here, aiming to picture which way they could have gone, when the fiends ascended. Swarm of them.” He gestured toward the library. “That’s about when Steed and Rhys showed up, but it was too late for much of anything by then.”

      “Where’s Rhys?” I asked him, tucking his armor back into place. I tightened the laces to help staunch the bleeding until someone could stitch him up.

      “Tracking.” His sword scraped against the stone floor as he pushed unsteadily to his feet. “He and the wolves.”

      My heart quickened, and I thanked whatever fortune had sent me the ancients who lived inside their silver fur. They must have been there with Ruby or had picked up on some sign of the spiders’ approach.

      Anvil gestured down the corridor toward Ruby’s suites. “She’d set protections on her room, so there are a few bits of corpses, if you’d like to take a look.”

      “In a moment,” I answered. “I have a decent assumption that there are twenty-seven of Veil’s armed shadow stalkers still lining our east hall.”

      “Waiting for your response,” Grey murmured. His voice was subdued, and I knew he was in a worse state than I was at Ruby’s disappearance and Steed’s current condition. I needed to give him a task, one that would keep him in line. It was why I’d kept him at my side earlier instead of Rhys. I didn’t stop to imagine what would have happened to him if he’d been in the other’s place.

      “Ride toward Camber,” I told Grey. “Find Chevelle and let Rider know. Anvil will stay with me until the rest gets sorted out.”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Anvil put in. When my gaze cut to his, he explained, “Chevelle set two hidden sentries outside the castle walls. At the first sign of trouble, they were to report to him in town.”

      He’d concealed guards to watch us. Things had been at peace, and yet Chevelle had been waiting for something to happen. Even though he was my Second, he was still head of the guard.

      And Ruby... Ruby had set protections in her own suite of rooms.

      I was the only one who’d felt safe in the castle. I was the only one who’d let down my guard.

      “Right, then,” I said. “Come with me.”
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      We entered the east hall to find the twenty-seven high fey waiting. Given the height of the sun behind them and Anvil’s revelation, I was fairly certain that Chevelle wouldn’t be far behind. I scanned the row of shadow stalkers, searching for one who might be in charge.

      They didn’t appear to have a leader. I gestured toward the closest one when he centered the line. “You await a message for your master?” The fey hated that word. Veil might have been powerful and might have upheld their law, but he was no one’s master. Despite the slander, none of the fey batted an eye. They had come expecting to be insulted, I was certain. “I have it,” I said.

      The fey I’d singled out moved forward, his dark wings and shadowed skin appearing strange in the brightness of the room. They were the fey Veil used to conduct missions in the nighttime, not parade in the light of day. That was what his heliotropes were for, his court made of a spectrum of deadly powers. They hung around his neck like the rainbow tassels of Grand Council had, boasting of what they could do.

      But that threat was gone. Grand Council had fallen at the hands of my Seven and the people of the north. I wouldn’t be cowed by fey on our own land.

      The shadow stalker settled on the ground before me, towering and well-muscled and likely to overpower me if not for my sword. He was half again my size, and that would unquestionably be the outcome without my magic, but I only needed to stall long enough to think of a response worthy of the fey lord that didn’t involve the death of one of his high court. It was too late to avoid killing a high fey altogether—we’d already dispatched the fire-winged beast that had wounded Steed. In truth, I had a strong desire to wipe all of them out.

      “The treaty has been broken if one of my Seven dies,” I said. He didn’t seem surprised when I added, “The guard in the library is close, but I will wait for that vengeance.”

      The rush of boots on stone echoed through the corridor, and my decision came more easily. I might not have relished the task, but it had to be done. Boundaries had to be kept. Rules the ancients had set could not be broken.

      Anvil stayed in his position, but Grey shifted beside me as if marking Chevelle’s place.

      “As for the one who was stolen”—I glanced down the line, wanting each of them to meet my eyes—“your kind has taken my left hand. Until she is returned, the price will be paid by each fey I can find.” I leaned forward, hissing the last words. “And find them I will.”

      I felt Chevelle suddenly beside me, his palm brushing my back to let me know I had free rein. The fey would be an issue until I could garner my own control, until the power—too strong—could be contained by me alone. Until then, I needed Chevelle.

      And I had him. I seized the shadow stalker’s hand and sliced it from his wrist. A chorus of screams rose through the hall, the rest of Veil’s army trapped by my power and unable to fight while it was anchored through Chevelle. It was still volatile, too strong and terrifying to wield, so I moved through them quickly, personally taking the left hand from each. It had been an act of war, as Ruby was my highest guard, one of the Seven, and I could not let that kind of challenge go unanswered.

      “Tell him,” I ordered once the business was done. “Tell them all.”

      I shoved forward with the core of my power, pushing their bodies through the broken wall and beyond. A cloud of dark-winged figures, twenty-seven of the fey’s best fighters, bounded and bobbled before their own power returned.

      Veil must have led them to believe I would not use magic. I didn’t know whether that meant he was unaware of my bond to Chevelle or if that too was part of his plan.

      I’d been afraid their pride would have them returning and that there would be more blood spilled, but none seemed to have the inclination. Their shapes disappeared into the faraway haze of sky.

      I turned to Chevelle. “Glad to have you back.”

      He didn’t answer, his dark eyes filled with the heat of the attack. He’d been expecting something but clearly not the loss of Ruby and Steed. There wasn’t a speck of blood on him, and I realized I must look a mess.

      “I’m not hurt,” I said. “Grey has fared well, and Anvil took a few shots, but Steed is the only…” My words trailed off. I was unable to come up with an answer that didn’t choke me. “Liana is with him now.”

      “Liana,” Chevelle repeated, wariness flashing in his gaze.

      I nodded. “She came before the others and offered a warning about not killing high fey.”

      “And did we?”

      I sighed. “We did.”

      Anvil patted me on the back. “Not to fret. I got some of my own. As did Ruby, it appears.”

      “Spiders,” Rider said.

      Anvil nodded. “Did you see something?”

      “No.” Rider shrugged his quiver, which had apparently shifted during their rush from Camber, into place. “And only a few are capable of leaving no sign.”

      I felt my brow rise at his quick conclusion. Rider must have been studying the fey since the attack on the hall a few seasons before. “Well,” I said, “I guess we’d better check her suites for some message or sign of her.”

      Chevelle touched my arm before I could turn to go. His clothes held the scent of the horses and the cool mountain air, a comforting contrast to the acrid smoke of the fire and fey. But he was too still, his broad shoulders too straight. With a guarded expression, he asked, “Did Liana give any other warnings?”

      I bit my lip. “That we should not chase Ruby.”

      There was a stillness in each of us. I could practically feel the weight of Grey’s stare. I couldn’t make him choose between his oath to the guard and Ruby. It didn’t matter because even I couldn’t let it go unanswered. No matter what it took, I couldn’t leave her to them. I could not abandon Ruby—she was a half-breed among the worst of her kind.

      Chevelle could see my decision, and we made our way through the maze of corridors toward Ruby’s suites. It brought us past the library, and my feet faltered before I was able to look within. I stopped in the doorway, pressing my fingers to the bridge of my nose and biting back a growl.

      “What is it?” Grey asked from behind me.

      I shook my head. “She’s gone.”

      The others glanced in, finding that Liana and Steed were nowhere to be seen. They moved on, probably expecting as much from one of the fey, no matter how long that particular one had been dancing across the borders to live among us. But Chevelle stayed.

      I turned to him, and he finally looked up at me, his gaze leaving the bloody mess that covered the library floor.

      It’s fine, I told him with my eyes. This is about Ruby. Ruby and Steed.

      We had been through much when I’d been taken to live under Council’s watch, but this was different. I had been bound, unable to remember who I was or what I’d lost, and this was worse. Ruby would suffer. Ruby would know.

      When we reached the hallway where her rooms were, it became apparent exactly how much fight Ruby had let loose. The stones were charred and covered in splatter, six different shades of tonic and blends. Ringlets of smoke still rose from the floor in patches, and the tapestries were in smoldering shreds.

      There wasn’t a sign of her attackers anywhere, aside from the few actual pieces of men. The spiders had a specialty in their ability to slide in and snare their prey as if indeed they were eight-legged creatures dropping from the ceiling on invisible threads. But these beasts did not have eight legs—they had two. And sticky as their snares might be, they had flown out of the castle, not unlike any other fey.

      Anvil squatted beside some part, possibly a chunk of leg. “Doesn’t appear she’s lost her fight any. Must have been a bear to capture her. Likely they were ordered to keep her in one piece.”

      I couldn’t imagine the struggle of anyone trying to take Ruby alive. I scanned the windowsills and doorways, searching for some hint of which way they’d gone. They would be impossible to trail. Once they’d cleared the castle walls, they would stay airborne until they reached the protection of the trees, and they were fast. The most likely path they’d taken was the northeast crag, flying low and out of sight to the first cover. “They’re probably near Grenval’s Peak by now.”

      We might have had a chance at finding her, maybe using the birds, but the fey had known as much. They’d known I could control animals and see out of their eyes from where I stood, directing them to action. I would have been able to track the culprits from the sky and attack them with every beast in range, but they’d hung around long enough to prevent anything of the sort. I hoped Rhys had found her. I prayed he was staying back far enough to keep himself from harm.

      Grey stood in the doorway, his face pale, his hair disheveled. He couldn’t seem to decide where to look.

      There was no single mark in the entire space that didn’t scream of the battle that had taken place there or of Ruby, fighting for her life against a pack of formidable beasts, being overtaken. Being stolen from her own home.

      I straightened, my spine abruptly rigid with the anger at what they’d done. I wasn’t sure why it had taken so long to affect me, for the full emotion of it to sink in. I’d done my duty and had shown my political response. But it had become personal. They’d snuck into my castle and stolen one of my guard from her own room. They were going to pay and not just with a single hand apiece. “Grey,” I snapped.

      He looked at me, wrenched from whatever horrible scenario his mind had been playing.

      I shifted the sword at my hip. “Ready the horses.”

      He didn’t smile, but his posture eased, some part of him desperate to act despite all the reasons not to.

      My eyes met Chevelle’s, both of us knowing we were on dangerous ground. Fighting the fey was one thing, but following them onto their land was wholly another—not to mention the warning against it.

      Still, I couldn’t do nothing. “Rider, gather what you’ll need to track your brother.” A list was forming in my head with all the things we would have to do and all the traps the fey would set. And Steed—where had Liana taken Steed? I pressed my eyes closed. “Can we please send someone to find that cursed fairy?”

      “I’ll put a sentry on it,” Rider answered as he prepared to go.

      “Thank you.” I nodded, wishing that I could promise the safe return of Rhys—not simply Rider’s brother but his only living family—but at that point, I didn’t have such confidence, not if he’d followed them into the heart of the fey lands. Had they reached the rivers by now? Would they be that far?

      My scrutiny returned to the walls of Ruby’s room. I was certain she would find a way to leave at least some clue if she’d had any idea who was behind the attack, where they might be taking her, or why. Overturned bottles and broken glass lined her once-tidy shelves, the contents of so many elixirs trailing in dark streaks down the carved stone and pooling at the floor. The room stank of smoke, sulfur, and some earthy, unidentifiable residue. It was laced with a floral scent—almost untraceable but possibly amaranth and camellia oil. It was confusing, the jumble of so many of Ruby’s spilled concoctions and the lingering sense of fey, so I left it to Chevelle and Anvil while I searched for something left out of place visually. It was difficult when everything felt out of place.

      Once we’d exhausted our search, each of us ill from the fumes and filthy with tinted dust and the black smudges of burned cloth and wood, we headed to find Grey. We were near Rider’s rooms when I noticed that Anvil’s wound had soaked through his shirt. He looked a little pale.

      “Why don’t you take a minute?” I said. “We’ll gather Grey and Rider and meet you in your study.”

      His brow tilted, but he didn’t argue. It was going to be a long ride, after all.

      “And I’ll see if I can’t find someone who’s good with a needle.”

      “Aye,” he answered. “Someone decent enough.”

      Anvil moved more slowly as Chevelle and I continued, and I knew he’d fought the fey with everything he had. I wondered which of the high fey he’d taken. I hadn’t thought to ask. In the scope of things, it hadn’t seemed to matter.

      We met Grey in the stables, where the horses appeared to be unharmed from the attack on the castle. He already had them saddled and packed, and Rider stood by his side. “We have a few things to take care of first,” I explained. “It shouldn’t be more than…” I glanced at the sky, surprised at the height of the sun. It seemed like days had passed, but I’d only been woken before dawn, and everything had happened so fast. “We’ll be mounted by midday,” I assured him.

      They stood in the shadows of an overhang, and once we’d been there for a moment, I realized why. News had traveled through the castle, and we were starting to garner an audience, all waiting to see my response to the first official incident since I’d settled firmly into my role as head of the North.

      I glanced at the palace staff—so many men and women depended on us, wagering with their lives.

      It had happened too quickly. I had never wanted to rule or take Asher’s place. I’d only wanted to get away from him, to save myself and the people I cared about. He’d left me no choice. It had been him or me. I would have endured years of suffering and betrayal at his side, the torture of everyone I loved, and the misuse of my power.

      Chevelle’s sentries were gathered in the courtyard with one of the castle’s most proficient sentinels at their head. With dark hair cropped close to his head, a square jaw, and sharp eyes, Edan stood watchfully before the new recruits, undoubtedly hesitant to show them the lay of the land until this mess got sorted out.

      “I should probably deal with this,” Chevelle said with a note of frustration in his voice. It was perhaps the worst time to have brought in new recruits.

      A tall girl in a dark tunic and pants caught sight of Grey, apparent recognition lighting her eyes. But her smile fell before it had a chance to take hold, likely owing to his expression. I wasn’t sure he even noticed her among the crowd.

      There were half a dozen of them, with fresh young faces from Camber and the surrounding camps. A stout male standing particularly still caught my attention, and I realized it was Camren’s son. The boy had lost his parents to our cause—his mother, Camren, had died bravely in the battle against Council, and his father was a castle sentry. The boy’s stillness made sense, as my own sight of him brought back those memories in a rush. I acknowledged him with a small nod, and he seemed to relax.

      Chevelle exchanged a few short reports with the head sentry and gave him instructions for our upcoming absence. It reminded me of the scrape we’d been in, and I looked down, surprised again at my state. We probably shouldn’t have been traipsing across the countryside looking as if we’d just slaughtered an army.

      “I suppose we should clean up,” I said, “though I doubt anyone’s not heard of the scuffle by now.” I turned to Edan. “If you’ve got someone skilled at stitching, Anvil could use a hand.”

      The girl in the tunic spoke up then, stepping forward only half a pace. “I can do it,” she offered, her words directed not at me but at her next in command. Edan looked as if he planned to deny her, and she said, “I’ve got ten years of experience stitching the animals and no less than that doctoring those wretched rogues.”

      Edan’s lip twitched, possibly because Anvil would not normally have been lumped in with either livestock or rogues, but the man still jerked his head to silence her. She stepped back into her place, her gaze downcast but her shoulders straight.

      Her dark clothing was worn and frayed, the leather belt tightened around her slender waist rubbed and nicked. I assumed the latter was from working with the animals kept outside of Camber, which provided the town’s staple supply of meat. She looked sturdy enough to wield a sword, but I wondered what had inspired her to join the castle guard.

      Grey had apparently come out of his contemplations and recognized the girl. He looked hard at Edan. “I can vouch for her. I’ve seen her work, and it’s good enough for Anvil.”

      I had a feeling that “good enough for Anvil” meant that it was going to hurt and not necessarily look clean. But we were shorthanded, and not a lot of us had taken the time to learn how to close wounds properly. We’d had people to do that for us—people like Ruby.

      “He’s in the study,” I told Grey. “Make it swift.”
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      I rinsed my skin clean in the basin, the water a glistening pool of blood and ash. It took another pitcher for my arms and one more on top of that just to make sure I was truly clean. My thoughts kept returning to Steed’s broken body, to Ruby’s destroyed room, and to Grey’s face as he waited with the horses, stroking them in steady, even movements.

      “Slow” and “gentle” were not words I would normally have associated with Grey, but he’d been raised with horses. They calmed him in an abstract, absent kind of way. It wasn’t like Steed’s connection to the animals, which was as if they consumed his entire being. I could almost hear Steed’s low words, his calming hum. I realized suddenly that a younger Steed must have shared those words with his sister, for they were the same soothing tunes Ruby had used to sing me to sleep so many times when my mind had been a mess of bindings and chaos.

      All of that seemed so far away. I’d been rescued, restored to my home, and placed upon the throne, and Ruby was one of my high guard. It was easy to forget that she was a half-breed like I was. She was different from me, though, because while I was half human, the part of her that wasn’t elven was something stronger, something stranger. She was part fire fairy.

      Ruby had the magic, and she was aware of the spells and trickeries of the fey, but she was also of our world. She had lived as an elf, despite the fire in her blood.

      Given the feys’ fascination with horses, it didn’t seem a coincidence that her full-blooded mother would have found Steed’s father, who bred the animals, for her own plot. But I didn’t know much of the woman aside from that. She’d been desirous of power, and though that wasn’t unusual among her kind, she’d gone above and beyond to get it. She’d researched, she’d planned, and she’d played deceit and wile at the level of fey legends. Most of them didn’t possess that kind of patience.

      Ruby had been her mother’s prize for combining her magic with Steed’s father’s. What she hadn’t known was that her prize came with a price. Her baby daughter had been venomous. It had cost her life.

      So powerful. Deadly poison. A hand touched the small of my back through the thin material of my shirt, and I jumped, the clasp of my vest clattering into the bowl, where it settled against the bottom. The crest of my line stared back at me from the carved ornament as if a watchful hawk. The snake in its beak seemed to writhe beneath the rippling water.

      Chevelle’s arms wound around my waist, and I leaned into him. His chest was bare, his skin clean and dry.

      But he hadn’t been covered in blood, I reminded myself.

      We’d had three seasons of peace, three seasons without bloodshed and the endless fear. Chevelle had made up for it. He had spent every spare moment simply being. I knew the seasons before had been hard, even once he’d found me and had managed to slip me away from Council’s watch. We had been separated by a terrible chain of events, and I’d not been myself then—I couldn’t have been trusted not to break. But he’d still been bound to me, regardless of the castings Council and Asher had laid upon me.

      Chevelle had been bound to me, even when he’d had to use the long string of binding words that had never been my name and even when he’d had to pretend.

      So many times, he’d wanted to touch me. I could see it now and understand, but he had been restraining those impulses. And he didn’t want to talk about it, didn’t like to think of the way things were before I’d been released.

      It was over. I was his.

      The bonds had been broken. Asher was gone. Fannie was gone. There was nothing hanging over our heads. I was finally free, or as free as anyone bound by the obligations of a crown.

      I thought briefly of warning Junnie of our new trouble with the fey, but I was certain she’d already heard of the attack. She’d had a lot bigger mess than I’d come back to after our encounter with Asher’s own half-fey child. At least my lands had some semblance of order—Junnie’s entire system was new, given that the previous Council had been destroyed, along with a half-dozen of the northernmost villages and several trusted allies. She’d had to fight to keep the footing she’d gained and had used a harsh hand against those who’d opposed the change and what she’d done to initiate it.

      Those things had been far from my mind recently, and when I recalled the idea of the small human babe in Junnie’s care, I pushed them all away. I turned to Chevelle. “Who’s doing this?”

      He brushed a damp strand of hair from my face, his fingers trailing to the skin of my neck. “I don’t know.”

      The truce between Junnie and me—between the kingdom of the North and the villages and grasslands of the South—had been keeping a war at bay. The fey had no reason to come to us. The balance of power was intact.

      “It’s not about her, right?” Maybe it wasn’t truly because they wanted Ruby.

      Chevelle shook his head, indicating that he didn’t have any more idea than I did.

      “It can’t be,” I said. “They can’t have started a war for one half-fey girl.”

      Neither of us mentioned the war that had nearly started over a half-human one. My mother had gone mad fighting Asher and inciting a battle between Council and the North that turned not just to bloodshed but an outright massacre. We, any and all of us, were fortunate to be alive, and me especially—I’d only made it through by a tenuous agreement between Junnie and Chevelle, by his maneuverings and the courage of my Seven. We had fought so hard to stay alive, and life was what we had in the present. It was all that mattered.

      “It’s not war,” Chevelle said. “Not yet.”

      It would be, though, and I knew it. The moment we left, the moment we went after her, the fey would be waiting, and we would not back down. But it didn’t matter. They would go to war over nothing. We’d seen it in the past.

      “It got them riled up,” I said, sliding closer into Chevelle’s embrace. “The taste of it, so close. Just like the attack on Camber, they couldn’t wait.”

      “If that were true,” he offered, with one hand slipping lower to brace my hip against his, “they would never have bothered with the pretense. Not if enough of them were decided.”

      I sighed. He was right. We wouldn’t guess, not with the fey. We would have to go, find Ruby, and discover what ridiculous web of trickeries it would lead us through.

      I turned, leaving the clasp inside the basin, and Chevelle took my hand in his. His hands were strong, so much stronger than mine, but it belied the gentleness in them, the warmth and tender attention that came every single time he wound his fingers through my own. He didn’t speak, but the gesture said everything I needed to hear: You have me. No matter what end.

      I nodded, pulling free to tighten my leather vest. Chevelle watched me, and I had the sense he wanted to offer to go in my stead. But he wouldn’t.

      Ruby was one of the Seven. It was my place.

      I gathered my armor, lacing the long wrist cuffs on each arm. I wore all I could with metal plate, which was not a favorite of the fey. Sharp edges covered every part of me, mirroring the change in my mood. It was a prickling anger, hardened by the fact that I had no other choice.

      Chevelle laced up his own shirt, drawing a leather breastplate over his chest. It was centered with a carved medallion, the wings of the hawk curling beyond its edge. He wore the gear of a warrior as if he had been born for it, despite my own memory of the little girl who had never wanted him to be a soldier for the throne. We weren’t children anymore, though, and it wasn’t my grandfather’s throne anymore. I was the only one who could do what had to be done, and I wanted Chevelle at my side.

      “I’m going to head to the armory,” he said. “I will meet you in the study when I’m done.”

      I nodded, knowing he would not collect simply blades. The armory held other weapons, including packets of dust and mixes, concoctions to fight the fey where our magic couldn’t. There would be scrolls and spells.

      And then Chevelle would be back at my side. It was the only way we could anchor my power.

      I had a sudden, sickening surety of what we were about to risk. But I couldn’t not go after Ruby—I could do nothing but give my life for any of my guard after what they had risked for me. The real danger was not my own life. The dread came because what was at stake was the possibility of Asher’s magic falling into the hands of the fey.

      Veil hadn’t wanted it before, at least not so intensely. He might have had an interest in me, but the draw had little to do with this power. Until Asher, there was no magic that had the ability to break a realm, not on its own.

      The nature of the magic in the light and dark elves was different. I remembered one of the rogue bands from when I was young—they’d scribbled their war motto across bloodied shields: They grow, we burn. It had been a taunt, but it went deeper than that. The magic wasn’t interchangeable.

      Except I had the blood of both, and I could harness it by default. I shook off the thought, seating my sword firmly in its scabbard as I walked toward the door. That was when I saw the pendant.
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      Ruby had known—maybe not that they were coming and maybe not that she would be taken but something. She’d left us a clue.

      I clutched the pendant in my hand with no idea what to do. It had to mean something, to contain some message that only I could decipher. I glanced through the room once more, wondering when she could have placed it there. I had been sleeping when the guards had called, but by then, she must have already been contending with the fey. Something else had to have happened. Some hint had tipped her off, and whatever that thing had been was what Steed had tried to convey to me with his eyes, but I didn’t know what it meant. He’d not known she was missing then, either. I’d sent them to find her out of my own fear.

      The pendant had been a token passed to my mother when she’d become Asher’s Second, his heir. She had given it to me out of spite. I’d only worn the thing when I’d been bound from using magic and the memory of what it had stood for had gone.

      The metal clasp cut into my palm, sending heat and pain through my fist. We have to put this all to rest. It should not still be the cause of so much distress.

      Chevelle had left the door open, so Rider caught me standing before the high table, and I knew my expression gave away my unease. “What is it?” he asked.

      I glanced at him sidelong, letting the chain slip through my fingers as I worked to decide what to do. “My mother’s pendant.”

      Rider stepped closer, his voice quieting. “The one that was merely a symbol?”

      “Yes.” I turned to him. “It’s all that was left once she burned in the fire.”

      The fire should have ended the massacre. The fire had only ended her. The stone was all that was left of it. The chain that laced through my fingers was a replacement, the leather having been destroyed after I’d snapped it free of my neck the day Veil had placed a clue there. His clue had been a warning against Asher’s half-breed children, who might ascend the throne. We’d figured it out too late.

      I stared up at Rider. “What happened before Ruby was taken?”

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t there. Anvil said the others were playing in the study, an apparently affable game of chits. There was an argument, and things got heated. Rhys was posted on the far corridor, so he would have heard when Ruby stormed down the hall, evidently in a bit of a fit.” His eyes narrowed. “She wouldn’t have made it past the stairwell when Grey started after her. Anvil said he stopped Grey, warning him with some poor metaphor about knocking over a boiling pot.” Rider almost smiled, but then his face lost all trace of humor. “Grey reportedly returned to the study, cutting off Steed’s attempt at conversation. It was silent for the next quarter hour or so.”

      “And that was when the guards called?”

      He stared at me. “No. That was when they heard the wolves.”

      They had been spiders, and the guards had probably never seen them coming.

      “She knew,” I said. “She knew, and she left me this message.”

      “Rhys will find her. Whatever that means, whatever happens to that end, they will be together.” Rider’s words were steady, and I knew he believed them with unwavering conviction.

      I slid the pendant into the belt at my waist. He was right, but I would do whatever I could to help them so that being together wasn’t all they had. I walked past Rider on my way to the door, thanking him with a slight nod.

      “Ruby is clever,” he added. “But that doesn’t mean her motives went unnoticed.” Rider spoke to my back, but I didn’t need to see him to understand the comment. Grey cared about Ruby in a way that kept his eyes from straying too long from her form and his mind preoccupied with her safety and well-being. He would have noticed something—something that might have had them bickering for longer than I cared to admit. Something had happened when I’d been bound.

      My feet turned automatically, heading to Anvil’s study to find the one person who could give us a better chance.

      The girl was done stitching up Anvil’s wound when we found them. Grey stood beside her, both of them tall and narrow. His words were low and the girl’s face pale with concern. Her eyes met mine when Rider and I entered, and then she inclined her head and excused herself from the room.

      “Grey, a word.” My command was more clipped than I intended. Something about the idea of him sharing Steed’s condition chilled me.

      He nodded, giving me his full attention without a hint of concern for what he’d apparently just done. But of course he wouldn’t. Plainly, the girl had known Grey well, which meant she knew Steed. They’d likely all grown up together in Camber, before I’d even known Steed or Grey existed. And she was a healer.

      We should be taking all the help we could get, I reminded myself. “There’s something you’re not telling me. Something about Ruby.”

      Grey’s eyes never left mine. He never so much as flinched. But he didn’t speak a word.

      I stepped forward.

      Grey’s gaze didn’t follow but stayed on the spot I had been.

      “Do I need to rephrase that?” I did not make a habit of issuing orders to my guards outside of their normal duties or of using a strong hand, but I didn’t like being kept in the dark. I would order him to break Ruby’s trust if he made me.

      His jaw shifted, his fingers twitching against a leg. “Whatever dealings Ruby had with the fey were kept from me.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a denial.” I reached for the pendant at my waist. “Why would you hide information when Ruby herself meant to leave me a clue?”

      He jerked to look at me, clearly unaware of the possibility. I held my fist high, allowing the pendant to fall on its chain before his face.

      “When…”

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “I found it just now with my armor.” I let my words sink in. “A gift with a connection to the fey, hidden among my battle gear.”

      “I—” Grey stopped, his mouth slack.

      “If there is something you’d like to add,” I said, “now would be the time.”

      Anvil cleared his throat, moving to stand. I didn’t relieve Grey of my stare.

      “Go,” a voice said from behind me.

      I turned, knowing it was Chevelle and hating the instinct that said I wasn’t going to like what he was about to say. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d cleared a room to give me news.

      “We will be waiting at the stable,” Anvil informed me. “Liana has been found, though the effectiveness of her treatments on Steed remains to be seen. Two sentries and Thea have gone to sit with him.”

      Thea, the new healer from Camber. I nodded, and the room was
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