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LITTLE WHIRLWIND & THE PRINCE

The girl clapped her hands over her mouth to quiet her breathing. Her knees were drawn into her chest as she huddled under the sofa table in the drawing room. The navy and gold embroidered decorative covering hid her from view.

She sniffed the air, scenting him in the room.

“I know you are in here,” came his voice. She felt a ﬂicker of power spearing out into the room. She couldn’t hear his footsteps even with her Fae hearing, but then again, when a Fae warrior was hunting you, he knew how to move without a sound.

She focused on steadying her breathing like she’d been practicing, willing those winds that ﬂowed around her to calm and keep that covering from moving even an inch. That other power ﬂowed around her, and she felt it scrape a ﬂaming claw down her cheek. She ﬂung her shields up, but it was too late.

“Got you!” The covering was ﬂung up as ﬂames surrounded her, and a male peered under the table at her, his dark hair falling over his forehead into his eyes.

The girl screamed.

The male’s laughter ﬁlled the room as the girl giggled with delight. “You calmed your wind, but forgot about your shields, Little Whirlwind.”

“I know, I know,” the girl huffed. “There is so much to remember.”

The male’s golden eyes twinkled. He gave the girl a wink as he said, “Extinguish the ﬂames around you, and I will sneak you some frozen cream before your aunt returns.” Then he added, “Blowing them out with your breath is cheating.”

The girl narrowed her jade green eyes at the male. In a whiny voice she said, “Why can I not just blow them out?”

“Because you need to learn to use your power with your mind, not just with your hands and mouth. So either put them out by sucking the air from them, or you will be stuck under there all day while I eat frozen cream by myself,” he answered.

The girl had a pout on her lips, but she closed her eyes. In and out. In and out. She steadied her breathing just like he had taught her to do, pulling from her pool of winds and air.

“Easy, Talwyn,” the male said softly. “You control it. It does not control you.”

“I know. I know,” Talwyn muttered. She reached into that pool of swirling wind, trying to pull up just a small amount of air current, when something else caught her attention. There were ﬂowers and sand and leaves amongst her winds. Where had those come from? The ﬂowers were beautiful. Tiny purple lavender and white dogwood blooms. She reached towards those now, swirling in her whirls of air, and as she touched one—

A gust of wind blew through the room. The ﬂames around her roared to life. She could feel the heat but knew they would not burn her. Sorin would never let harm come to her.

“You blew ﬂowers in from the gardens, Little Whirlwind,” Sorin said, ﬂicking her nose as he extinguished the ﬂames that surrounded her. Talwyn took his hand, and he helped her from beneath the sofa table. Her turquoise dress swished on the ﬂoor as her mahogany brown hair ﬂowed on the phantom winds around her.

“Ashtine never does that. She has more control than I do, and she is younger than me,” Talwyn complained as Sorin led her to the door.

“Lady Ashtine is nine. She is only a year younger than you,” Sorin answered with a soft smile.

“And she is a Wind Walker. It is not fair,” Talwyn said.

“What is not fair?” came a feminine voice from the hall. Her aunt swept in, graceful and perfect as always. Her dark brown hair was swept into a loose knot at the nape of her neck, and her icy blue eyes were soft when they landed on Talwyn. Talwyn let go of Sorin’s hand and ran to her. “Hello, little queen,” her aunt said, crouching down to peer into her eyes and stroking her cheek. “Now tell me. What is not fair?”

Talwyn sighed, blowing a piece of her hair out of her face. “Ashtine has better control over her magic, and she’s a Wind Walker.”

“You will master your power, Talwyn. You have only just started your magic lessons. Because she is a Wind Walker, her powers emerged sooner. Your magic will grow as you grow,” her aunt replied gently. “How did your lesson go today?”

Her aunt had straightened, taking her hand and leading her from the sitting room. Sorin, as always, was to her right as they walked along the corridors of the Black Halls. “It was ﬁne,” Talwyn answered. “Except that I blew ﬂowers in from the gardens.”

“Did you now?” her aunt said with a laugh. “The violets or the roses?” “They were little white and purple ﬂowers,” Talwyn answered.

Her aunt halted. “We do not have such ﬂowers around the Black Halls.”

“She probably blew them in from across the Courts, Eliné. It was quite the gust,” Sorin said from beside her.

“Of course,” Eliné replied, resuming their walk down the corridor, but something had changed. Talwyn couldn’t quite put her ﬁnger on it. “Are we off to get frozen cream?”

“She ﬁgured out our secret plan again,” Sorin said to Talwyn conspiratorially. Talwyn giggled. “It is not really a secret if we do it every day, Sorin.”

Sorin feigned shock. “Shh, Little Whirlwind. She will hear you.” Talwyn giggled again as a swirl of leaves appeared beside her aunt’s head. Eliné reached up a slender hand and plucked a message from the leaves that disappeared as suddenly as they’d appeared.

Sorin instantly went rigid. “What does Luan want?”

Eliné gave him a pointed look. “Prince Azrael is responding to a question of my own, Sorin.” She placed Talwyn’s hand into his. “I need to speak with him quickly. I shall meet you both in the kitchens.” Tweaking Talwyn’s nose, she said, “Leave me a scoop of strawberry frozen cream please.”

“I should go with you,” Sorin said, his focus on his queen.

“It is a quick inquiry, Sorin,” her aunt said, running her hands down her sea blue skirts. “I will be ﬁne.”

“Eliné—”

“I will be ﬁne, Sorin,” Eliné said, cutting him off. Her eyes ﬂared brightly. Talwyn stood still, looking between her aunt and her closest advisor. She rarely saw them upset with each other.

Sorin was giving her aunt a contemplative look as he said, “Something is wrong.” It was a statement, not a question. As if he knew her aunt so well, he could tell such a thing just by looking at her. It was these moments, these glimpses into her aunt’s world as queen, that made her pray to the Fates that Sorin would be able to remain her Second when she had to take up her role as Queen of the Eastern Courts.

When her aunt did not reply, Sorin said, “Ten minutes, Eliné. Then I will come to you if you have not returned.”

Her aunt sighed. “Someday, Prince of Fire, we need to revisit the chain of command here.” She lifted her hand, her palm ﬂat, and blew across it, splashing water into Sorin’s face.

Talwyn laughed delightedly, and her aunt threw her a wink before she disappeared into the air. Concern still lined Sorin’s face, but when he noticed Talwyn studying him, it morphed into a smile. “Well, Little Whirlwind, what kind of frozen cream shall it be today?”

“Chocolate!” she cried. “It is always chocolate.”

“You know you will need to extinguish some ﬂames before it melts into chocolate soup, right?” he asked, rolling small balls of ﬁre between his ﬁngers.

Talwyn groaned. “I bet Ashtine doesn’t have to do this.”

Sorin smiled, sending one of those ﬂames dancing down her arm. “Lady Ashtine is not going to be a queen someday.”

“Do you think I will be as wonderful as my mother was?” she asked, while Sorin pushed open the doors to one of the bustling kitchens. One of the cooks saw them and immediately went to the ice boxes.

“Little Whirlwind,” Sorin said, lifting her off her feet and setting her onto the counter. “You will be one of the greatest queens this world has ever seen.”

Talwyn’s heart ﬁlled with pride at the look Sorin gave her. So proud. So adoring. “You will be with me too, right?

“As long as I am still on this side of the Veil, I will be by your side,” he said, giving her long hair an affectionate tug.

“Aunt Eliné doesn’t like me sitting on the counters, you know,” she said, the cook handing her a bowl of chocolate frozen cream.

“We will call it another one of our little secrets,” Sorin said with a wink, as he took a bite of his vanilla dessert. “Now hurry, before you are drinking your frozen cream instead.”

Talwyn felt her bowl warm in her hands, and she focused on wrapping her icy winds around the bowl to keep her frozen cream from melting.




PART ONE

OF SECRETS & BETRAYALS




CHAPTER 1

TALWYN

Talwyn Semiria opened her eyes. She was in her large four-poster bed in her chambers at the White Halls. Books were scattered beside her across the comforter. She slid out from under the covers, grabbed a navy blue silk robe and slipped her arms into it. The moon still hung high in the sky, telling her it was the middle of the night. She breathed air into the embers still smoldering in the hearth, and they ﬂickered to life. As she stood before the window, she opened her palm. Small purple lavender and white dogwood ﬂowers appeared in her palm.

Ashtine was gone, ﬂitting amongst the winds. She had been more distant than usual since Scarlett had mentioned the Maraan Lords. Azrael was at his Desert Alcazar tending to some inner court matters. Sorin and Briar were with their queen preparing for a trip to the mortal kingdoms.

And she was alone. Utterly alone.

She closed her ﬁst, crushing those little ﬂowers in her palm. As she did, she shoved the memory she’d just relived down to the depths of her soul.

Little Whirlwind.

Then she threw the window open and tossed the crushed ﬂowers, sending them ﬂying on a gust of wind.

She was climbing back into bed to try to sleep a few more hours, when a breeze that was not hers blew through the room, and Ashtine, Princess of the Wind Court, stepped from the winds.

“Good. You are awake,” the female lilted. Her silver hair was ﬂowing around her on her own winds. She stood looking out the window Talwyn had just vacated.

“I ﬁnd sleep hard to come by these days,” Talwyn sighed, getting back out of the bed and crossing to her closet. “To what do I owe the pleasure this night?”

Ashtine was silent while Talwyn slipped on a pair of loose pants and a shirt and re-emerged.

“I thought you would be more upset,” Ashtine mused. Talwyn froze. “Why would I be upset?”

“Queen Scarlett is missing,”she said simply.

Talwyn checked her temper, knowing her friend wouldn’t react to it anyway. “What do you mean Scarlett is missing?”

“I mean no one knows where she is,” Ashtine said, as Nasima, the spirit animal of the goddess of the winds, ﬂew through the still open window. The silver hawk came to rest on Ashtine’s shoulder. Ashtine turned and ﬁxed Talwyn with her sky-blue eyes. “You did not know?”

“No, I did not know,” Talwyn snapped. She drew an earth message in the air, sending it off in a whirl of leaves. “How did this happen? Did Shirina come for her?”

“Perhaps. The winds do not know.”

The winds might not know, but Talwyn had a good idea of someone who would.

“How long has she been missing?” Talwyn demanded, beginning to pace her bedroom.

“The West Court Princes were confronting the Night Children at their borders a few days ago, when she disappeared,” Ashtine said, gracefully lowering to a chaise by the window.

A few days ago?

Talwyn clenched her jaw. “Why were they doing that?”

“Because the Night Children demanded to speak with them.”

“Why were we not informed?”

“Why would they inform us?” Ashtine asked as she stroked Nasima’s head.

“I am the Fae Queen. Sorin should have told me,” Talwyn said tightly.

“You are not their Fae Queen any longer.” Ashtine’s eyes were ﬁxed on her in question, her head tilted to the side.

“So I am simply no longer informed of anything regarding their Courts?”

“One would assume you would be told what Queen Scarlett deems necessary, and since she is currently unavailable …” Ashtine trailed off as Azrael Luan, Prince of the Earth Court, stepped from the air.

“What?” he demanded.

Talwyn’s brows rose at his address. “Rough night, Az?”

“It has been a rough few days when there is a fucking ﬁght just north of my border, and I ﬁnd ten dead Night Children there. Or what was left of them anyway,” Azrael said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Why is it suddenly a godsdamned trend not to inform me of anything?” Talwyn snarled.

Lightning ﬂashed across the sky outside. Azrael’s hard stare was assessing her now as she continued her pacing, a vortex of wind at her ﬁngertips.

“Talwyn,” he said slowly, “what has happened?”

“The world is going to shit, apparently. That is what has happened.”

Azrael must have looked to Ashtine because the princess said, “She is upset that the Western Courts no longer answer to her.”

“That is not—” Talwyn sighed, running a hand over her face. “I am upset that my cousin has apparently gone missing. Again. And I was not immediately informed that a queen is nowhere to be found. However, now I cannot deal with that because we need to do damage control at the Earth Court border.”

“The border is under control,” Azrael said sharply.

“You know who killed the Night Children?” Ashtine asked.

Talwyn met Azrael’s hesitant gaze. “There were ashes and bodies that were frozen and shattered. Others with no apparent cause of death.”

“You think it was Scarlett? Why?” Talwyn asked, ﬁnally ceasing her pacing to study her Second.

“I think the one who may hold those answers, likely holds the answers you seek as well,” Azrael ground out.

“Let me change,” Talwyn sighed. “Then we will pay a visit to the Fire Court.”

She turned to speak to Ashtine, but she was already gone, vanished on a wind.

Talwyn stripped off her top as she entered her closet once again and called out to Azrael, “So, when were you planning to tell me about the issues at the border?”

“In the morning. After you had actually slept. Which apparently was not happening anyway,” he retorted.

She reemerged to ﬁnd him still brooding, and leaning against a wall. His features were taut, his entire body rigid. Talwyn bent down to lace up her boots. “What else do you need to tell me?”

“I crossed the border to examine everything,” Azrael answered. “There was another scent woven amongst everything. It was buried and muted, but it was there.”

“What was it? Scarlett?” she asked, standing and reaching for her weapons to begin strapping them to her leathers.

“No. It was not hers. It smelled of … Earth Court descent,” Azrael ﬁnally admitted.

Talwyn slid daggers into her boots. “You think you have a traitor in your Court, Prince?”

Azrael crossed the room and grabbed her cloak from near the door, handing it to her. “I think there are many possibilities for that, starting with mere coincidence and ending with the new queen not being who she appears to be.”

Talwyn’s ﬁngers froze on the clasp of her cloak. She slowly brought her eyes to his dark brown ones. “I told you what the Oracle showed me. We will need her, Az.”

“The Oracle is known for saying something and not revealing how that knowledge should be used,” Azrael snorted, crossing his arms once more. “The Oracle is worse than Ashtine.”

Talwyn rolled her eyes as she resumed clasping her cloak. “You are just upset that you do not intimidate Scarlett.”

Azrael scowled at her. “That is rich coming from you, your Majesty.”

“Are you ready?” Talwyn asked, holding out her hand to the Earth Prince and ignoring his comment.

“To go verbally spar with Aditya and Drayce? Not particularly. They are no longer under your rule. They were insubordinate before Queen Scarlett showed up on the scene. Now they are going to be impossible, especially with Aditya’s wife and twin ﬂame missing,” Azrael pointed out, his arms still ﬁrmly crossed.

“Maybe she is not missing. Maybe there is a perfectly rational explanation. Let’s go,” Talwyn said, motioning for him to take her hand so she could Travel them to the Fire Court.

“Too many things are not adding up, Talwyn,” Azrael replied, pointedly ignoring her outstretched hand. “We should sort through these things before we charge into a Court that is no longer ours.”

“For the love of Celeste, there is not time,” Talwyn said, her temper beginning to rise. “Those fools might already be doing something incredibly idiotic to get her back. Either take my hand or I am going alone.”

“This will not end well,” he muttered, ﬁnally taking her hand.

“It never does with Sorin,” Talwyn replied, as they disappeared into the air.




CHAPTER 2

SORIN

Sorin Aditya stared at the map of the mortal kingdoms before him. They were in his personal study at the Fiera Palace; his Inner Court and Briar’s Inner Court were debating amongst themselves where she could be. The same thing they had been doing for the last two days. Nakoa, Commander of the Water Court armies, had been left in charge of the Water Court border, and Neve, Prince Briar’s Third, had been stationed at the Fire Court border. Sorin’s own entire Inner Court would be accompanying him whenever they decided where they were going. The problem was, they had no idea where to even begin to look. She’d left no clues or indications of where she was going, and then she’d blocked their twin ﬂame bond.

The most obvious place was the mortal lands, but there was no concrete evidence that that was where she had gone. Sorin could only assume she had gone to Mikale Lairwood, despite him adamantly refusing that being an option. They had never ﬁnished the argument though, and she would do whatever was necessary to protect those in her charge.

He had known something was wrong. Unease had ﬁlled him with each step he’d taken away from her. He should have sent Eliza and Cyrus over the border to speak with the vampyres. He should have stayed behind and watched with her until she had been ready to tell him everything she’d ﬁgured out; but she had already blocked him out by that point. She had already put some type of resistance on their bond, before she’d somehow enacted that Blood Mark in the dirt, her blood splashed across it, obstructing their bond.

Scarlett. Scarlett. Scarlett.

He kept throwing her name down the bridge between their souls, kept feeling his words slam into an ancient wall. One glimmer. That’s all he wanted. One ﬂicker that she was all right. One glimpse to get an idea of where she had gone.

Sorin glanced down at the twin ﬂame Mark that ﬂowed over the back of his hand, down his thumb and ﬁrst two ﬁngers, showing that they’d completed three of the ﬁve Twin Flame Trials. It was still there. She had to still be living. Cyrus’s Mark had faded when Thia, his twin ﬂame, had been killed. Talwyn’s had done the same when Tarek had died. Although hers had taken longer to disappear. He assumed it had been because they had still been in the Trials that needed to be completed to become fully bonded twin ﬂames. If Scarlett was—

No. That was not a possibility. He would know. He would know if she were gone from this world.

And if she was, he’d rip apart everyone involved before he tore down every realm in existence to ﬁnd her beyond the Veil.

The entire room fell silent as the lit braziers roared higher, and Sorin clenched his jaw, reining in everything that was coursing through him. His hands were ﬂat on the table beside the map he was staring straight through. Embers rolled off of him, and he knew there were likely ﬂames ﬂickering in his eyes.

“Sorin,” Cyrus said calmly, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We will ﬁnd her. You’d know …” He swallowed thickly. “You’d know if she were somewhere you could not follow.”

“There is nowhere she can go that I will not follow,” Sorin snarled. Before Cyrus could reply, a breeze ﬂuttered through the room and Princess Ashtine stood before them all. She bowed to Sorin. “I apologize for coming unannounced and uninvited, Prince of Fire.”

Sorin blinked at the show of respect. Ashtine had always been incredibly considerate, but he could count on one hand the number of times he’d interacted with her without Talwyn present. Briar was striding for her, and it took Sorin a moment to remember that the Water Prince and the Wind Princess were involved. He glanced to his Court and found the same recollection crossing their faces. Sawyer Drayce, Briar’s brother and Second, however, was still focused on the maps before them. Clearly seeing his brother with Ashtine was not a rare occurrence for him.

“Ashtine,” Briar said, stopping in front of her. He reached up and stroked Nasima’s head, and Ashtine closed her eyes to the touch as if she could feel it herself. When his ﬁngers moved from her hawk to her cheek, her sky-blue eyes opened to meet his icy blue ones. “Something has happened?”

“You do not know that your queen is missing?” she asked with a tilt of her head, her gaze ﬂitting around the room.

“Yes, my dear, we know this well,” he said softly. “Do the winds speak of where she has gone?”

“I do not know where she currently sits, but I know where she Traveled to when she left these lands.”

“Baylorin?” Eliza asked sharply.

Ashtine’s gaze fell on her with that piercing intensity. “No. She was seen closer to your other homeland.”

“The Earth Court?” Sorin growled. “Why?”

“The winds do not know why your wife traveled there, but Prince Azrael reports that she took on and defeated many Night Children in Toreall near the border. He and Talwyn will arrive shortly. I do not know what they plan to reveal to you.” She spoke swiftly and softly. Nasima clicked her beak, and Ashtine’s head tilted, listening.

Sorin glanced at his Ash Rider. Rayner nodded and disappeared in the smoke of the braziers, understanding the silent order to go and investigate the border himself.

“Did the winds reveal anything else, Ashtine?” Briar asked.

Ashtine stepped closer to him. “The winds have all changed, my heart,” she whispered. “They speak …” She shook her head, and Nasima’s feathers rufﬂed. “They speak differently. I cannot walk among them as easily.”

Sorin could only stare at the princess. The odd female who never showed emotion. The princess who spoke in quirky riddles and vague references. She was visibly trembling as Briar’s arms came around her and pulled her into his chest. Her cheek rested lightly against his chest, and this time the room fell silent at what stood before them.

Sawyer looked up from the map, a grim expression on his face. “The last time she spoke like this was right before we learned of Eliné’s death,” he said quietly.

“She is not a Seer. She cannot possibly know such things,” Eliza snapped, stepping to Sorin’s side. A snarl that Sorin rarely heard from the male rippled from Briar, and Eliza’s brows shot up at the ferocity of the sound. Sawyer opened his mouth to say more, but another voice spoke ﬁrst.

“She may not be a Seer, but I am.”

Everyone turned to see a young woman who appeared to be around Scarlett’s age. If she had gone through her Staying, however, who knew how old she actually was. She had long, red-brown hair that was half up. She wore gray pants and a white top that laced up the front, and was barefoot as she stood in the study that had quickly become far too overcrowded with people. But beside the woman stood Shirina, the goddess Saylah’s panther, her tail switching back and forth and her silver eyes pinned on Sorin. Every Fae in the room bowed deeply to the panther.

“Who are you, and how did you enter these walls?” Eliza asked, stepping in front of Sorin and Cyrus. Briar and Sawyer had moved in front of Ashtine, but she seemed unconcerned.

“I am many things to many people,” the woman answered, stroking the panther’s fur.

“But to you,” Ashtine said, stepping around her lover and his Second and dropping to a knee before the woman, “she is an Oracle outside of her cave.”

Sorin knew then as he sank to his own knee. Juliette.

A hand came to her slender hip. “Normally I am incredibly formal when it comes to things like this, but since you have been dealing with my sister, who is anything but formal, I am hoping this can be a rather casual affair.” Sorin’s head snapped up, meeting her eyes. She gave him a soft smile as she continued. “And please, for the love of Reselda, do not tell her you all just bowed before me. I would never hear the end of it.”

As one, the Fae all rose to their feet, and Sorin stepped forward. “I have heard much about you,” he said. “She misses you greatly.”

“I know, Prince,” Juliette replied softly. “And I wish we had more time to discuss such things, but I cannot stay long. Shirina brought me here because she cannot get to her.”

“What do you mean she cannot get to her? She is her spirit animal,” Briar cut in, stepping to Sorin’s side.

“You are correct in your thinking that she has learned to read and interpret the ancient magic, Prince of Fire,” Juliette went on, ignoring Briar’s question. “You are also learning that she will go to extreme lengths for those she views as in her care. Those she claims as her own. She saw that moment as a way to save many, to save all of you, but she did not understand the cost.”

“There is always a great cost for that magic,” Sorin replied.

“Indeed. She thought she knew it. She thought you would be the cost. That she would have to sacriﬁce her bond with you. But she was willing to do so to save your Courts. However, the cost was greater than she anticipated.”

Sorin stepped closer to the Oracle. “What was it? What was the cost?” Juliette shook her head. “I cannot tell you more than that Prince of Fire. I can tell you, though, that you will need more than the people in this room to get her out. And that when you ﬁnd her, she will not be the same as when she left.”

Sorin reached to grab her hand, but Shirina gave a snarl of warning, and he dropped his hand back to his side. “Can you tell me where she is? Does Mikale have her?”

“At this moment? No. Will she be turned over to him once more? Even I have not seen.”

“Lord Tyndell or the Assassin Lord?” Sorin asked.

“Act quickly. Time is not on your side,” Juliette replied.

There was a ﬂash of soft light, and she and Shirina were gone a moment before Talwyn and Prince Luan stepped into the room from the air.

“Princess Ashtine,” Talwyn said curtly when she spotted her near Briar. “You beat us here.”

“I anticipated you would be here sooner,” Ashtine replied, her voice having returned to its usual lilt.

“And what have you told our Western Court friends?”

“Little that they did not already know,” she answered.

Talwyn studied the princess for a moment while Luan’s eyes swept the room with distaste.

Eliza and Cyrus were immediately ﬂanking Sorin once more, but he gave Talwyn and Luan a mocking smirk as he drawled, “I am glad you are both here. We are in need of your assistance.”

Every head in the room whipped to him. “Come again?” Cyrus asked.

But Talwyn spoke before Sorin could say more. “Were you planning to ask us for help before or after you informed us that Scarlett had gone missing again?”

“Since she went missing after defending the Earth Court border, I ﬁgured the least you can do is help us get her back,” he answered, casually strolling behind his desk and lowering into his chair, leaning back.

“Excuse me?” Luan growled.

“My queen went to aid your border, did she not?” Sorin asked with a raise of his brow.

“We did not request her aid.”

“We were monitoring the situation just ﬁne,” Talwyn said, stepping to the edge of the desk, bracing her hands and leaning over it. “Perhaps if you had taught my cousin the proper procedures and politics of our Courts, this could have been avoided.”

“My queen does things her own way. Something you should be familiar with Talwyn,” he quipped, holding her gaze as he laced his hands behind his head. “Proper procedures aside, you were right, Little Whirlwind. We have found ourselves planted on the same side.”

Talwyn had gone still as death at her childhood nickname, and fury poured off of her. “That is not the way to gain my assistance, Prince of Fire,” she whispered with lethal calm. “I suggest you try a different tactic.”

Lightning ﬂashed across the sky outside, and Sorin glanced at it, a bored expression on his face. “Someday you will learn to control that temper, Talwyn.”

“Be very careful with your next words, Sorin.”

Sorin unlaced his hands and leaned forward, bracing his palms against the desk before him. “Through our own resources, we have narrowed down her whereabouts to Baylorin. Most likely in one of two places.” He waved his hand across the map on the desk. A swirl of smoke had it morphing to a map of the capital of Windonelle. “The problem is that I cannot simply walk into either of them. Due to the little quest you sent me on, I am fairly well acquainted with both establishments. I will be expected and not welcome.”

“And how exactly can we help with that?” Talwyn asked through gritted teeth.

“You can help by giving Luan use of your ring to Travel us in and back out once we have her. I will not risk another queen of the Courts going into the mortal lands until we know what we are up against.”

“That does not explain how exactly you are going to get to her,” Luan cut in, studying the map before them. His dark shoulder-length hair swaying around him.

“I do not need to explain the full scope of my plans to you. Not any longer,” Sorin answered, maintaining his bored air.

Talwyn snorted. “How happy you must have been to ﬁnally be rid of me, hmm, Sorin?”

Sorin studied her jade green eyes and mahogany hair braided down her back. And for the briefest of moments, he saw the child she had been. He saw them in the gardens of the Black Halls working on controlling her magic. He saw her picking ﬂowers to bring back to Eliné. He saw her sipping hot chocolate in his Fiera Palace after playing in the snow all afternoon, while Eliné had been away on a trip to another Court or territory.

And he found himself saying quietly, “No, Talwyn. I have never once been happy to not be on the same side as you.”

Talwyn pulled back from the desk, straightening. Her tone had softened almost imperceptibly when she said, “We will help in whatever way we can to get her back, so that we can proceed with ﬁnding the keys.”

Sorin nodded. “I need to ﬁnalize a few things. Be ready to depart tonight. We will go in under the cover of darkness.”

Everyone was quiet while Talwyn held Sorin’s stare. “Do not lose another one of mine, Sorin,” she said quietly.

“I swear to you on my life, Little Whirlwind. He will come back to you.”




CHAPTER 3

SCARLETT

Scarlett.

Scarlett. Scarlett.

Her name was a faint knocking at the back of her mind. A voice she could almost make out. A voice that pulled at her soul. A voice that was sometimes echoed by a growl. But then it would become silent once more. Kept just out of reach.

Tarek had slapped shirastone shackles to her wrists and ankles and hauled her atop a horse. There was nothing she could do. She was too weak and drained. She had slipped in and out of consciousness as they’d ridden well into the night.

Until a voice that made her entire body tremble spoke out of that night.

“Death’s Maiden. I have missed you.”

Darkness swallowed her whole and when she woke again, she found herself still in shackles, her wrists chained to the wall above her head. At least she was able to sit on the ﬂoor; though her ankles were still shackled as well. Her lips were wet, and the taste of blood ﬁlled her senses as she slowly cracked her eyes open.

She took in the room around her and immediately recognized it as the Assassin Lord’s dungeon study. She still wore her witch-suit and witch-leathers. All the weapons had, of course, been removed. She twisted her wrists and winced slightly as shirastone dug into her skin.

Shirastone to hold Fae and block their magic. Shirastone to hold her. She tried to summon her shadows, but there was nothing. No ﬁre or water or ice.

Footsteps outside the door had her gaze swiveling to it as the Assassin Lord entered. He paused for a moment upon seeing her awake, but she couldn’t see his face. His hood was in place as always. She’d never seen it off.

“My Darkest Maiden. You wake,” he said with harsh pleasantry.

Scarlett said nothing, waiting to see what kind of mood he was in. The man had basically raised her and overseen all of her training. His mood would determine how she would interact with him.

“Come now,” he said, walking closer to her but staying out of range of her chained feet. “No greeting after we have been separated for months?”

“How long have you been working with Tarek?” she rasped, her throat dry and hoarse from disuse.

The Assassin Lord walked to a nearby table and poured a glass of water. “How do you think I learned the identity of the Fire Prince?”

“You knew. The whole time he was with me. When I brought him to the Syndicate,” she croaked out.

“Yes, Scarlett,” he answered, crossing back to her. “I knew who he was. Tarek informed me he had entered the city shortly after he arrived three years ago.” He stooped down beside her, bringing the glass of water to her lips. Scarlett twisted her head to the side. “It is only water, Scarlett. You will not accept a drink from me?”

Scarlett huffed out a gravelly laugh. “Only water? I’m sure that’s all it is. There’s not a tonic mixed in there to drug me and quell my magic?”

“I was not the one who started your tonic. Your mother was. She did not want your magic manifesting in the mortal lands. I simply continued it because there was no way to train you in your power here,” he answered, reaching over and placing a ﬁnger under her chin to turn her head back to him. “Furthermore, your magic is wide awake now. I believe the only way to force it to slumber once more would be to force you to do the same. I would rather not do that. You are of no use to me asleep. Now drink.”

He brought the glass back to her lips and tipped it up. The water was cool against her parched throat, and she gulped it down greedily, draining the entire glass. The Assassin Lord rose and strode to the pitcher once more, reﬁlling the glass.

“What’s your plan, then?” she drawled. “Keep me chained in shirastone so I cannot access it? What use to you am I in that way?”

He crossed back to her, crouching down once more. “The shirastone will keep your ﬁre and water contained until we come to an understanding,” he answered, bringing the glass to her lips. She again drank the entire glass down, leaning her head against the wall behind her when she was done. “Is your thirst quenched, or do you need another glass?”

Scarlett closed her eyes. So incredibly … familiar. The Assassin Lord had brutally trained her, yes. He had denied her retribution for Juliette’s death. He had punished her and caged her and tried to break her. But he had also raised her, after her mother had been murdered. He had also cared for her. Just as he was doing now.

When she did not answer, he stood and crossed to his desk. It was smaller than the one upstairs in his much grander main study. There were no chains on the walls in that study.

He perched on the edge of the desk, and Scarlett opened her eyes, feeling his piercing gaze on her from beneath that hood. “Tarek tells me you ﬁgured out a number of things during your time away.”

Scarlett gritted her teeth. She would wait him out. Force him to reveal his hand ﬁrst.

The Assassin Lord chuckled. “I taught you well, Death’s Maiden.” He ran his ﬁngers along the edge of the desk. “I know that physical punishment will be of no use with you.”

Scarlett stiffened at what he implied, but immediately forced herself to relax. They were all safe. The orphans. Nuri. Cassius. They were all safe behind wards that they could not penetrate.

That the Maraan Lords could not penetrate.

But did the Assassin Lord know where they were?

She kept her face neutral, a mask of carefully trained boredom as she held the Lord’s gaze beneath his hood. He folded his hands and placed them in his lap, and Scarlett worked to control her breathing. That was a mannerism she’d seen him make numerous times. When he was about to reveal exactly what her punishment was to be.

It often involved hurting Cassius or one of the others in front of her and refusing to allow her to tend to them. She had been chained in this very spot numerous times, for hours, with Cassius unconscious before her. “I am surprised that your Fire Prince has not yet attempted to come for you,” he said casually.

Scarlett’s heart constricted with fear and longing. “You are keeping me as bait? For him?”

“Do not be ridiculous,” the Assassin Lord said harshly. “I am keeping you because you are powerful. Him coming to attempt to rescue you will simply be a bonus. But alas, he has yet to do so.”

“How long have I been out?” Scarlett demanded.

“You have been in and out of consciousness for several hours.” 

“That’s impossible. We could not have traveled all the way here from the far edges of Toreall in just a few hours. It would have taken at least two weeks and that’s riding with very few stops,” Scarlett argued.

“True,” the Lord replied. “But you did not ride. You were Traveled back here.”

“Tarek is a Traveler? How did he do so in the mortal lands?”

The Lord laughed softly. “No, Scarlett. Tarek is not a Traveler. Tell me, do you know where the Traveling gift came from?”

“I would assume from the Avonleyans like the other Fae gifts,” she ground out, drawing her knees to her chest. The chains on the shackles scraped along the ﬂoor.

“Very good,” the Lord replied. “But they are not the only ones who possess such gifts.”

“Let me guess,” she drawled. “The Maraans?”

The head beneath the hood nodded. “The Maraans are even more powerful than the Avonleyans were when it comes to Traveling,” he answered.

“That doesn’t explain how they accessed their magic in these lands.”

“You can access your magic here, can you not?”

“Not currently,” she muttered, wriggling her wrists and causing her chains to rattle once more in emphasis.

“Yes, well, can you really blame me there?” he asked with a shrug. 

“Scared of a little ﬁre and ice and darkness?” Scarlett crooned.

“The ﬁre and ice, yes. The darkness, however … We have not given you enough to restore the depths of that magic.”

Scarlett bit the inside of her cheek, unsure how to respond to that. A game. The Assassin Lord was playing a game, dangling information in front of her. She knew if she were to ask what he meant, there would be a price for the answer.

When she didn’t say anything, he went on. “However, I do believe that the little bit we are giving you is also the reason the Fire Prince has not been able to ﬁnd you yet. If I were to let you weaken to such a state that the Blood Magic Mark you enacted were to wear off, a certain bond may be reestablished.”

For all her years of training, Scarlett could not hide the shock that came over her face.

“I ﬁnally have your full attention,” the Assassin Lord mocked as he rose from the desk. He came to stoop before her once more. “While I am not entirely surprised that you learned how to interpret and use Blood Magic so quickly, I am amused that you did so without understanding the costs of such things.”

“I know the cost I paid,” she spat at him.

The Assassin Lord reached out and stroked ﬁngers down her cheek. She jerked her head away from him, but had nowhere to go. “You really do not. I am guessing you had no idea that when you enacted that particular Mark to block your twin ﬂame bond, you also blocked all bonds to you, including the bond with your spirit animal.”

Shirina. Scarlett had not even thought of the panther. He was right. She’d had no idea. The thought had not even crossed her mind.

“Did you not wonder why she did not come to your aid in Toreall? Or here?”

Scarlett swallowed. She didn’t know what to say as she processed what he was revealing to her.

“Not only did you stiﬂe those two incredibly important bonds,” he continued, “but you blocked the bond to your Guardian.”

“My what?”

“Your Guardian. I am not sure when or how she did it, but your mother bonded you to another as your Guardian. That is ancient magic of the gods, but I have seen the Mark on both of you at various times over the years,” he said bitterly. “She bonded you, and then a Witch cast a spell to make you both forget the encounter.”

And the dream came ﬂooding back to her. The memory of her mother taking her to the beach where they met the strange woman with silver hair. She had drawn on her and Cassius and made them drink a mixture of their blood. She had told her of a kingdom where people were bonded as Guardians and where they danced under the stars.

“So you see, Scarlett, the cost of that Mark was blocking every single bond put in place to keep you safe. To keep you from the Maraan Lords.”

“How do you know all of this?” she whispered to the Assassin Lord.

A soft chuckle escaped from underneath that hood. “I know plenty about Blood Magic, Scarlett. For example, I know that is how you obtained your powers of ﬁre and ice.”

“My mother’s magic was ﬁre and ice. I inherited them from her,” Scarlett snarled.

“No, child,” he said with a shake of his head. “Those were Eliné’s gifts. Not your mother’s.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Scarlett said with a shake of her head, as if to clear her thoughts.

“Your mother’s gifts were of shadows and night, Scarlett, not ﬁre and ice.” And Scarlett couldn’t decipher the Assassin Lord’s tone. It wasn’t gentle, but it wasn’t harsh either. It was just … factual. “Your mother is also the one who could have done the Blood Magic to transfer Eliné’s gifts to you, since she did not have an heir of her own.”

“You’re lying,” she whispered. Tears were burning in the back of her eyes, but she refused to let the Assassin Lord see them.

And with no small amount of shock, Scarlett watched as the Assassin Lord reached up and wrapped his long ﬁngers around the edges of his hood and pulled it back. Long onyx black hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and eyes just as black were ﬁxed on her. He had a long, handsome face with thin lips that were pressed together and pointed ears arching up into his hair. “I do not think you will believe me unless you can look into my eyes,” he explained.

Scarlett couldn’t say anything. She had lived with this man for over half her life, had trained with him even longer, and had never seen his face. Not once.

“I am not lying about your mother. Your mother is the one who bonded you to Cassius, and she is the one who linked Eliné’s gifts to your own,” he said. There was nothing soft in his features. Only a calculating stillness as he watched her take in the information.

“I don’t believe you,” she ﬁnally managed to say to him.

His brows rose in surprise. “Tell me, Scarlett, did Prince Aditya tell you that the Fae cannot practice Blood Magic? Nor can the Witches? In fact, there are only two bloodlines in this world who can practice such magic.”

“Which ones?” Scarlett whispered, closing her eyes. She knew.

She knew in her gut that whatever the answer to this was, it was going to crush her in some way. Because if what he was saying was true, then that meant the woman from the memory, the woman with the silver hair who had called her Starﬁre and who had told her she loved the night and the dark and the stars, was her real mother. That meant that she had been standing on that beach under the night sky with her mother.

The Assassin Lord seemed to know what she was ﬁguring out, because now his features were morphing. They were becoming the face of the Assassin Lord that she had always imagined, as a cruel grin came across his lips and lined his sharp features. “The Avonleyans and the Maraans,” he ﬁnally said.

Scarlett felt the air whoosh from her lungs, but she managed to get out, “And how exactly do you know all this?”

“Because before my father was defeated, he made sure I knew our people’s history,” the Assassin Lord said coldly, his eyes boring into hers.

Any air she had managed to get down was ripped from her lungs once more as she gasped, “Deimas was your father? And Esmeray your mother? You are a Maraan Lord?”

“I am a Maraan Prince,” the Assassin Lord corrected as he stood. “You, however, are not Maraan, and perhaps now you ﬁnally understand why you have been kept under constant watch and caged.”

“You … You were keeping me as a weapon. Not just to kill the Fae, but …” She trailed off as her eyes came back to the black eyes of the Assassin Lord.

No. Of Alaric. The Maraan Prince.

“You plan to use me to break the wards and enchantments around Avonleya.”




CHAPTER 4

CALLAN

Crown Prince Callan was lying on his bed in their guest suite, staring at the ceiling as the morning sun streamed in the window. It had to be nearing midday by this point. He didn’t care. Books were scattered around him, but it was all for nothing now. She was gone. She had married him. She was his twin ﬂame. She was his. All his. No longer his own.

He had been a fool. An idiotic, lovesick fool to think he could keep up with her wildness. But that was why he’d clung to her, wasn’t it? She was unknown and untamed. He never knew what she was going to say or do next, and she utterly fascinated him. Scarlett had shown him a side of the kingdom he hadn’t known existed. She had shown him the ones who lurked in the shadows. She had shown him the ones who fended for themselves, who did not look to a king or nobility to take care of them, but made their own justice. The ones who recognized no one was coming for them, and that they needed to take care of themselves. Needed to save themselves.

She had made him believe that he could actually do something about it. That with his knowledge of the crown and her knowledge of the Syndicate, they could truly make a difference. He did not want her chained to a throne in his shadow, but serving the people of Windonelle at his side.

Teaching him how to do just that, not as a woman with a crown on her head, but as someone who grew up as one of them.

Scarlett had never once looked at him with the awe-struck eyes of the Court Ladies or the vindictive desires of those wanting to move up in their noble positions. He was never seen by her as a prize to be ensnared or a prince to be worshiped. From the very ﬁrst note she’d left for him, she had mocked him for falling asleep in the middle of a clearing while reading. He would never forget her teasingly calling him ‘princeling’ the ﬁrst time they danced at the Samhain Ball. She had thought he’d been offended, but he had been relieved. She had been a breath of fresh air, the ﬁrst rain of spring after a long, cold winter. He had been relieved to have found someone who didn’t feel the need to ﬂatter him or wear a mask around him.

Until he’d learned just how many masks she wore.

Until he’d learned that perhaps the only person who had ever truly seen her for what she was, was the Fae Prince who now held her heart.

Callan had watched them these months here. He had watched how the Fire Prince had weathered every storm she went through. He had watched as he coaxed smiles from her when she seemed unreachable. He had watched as Sorin had fought his way past her shadows over and over and over. He had watched as they were drawn to one another as if unable to help themselves. Every smile. Every stolen glance. Every silent conversation. He had watched as she had slowly realized what he’d feared since the day they had surprised them at Sorin’s apartment in Baylorin. That her heart belonged to the Fire Prince. She was his, and he was hers.

Callan knew they were a better ﬁt. He knew Sorin could help her and serve her and love her in ways he would never be able to. He knew that what they had would change this world.

It didn’t make the ache in his chest any easier to endure. It didn’t ease the emptiness he now felt. Now he would be going home without her at his side. The loneliness he had so often felt, before she’d swept into his life on a dark wind, was already pressing down on him.

He heard a knock on the main door but didn’t bother to get up. Sloan or Finn could get it. He’d be shoved back into his world of polite manners and duty in a few days’ time anyway, assuming they were still returning. Rayner had come to him a few nights ago and told him their travels had been delayed, but he had heard nothing since. Scarlett hadn’t even bothered to tell him herself. Not that he could really blame her, he supposed. Their last conversation hadn’t exactly ended in pleasantries.

The knock came on his bedroom door this time.

Callan sighed, rising to his bare feet, and opened the door. He expected Sloan or Finn, but instead he stood face-to-face with Eliza.

“Mortal Prince,” she said grimly.

“I am not in a particularly chatty mood today, Eliza,” Callan gritted out. “Say what you have come to say.”

Eliza straightened and the face of the Fire Court General took over her features. “Pack your things. We leave in the dead of night.”

“What?” Callan asked, unable to keep the shock from his voice.

“Was something I said unclear? Did you not say no small talk?” Eliza asked with a raise of her brow.

“I was told travels were delayed.”

He could see Sloan and Finn watching and listening to the conversation from where they sat at the dining table.

“They were. Now they are not. Be in the main foyer by nightfall and decide if you’ll be staying in Baylorin or returning with us once we’ve recovered our queen,” Eliza said, turning to leave the suite.

Callan reached out and gripped her arm without thinking of who he was grabbing. Eliza had spun, broken his hold, had his arm restrained behind his back, and a blade at his throat faster than he could blink. Sloan and Finn were on their feet, but ﬂames encircled their throats and they froze.

“This is not the time to
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