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      Story is the lifeblood of our people. Story teaches. Story cautions. But sometimes stories are just stories, and life takes another—unexpected—path. The wily Fae may have honor, the fearsome dragon a tender heart, the dainty princess the bravery of a king, and an unfaithful lover might love the most of all…

      Stories teach us, but they also mislead us. Not all heroes carry swords, and not all villains have evil intentions.

      Story is, after all, just words. And words do not carry the weight of action.
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        * * *

      

      “Concentrate,” I whispered the words. “Concentration and focus are key.”

      On the walkways atop the walls, King Akyran’s dark elf guards did their rounds, their footfalls armor-heavy, and the plumes of their helmets casting dramatic shadows over the courtyard. The sky overhead was graying with cloud, and the heady perfume of the petrichor released by the earth in promise of rain was sweeter than the other scents of the courtyard—the sweat of the knights in training, the leather, the horse excrement, and the blacksmith’s fire. 

      “Daethie, move!” Tarragon cupped her hands around her mouth and bellowed the order. “Don’t just stand there waiting for the gauntlet to stop for you!” The knights around her laughed and exchanged bets as they joked and vied for her attention. 

      With her golden hair and violet eyes, even clad in armor, Tarragon was an arresting beauty, the delicacy of her features and soft fullness of her lips belying the steely determination that she displayed as a knight, and the merciless skill with which she wielded her sword, the legendary Intuin Desparen, gifted to our mother by Prince Rivyn of the Fae Court of Light.

      Tarragon cared not for any of the handsome young knights. Unlike myself, Tarragon was intensely focused on achieving her goal, her purpose in life. She was the child of prophecy, after all. Destined to save us all from the monsters that plagued our world.

      “Concentrate, Daethie.” Rue met my eyes, shaking his head slightly, his golden hair catching the last rays of sun to pierce the cloud cover. In every way, he was the mirror image of our father, and only grew more so with every year that passed, though his braid had a long way to go until it reached the length of our father’s.

      Concentrate. I turned my attention to the gauntlet. 

      The gauntlet was a torture device that could only have come from the darkest minds of the darkest of Fae Courts. It was a wooden structure raised as high from the ground as Rue and Tarragon were tall, which, considering they had inherited our father’s height, was quite high. Especially for me, who had somehow missed every drop of dragon blood, and therefore also lacked in dragon height.

      Supported by an A-frame structure, various devices designed to bruise, impale, slice and, generally, cause pain, swung, rotated, and scissored. The pathway through this nightmare was not one straight and level, but rather requiring a person to leap or step between platforms, some no wider than a man’s foot was long. What was more, when she was feeling particularly mean, Ecaeris was known to remove the supports beneath the platforms, so choosing to place your weight too long upon the wrong platform would result in its collapse.

      There were many things about King Akyran and Queen Ecaeris’ academy that I hated—the food, the drafty rooms, the haughty Dark Elves, and the mockery of the knights being among them—but the gauntlet easily topped that list. 

      “You can do it, Daethie,” Valerian called out while exchanging a coin purse with Caraway. “She’s not going to do it,” he added to his twin. “Not even halfway.”

      “It’s beginning to rain.” Caraway tipped his golden head back and caught a raindrop on his tongue. His violet eyes had concave pupils like our father, something which Tarragon, Rue, and Valerian hadn’t inherited in their human forms. “Makes things slippery. Two obstacles.”

      “You’re on.”

      Raindrops splashed onto the wood around me, washing away the dirt that had dusted the slats. 

      Through the castle gates, a company of horsemen were arriving, King Akyran and Queen Ecaeris at the lead, and a young man in a hooded cloak following petulantly behind. 

      “Wonderful.” I looked away from them to the many moving parts of the gauntlet ahead of me. An extended audience was precisely not what I needed to witness my humiliation. “Concentrate, Daethie.” 

      I drew a deep breath and tried, as always, to anticipate the timing. I could never quite get it right. By luck, perhaps, I might get past the first few obstacles, but the further in I got, the faster they moved, and the less chance I had to watch for the next obstacle in my path. 

      In the end, there was no other option, truly, I decided, other than to close my eyes and jump, and keep jumping. I made it just halfway and had finally begun to feel the excitement that this time, perhaps, was my time, when something struck me across the top of the head, and the world went black.

      I woke with Ecaeris applying smelling salts. “There you go, Daethie,” she said as I opened my eyes.

      “Oh, my head,” I groaned in pain. It felt as if my head had been cracked in two.

      “Yes, I’ll mix you something that will take the edge off of that,” she said with empathy. She leaned back. “Take it easy in the meantime, and don’t try to sit up too quickly or you will—” She broke off as I sat up, and danced backward as the world swayed on me, and I turned to vomit up the contents of my stomach onto the dirt. “Be sick,” she finished on a sigh. “I will go mix you that potion.”

      I groaned in misery, and sat, my back against the wall, while the servants cleaned away my mess and a maid brought me water and a cloth to put against my aching head. Around me, the activity of the courtyard had resumed, with knights practicing the various skills of their trade, both against the straw and burlap dummies and against each other. 

      “Oh, Daethie,” Tarragon sighed as she squatted before me. “You are meant to duck, you know?”

      “Thank you, Tarra.” I did not open my eyes. “Like I didn’t know that.”

      She sighed heavily. “I’ll speak to mother and father again,” she promised me, reaching out to put her hand on my knee. “And try to make them see sense. This just isn’t the place for you at all. We’ll all be happier with you back home in Uyan Taesil, and out of harm’s way. We all have our own destinies, Daethie, and yours is not to be a knight fighting monsters.”

      “What is it then?” I wondered. 

      “Well…” she trailed off, stumped as to what the destiny could be for one such as me. “You could get married?”

      “Oh. No.” I opened an eye. “No, thank you.” 

      Even being the second daughter of Queen Diandreliera and King Valsaurienkachiel Taradrakyn, and their only child born without a hint of dragon, without the ability to shift, no magical power, I attracted plenty of knights aspiring for my hand in marriage—usually knights-errant’s younger sons, or lords whose fortunes had waned, and occasionally a prince under a curse looking for someone to break it. However, they were not interested in Princess Daethie, but rather my dowry and family connections. 

      I did not want to marry someone who wanted me only for such things; I wanted the love I saw between my parents. I wanted someone to look at me the way my father looked at my mother.

      “I want to marry for love,” I told her. “And only for that reason.”

      “Here we are.” Ecaeris had returned with her potion. “Drink this down, Daethie, and then to your chambers with you for the remainder of the day.”

      I didn’t sniff at the potion, but rather held my breath and drank it down in one mouthful, trying not to examine its consistency on my tongue. Experience had taught me that the less I thought, smelled, looked at, or tasted of potions, the better it was, as they rarely held up to intense scrutiny without turning the stomach. 

      “Who was your prisoner?” Tarragon asked Ecaeris. 

      “Aien Verstarjen. His father is Derien Verstarjen, the warlock who owns the castle that straddles the mountain path you wish to take on your crusade to find the source of these monsters. He is somewhat notorious for his ill-temper and his garden of statues.”

      “Statues.” Tarragon lifted an eyebrow.

      “They were once servants of the castle, disgruntled villagers, or the occasional knight come to challenge him,” Ecaeris clarified.

      “Ah.” Tarragon nodded in understanding. “So, what’s with the prisoner?”

      “Surety,” Ecaeris replied. “Akyran and I persuaded Derien to temper his ways, and to ally with us, with Aien as guarantee that the alliance holds. Aien is, after all, Derien’s only child, and a son. He’s pretty, hmm?” she added mischievously.

      “He’s not hard on the eyes,” Tarragon replied with a slight smile and a shake of her head. 

      My head felt less likely to throb off my neck, so I carefully used the wall to rise to my feet, and both women looked at me, assessing whether I was likely to vomit or fall over at their feet. “I’ll just…” I put one hand to my forehead and gestured to the door. “Be on my way.” 

      They didn’t stop me from leaving and resumed their conversation as I neared the doorway. I slowly made my way through the castle and up the stairs to the level where my room was, discovering as I walked that my injuries were not limited to my head. My hip was sore, a knee ached with every step, and my shoulder on that side hurt. All combined, they drew a picture in bruised flesh as to how, precisely, I had landed in the courtyard. 

      As I limped along the hallway toward my door, I passed a chamber where the door was open and heard Akyran’s voice from within. 

      “You are not a prisoner, Aien,” the king was saying. “But there will be restrictions as to how far from the castle you can go. And you are expected to attend the training in the courtyard every day.”

      “Training for what precisely?” Aien sneered.

      “To help people. This is a training school for heroes. We seek to provide this land with the heroes required to fight against the influx of monsters. You can turn your abilities to the betterment of others here, Aien. You can learn to be a hero, and not a villain.”

      “A villain,” Aien repeated. “But isn’t that what I am? The son of a villain destined to follow in my father’s footsteps?”

      “It doesn’t need to be that way. Think about it.” Akyran turned and raised his eyebrows as he saw me through the doorway. “Daethie?”

      My eyes flicked beyond him to the young man. Ecaeris and Tarragon were right: he was very pretty, with strong cheek bones and jawline, full lips, and a pleasant brow. His eyes were a green-tinged hazel and were strikingly clever. His hair was overgrown and as dark as night, the strands erratic, as if he had wrung his fingers through it many times during the conversation with Akyran—something I could sympathize with, as any conversation with the king had me doing the same. 

      “I…” I stammered, my eyes flitting between the young man and Akyran. “I was just heading to my room,” I finished, flustered at being caught eavesdropping so blatantly, something I’d never usually do, except my mind was still scattered from the blow to my head. “I’m in the next room,” I finished, and braced a hand against my hip as I continued that way. 

      “She fell hard and is disorientated,” I heard Akyran explain to Aien as I reached my chamber. 

      “Yes. I saw.”

      I sighed heavily as I opened my bedchamber door. “Who didn’t?”
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      I slept late into the morning, waking to a bath gone cold and my maidservant, Hen, napping by the fire with the mending on her lap. My head no longer hurt, but I possessed an impressive array of bruises from where I had landed after falling from the gauntlet, which made bathing a painful affair. Hen woke just as I was struggling to dress myself and tsked over the bruises as she finished lacing me. 

      “It’s not right for a princess,” she told me in disapproval. “Jumping and fighting and running around. It’s one thing for a hero like Princess Tarragon, but surely there is no need to put you through this, my lady. The prophecy is not about you, after all.”

      
        
        “To end the slaughter,

        Not dragon son, but daughter,

        In the right hand,

        Riven’s sword will save the land,

        If the lamb chosen is wrong,

        Love’s sacrifice will not be strong,” I quoted.

      

      

      “It’s the second to last line that’s responsible for me being here,” I grimaced as she braided my hair. “Just in case it’s not Tarragon, all of her sisters get to suffer. Next year, it will be Shara’s turn and I am equal parts sorry for her, and pleased that, at long last, I won’t be the bane of Ecaeris’ day.”

      “Poor Shara,” Hen giggled.

      “Poor Ecaeris,” I grinned back. My next younger sister, Shara, had inherited every grain of dragon from my father. If she did not wish to do something or speak to someone, she would simply turn her head and ignore its existence. Unlike myself, she could not be bullied into participating. She had been the torment of all our nursemaids and governesses, causing more than one to resign their position in the household. The only person who could pull Shara into line was our father, and even that was a battle of dragon stubbornness that reached epic proportions. 

      “You should eat something.” Hen finished my hair, winding the metal thread around the base of the braid to hold it in place. 

      “Not enough time.” I rose and grabbed my grimoire and cloak from the table by the door. “I am late.” It was only magic class, thankfully, and Daerton had a soft spot for me, being as I was named after him. While I was magically ungifted, thanks to his patience and more gentle teaching methods, I was technically adept at least, and I usually enjoyed his classes—or, at least, didn’t leave them injured and with ‘runt of the litter’ ringing in my ears. 

      I ran through the hallways, narrowly dodging the Dark Elves that patrolled them, Akyran’s court, and the servants that attended us all, and arrived at the doorway to Daerton’s classroom, breathless and disheveled, despite Hen’s careful hairdressing.

      “Ah, Daethie.” Daerton gestured for me to enter. “Perfect timing. We were just about to see Aien’s talent.”

      Aien stood within the center of the ring of desks, two patches of color hectic on his cheeks, and looking just as unhappy to be the focus of attention as I normally was. I slid into the open desk between Rue and one of the knights, Liam, the tall, blonde-haired man looking disapprovingly down his nose at me. 

      Liam had made it perfectly clear that he did not believe I belonged at the Monster Hunting academy. With the exception of Tarragon, who was destined to be a hero, Liam believed that princesses belonged in castles, embroidering favors while waiting for knights like himself to rescue them. 

      I didn’t disagree, other than with the embroidery. I had no liking for that occupation either.

      “Aien’s father is an expert in metamorphosis,” Daerton announced to the room. “Something I studied with him at one stage. Metamorphosis involves the transformation of one thing to another. Now, that can involve, for example, turning water into wine, or human into pig, but Derien Verstarjen has refined his ability to transforming people into statues. Marble, granite, iron…”

      “Sounds great,” Liam said under his breath. “Sounds like someone waiting for the right knight to come and put an arrow through their throat.”

      Aien’s eyes flickered our way, and I felt my cheeks heat. I didn’t want him to think that I shared Liam’s opinion. 

      “Their throat?” I repeated. “With your eyesight, you might want to aim for something bigger.”

      Liam sent me a surprised glare and his mouth opened to retort; however, Rue caught his eye, my big brother raising his eyebrows. “How is your head today, Princess?” Liam asked through his teeth instead. “That was a heavy fall yesterday.”

      “Daethie’s head is rock solid,” Rue snickered. “We should ask the ground how it is after being hit by her skull yesterday, rather than the reverse.”

      “Ahem,” Daerton cleared his throat, ending the conversation. “Aien, we are very intrigued.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not impressive,” Aien replied evasively. “I am not my father.”

      “Few of us are,” Daerton said dryly. 

      Aien drew in a deep breath and reached into the pouches that hung off his belt, plucking a few small items from each, and holding them on the palm of his hand. I felt the hair on my arms stand on end as his eyes focused on his palm, his expression intense, and a breeze seeming to stir its fingers through the overgrown shag of his hair. 

      The small items on his hand shook, and then small white furls curled out, extending, and growing green, spreading into stems and vines, unravelling leaves, with tightly pursed buds suddenly breaking open into flowers until in his hand he held a posy of bright blooms. 

      “Oh, how pretty,” Tarragon exclaimed in admiration. “May I?” 

      “I…” The points of color on Aien’s cheeks deepened, flushing over his face. He shrugged and rounded the desk to deposit the bunch into Tarragon’s waiting hands. 

      “Thank you, Aien.” She lifted them to her nose and inhaled. “They’re beautiful.”

      His shoulders hunched and he flicked the hood of his cloak up around his head as he returned to his desk within the circle. 

      “Thank you, Aien, that was very… interesting,” Daerton said, and I could tell that he was amused. “It is always interesting how magic evolves over the generations.”

      “What has gotten into you today, little gecko?” Rue asked me under his breath as Daerton continued the lesson. “Did that fall yesterday knock some sense out of you? It is not wise to provoke knights like Liam.”

      “He’s a bully,” I replied under my breath. 

      “Yes,” Rue replied. “But we all are. That’s what a knight is, Dae.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t be. Our father isn’t a bully.”

      “Our father isn’t a knight.”

      “I wish we lived in a cave and not a castle,” I hissed at him. “Because then we wouldn’t have to do any of this stupid⁠—”

      “Daethie?” Daerton arched an eyebrow, breaking off his lecture. “Have you something to add?”

      “No,” I flushed painfully. “No. I’m sorry.”

      “Hmm.” Daerton’s brows pulled together, but he continued the class. 

      I spent the rest of the lesson glaring at the knots on the tabletop, only looking up as the class broke and a seed was placed on the knot I had been glaring at. I looked up in surprise, and flushed as I met Aien’s eyes, dropping my gaze bashfully to the seed which was sprouting into a bloom-heavy stem of dragon flowers in a soft lilac-blue. 

      “Oh,” I whispered, enchanted by the pretty bloom. 

      “Red might be more appropriate,” Aien said softly. “But these are the precise color of your eyes.”

      I lifted my eyes to his and his lips curled, his eyes warming in response. My heart began to race within my chest. Before I could think of something clever to say in response, he adjusted the hood around his face and strode away, leaving me speechless and clutching a flower the precise color of my eyes.
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      All the newer students lined up in the courtyard for drills. As I took my place, I saw Aien in the row ahead of me. He glanced around, looking for someone or something, perhaps a friendly face among the crowd, and his eyes fell on me. He stepped backward to stand at my side. 

      “What is this?” he asked me. “Is this meant to be a sword?” He looked at the wooden practice sword that he held in one hand. 

      “Drills,” I told him. “As training goes, this one isn’t so bad, just stick to the middle and try not to stand out. The sword master will lead us through the poses and postures.” I nodded up to the raised platform. “We just copy her.”

      “Why do I suspect that it’s not as easy as you make it sound?” he wondered.

      “Because…” I lifted my chin to the wall where the dark elf guards had gathered to watch. “And…” I inclined my head to the base of the wall, where the senior knights were gathering. “They’re meant to be practicing hand-to-hand combat, but… They mostly watch. And mock us.”

      “Great,” he said with a sigh. 

      “It’s your first day,” I told him. “No one will expect you to be any good.”

      “At least they won’t be disappointed,” he replied dryly. 

      “Watch closely,” I cautioned him. “Don’t let them distract you. We’re considered fair game. After all, in battle there are many distractions. You’re allowed to be terrible on your first day, but not to break rank and…” He didn’t seem like the type to get into a fight, as many of the first-time knights did.

      “And what?” he wondered.

      “You’ll see.”

      The sword master stepped up onto the raised platform and ran her eyes over us with a sneer that only a dark elf could manage. “Very well, let’s see how terrible you all are today.”

      After his initial hesitancy, his cheeks’ coloring returned and his eyes locked to the sword master while he learned the routine—the sliding step from one posture to another, the position of sword and arms combined with the set of feet. Aien was not terrible. Luckily, another new recruit was far, far worse. A muscled, younger son, the young man had received training before coming to the academy and seemed determined to show that training off, even when it ran contrary to the sword master’s instructions. Of course, this resulted in an altercation between the two and mockery from the onlookers. 

      As the young man grew more and more frustrated, Aien slid me a look. “This is not going to end well.”

      “No,” I agreed, shaking my head. 

      It did not take long, and it was, as usual, Valerian who broke the recruit, Valerian’s laughter ringing out above all others. The recruit broke rank. “What is so fucking funny?” he demanded of Valerian, and my younger brother slowly rose to his full dragon height, his grin widening in delight. Around him, Caraway, Rue, and Tarragon straightened, flanking him, and causing the heat to leave the young man’s anger, replaced with a cold wave of fear. 

      “I don’t know,” Valerian drawled. “I’m not entirely sure what dance it is that you’re doing, but this is not a ballroom.”

      “Think about it carefully,” Rue advised the young man. “This is not a fight that you can win.”

      “They’re rather… impressive,” Aien said from my side. “Who are they?”

      I glanced up at him in surprise. I was so accustomed to being known that it had not occurred that he would not recognize my siblings. “Um. Tarragon, Rue, Caraway, and Valerian, of Queen Diandreliera and King Valsaurienkachiel Taradrakyn.”

      “Oh. Uyan Taesil,” he nodded, leaning slightly on the wooden sword. “Valsaurienkachiel Taradrakyn? A dragon.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I watched his face from under my eyelashes.

      “You sat next to the big one…” He nodded to where Rue was grinning down at the young man, who was swiftly re-evaluating his anger. 

      “Rue.” 

      “Rue,” he repeated, his eyes on my brother as the sword master intervened, saving the young recruit from a beating. 

      “My eldest brother,” I answered the unasked question. “Tarragon is my eldest sister. I have another brother, Arbor, who has chosen the traditional dragon way of life, and then there is myself, and the twins Val and Cara, then my sister Shara, who will be coming here next year. After Shara, there is Basil, Yarrow, Tyme, Lea, Kale, and the baby, Sorrel.”

      He had turned to look down at me, his head tilted to the side. “That’s… a lot of siblings,” he said slowly. 

      “Yes,” I agreed. The sword master was calling us back to order.

      “And they’re all dragons?”

      “All except for me,” I said quietly. “Apparently dragons only breed true eleven out of twelve times.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly as we resumed the drill. “That must be hard.”

      We made it through the drill without any further incident and broke form when the kitchen rang the bell to announce that lunch was being served in the main hall. As we returned the wooden swords to the stand, Aien leaned closer to me. 

      “Come with me?” he whispered and gestured with his head toward one of the gates out of the castle. I hesitated, glancing over my shoulder to where everyone else was filing toward the main castle but followed him to the gate and out of the courtyard. 

      We crossed through the kitchen gardens and orchards, and Aien shamelessly filled our pockets with stolen fruit and vegetables, taking a bite of an apple as we passed out of the main gates into the city. 

      “There’s a forest.” Aien pointed to the trees in the distance. “I’ve been wanting to explore it since the king brought me here. I’m not used to…” He gestured around us at the busy city streets. “At my father’s castle, I’d leave every morning before the sun rose and spend the day in the forest surrounding the castle and village. I feel closed in here… I just want to escape for a few hours.”

      “I can understand,” I said, sticking close and dodging around the humans and brethren of Nerith who were busily about their days. “I have been wanting to escape since my first day here.”

      The streets of Nerith were too frantic for conversation. We paused at a baker selling his wares on a tray carried before him, and bought some meat-stuffed pastries, eating as we walked, heading across the city without knowing the roads, simply following the general direction of the trees on the horizon. 

      “What is it like being a princess?” Aien asked me as the streets gave way to trees. He paused in the shadows of the forest canopy and lifted his face up to the dappled sunlight, his expression relaxing and his eyes closing as he basked in the greenery. I could see the tension melt from his shoulders. He belonged here, I realized, among the trees and green undergrowth.

      “I don’t know,” I answered absently. “I’ve never been anything else.”

      “Yes, but…” He opened his eyes and looked at me.

      “I guess… It is different here.” I realized that was what he meant. “In Uyan Taesil, I have ladies in waiting, and I’ve known them, and they me, since childhood. I’m never alone, not completely, and they’re my friends. We take lessons together, go for walks in the gardens, shop, and… Well, it’s not like here. It was… happy and fun. I also had maids, many of them, who spent their days running and fetching whatever it is that I needed. Here I just have Hen and she’s busy and only spares me a few hours a day to help me dress and bathe and keep my clothing mended and my room clean…”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever had a friend,” he said quietly and began to walk forward through the trees. His footfalls were as skillfully silent as a hunter, I thought, never disturbing a crunching leaf, or snapping a twig. I was not so silent following in his shadow, my shoes slipping in the mud and my cloak catching on branches. 

      “There were servants, but…” He shook his head. “They either don’t last long, or they’re not very friendly. There were some brethren in the forest, but they’re not same as around the castle here. They’re wilder, less trusting of humans. There was a hobgoblin that I was trying to win over. I’d bring him cakes from the village. They like honey…” He smiled slightly at a memory. 

      It sounded very lonely, I thought as I accepted his hand over an area where the forest floor was rough with debris. He did not immediately release my hand, and we walked that way for some time, picking our way across a little murmuring creek. We sat upon oversized boulders to share the fruit and vegetables we had stolen from the castle gardens before kneeling to scoop the icy water up in the palms of our hands. 

      Just as we reached the point at which we were thinking about turning back, we saw in the distance, through the trees, a tower poking up through the canopy. 

      “We will need to leave earlier, or bring horses,” Aien decided, standing on a rise of earth, his hands on his hips. “I want to see who lives in that tower in the middle of the forest.”

      “Is that wise?” I wondered. “People who live deep in forests tend not to want to be disturbed.”

      He laughed as he jumped down and walked over to join me. “I think it will be empty, and so, safe enough,” he told me. “We’ll leave early tomorrow morning and come back.”

      “Oh, we can’t,” I told him, shaking my head.

      “Why not?” He tilted his head to the side. “What are they going to do if we miss a class or two?”

      “No classes tomorrow,” I told him. “It’s the tourney. Attendance is mandatory, and if we’re not there,” I shook my head solemnly. “It’s straight to the stocks.”

      “Even for a princess?” He seemed dubious about that. 

      “I don’t want to find out, do you?” I asked him. 

      “A tourney, hmm?” He sighed heavily. “Just great.”
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      “Reckless foolishness,” Hen grumbled under her breath as she helped me dress. “In a tourney maze is no place for a princess.”

      “Val and Cara will watch out today,” I told her. “And my father is in the audience.”

      “Should not be required,” she cinched my ties tighter than necessary in her irritation. “Princesses should not be put in such danger.”

      “It is good training for the real world, Akyran says,” I replied. “And keeps the knights keen and sharp.”

      Nerith castle cupped the inner courtyards, and during the tourney, Akyran and Ecaeris transformed the neat gardens and lower balconies into a maze of obstacles. The courtyards were large, but in an impressive feat of magic, Akyran and Ecaeris multiplied the dimensions to an impossible scale, creating a true labyrinth for the competition, and once you stepped into it, the maze seemed to spread for miles in every direction. 

      As I joined the lineup of competitors between Rue and Val, I saw a couple of knights-errant spot me and laugh, wondering, as we all were, why I was there at all.

      “Stay close to the wall,” Rue said under his breath, having seen the same exchange. “Let everyone pass and follow a safe distance behind. There’s no reason to get caught up in the melee, Daethie. Val, I’m going for the flag, can you keep an eye on Daethie, make sure she doesn’t get crushed to death in the initial rush?”

      “I’m not handing you the win, Rue,” Val replied. “Cara?”

      Cara grumbled under his breath. “I’ll watch for her,” he agreed unhappily, his eyes going to an upper balcony from which our father was easily identified for his height and vividly golden hair. “But only until the initial rush passes, and then I’m competing.”

      “Thank you, Cara,” I said. Aien stood just beyond Caraway and turned his head slightly our way, subtly listening to our conversation, and I felt my cheeks heat with shame. 

      “Hopefully after today our father sees sense, and sends you home,” Caraway replied begrudgingly. “You don’t belong here.”

      “I know,” I said softly. Aien met my eyes briefly and then ducked his head, the shadows of his hood swallowing his handsome face from view. I wanted to cry at the unfairness of it all, caught in the twisted strands of a destiny not mine, and forced into situations because of it that no other princess was forced to face, and now, humiliated before my friend. 

      “Welcome.” Akyran stepped up to the balcony. The Dark Elves cheered and stamped, the rhythm of their celebration drowning out all other sounds. I shifted my weight on my feet, ignoring the knights-errant watching me, and the knights and my siblings around me, my eyes scanning the maze set out before us for a place in which a small person like me could hide. 

      “Welcome combatants!” Akyran spoke over the cheers. “To our weekly tourney. The winner must reach the center of the maze and retrieve the flag. That winner will receive a pouch of gold, a place at the academy, the title of Knight of the Realm with the lands to accompany it, and a magical favor guaranteed to aid you in your heroics. A worthy prize.” He nodded as the cheering rang out. “But not one easily won. You are up against steep competition. The best of the academy. Honorable, tested, and proven knights and mages, the dragon heirs of Uyan Taesil, and our champion, the Princess Tarragon.

      “May fate be on your side.” Akyran smirked. “At the third chime, the competition begins. You have six hours, at the conclusion of which the bell will again chime three times, and the winner will be the person holding the flag. Don’t die.” His smile was savage. “No one wants to bury you. Begin!” He signaled to the servant with the gong and the firm chime rang out, silencing the gathering of competitors and audience, both. 

      My eyes met my father’s. Dragons often appeared disconnected and indifferent to the world around them to humans; however, our expressions are more schooled and subtler to the eye, and I could see his tension as he watched us. He might accept the necessity of the training we underwent, and he might commit us to it knowing that it provided whichever child whose destiny it was foretold with the skills required, but it didn’t mean that he didn’t appreciate the danger that it placed the rest of us under. Our mother probably didn’t know precisely how much that weighed upon our father as he tried to shelter her from such things, knowing that the burden of being queen was heavy enough without the addition of such worries about her children.

      I nodded as the second chime rang out, reassuring him that I had the situation under control, although the truth was far from that. 

      The third chime rang and the knights and heroes around me sprang into action, rushing down the stairs at a speed that stole my breath. I ran with them, ducking as an errant swung a fist at Rue, knocking him into Caraway. I felt another grab me around the waist and fought viciously, managing to drive my elbow into his nose so that he dropped me, and rolled to the side within the narrow passage of the maze, covering my head and face with my arms as the earth shook and trembled under the heavy footfalls of armored knights, kicking up dust, their grunts and cries accompanied by the spray of blood as they battled for position. 

      Someone grabbed me off the ground, their cloak billowing about us both. 

      “Run,” Aien exclaimed into my ear, keeping his grip on me as we fled along the narrow passage. He was pushed into me as two knights exchanged blows, cupping me to the wall with his body, his cloak hiding me from sight, and his forehead lowering to mine as he braced against their violence. 

      At the first opportunity, he caught my arm and dragged me down a dead end. I cried out as I realized that we were trapped, but he reached into his pouches and cast a handful of seeds out. “Crescere!” he cried out. His voice rang out but was swallowed by the clash of swords and cries of pain as the knights warred in the maze around us. 

      The seeds sprung into life, twisting up, knotting and tangling into a wall that created a small chamber of space in the dead end in which we were apart and safe from the tourney around us. When he was satisfied that the greenery was thick enough to prevent entry, he joined me against the far wall, sinking down to sit at my side. 

      He pulled out a pouch and held it open toward me. “Sunflower seeds?”

      “Thank you.” I was breathless, my heart racing in my chest. I could taste blood and wasn’t entirely sure if I had bitten my tongue in the panicked chaos, or if during the violence, someone had hit me in the face and split my lip. 

      I took some of the seeds from his pouch and put them into my mouth, although I wasn’t sure I could successfully chew and swallow them. 

      “Well.” He blew out a breath while I struggled not to choke, his eyes on the wall of vines which was blooming with the bright bells of hibiscus flowers. “That was intense. They do this every week?”

      I nodded and swallowed with success. “Yes, every week.”

      “We’re going to have to get more creative,” he predicted grimly. “This worked this time, because they didn’t expect it, but it won’t work every week.”

      “No,” I agreed. 

      “What do you normally do?” He turned and looked down at me, his golden-brown eyes puzzled. 

      “Sometimes, beneath the wooden stairs there are gaps,” I said. “If I can find one, and crawl between without anyone seeing, I can usually hide below successfully.”

      “And if anyone sees?”

      “My brothers sometimes help.” I peeled my trousers up my shin, inspecting the bruises below. Someone had kicked me before Aien had seized hold of me, and there was a feeling of wetness. I was not surprised to see that the skin had split, and I was oozing blood. 

      “You’re bleeding!” he exclaimed. 

      “It’s nothing, really.” I was embarrassed and began to roll the trousers down to cover my bare leg. “Just a bump.”

      “That’s more than a bump.” He stalled my hands with his own and met my eyes. “Let me help you,” he said softly, preventing me from protesting with his earnestness. I dropped my hands away. “Thank you.” He smiled slightly and began to search his pockets, retrieving a handkerchief and a handful of seeds that sprouted into fresh herbs upon the palm of his hand. He tucked one into the other, and bruised them within the fold of the cloth, before applying it over my wound, trying it firmly and murmuring: “Sana!”

      “Thank you.” 

      His hands were gentle, and his hair fell over his forehead in a way that tempted the fingers to stroke it back. I could smell the combination of herbal spell components that he wore around his belt—woodsmoke and lavender clinging to his clothing—and found myself leaning in, filling my lungs with the fragrances before I caught myself and flicked a look up. We were far enough into the maze, away from the balconies of the castle, that low in the shelter of the walls and his tangle of vines, no one could see us, but I felt my cheeks heat anyway. 

      Being alone with Aien in such a way wasn’t really the done thing for a princess, but then there was very little about the academy that fell within the realm of what was acceptable for princesses. 

      “You hate it here,” Aien said as he leaned back. “As much as I do.”

      “I guess.” I hesitated and then sighed. “Only every moment of every day,” I confessed heavily, and he flicked me a grin. “I hate this castle,” I told him, warming to the subject. “The rooms are drafty, and the Dark Elves,” I whispered the words, “are so grim. It’s like no one is ever happy here. Not truly. You never see anyone smile.

      “And I hate the food.” I crossed my legs in a very un-princess-like way. “It’s always so heavy on the meat. I hate the gauntlet and arms training. I hate the knights and the way they look at me as if…” I broke off, embarrassed. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “What would you do if you weren’t here?” he asked stretching out one long leg and resting his elbow on the knee of the other. We both tensed as the greenery wall shook under the impact of something on the other side. 

      “This wasn’t here before,” Liam said from the other side. 

      “Try a spell on it,” said another voice that I did not recognize. 

      Aien met my eyes and smiled slightly before making a gesture with one hand. The vines suddenly grew thorns, and there was a cry of pain from the other side. “Move on,” he called out. “If you know what’s wise.”

      “It’s that mage,” Liam said. “Should be in the dungeons, not running around free, in my opinion!” He spoke deliberately loud, wanting Aien to hear him. “Move on. She’s not here.”

      We waited until we were sure they were gone. “I like books,” I told him quietly. 

      “Books?” Aien raised an eyebrow. “That’s a rather broad subject.”

      “I like stories.” I blushed. “I like learning about the past, reading the stories of other people’s lives and adventures. In Uyan Taesil, there is a library so very full of books that I feel I could read every day for the remainder of my life and never reach the end of them. That seems like a great shame, don’t you think? That there are stories right there on the shelves, on that parchment, that I will never know, and that, perhaps, no one else will either, for I’m quite certain that, other than my father, no one ever goes into that chamber. What about you?”

      “I wouldn’t go home,” he replied. “That’s for certain. I don’t know.” He frowned thoughtfully. “I really don’t know. They were looking for you,” he added. “Those men.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because of what you said in the class.” He nodded thoughtfully and slid me a look out of the corner of his eye. “Why did you say something?”

      I could feel the heat burning my cheeks and tried to shrug nonchalantly. “Liam is a bully. I don’t like bullies.”

      “Mm-hmm.” He rose to his feet and moved to stand near the wall of greenery. “You are a hero.”

      “Me?” I was astonished. “Oh, no. That’s Tarragon. She’s the hero. I’m just… me.”

      “No.” He turned back and offered me his hand. His palm was warm and calloused against mine and his arm strong as he lifted me to my feet. He smiled down at me and reached out to stroke a lock of my hair that had fallen free of its braid back behind my ear. “You are a hero. Every villain needs a hero, and you’re mine, Daethie. I think it’s safe for us to get out of here. What do you think?”
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      “My father wasn’t always this way,” Aien said as we walked through the maze following the trail of debris, blood, and broken weaponry. “A villain, I mean. Things were different when my mother was alive. She was…” He paused where someone had smashed a statue, the stone rubble scattered across the path and offered me his hand. “Be careful where you step. My mother was beautiful.” He did not immediately release my hand when I had picked my way through the debris, and stood, looking down at me thoughtfully. 

      “She was kind,” he said softly. My eyes fell to the softness of his lips and wondered what they would feel against my own. “And she looked after others. She would have liked you. You remind me of her.” He released my hand and continued along the walkway. “An illness came to the village, and my mother went to help the sick. She caught it from them, and… I was eleven.” He swallowed hard. “Old enough that I remember very well what it was like before she died.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I reached out to touch his hand again, and his fingers curled around mine. 

      “My father changed after her death. He blamed the villagers and became… volatile. More than once, I have thought I’d end up a statue in his garden myself.” His grin was wide, but without humor. “While I have no wish to be Prince Akyran’s hostage by any means, I am glad to get away from there.”

      I pulled back against his hand and pushed him against the wall at the sound of metal against metal. We both listened intently, watching the bend in the maze ahead of us, in case the battle tumbled backward toward us. My hands were braced against his chest, my body pressed against his, and I could feel every breath that he took and the heat of the cloth warmed by his skin. 

      I looked up and found him looking down at me. 

      “I… Ah,” he stammered. “Um. I think…”

      “They’ve moved on,” I pulled back from him, flustered. “Let’s, ah, keep going.”

      “How many of these have you been in?” he asked as we continued in the wake of the knights.

      “This will be my fifth,” I told him. “Tarra, Rue, Cara, and Val started here, oh, five years ago when it started. But I…” I had begged and pleaded not to go, and my parents had agreed to give it a little longer and some private tutorials in the hopes of improving my skills. “I was busy. I came six weeks ago.”

      “Why?” he wondered. 

      “Because of the prophecy. I mean, everyone knows it’s Tarragon. Mother and father are certain of it, or mother wouldn’t have given her the sword. But still, the prophecy isn’t precise about which daughter, and so…” I gestured out with my hands. 

      We circled around where the knights had become entangled in a vicious battle
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