
  
    [image: Of Temptation and Vengeance]
  


  
    
      Of Temptation and Vengeance

      Court of Bones and Ash, Volume I

    

    
      
        Layla Harper

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Alura Press, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Be the first to find out about new releases, promotions, exclusive content, and giveaways.

        Join Layla’s newsletter @ www.laylaharper.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      COURT OF BONES AND ASH, Vol I: Fae King’s Temptation, Fae King’s Hunger, Fae King’s Sacrifice, and Fae King’s Vengeance.

      Copyright © 2020 by Layla Harper

      Published by Alura Press, LLC.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Edited by: Hot Tree Editing

        Cover Art: Deranged Doctor Designs

      

      

      
        
        For licensing or rights, contact layla@laylaharper.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to YOU, dear READER. Thank you so much for following Kyra and Rogar as they discover what it takes to make love work.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warning

      

      
        Pronunciation Guide

      

      
        Map

      

      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        
          Fae King's Temptation

        

        
          
            1. Kyra

          

          
            2. Kyra

          

          
            3. Rogar

          

          
            4. Kyra

          

          
            5. Rogar

          

          
            6. Kyra

          

          
            7. Rogar

          

          
            8. Kyra

          

          
            9. Rogar

          

          
            10. Kyra

          

          
            11. Rogar

          

          
            12. Kyra

          

          
            13. Rogar

          

          
            14. Kyra

          

          
            15. Rogar

          

          
            16. Kyra

          

          
            17. Rogar

          

          
            18. Kyra

          

          
            19. Rogar

          

          
            20. Kyra

          

        

      

      
        
          Fae King's Hunger

        

        
          
            1. Rogar

          

          
            2. Kyra

          

          
            3. Rogar

          

          
            4. Kyra

          

          
            5. Rogar

          

          
            6. Kyra

          

          
            7. Rogar

          

          
            8. Kyra

          

          
            9. Rogar

          

          
            10. Kyra

          

          
            11. Rogar

          

          
            12. Kyra

          

          
            13. Rogar

          

          
            14. Kyra

          

          
            15. Rogar

          

          
            16. Kyra

          

        

      

      
        
          Fae King's Sacrifice

        

        
          
            1. Rogar

          

          
            2. Kyra

          

          
            3. Kyra

          

          
            4. Kyra

          

          
            5. Rogar

          

          
            6. Kyra

          

          
            7. Rogar

          

          
            8. Kyra

          

          
            9. Rogar

          

          
            10. Kyra

          

          
            11. Rogar

          

          
            12. Kyra

          

          
            13. Rogar

          

          
            14. Kyra

          

          
            15. Kyra

          

          
            16. Rogar

          

          
            17. Kyra

          

          
            18. Rogar

          

        

      

      
        
          Fae King’s Vengeance

        

        
          
            1. Kyra

          

          
            2. Kyra

          

          
            3. Rogar

          

          
            4. Rogar

          

          
            5. Kyra

          

          
            6. Rogar

          

          
            7. Rogar

          

          
            8. Kyra

          

          
            9. Rogar

          

          
            10. Kyra

          

          
            11. Rogar

          

          
            12. Rogar

          

          
            13. Kyra

          

          
            14. Kyra

          

          
            15. Kyra

          

          
            16. Kyra

          

          
            17. Rogar

          

          
            18. Kyra

          

          
            19. Kyra

          

          
            20. Kyra

          

          
            21. Rogar

          

          
            22. Kyra

          

          
            23. Rogar

          

          
            24. Kyra

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Of Claim and Throne Excerpt

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            Glossary

          

          
            Also by Layla Harper

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All books in the Court of Bones and Ash series take place in a medieval fantasy world and contain content and themes that may be triggering for some readers. Elements include, but are not limited to, cursing, violence, kidnapping, child abuse, death, war, political conflict, sex, and trauma (past and current).

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

      

      

      
        
        CHARACTERS

      

      

      
        
        Aelinor: ALE-ee-anor

        Arwen, the Queen Mother: AR-wen

        Daenestra, Princess of Forvarra: day-NESS-tra

        Frinhol Grimsteel: FRIN-hall GRIM-steel

        Gauron: GA-ron

        Ilearis: il-EE-aris

        Khao: KOW

        Kyra: KI-ruh

        Lukk: LUCK

        Menora, the High Queen: men-OR-rah

        Myrkur: MERK-ur

        Odra: OHDRA

        Rogar: ROW-gar

        Rowena: RO-ween-a

        Rursk (fire demon): ROOSK

        Sersha: SIR-sha

        Talti: TAHL-tee

        Tauriel: TOR-ee-ehl

        Prince Tirian of Forvarra: TIER-ee-uhn

        Tyerim , King of Fovarra: TIE-rim

        Ulda: UL-da

        Victoria: vic-TOR-ee-a

        Waur: WAR

        Yurag: YOUR-ag

      

      

      
        
        PLACES

      

      

      
        
        Alfhemir: AL-fa-meer

        Argomar: ARG-oh-mar

        Azgagh: AZ-ga

        Drengskador: DRANGS-ka-door

        Forvarra: fa-VAR-ra

        Glynynore: GLEN-nee-or

        Lithyr/Lithyrians: LITH-er/ LITH-ree-uns

        Muspelheim: MOO-spell-hime

        Nagir: nuh-JEER

        Varia: VA-ree-a

      

      

      
        
        CREATURES

      

      

      
        
        Baobhan Sith: BAA-van-see

        Ceasg: KEY-ask

        Vrou: VREW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: COBAA World Map]
        

      

      
        
        To see a color version of this map, click here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote the first four books of the Court of Bones and Ash series in serial format. Fae King’s Temptation, Fae King’s Hunger, Fae King’s Sacrifice, and Fae King’s Vengeance complete Rogar and Kyra’s story and are included in this volume.

      Subsequent “volumes” will feature one fae king and his fated mate.

      Thanks so much for reading. I hope you enjoy Rogar and Kyra’s story as much as I loved writing it!
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        For every man there exists a bait which he cannot resist swallowing.

        -Friedrich Nietzsche
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            Kyra

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rick, you got a minute?” I let the schedule drop against the pages stapled to the corkboard.

      My boss cocks his head and smiles. We’re standing in a short hallway between the breakroom and his office. “I’ve always got time for you, doll. You look good tonight, Kyra.”

      I’m dressed in my usual work attire: jeans, sneakers, and the mandatory black McNamara’s Irish Pub T-shirt. And I’ve probably got dark circles drooping halfway down my cheeks from being up most of the night writing a paper. But that doesn’t seem to stop my boss’s eyes from roaming across my chest.

      I cross my arms. “Yeah. There’s a problem with the schedule. I’m on for tomorrow afternoon, but I’m not available until after three.” I have an interview about an internship I absolutely can’t miss. “I left you a note last week.”

      “Did you? Hmm . . .” Rick leans in, closing the gap between us.

      I press my back against the wall.

      “I don’t recall seeing it.” He reaches over to fondle a loose strand of my hair that’s fallen out of my ponytail. “But I could be persuaded to change the schedule if you ask me nicely.”

      I’m in a tight spot—literally—and he knows it. I want to slap the pompous grin off his face. If I didn’t need this job so badly . . .

      “I’d really appreciate that. I can work closing.” It’ll suck because I’ve got an early morning class on Monday, but it’s definitely worth the aggravation if it means I can keep my job and do the interview with Professor Bradford.

      “I’m willing to consider your request, Kyra. Why don’t you follow me to my office so we can discuss this further?”

      One of the floor waitresses rushes by us, heading to the pub’s dining room.

      I move away from the wall before Rick can slant his body closer, careful not to touch him in the process. This guy has been trying to get into my pants since the day I started six months ago. Looks. Innuendos. Offers to take me out for coffee to help me improve my skills as a bartender.

      Puhleeze. He couldn’t mix a solid drink if I threatened to burn his toupee.

      It takes every lick of patience I don’t possess not to roll my eyes right now. I see right through his empty promises. The problem is, he’s more than just my manager. His family owns the freaking bar.

      I chew the inside of my cheek. I can always quit. But damn, I need the money. And the tips. I won’t make near what I do here in one weekend working anywhere else.

      Rick smiles and pivots his body so he’s still facing me, then props his right shoulder against the wall. “So what’s it going to be?”

      Breathe, Kyra. Just breathe.

      I clear my throat. “Todd’s willing to switch shifts, so I think we’re good.”

      He shakes a finger in the air. “I’m sorry, doll, but you know the rules. I need more than twenty-four hours’ notice. However, I might be amenable to turning a blind eye. But it’s going to take a bit more convincing on your part. I can’t have the help thinking I have favorites, now can I?” He reaches over and tugs the loose strand of hair he’d played with earlier. “I don’t bite.”

      I don’t know how I keep myself from kneeing this son of a bitch in the groin. I remain standing, stiff as a rod, shooting daggers at him. “Excuse me. I need to get back behind the bar.” My break is almost over. I’m not about to give this asshole another reason to write me up when I fail to show up for work tomorrow.

      He releases my hair. “Your call, doll.”

      Doll?

      Who says that anymore? He’s like a character from a bad eighties cop show.

      Fuming, I spin on my heel and head for the pub. It’s that, or smash my boss’s head against the wall, which lands my butt in jail. And let me tell you, getting arrested is looking pretty good right now.

      Noise and smoke assault my senses when I resume my station at the bar and take a customer’s drink order. I have six months until graduation. One hundred ninety-two more days until I can shove my notice up Rick’s skinny ass and start phase two of the life I’ve worked so hard to build.

      I serve up the cocktail and laugh. Yeah, I can’t wait to see the look on his face when I do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s 9:00 p.m, and there’s a line out the door. Not unusual for a Saturday, Sunday, or any night at McNamara’s. The pub is a hit with the locals and the college-aged crowd, which makes the establishment both a convenient hangout and a coveted workplace. Dozens of employment applications come in weekly, and despite Rick’s harassment of the staff, positions rarely open. Some of his employees have been here for fifteen years or more.

      Smiling at a patron, I set his lager on the counter. Tonight is shaping up to be on the high end of normal tip-wise, but if I’m honest, I’m looking forward to sleeping more than the cash. I have my poli-sci paper to finish and my interview to prepare for. Everything I’ve worked so hard to achieve rides on me getting this internship. Tomorrow, I need to be alert and functional, not sleepy and cranky.

      I still don’t know how I’m going to handle my shift dilemma. Despite my bravado, I can’t not show up for work. I’m just not programmed that way.

      Glancing to my left, I spot Sandy standing with her back to the bar, shoulders hunched and her cell phone clutched to her ear.

      I momentarily forget my work crisis.

      Petite and in her thirties, Sandy’s a single mom with two little kids. She lost her husband to pancreatic cancer four years ago. Besides Molly, my former roommate and best friend, she is the only other person in this world I’d call a friend. She rarely takes personal calls when on shift, and never when she’s tending bar, which can only mean one thing.

      Her sitter called.

      I serve the IPA I poured, collect payment, and take the next drink order, a Captain Morgan and Diet.

      Sandy ends the call and slips her cell phone into her back pocket. When she glances my way, her face is tight. She rolls her lips into her mouth and runs a hand through her curly brown hair.

      “Hey.” I migrate to the center of the bar to collect a Collins glass from the rack below the counter. “What’s wrong?”

      She quickly wipes the bar down, then reaches for a pint glass. “My kid is sick.”

      “I’m sorry.” Rick’s been on her case lately about calling out. The woman works hard, comes in when called to work extra hours, does most of the weekend closings, and rarely switches shifts. But she’s also the only night bartender with young children who get sick, and for whatever reason, he refuses to cut her a break.

      “Just sneak out.”

      Her dark eyes widen.

      I scoop ice from the well into the Collins glass and glance across the sea of tables to the booth on the far right wall of the pub. Our boss is fraternizing with a group of female patrons—all about my age, from what I can tell.

      Jerk.

      “You know he’ll be half in the bag in another hour.” And then gone with tonight’s unlucky hookup, whoever she might be. Typical Rick Bessette behavior.

      “I can’t do that.” Sandy moves to the computer to enter a food order.

      “He won’t even know you’re not here.” I set the bottle of Captain back in the well and reach for the soda gun. “I’ll stay and cover your shift.” And Todd, the other bartender on tonight, is cool. He won’t say anything.

      “I can’t lose this job, Kyra.” She tilts the glass and pours lager from the tap, her hand unsteady. “I’ve got kids to feed. Bills to pay. And it’s not fair to you. Or Todd. Don’t you have that interview tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” One o’clock sharp with the political science department chair for the opportunity to intern at a prestigious law firm.

      I swallow thickly. My future depends on getting my foot in the door and getting that scholarship. I can’t screw up.

      But this is important too.

      “Hey, I’m a senior. Burning the midnight oil is an essential part of the college experience.” I wink. “Besides, my shift ends in an hour. Whether it’s me here or you, the customers won’t care. So go. Take care of your son. We’ll cover for you. And if anyone should ask, I’ll tell them you’re on your dinner break. You know, the one you haven’t taken yet.” I arch a brow.

      Sandy blushes, her dark skin flushing.

      “You know he won’t stick around to micromanage the staff when his attention is elsewhere.”

      We both glance across the room.

      At least I hope not.

      Sandy squeezes my arm. “Kyra, thank⁠—”

      Knowing what she’s going to say, my throat goes tight. I wave my free hand in the air before she can finish her sentence. “And don’t worry about Todd. He owes me a favor.” Or two.

      I serve the Captain and Diet and ring up the sale. “Take my station for a sec so I can talk to Todd. Plus, it’ll make it easier for you to exit unnoticed from my end of the bar.”

      We switch, and I get lost making and delivering drinks for a good ten minutes. To my left, Todd mixes cocktails, serving drinks and smiles to the ladies giggling before him. At five foot ten, he’s an inch shorter than me and reminds me of a young Jude Law, minus the accent. And he’s probably a heck of a lot nicer than the English dude.

      Todd shakes his head at me. “I know what you’re gonna ask, tall fry.”

      I smile at the endearment. Why can’t I be attracted to a nice guy like him? “What? Am I that easy to read?”

      “No.” He shrugs. “Just a sucker for a sob story and a poor sap in a bad place. Ask me how I know.”

      Handing a patron a menu, I look over my shoulder at him and laugh. “Then from personal experience, just admit I’m right and go with it.” I’d come to his rescue a time or two when a few wild nights got the better of him. “You know, if Rick were any other guy, we wouldn’t have to lie to save our asses.” I don’t feel guilty about deceiving the jerk. We clock in and out, so we’re not stealing from him or anyone else. It’s not our fault he doesn’t remember who’s supposed to be where after the fact.

      Frowning, Todd nods. “It always comes down to money, doesn’t it? Rich boys like Rick grow up thinking the world revolves around them. They don’t care about people like us.” His gaze settles on Rick. “Be careful, Kyra. He’s got a thing for you.”

      “He’s got a thing for wanting what he can’t have. I can handle myself.”

      “Is that your roommate?”

      Pushing a drink over the counter, I crane my neck to peer over the guys standing behind the couple seated at the bar. At Rick’s booth, a woman in a cherry red miniskirt, a white sleeveless top, and sky-high gold heels drapes over him, her blond hair falling in waves over the side of her face as she appears to whisper in his ear. I’ve tripped over those Jimmy Choos enough times to recognize the owner.

      Victoria Robeson.

      Oh hell. The fates have brought together the two people I hate most in this world.

      “What is she doing here?” I deliver another menu to a woman with a pretty blue top sitting to my right, then set down napkins and silverware.

      “Not her usual place, is it?” Todd comments.

      I snort. “Nope. Not even close.”

      Victoria Robeson is everything I’m not. Where she’s tiny and blond, I’m Amazonian and dark-haired. She doesn’t have to worry about maintaining a high GPA to hold a merit scholarship. I do. She doesn’t have to bust her ass at the pub almost every night to buy her high-end, barely there clothes. I do. Well, more like off-the-rack Walmart, but you get the picture.

      She was assigned to my dorm a few months ago in late September after getting kicked out of her fancy sorority. Even daddy’s money and prestige couldn’t sway the chapter’s decision. So I got stuck with her. What the heck did she do to get herself kicked out of the sisterhood, anyway? Drugs? Bad grades? Neither would surprise me.

      Oh, and she hates me. Why? I’ll never know.

      Smiling at the lady in blue, I take her order and set off to make her drink, flicking my gaze over to Rick and Victoria. I can’t stop the groan that escapes my throat when I see Rick’s waitress heading in my direction.

      “I’ll take it,” Todd says.

      The look on the waitress’s face tells me everything I need to know. “Thanks, but it’s okay.” I can handle whatever Rick and Victoria throw at me. “Do you mind making the lady in blue a pomegranate margarita, no sugar?”

      Todd nods and starts the drink while I enter her food order into the computer.

      Jenna, Rick’s waitress, approaches the counter warily.

      “What have you got?” I put a warm smile on my face. It’s not her fault our boss is an ass.

      “A Guinness.”

      Easy enough. I reach for the pint glass.

      “And a Ramos Gin Fizz.”

      Oh crap. I set the glass down.

      “I’m sorry, Kyra.” Jenna looks over her shoulder.

      Victoria’s eyes are on me.

      “Shit.” Todd whips out his cell phone. “In the three years I’ve worked here, no one’s ever ordered one of those suckers.”

      Yeah, well, lucky me.

      “I know,” Jenna chimes in. “I looked like an idiot when I asked her to repeat the order.”

      “It’s called ‘the most aggravating cocktail to mix’ for a reason.” Todd shows me the screen with the ingredient list and instructions. The site is one I’ve used before, so I trust it.

      Apparently, these are popular in New Orleans, but virtually unheard of anywhere south of Boston. At least in my experience.

      I start gathering the ingredients. Gin. Fresh lemon and lime. A fucking egg. Someone is testing me, or aiming to get me fired. Not going to happen. Not tonight, anyway.

      Sandy hovers to my right. “You okay?”

      “Yep.” I pour the gin into the mixing glass, then squeeze fresh lemon juice into a half-ounce jigger. “You know me. Always up for a challenge.” I move through the next set of ingredients: fresh lime, simple syrup, citrus juice. Wrinkling my nose at the sweet and pungent scent of the orange flower water, I shake a few drops into the mixture.

      Double-checking the list on Todd’s phone, I add the remaining ingredients—vanilla extract, heavy cream, and the white of one egg. I wipe my sweaty palms against my thighs, then turn the mixing glass into the shaker tin, banging the bottom to create a good seal.

      The secret to a good Ramos Gin Fizz? Shaking. Lots of shaking. And then more shaking. Enough to create the airy, milk-white froth the drink is famous for. But getting the marshmallowy top to rise over the tip of the glass so it’s stiff enough to stick a straw through has me worried.

      “Isn’t that served at brunch or something?” Jenna asks. She’s about my age, average height, with pretty auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail. “I had a girlfriend once who went to the Big Easy for spring break. I swear she raved about something like that as a miraculous hangover cure.”

      “No idea.” My shoulder muscles are starting to ache, but I keep shaking. Adding the ice is the next step, but I’ve got to get the froth right. I catch Todd and Sandy glancing over nervously.

      “That’s about a minute,” he tells me.

      The longest minute of my life.

      I set the shaker on the counter and break the seal, then add two large chunks of ice before I start vigorously shaking the drink again. Several minutes in, I’m mentally cursing Victoria, Rick, and Henry C. Ramos, the drink’s inventor. I could have mixed a boatload of cocktails in the time I’ve been standing here sweating, thank you very much.

      After what feels like an eternity, and certainly less than the recommended twelve minutes of shaking, I set the shaker down and strain the white liquid into a Collins glass.

      Sandy hands me the chilled club soda.

      The moment of truth.

      I suck in a breath, and with the aid of a mixing spoon, I stir the liquid and slowly pour the soda into the glass, watching the froth rise. Not over the lip, but it’s pretty enough to serve. Sticking the straw through the center, I grin, then place a napkin on the counter and the glass on top.

      My hands are shaking when I pour the Guinness. Jenna trays the beer and Ramos Gin Fizz.

      “Nice job, tall fry.” Together, Todd and I watch Jenna deliver the drinks.

      “We’ll see,” I say.

      Ten seconds later, Rick Bessette lifts his Guinness in my direction.

      “Looks like you get a free pass tonight.”

      “Nope.” I shake my head and blow out a breath. “Don’t count on it. I don’t get free passes.”

      Ever.
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            Kyra

          

        

      

    

    
      At 2:00 a.m., I drag my tired body to bed, shuck off my jeans, and pull the covers over my head. Every muscle throbs, my arms especially thanks to the Ramos Gin Fizz and closing duty.

      But it was so worth it. Sandy went home unnoticed, and I beat Victoria and Rick at their own game. A win-win despite the aches and pains that’ll kill me in the morning. I drift off to sleep with a big ole smile on my face.

      An hour later, I’m startled awake.

      Victoria stumbles into our dorm room, laughing like a hyena and whipping off her party clothes on the way to bed. Miniskirt, bra, Jimmy Choos.

      “What the hell?” I clutch my pillow to my face, which only makes Victoria laugh harder.

      “We’re in the prime of our lives,” she slurs. “You’ve got to live it up, emo girl.”

      Emo girl? So I like sleep. Shoot me.

      “We should hang out more.” She pauses. A pregnant pause. Like the kind that has my nerves on edge because I know whatever she’s about to say will set my blood to boil. I hear the dull thud of a shoe hitting the carpet near the door.

      “We got off on the wrong foot, you and me, but we’ll have to remedy that. Don’t you think that’s a great idea? We’ll hang out. Get to know each other.” She collapses on the bed. “It’ll be fun. You. Me. And Rick.” She belts out another laugh that I’m sure echoes through the walls and screeches down to the other end of the building. “A threesome. Bet I can make your toes curl.”

      I clutch the pillow tighter around my face. This party girl is hell on heels. What started as a Friday-Saturday routine in September is a Thursday-Friday-Saturday-Sunday ritual in November. Complaining to my RA has gotten me nowhere. Victoria is still here, and I’m still shoving earbuds into my ears. Twelve-dollar Sony’s that are no match for her nails-on-Styrofoam shrieks.

      I close my eyes.

      For the next hour, I toss and turn amidst her snores, unable to sleep.

      “Goddammit,” I mutter under my breath, tossing the pillow off my head. My half-naked roommate is sprawled across the narrow twin bed opposite me, dead to the world.

      “So not fair.” I jump off the mattress and shove my legs into the black tights hanging over my desk chair, then grab my sneakers from under the bed. My hand tightens around the rubber sole. I’d love nothing more than to throw my shoe at the back of her shiny blond head.

      Instead, I slide my feet into my sneakers, lace them up, and grab my hoodie. Sighing, I kick aside a pair of Victoria’s dirty sweats curled up in a ball and the Jimmy Choo blocking the exit. I consider slamming the door—hard—but I don’t. The bang would probably wake everyone but her.

      On the bright side, if she’s stumbling in this late, maybe my boss will be hungover and not show up to work today.

      A girl can hope, right?

      I zip up my hoodie, shove my room key into my pocket, and double-check my phone is secure inside my armband before I quietly make my way down the hall. Very few people are awake at this ungodly hour. When I push through the doors leading outside, cold air brushes my face. The temperature is cool but unusually warm for November in New England.

      I set off at an easy pace, my mind settling as I take in the beauty of the tree-lined paths. It’s one of the things I love most about Stonehill. In the summer, the college’s 375-acre campus is lush, and the paths circling the natural ponds on-site take my breath away. Today, a gentle breeze blows through gold-colored leaves clinging to barren branches, rustling the fallen reds and browns blanketing the lawn.

      I pick up speed, loving the feel of the air stinging my lungs, and follow the bend in the path around Ames Pond. The sky brightens as sunrise approaches. I spot another runner across campus. He and I appear to be the only two crazy people out for a morning run. I delay starting my playlist and let the thump thump thump of my feet hitting the pavement fill my ears instead. My breathing is steady and strong, and my mind clears until I’ve all but forgotten my pain-in-the-ass roommate.

      And my boss.

      About one hundred feet ahead to my left, I spot the Doras Ring, a massive metal sculpture that’s part of the Gateway to the Past traveling exhibition. Some hotshot, probably Victoria’s father, pulled some pretty important strings to get the exhibition to make a pit stop here. A photo exhibit of various cairns, stone circles, standing stones, and rock carvings originating in Northwest Europe, including the UK, are on display at the art gallery inside Cushing-Martin Hall. Several archeological pieces unearthed in the British Isles are featured, including a bronze horse, ancient weapons, a circular stone thing that looks like a plate, and pieces of gold jewelry attributed to the Celts.

      I’m a political science major, so I’m naturally fascinated by the different theories concerning the standing stone’s true purpose. The woo-woo stuff—magic, Druids, bloody sacrifices—are a little out there. I’m more interested in their early governing systems than the myths swirling around these artifacts.

      And honestly, why would ancient people go through the expense of dragging and erecting humongous slabs of stone to kill people when they carried swords around all day? 

      No. Most likely, those ancient megaliths were astronomical, used by ancient civilizations to mark the rising and setting of the sun and moon during the summer and winter equinoxes. And they probably used some as burial sites.

      And like the megaliths, the Doras Ring isn’t a portal to another world. Or imbued with magic capable of curing terminal illnesses. Yet since its arrival, swarms of people, some dressed in white cloaks and symbols painted on their skin, flock to the sculpture, singing desperate pleas in Latin, or Gaelic, or whatever ancient tongue they embrace to awaken a primordial deity. Campus police have had their hands full escorting them off school grounds.

      Day and night.

      You would think, after all these years, that society had evolved beyond superstition. Nope. Not the case here. I shake my head, grateful they’re not out at four in the morning, impeding my run. Personally, I would much rather do something concrete to move my life forward than stand around a metal sculpture, singing to gods that don’t exist. A lesson I learned the hard way, a long time ago.

      But to each his own, I guess.

      Approaching the ring, I cross to the other side of the path. The organizers set this piece on a stretch of lawn facing the west side of the pond and not by the pavilion outside the gallery with the other exhibits.

      Which is strange.

      Why break up the exhibit?

      Too large, maybe?

      The outer disc is at least twenty-four feet tall and just as wide, comprised of a pewter-colored substance that I assume is metal. A flimsy-looking two-pronged base sits at the bottom to support the sculpture’s weight. A second ring is positioned inside the outer band in such a way that none of the sides touch each other, and centered inside this second hoop is another smaller ring about eight feet in diameter.

      Together, all three rings form a perfectly spaced, floating concentric circle. It must weigh a ton, and I pity the poor souls tasked with moving it off campus tomorrow. It’s pretty spectacular though. There’s nothing between the bands. No frames holding them together. No invisible wires. No braces.

      Just air.

      I can see why the sculpture appears magical.

      Unable to take my eyes off the exhibit, I slow my pace. In a creepy way, the rings remind me of the Eye of Sauron from The Lord of the Rings, gazing out over the dark water, calling forth all the evil creatures lurking beneath the pond’s surface.

      My skin pebbles.

      Holy crap. I’ve got to stop wigging myself out.

      I grit my teeth and think about altering my normal route. I could bear left and follow the path around the woods, then cross over at the sports complex to avoid running past the damn thing altogether. But I refuse to act like a coward or let my wild imagination influence my decisions, so I force my feet to move faster.

      Halfway past the center mark, I hear it. A soft, vibrating hum that travels over my body. Frowning, I stop, turn around, and cock my head to search for the sound’s origin.

      The center ring glows.

      Weird.

      Scanning the grass, I look for hidden wires, then raise my gaze to the sky. It’s too early for the sun’s rays to reflect off the pewter surface, and I don’t see any electrical cords attached to the base. Yet the light brightens, bouncing off the metal surface in waves.

      Where is it coming from?

      When I step closer, the hum grows insistent. Urgent. Pulsating like a beating drum. It travels from the ground, across my feet, and spreads up my legs like an invading virus.

      A shadow looms to the right of the base. I squint. The form is male, and he looks like . . .

      My boss?

      It can’t be.

      Unless he’s heading to the dorm to continue last night’s festivities with my roommate which is gross.

      Gaze locked on me, Rick doesn’t move. Instead, he raises his arms in the air, lips moving like a preacher in the middle of a sermon.

      What the hell is he doing?

      He smiles, an evil, sinister smile that curdles the water in my stomach. And before I can form another coherent thought, before I can backtrack and do the sensible thing—run—an invisible force grips my body and clamps me in place.

      Then a flashing white light blinds me.
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      Smoke rises from the charred abode to my right. I kick over the body of a raider, rage filling my veins. “How many breached the ward?”

      “Ten,” Gauron, my second-in-command, answers. “Nomads from Wyldeland. Goblin by the looks of what remained of the corpses.”

      Unease dampens the anger clouding my thoughts. The Throng had retreated to the Mines of Ingen Mar after the Reckoning. Given our proximity to their border, goblin raids are infrequent but expected. The decimation of an entire orc village is not.

      Gauron sniffs the air.

      I smell it too. The reek of forbidden magic.

      I resist the urge to run a hand over my face. As king, my people look to me for guidance. What they need to see this day is my anger. My resolve. My thirst for vengeance on their behalf. Not the fear our past has returned to haunt us.

      My men aid those who survived the attack into the few homes that escaped the fires. Bodies are strewn along the dirt path, limbs cleaved. The scent of charred flesh hangs thick in the humid air. Along the sidelines, the young watch my guards work, clinging to their mothers’ skirts with fearful eyes and sooty cheeks. Wails reach my ears from other parts of the village, the scene likely no different from the one laid out before me.

      Every bone in my body cries out against the atrocity.

      I clench my jaw, hard. “Gather the survivors. Bring them to the stronghold. Our people will be cared for until we can begin rebuilding their homes.”

      A villager sitting on the cobblestoned footpath bordering the road tugs my pant leg.

      I crouch and wipe the tears from her wrinkled cheek.

      “My Matuk fought bravely, my lord,” she says, her voice hoarse.

      Picturing the young warrior in my mind, I can see him standing fierce and proud, eager to fight for the clan after completing his trials.

      I pound my fist against my heart. “He died well. The Horde honors his spirit.”

      She clasps my hand tightly. “Avenge our people. Do not let my son’s death be in vain.”

      “You have my oath,” I say, bowing my head in respect for all she has lost.

      A child edges from the dark alley between the smoking structure. A boy of ten or eleven, tall, wide-shouldered, lip caught between his teeth as he bravely fights the tears shining in his eyes.

      “Come here,” I signal to him.

      Despite the terror he must feel, the youth straightens his shoulders and meets my gaze as he approaches.

      “What is your name?”

      He bows his head. “Othin.”

      “Are you alone, Othin?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Come closer.” When the boy nears me, I lower myself until I am at eye level with him. “I have an important task, one only a brave warrior can fulfill. Are you strong and courageous, Othin? Will you answer Drengskador’s call?”

      Othin kneels, bows his head, and fists his hand over his heart. “For the Horde. For Drengskador.”

      Ignoring the heaviness spreading through my chest, I nod. Unlike the majority of my people, I am cursed of royal blood. I will never sire a boy like this one, not without finding my càirdeil—my fated mate—a legacy that died along with my ancestors during the Reckoning.

      “Rise, young Othin. I proclaim you protector of House Matuk. You will assist Lady Dura to the stronghold.”

      The boy springs to his feet to assist the old woman off the stone path.

      She clasps my hand in her bony grip. “Thank you, my lord. Thank you.”

      Gauron watches the older woman and child navigate the path to the stronghold. “He will make a fine warrior one day.”

      My throat goes tight. “That he will.”

      “My king.” A member of my guard holds a goblin by the scruff of his neck. He lifts the creature in the air, causing its feet to kick out wildly beneath him. “This one’s alive.”

      I growl at the defiance I see in the goblin’s eyes.

      Gauron holds me back. “Easy now.”

      If it were any other male touching my arm, I would kill him. However, Gauron is more than my advisor. He is my brother in all but blood, next in line to the throne of Drengskador.

      I brush his hand aside. “Worry not, old friend. My anger is under control.”

      He releases me but does not look convinced.

      “Doubting your king’s ability to lead?”

      “Of course not.” A corner of Gauron’s mouth ticks up. “Just fishing for a promotion.”

      “Ah.” We make our way to the enemy. “Is that what you call this sudden coddling?”

      “Beats polishing your boots, my lord.”

      I hide my amusement and focus on the being struggling against my guard’s restraint. Bloodied and angry, the goblin continues to fight. His clothes are torn and dirty, and his muscular body shows signs of hunger. Although his kind are strong, he is no match for my guards. At five feet tall, he is towered over by orcs, elves, and most fae.

      And yet he glares at us with contempt.

      With disgust.

      We were allies once. Why the hatred? Because our race chose to learn from the mistakes of our past and move beyond our barbaric tendencies?

      I shake my head. In the three centuries I have ruled, orcs have learned to be pragmatic in our dealings with our fae neighbors. It has not been easy. Diplomacy is arduous. The primal drive for violence is a living part of us. Even now, as I stand here, the urge to destroy thunders in my blood.

      The same bloodlust smolders in the eyes of my guard.

      I ball my hands to keep from smashing my fists into the goblin’s arrogant face. Breathing deep, I scan the courtyard. For three hundred years, the four kingdoms have watched us from afar. They lie in wait, anticipating the day I succumb to the bloodlust that once ruled my ancestors. They wait for the return of a time when orcs killed and conquered, not for honor, not for the Horde, but because we were slaves to Myrkur and the forbidden magic he had used to enslave my race. They wait to finish what they were unable to accomplish during the Reckoning—the total annihilation of the Horde and all she stands for.

      I unclench my fists. For as long as I live and breathe, that day will never come to pass. Never again will an orc be enslaved by magic. Not on my watch.

      The goblin spits at my feet.

      Khao, my third-in-command and the warrior restraining the creature, releases his hold. The wretch falls to the ground.

      “What have we here?” I shove my boot into the center of the male’s chest, and push back, pressing down until his green skin pales. “A goblin in Drengskador. Will wonders never cease?”

      “Orc swine,” the goblin yells.

      Khao’s nostrils flare. He raises his war hammer, but at the shake of my head, he lowers his arm and steps back to join the other warriors forming my guard.

      I turn my attention to the body beneath my boot. “Now, is that the way to talk to a king? What are you doing on my land? Lie to me, goblin, and you will wish you had died with your brethren.”

      A choked laugh escapes the creature’s throat. “It is you . . . who will die, imposter.”

      I unburden more of my weight upon his ribs until I hear the crack.

      The goblin gasps. His lungs are heaving for air. “The true”—he sputters—“king will”—another gasp—“sit on the throne.” His crazed eyes blaze. “All of Alfhemir will bow. Long live⁠—”

      I will get nothing from this wretch.

      I unsheathe my sword and slice his throat before he can finish his treasonous sentence. Snarling, I wipe the black blood drenching my blade on his stomach, my grip around the hilt bleaching the color from my knuckles.

      Eyeing the dead goblin, Gauron crosses his arms over his chest, a muscle ticking along his jaw. “He was either deranged or we have a serious problem on our hands.”

      “What else is new?” I signal a member of my guard, Lukk, one of my fastest riders. “Notify King Tyerim of the attack on Drengskador. Trust no one, neither friend nor foe.” I gesture to the corpse. “And beware of the shadows.”

      Lukk bows and immediately mounts his warg.

      I turn to Gauron. “If the goblins mean to breed mistrust between us and the other kingdoms, then best the elves hear of the threat from me.” The blood has yet to dry on the peace treaty signed between Drengskador and the Winter Court. I will be damned if I let some deceiver destroy all I have worked to accomplish, all my people have sacrificed to behold. And if Tyerim and his Winter cronies are behind this attack, then my message will be loud and clear.

      “We will have to fortify the boundary wards,” Gauron says.

      “Agreed. Send for the mage immediately. We have no time to waste.”

      A hunting horn sounds in the distance. My heart stutters against my rib cage.

      Gauron’s mouth drops. Then his gaze finds mine. The disbelief in his eyes must mirror my own.

      “By the spirits, it cannot be.”

      A hound bellows.

      My throat goes dry. There is no denying what we both hear. “The Wild Hunt has commenced.”

      Which can only mean one thing. Someone violated the terms of the Reckoning and either breached, or attempted to breach, the gate between Alfhemir and Earth.

      I smell war on the horizon.

      Racing for my warg, I yell, “To the eastern border.” By the ancestors, I hope I am not too late to protect what is mine. And despite my furs, a chill rushes down my spine.

      Hopping on my mount, I unleash the monster locked inside me and race to the battle I am determined to win.
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      I open my eyes. It’s dark. My body is shivering so bad my teeth chatter. Frowning, I turn my head—or attempt to. I can’t move.

      Why can’t I move?

      My arms are locked to the side of my body. My legs too.

      Shit . . . am I asleep? Is this sleep paralysis?

      I blink rapidly and stare into the murkiness. I’ve never experienced sleep paralysis before, so I have no clue if this is what it’s supposed to feel like. But what else could it be? I’m awake, talking to myself, but unable to move. I’m certainly not possessed. I can’t be possessed. It’s impossible. Spirits don’t exist, right? This, whatever this is, is all in my head.

      It has to be.

      But what if I’m wrong?

      Stop it, Kyra. Just stop it. Freaking yourself out will accomplish nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      My chest heaves. Cold air rushes down my throat, sending a shiver coursing through my system. It takes me a few seconds to realize the blackness I see is a covering over my head, and then as if an internal switch is flipped on, all of my senses come online at once. Pain radiates up my right arm, stemming from a spot somewhere on the outside of my hand.

      Instinctively, I yank my hand away from the burning pressure. A warm grip tightens around my wrist, nails digging into my flesh. I flinch. A breath bursts from my lungs as my brain begins to connect the dots.

      That grip belongs to someone who is doing something to my body.

      Panic shocks my muscles into action.

      “Let me go!” I scream. Wriggling against my restraints, I struggle to free myself from the invisible weight pinning my entire body to the floor.

      A loud, guttural yell bursts from somewhere above me.

      The alien words suspend the jerking of my muscles, but they do nothing to stop the hammering of my heart against my rib cage or the swarm of ricocheting synapses firing into my nervous system.

      The person—a man, I think, by the low baritone of his voice—speaks again. The words are as foreign and unfamiliar to me as the previous set he spoke.

      Where am I? The last thing I remember is running. Running my route, the one I run every morning. Except this morning I stopped because . . .

      The ring.

      I stopped because I heard the hum outside the Doras Ring.

      And Rick. I saw Rick.

      Mouth suddenly dry, I swallow and think back. I remember light flashing from the center of the ring and nothing more.

      A chill totally unrelated to the freaking cold shoots through me.

      It can’t be the ring. There has to be a logical explanation for what’s happening to me.

      A voice to my left interrupts my delirium. Heat radiates over my chest as if the person is bent over my body. The burning sensation intensifies over my hand, stinging something fierce. I bite my lip, trying hard not to panic. Panic will riddle my brain with anxiety. I need to be clearheaded so I can think my way through whatever is happening to me.

      Another shiver racks my body, spreading through my torso. It was cool when I left the dorm, but the temperature now is outright freezing, like it’s about to snow. I’m lying on top of something hard, but it doesn’t feel solid. Slowly I focus my attention on my left hand, zooming in on the pads of my fingers splayed against the surface. Is that grass? Am I still on campus?

      A spark of hope ignites. There are bound to be students walking from class to class, building to building. Stonehill is a small campus in comparison to other schools, but with twenty-five hundred students enrolled, most of them living on-site, how could someone not hear my shouts?

      “Help!” I scream. “Help me.” Louder. “Somebody, please, I’m⁠—”

      Pain slices into my stomach.

      I gasp. Before I can inhale, I’m dealt another blow. My lungs lock. Choking, I cough and sputter and wish I could turn my head in case I vomit.

      The voice to my left barks a string of commands that sound both soothing and lethal all in the same breath.

      Fear sinks her claws into my soul, deflating what little courage I’ve gathered. My eyes sting.

      I’m going to die.

      I try to slow my breathing, but my brain refuses to cooperate, focusing instead on the pain in my hand. The skin below my wrist is on fire. My legs are completely immobile, eliminating any possibility of knocking my attackers to the ground.

      Fabric rustles to my left.

      Off in the distance, a horn blares, prickling my skin.

      The discussion between my attackers grows louder, almost frenzied, and there’s a dangerous undercurrent to the foreign words buzzing from their mouths that sends goose bumps racing up my arms. Holy shit. I don’t know how I know, but something bad is coming, and every instinct inside me is pushing me to run.

      I fight the restraints, but it’s useless. My only option is to lie here—wherever here is—and wait for an opportunity to escape.

      The man to my right speaks one word. It rakes over my skin and streams down my flesh, seizing my muscles and sinking its fangs into my bones. My heart stops. Heat fires my skin.

      Groaning, I curl onto my side, cough, sputter, and attempt to breathe through the pain when I realize . . . I’m free.

      I’m free!

      I rip the covering from my head to find I’m surrounded by tall trees. A bitter breeze sets my teeth chattering anew.

      Not wasting any time, I spring to my feet and take off through the trees before my attackers realize their error. My gaze flings from side to side. No concrete paths. No brick buildings. No pond. No Doras Ring. Just miles and miles of forest.

      How long was I out? And where the hell am I that it’s so freaking cold?

      I hear noises up ahead. I can’t distinguish if they’re animal sounds or bad guy grunts, so I forge ahead, pumping my arms and pushing my legs as fast as they’ll go.

      Fear is starting to do bad things to my insides. I can’t hyperventilate. I can’t. Not now. Not until I’m somewhere safe. A place where I can stop and make sense of this craziness without losing my mind.

      Something crashes against my back.

      I stumble, flailing my arms in the air in a futile attempt to catch my balance. I hit the ground hard, landing on my left shoulder with a loud “oomph.” Groaning, I quickly roll onto my hands and knees and freeze.

      Three men circle me.

      Wait, are those masks?

      Because if those aren’t masks over their heads, then three humanoid-looking men are staring at me through yellow eyes like I’m a dinner buffet on legs.

      I scramble back, the heels of my shoes slipping against the damp earth. This has got to be a nightmare. I’m probably lying on campus, unconscious, having the nightmare of all nightmares. I pinch my arm. Wake up, Kyra. Fucking wake up, Kyra.

      The guy in the center steps forward aggressively, cocks his head, and then bares a row of nasty-looking pointed teeth.

      “Nice costume,” I whimper. He’s short, about five feet tall to my five-eleven. “Look, if this is some kind of cosplay, I’m really sorry to interrupt.” I stand up and look over my shoulder before refocusing on the three gnarly dudes closing in on me. “I honestly have no idea how I got here.”

      The guy to my left growls. Like a dog. Vibrations and all.

      My eyes widen and sweep from the green guy on the far right to the growling dude on my left. What I see clashes with my take on reality. Green-skinned, dwarfy-looking people with really, really big ears and slightly hooked noses aren’t real. Not in America. Or Canada. Or wherever else I may have been transported in the short time I was unconscious.

      The middle dude snaps out a clawed hand to grab me.

      Adrenaline kicks in. I jump back, pivot, and bolt through the forest, running in the opposite direction of where my abductors originally left me. Three pairs of feet stomp behind me, edging closer and closer and closer . . .

      The ground shakes. A rumbling roar echoes through the trees.

      I don’t dare look back. I’m fast, but I’m already running at my top speed, and the green men are advancing. With my lungs bursting out of my chest, I start to worry that I might not outrun them. If I were the praying type, now would be a good time to belt out a couple of novenas. But God’s never been my friend, not when I was small and alone, and certainly not now when I’m grown and capable.

      The thought vanishes from my head when a herd of giant beasts explodes through the tree line. A scream locks in my throat. I skid and whip around, but the dwarfy guys are at my heels. I decide to sprint left, but a giant wolf appears out of nowhere, slobber dripping from its sharp teeth. Two, three, four . . . I count eight massive wolflike creatures, each carrying giant, pointy-eared riders.

      I stare open-mouthed for what feels like an eternity.

      One of the giants roars and waves a sword in the air, then jumps off his mount. He swaggers in my direction while shooting a death glare at the growling dwarfy-dudes, who are brandishing their own weapons.

      And what do I do?

      I laugh. I mean, what else is a girl supposed to do amid the craziest nightmare known to man? Because the reality is, if I’m truly awake and this isn’t a dream, then I’m about to die. If not at the hands of the green men behind me, then undeniably by the gargantuan warriors front and center. Or their beasts. My only other option is to run, and let’s face it, in this cold, it’s only a matter of time before I succumb to hypothermia. Which leaves me with crazy giggles over death for the win, please.

      The other giants hop off their enormous, yellow-eyed mounts and unsheathe humongous swords. Several of the beasts stretch their massive bodies. A few shake out their fur, the gray pelt appearing soft to the touch. The seven-foot giant sauntering over to me snaps his teeth, wrenching my attention away from the monsters to the behemoth prowling toward me.

      I jerk and take several steps back, craning my neck to get a good look at him. The other titans hang back, eyes peeled on the green men, and the man exuding authority and power from every pore of his body.

      He must be their leader.

      At five-eleven, I’m tall. But this guy? He’s got a good twelve inches over me. A broad, double-wide chest is hidden beneath a fur-lined cloak. I catch the glint of armor at his shoulders, a blue tunic over brown leather pants, and ropy forearms. Several sheaths are strapped to muscular thighs, and his boots almost reach his knees. I’d bet there isn’t an ounce of fat on his powerful body. My gaze slides up to the long black hair pulled away from his face, tied at the back of his head, reminiscent of the Viking hairstyles of old. Braids fall along the sides of his face, revealing long, pointy ears. They’re not as long or as wide as the dwarfy guys, but still inhuman.

      My mouth dries. I’m facing a black-haired Legolas on mega steroids.

      How hard did I hit my head?

      Red-tinged eyes narrow and wipe the dopey smile off my face.

      Yep. Totally not human.

      Nope.

      And not a man either. Alien maybe?

      I swallow, ease back another step or three, but there’s nowhere to go. I’m sandwiched in between my tiny green friends behind me and these warrior elves and their hungry beasts.

      The leader holds my gaze. His eyes soften. Or maybe I imagine they do. When he speaks, his voice has a gruff, almost husky edge to it.

      I shake my head. “English?” I know a few Portuguese words, but that’s as far as my language skills go.

      He frowns and says something over his shoulder, then gives me a “stay put” gesture with his hand. When he turns to the green men, his expression sharpens to fiercely scary, and this time when he speaks, his voice mirrors the menace emanating from his hulking physique.

      Three of his men crowd behind me, spreading out to form a living barrier.

      Oh no. This can’t be good.

      I tense.

      In a blur of speed, the leader charges the green men. Metal clashes against metal. Roars and grunts precede spurting blood and rolling heads. The melee is over in less than a minute, and where three dwarfy men once stood, there now lies decapitated corpses and ravaged body parts.

      Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

      Dodging the clutches of the nearest warrior, I cover my mouth and run for the woods. I don’t get far. Powerful hands grab me from behind and lift me completely off the ground so fast my head spins. I’m gently deposited before the leader’s house-sized body.

      His red-eyed stare is intense. He steps back to give me space, I think, but he looks ready to charge should I run again. An equally tall warrior with a scar running down the length of his cheek stands beside him. His eyes are amber, a rich honey yellow I’ve never seen before today.

      Glancing between the two, I take in my surroundings. We’re standing in a small clearing hedged by woods. His men are close, too close for me to escape. They stand stock-still yet alert, probably waiting for a signal from the leader to act.

      The scarred warrior murmurs something to his boss, who continues to stare me down. I assume they’re talking about me, but I must look panicked because the warrior is careful not to make any sudden movements.

      The leader nods to his buddy, and without shifting his deep russet gaze from me, he barks something that sounds like “Sa nooey after weakness.”

      In unison the men behind me—no, not men, pointy-eared males—mount their wolf beasts and gallop through the trees.

      I spin around to face the two titans left, and my heart stutters in my chest.

      Oh crap. Oh bloody crap. What do I do? Run? Fight?

      The leader extends his hands out, palms facing me. He turns his right hand in and touches his chest, then speaks a word I can’t quite understand.

      Wait . . .

      Is he attempting to communicate with me? He wouldn’t do that if he were planning to kill me, right?

      I squint and shake my head.

      He touches his chest, and this time I hear him say, “Rogar.”

      Rogar?

      Rogar has to be a name. His name?

      “Rogar,” he says again, then points at me.

      I laugh nervously. Maybe I’m not dying after all. Tapping my collarbone, I say, “Kyra. My name is Kyra.”

      “Ki-rah,” he repeats slowly, rolling the R with his thick accent. A strange sensation shoots through my body. “Kyra.” He points at me, then retouches his breastbone. “Rogar.”

      “Rogar.” My smile is weak. I’m not sure if this is a trap or if my luck has truly changed, but I’m wary all the same.

      The red-haired guard elbows Rogar. Both men drop their gazes to the hand I’m cradling against my stomach.

      I follow their line of sight and wince. No wonder my skin burns. Etched onto the outside of my right hand is a tattoo shaped like the Doras Ring. The skin around the design is angry and swollen. Blood continues to ooze, smearing against the circular symbols encased in crusted blood. I’m careful not to touch the wound with my dirty fingertip. Of course, if my abductor failed to sanitize his implement, a little dirt is the least of my problems.

      Great. If I don’t die from the infection, I’ll have to spend a small fortune removing the tattoo. I am so pissed I could spit.

      “I don’t suppose either of you knows how to undo this?” Shaking my head, I point to my hand. I don’t know why I bother. It’s not like these two can understand a word I say.

      When I look up, both warriors are staring at my hand, and not in a horrified-for-Kyra kind of way. Blood drains from my face, rushing down to my feet to form blocks of ice. No, what I see isn’t concern. They’re staring at me like I’m a problem that needs to be eliminated.

      The Doras Ring must represent something ominous if the mere sight of the symbol on my hand generates the ferocious expression both men are wearing.

      Another chill races through my body.

      “Um, I-I don’t know what this tattoo means.” I take a step back. “But I can assure you I had nothing to do with it. I swear.”

      The leader runs a hand over his face. He lets out a ragged sigh like he’s resolved himself to do something he’s not entirely happy about.

      I don’t wait to find out what that is. I’m running before the breath dries on his lips.
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      The human’s scent lingers in the air, sweet like the petals of a wild Xanata bloom, a rare blossom found on the slopes of the Infernal Mountains.

      “I thought mortals were lazy,” Gauron muses. “This one runs like the winds of Moira at every turn. How long do you think it’ll take her to realize she’s running in the wrong direction?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “No.” Gauron wrinkles his nose. “Not with that scent.”

      We watch her disappear into the woods.

      “You should’ve killed her when you had the chance.”

      I growl because he is right. Eliminating the human is the easy solution, especially with the slave mark branded to her flesh. By the ancestors, could this day get any worse?

      Gauron folds his arms across his chest and rocks back on his heels. “Are you sure the goblins chased her into Drengskador?”

      “Yes.” And I would bet my best sword that the goblin king is involved in the attack. But something tells me he is not working alone.

      “What would they have to gain? Unless . . .” Gauron looks at me, his expression sobering. “There is another player hiding in the shadows.”

      “One I intend to expose.” I fear the goblin king is but a pawn in a much larger scheme.

      My friend’s face blanches. “Tell me you aren’t thinking of⁠—”

      “I am.” There is more than my life at stake. The lives of thousands of orcs are at risk.

      “Rogar, if you activate the slave mark, you’ll be hard-pressed to prove your innocence to the council.”

      “They would have to catch me first.”

      Gauron pinches the bridge of his nose. “You’ll be accused of violating the treaty. They’ll never believe you had no part in smuggling the mortal into Alfhemir.”

      “I am aware of the consequences.” For centuries, I have dodged the nefarious plots of the Winter and Autumn realms seated at my northern and western borders. And from the far east, I continue to evade the machinations of the Spring and Summer courts, both jealous of the favor the High Queen has bestowed upon my people and me. A millennium before my birth, orcs were hated for their brutality, and now that we have amended our ways, we are hated for our nobility. I cannot win.

      “Without activating the mark’s magic, we will never learn how the mortal crossed into Drengskador. She is intelligent.” And surprisingly attractive for a human—an observation I fail to share with Gauron. “She may know something that will help us track our true enemy.”

      “It isn’t a risk worth taking, my king. Eliminate the threat. Without the human, the council can’t pin this travesty on our backs, which leaves you free to hunt the true villain.”

      “The human is an innocent caught in the same web we are.” I clasp a hand over Gauron’s tense shoulder. “Murder is not the answer, my friend. History has taught us this lesson. Our only
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