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          PEROMA; 1300 YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      Black hair plastered to his head and cloak still dripping with the icy rain outside, Tellen Ramforth rapped his knuckles on the wooden door. A golden dragon in flight, inlaid in the door, glared back at him.

      “I’m coming,” said a grandfatherly voice on the other side.

      The door swung open on greased hinges, revealing a dragon in his human skin. Purple irises shone from his liver-spotted face. Irizar Vermu, leader of the dragons and one of Tellen’s best friends, greeted him with a smile and stepped back to let him enter.

      Tellen strode into the room and undid the clasp on his cloak as he gazed around the chamber. Long-bodied dragons winged their way up the golden columns atop the white marble floors while a roaring fire that never seemed to go out blazed in the hearth.

      Irizar wrinkled his nose as he closed the door. “Where have you been? You smell like a wet dog.”

      “It’s raining outside. You’d know that if you stepped out of your gilded hole once in a while,” Tellen said with a grin.

      Irizar hovered near a clear gemstone set on a low pedestal in the middle of the room and crossed his arms. “You know why I can’t.”

      The dragon took a rag from the sideboard and returned to the shield-sized diamond on the pedestal. His long, clawed fingers brushed over the smooth surface with the tenderness of a parent to a child.

      Water still dripped off Tellen’s cloak as he removed it and hung it on a peg near the door. He stepped up to Irizar’s fire, grateful the old dragon kept it running year-round. The cold spring rains had followed him all the way from the tip of the Eastern Fringe to Peroma. He stretched his fingers out toward the flames. A fresh scar graced the back of his left hand. A memento of his latest adventure.

      While feeling returned to his fingers, Tellen studied the paintings above the mantle of Irizar and his family. Months had passed since they’d last seen any of them.

      “No word yet?” Tellen asked, giving his backside a chance to warm up.

      Irizar glanced up, plum-colored eyes flashing. “Nothing. Did you place the last stone we made?” The steep planes of the dragon’s face fell into shadow as the transparent stone glowed with a faint white light. It was nearly ready.

      “Saul and I just returned from securing the orange-and-black stone near the Wizard’s Hat, like we discussed. I came down here as soon as we arrived back.”

      The old dragon stretched and adjusted his blue robes before resting a hand on the diamond he’d been polishing. “Good. We’ll have one in each of the cardinal directions, and as soon as we finish the seeing stone, the pattern will be complete. My family is alive out there, somewhere. I sense it.”

      Irizar returned to polishing his stone, inspecting it from every angle. His mouth turned down in a frown. The shaking of his hands had started with the creation of the last dragon stone, and grew worse by the day.

      Trepidation stole some of the heat Tellen had just acquired from the fireplace. The seeing stone was the final step in their plan to find Irizar’s lost family. However, by creating this stone, the last of Irizar’s dragon magic would be parsed out, leaving him in his human form. Then he would be almost mortal, at the mercy of old age and disease. Could Tellen do that to his dearest friend?

      “We don’t have to do this,” Tellen offered, abandoning his place by the fire to stand beside Irizar.

      Some of Tellen’s power was also bound up inside each of the dragon stones. The Earthspark was necessary to trap the dragon magic inside the gems. Otherwise, Irizar’s magic would return to his body, and their plans to find his missing family would fall apart.

      “And have you stinking up my marble cage for no reason other than a social call?” Irizar scowled as he set the cleaning rag aside. “I think you underestimate how aromatic your stench is.”

      Tellen curled his lip. He wasn’t the only smelly thing down here. “I could say the same for you. What have you been eating?”

      “These stones have aged me, all right? If you ever become an old man, you’ll find out.”

      “I’m already older than you are and I don’t have a problem with⁠—”

      Irizar cut him off. “If you’ve dried off, let’s finish this. I want my stones connected.”

      Irizar had been old before they created the dragon stones. Yet, like the Guardians, dragons didn’t age at the same rate as mortals. Irizar had still been in the prime of his life before his family went missing. Now, the dragon appeared to be closer to a seventy-year-old man. He moved stiffer and spoke sharper than he ever had before. All side effects from sealing his magic inside of gems now scattered around Zephralos.

      Tellen placed his hand next to Irizar’s on the diamond’s surface. “As you wish. I just worry what this might do to you.”

      Irizar’s shoulders drooped. “I see no other options. My family is out there. I feel it in my bones. But something is wrong. My sight is blocked and I need to expand my reach. Sealing my power into this seeing stone should break beyond whatever is hiding them—I hope.”

      Water dripped from Tellen’s hair and into his eyes. He shook the remaining drops from his head.

      Irizar glared as he wiped the water from his face. “Couldn’t you have done that outside?”

      Tellen tried to hide a sheepish smile. “I did. It just seems to keep dripping.”

      Irizar flicked his fingers to remove the last of the droplets, grumbling about Guardians and canines. When the torrent of grumbling was over, Irizar placed his hand back on the stone and said, “Are you ready? This will require more from you because of my weakened state.”

      Tellen gripped the chain of the Earthspark medallion hanging around his neck. “I’m ready. I’ve been storing up extra power for the past three weeks.”

      Irizar’s purple eyes narrowed as they shifted to the medallion. “I still don’t agree with you making those neck pieces. Too much stored power. It’s not good for anyone, especially you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tellen asked, removing his hand from the gem and crossing his arms over his chest.

      Irizar squared himself to Tellen, lips tight. “You know exactly what I mean. Ever since you created those cursed trinkets, you’ve been consumed by a lust for power.”

      Tellen scowled. “I am not lusting after power. Just because I lost control when transporting the green dragon stone⁠—”

      “The dragon stones are one thing, but you cling to that medallion like it’s your lifeline. You crave the exhilaration of the extra power and you know it. When you lost control with the green stone, it took us a week to get you out of dragon form. Then, another week to get you to snap out of the trance.”

      It was true. Tellen had rampaged along the Mountain Veil, lost in the body of a crazed dragon for a full seven days. He’d relished the rush of such feral magic. He hadn’t realized he’d lost himself to the stone until he was on his back, staring up into the livid face of his brother, Aros, who was holding the green-and-black dragon stone in his palm.

      For the next week, Tellen had been irascible. He’d toppled several of the peaks along the Eastern Fringe, creating the land formation now known as Saber’s Pass. After placing the stone to his throat, he’d lost himself to it—and he hadn’t cared one bit. At least, until the effects wore off, and he saw the damage he’d caused. He knew he shouldn’t want to do that again. To control the raw power swirling beneath the surface of those stones, but the amount of pure, unbridled magic had been bliss.

      Tellen hung his head. Dragon magic wasn’t his to tamper with, regardless of how intoxicating it was.

      Irizar grasped Tellen’s arm. “Promise me you won’t let the medallion or the stones consume you like that again.”

      The Guardian met the unyielding stare of the old dragon. “I promise.”

      Irizar nodded and let him go. “Good. Then let’s start. Something weighs on me. A premonition, the magnitude of which I’ve only experienced a few times. I only hope it relates to my sons and what happened to them.”

      Tellen hoped whatever visions his friend had waiting for him brought good news. He wasn’t sure Irizar could handle the other kind after making the final stone.

      As one, the Guardian and dragon placed their palms onto the stone. A white light filled the room as the gem ignited with magic. Tellen gripped his emerald medallion. The power within it coursed through him like one of Serene’s torrential floods. His hand on the diamond glowed a brilliant green.

      Irizar closed his eyes. Purple magic rippled in the air, along with the fresh scent of night skies and solitude. For a moment, the glittering strands circled around them like a curious animal. Then they entered the diamond with a bright flash of purple and green, growing brighter and brighter until Tellen had to shield his eyes.

      The power wouldn’t remain inside the stone if Tellen didn’t seal it now. With another burst of energy pulled from his medallion, he caged the wild magic within the gem, creating a secure prison for Irizar’s far-sight.

      The moment he was done, Irizar collapsed, crying out as his knees hit the marble floor. Tellen was at his side in an instant, pushing energy back into his friend.

      “Are you OK?” Tellen asked, placing a supportive arm around Irizar’s back.

      Sweat beaded on the dragon’s now wrinkle-gouged forehead. “That last stone took more out of me than the rest combined. Help me stand. The vision is inside.”

      Tellen remained on the ground. “Take a minute and catch your breath. It will still be there.”

      Gnarled fingers gripped Tellen’s still damp shirt. “No! I need to do it now. Something is brewing, and I need to know what it is.”

      Against his better judgement, Tellen helped Irizar stand, marveling at how much older the dragon appeared as compared to even two minutes ago. Creating each stone had aged the dragon, but this was the worst one yet. Irizar looked to be at least in his eighties, maybe nineties now.

      “Stop staring at me and place my hand on the stone. I need to see what it knows.”

      Tellen lifted the wizened dragon’s hand to the stone. However, he wasn’t prepared for the vision Irizar had placed inside to burst before his own sight.

      Images of Tellen and his siblings flashed before him. They each held their medallions, the ones he’d made at Fiora’s suggestion. However, someone else stood in the middle of the siblings, cocooned in golden light, making it difficult to discern anything about them. As the figure raised their arms, mountains crumbled and valleys shoved together to form jagged peaks.

      Tellen stared, transfixed. To raise or lower the landscape to this degree was something only he could do. Was he the person hidden by the golden light?

      That didn’t make sense. He saw himself standing to one side, still gripping his medallion the way one would hold on to a rope as they dangled over the edge of a cliff.

      The sharp growl of a wolf mingled with the cries of a phoenix reverberated around the chamber, followed by shouts and the clashing of swords. He and Fiora fighting, perhaps? That wasn’t new.

      Then a voice whispered, “I can’t do it alone.”

      Do what? He wasn’t even sure what was happening.

      From each corner of the room, the elemental sparks assembled. White from the North, green from the East, red from the South, and blue from the West. When they met in the middle, they exploded in a golden spray of sparks, leaving Tellen temporarily blind as the vision faded.

      “Did you see all that?” Irizar asked. He leaned into Tellen, breathless and shaking worse than before.

      Tellen was trembling, too. “Is that how all your visions are? All flashing lights and swirling colors?”

      “The images are always like that, but the prophecy was not normal.” The old dragon sagged farther, threatening to puddle onto the floor. Tellen half carried him to a nearby chair before sinking into his own.

      “I just saw images. Was there more to it?” Tellen asked, tucking his hands into his sides to stem the shaking.

      “The Great King rarely gives me prophecies like this, but the weight of this one is immense.” Irizar slumped farther down in his chair, pale as milk.

      Tellen propped him back up before fetching a cup of water from a glass pitcher on the sideboard. “Drink this. It will help.”

      Irizar refused the cup. “There are so many possibilities. So many interpretations, but I can’t share with you what they are. It’s not good to learn too much about your own future.”

      The old dragon leaned his arms on his knees. “I’ve only ever received three other prophecies in my time, and one related to my family’s disappearance—though I still don’t understand it.”

      “I’m involved somehow in the vision that we saw,” Tellen said, relieved his hands had stilled.

      Irizar raised a bushy eyebrow. “How can you not be? You helped create this world. I’m afraid it had more to do with your medallion, however. Perhaps it’s time to remake it, and all the others, into something new.”

      Tellen clutched the medallion close to his chest. “Irizar, I made these to help us protect this land. To give my siblings and me the extra power we need when dangers threaten our peace. I’m not about to give it up.”

      Irizar rolled his head to the side so he could stare at Tellen. “For the sake of us all, break those things and release the magic you’ve stored. I feel it will only aid in the ruin we just witnessed.”

      “Perhaps you should tell me what that vision means,” Tellen encouraged, eager to steer the conversation away from the medallion that pulsed beneath his palm.

      “I can’t tell you what it means, but I can give you the full prophecy.” Irizar’s deep purple eyes were heavy with worry and grief. As he spoke, the words seemed to echo from within the foundations of the fortress.

      
        
        
        In the hands

        Of the sorrowed soul,

        Lies the power

        To make the broken whole.

        Or with their cry,

        Bring darkened skies,

        And bend the world

        ‘Til all hope dies.

        The one who wields

        The powers of four,

        Unites the elements

        At their core.

        With golden light,

        The heavens bow,

        The world’s fate

        Rests in their vow.

        To raze or rebuild,

        The choice is given,

        A wish fulfilled,

        By a southern fire driven.

        A single breath,

        A fleeting spark,

        Holds life’s dawn

        Or death’s stark mark.

      

      

      

      Tellen’s hand gripped the warm metal tighter. He couldn’t imagine life without his creation now that he had it. Yet, Irizar’s haunting words made him wonder if he would be better off destroying the thing.

      If it was this hard for him, it would take even harder to convince his siblings to relinquish their power. However, if he succeeded, he’d break the connection the medallions had to this prophecy. Maybe that would stop it from coming true.

      The green gem hummed with power under his palm. His decision should be easy. He shouldn’t want to keep it. Inside, Tellen convinced himself the medallions had nothing to do with it. This prophecy was related to something else. That glowing figure with the golden light. Yes, that was it. That person was going to cause the destruction—not him. Meaning Tellen needed to figure out who that person was and stop them before disaster could strike.

      A voice rang down the stairway to Irizar’s chamber. “Tellen!” It was one of his Pathfinders, Teague.

      Tellen jumped to his weak legs and met the marble tiles. Before he could rise again, Teague burst through the door, blue eyes wild and water streaming from his wet hair. Blood streaked the sword in his hand, and a fresh cut lined his cheek.

      Unease prickled the back of his neck, making his still damp hair lift like the scruff on a dog. “Teague, what is it?”

      “Saul just attacked Necha and Dain.” Teague brushed his sopping hair from his face with his arm. “That lying scarab beetle just morphed into smoke and took off to the East. He’s been playing us for fools this whole time.”

      Tellen sorted through everything Saul Comstock had ever done or said. None of it tallied with what Teague was saying. Saul had been one of his closest supporters and confidants. This wasn’t possible.

      But Teague never lied.

      Tellen cast a glance back at Irizar. The dragon’s expression was solemn. As if to say that the prophecy was already in motion. With a frustrated growl, Tellen pushed to his feet. There would be time to deal with Irizar’s revelation later. Right now, he had a rogue Pathfinder to catch.
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          SOLOMON CITY; PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Commander Horacio Marks sat in front of his hearth, scratching at the red dragon tattoo that trailed from his elbow to his shoulder blade. The clock in the sitting room ticked like a pounding gong in the silence. The only other noise was the fire crackling in the grate. Horacio was alone in the house tonight. His wife, Vivian, was out with her friend and his son, Barrett, was taking some well-deserved time off to take his intended out for a horseback ride.

      The cushioned chair he sat on sagged like the rest of him after the long day. With a new wedding to plan, security measures would be tighter than ever before, especially as the princess planned to marry the “Bringer of Black Magic.”

      Horacio wiped a weary hand over his eyes. Protection was going to be a nightmare. Crowds were already gathering outside the castle, protesting the marriage, but the wild girl who’d returned from the North scared everyone too much to call it off.

      And after what happened at Owen’s wedding ball, there could be no repeats. The thought of that filthy raider sneaking into the castle like a gust of wind made Horacio scratch his agitated tattoo harder. The mongrel’s actions nearly killed the prince and his bride, and caused Nienna to leave Solomon’s safety to confront the threat herself. Foolish girl.

      It made Horacio so angry that he wanted to hit something.

      When she’d left, Nienna had been gaunt, with haunted eyes that saw too much. However, the girl who returned was a stranger with no sense of self-preservation and engaged to the Earth Guardian, Tellen Ramforth.

      As the king’s closest friend, Horacio had agreed with what the king thought of Nienna’s choice of husband, and it wasn’t kind. Why did the princess have to complicate things for everyone?

      Horacio scratched the wretched tattoo again. No one inside Tellidus would understand its meaning, but its purpose weighed like a mountain on his heart.

      When the dragon mark reappeared last summer, Horacio told his family it was to celebrate Barrett’s advancement from captain to major in the King’s Guard.

      “Our family crest is a dragon, so why shouldn’t I put it on my arm?” he’d said.

      “You’ve been against tattoos for as long as I’ve known you,” Vivian had replied when she saw it that first night. “And every time one of your men gets one, you shake your head and call him a fool.”

      Horacio had said those words and more regarding tattoos among his men, but he couldn’t hide such a massive thing as the proud, red dragon from his wife. But he could hide it from everyone else.

      “Just let me be a proud father,” he’d said.

      Vivian hadn’t questioned him again, but he knew she didn’t like it. He couldn’t blame her. He hated it.

      If he told her who he really was, he wondered if she’d still love him. He’d never shared with her his true childhood, let alone why he’d originally set out for Solomon. The thought of it now made him ill. But he felt the pull of his homeland echo in his heart. Zared had somehow found out he was alive and was commanding him to prepare to return.

      These thoughts forced Horacio to his feet, jaw tight, arms behind his back. He paced before the hearth, glancing around his home. The one he’d earned, paid for through his service to the king. His son had been born here. This was the epicenter of his world. Horacio stilled his pacing and placed his hands on the wooden mantle. He rested his forehead on his hands, closing his eyes.

      He should have been free of his obligations once Nero died, unless his nephew, Azroth, had perished as well. Prior to Horacio leaving his birthplace, a senator had approached him with a plan to send the young prince into exile, but Horacio only half-listened as he’d developed his own method of escape—one where he’d never be found.

      A knock sounded on his front door, causing Horacio to jump. The mark wriggled and burned beneath his skin. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Whoever was on the other side of the door was not someone he wanted to see.

      What if I didn’t answer it?

      The knocking grew insistent, as did the burning on his arm. Worry bound his chest, making it hard to breathe. No one besides a Ballitine messenger knocked on his door like that.

      Horacio left the warmth of the fire and stalked toward the entrance. He gripped the handle of the door, hoping to find one of his soldiers frantic about a catastrophe from the castle. Or maybe a cyclops from the old legends was tearing apart the market. Horacio cracked open the door, knowing he wasn’t that lucky.

      A dark, hooded figure in a cloak that melded with the darkness of the night stood on his doorstep. “Your orderss,” the man said. 

      His voice seemed to slither out from between his teeth as he extended a roll of parchment.

      Horacio kept his arms at his sides. “I’m not accepting any orders tonight.”

      “Our king thought you might ssay that, after entrenching yoursself like a weevil in the bread bassket of the north. And he ssaid I have free rein to haunt your family’ss stepss, torturing and killing them until you comply.”

      Horacio froze even as white-hot fire filled his veins. The impetuous whelp had sent a Paradise python to coerce him into cooperating. Zared would regret this.

      Horacio stood straighter and allowed a fraction of his true power to dance on his fingertips. “Touch my family, and you’ll regret ever darkening my doorstep.”

      The man’s slitted pupils shone from beneath his hood. “Then I ssuggesst you take the parchment.”

      Horacio’s fingers twitched. Was he fast enough to kill the snake? All he carried was a dagger. Not great odds against a python, even in human form.

      The muscles coiled between his shoulders. As a youth, Horacio trained with the pythons, fought beside them and against them, earning his place at his brother’s side. However, he hadn’t been at that skill level in over a decade. The peace of Tellidus had made him soft.

      Horacio took the parchment.

      The python smirked before he walked back into the night. All the while, Horacio stared after him, torn between shredding the parchment, finding his sword and killing the monster, or seeing what Zared’s latest missive said.

      Glancing around to make sure his neighbors hadn’t stepped outside, Horacio locked the door and strode back to the fireplace.

      Why did that boy have to demand my services now? After twenty-five years of peaceful silence, why now? All these questions and more stomped through Horacio’s mind like a crisp military parade.

      Hands trembling, Horacio broke the seal to reveal bold handwriting. His lip curled higher with every word he read.

      
        
        Trusted Uncle,

        We are almost ready to strike. However, we need more silver. Our supplies are running low. Our mole in the king’s pocket will contact you with what he needs to get the next shipment. You must ensure the soldiers on the road are looking the other way as it passes.

        Do what you must to help him keep the mines operating as fast as possible. My men are rounding up more of those savage tribespeople to speed up extraction as this note is delivered. You swore an oath of fealty to my father, and I have claimed your allegiance upon his death. As such, you are bound to serve me. Do not disappoint.

        ~Z

      

      

      Horacio crumpled up the note and threw it into the flames with a yell. The once-proud soldier crumpled to his knees, curling in on himself until his forehead touched the floor. He was about to lose everything he cared about, all because of the cursed tattoo on his arm.

      “It is an honor to serve your people,” his mother had always reminded him whenever the burden grew too great. But she was wrong.

      It’s nothing more than a curse.

      The dragon mark on Horacio’s arm seemed to hum with delight at the thought of war. A desire for Horacio to join with it again in chaos and destruction drifted around him like incense. The heady rush of magic. The thrill of a fight. Seeing the world around him incinerate into ash.

      All things he thought he’d put behind him.

      Horacio hoped all of this would have passed him by, and he could slip quietly into retirement. Free to pursue the life he’d chosen, along with his wife and son.

      Curse you, Azroth, Horacio thought as bitter, salty tears wetted the warm stones beneath him. This should have been you.
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      Crisp salutes greeted Horacio as he entered the castle the next morning. He was in no mood to sit through the day’s meetings with the king after Zared’s message last night, but that was what his duty required of him today. Mostly, he feared this “mole in the king’s pocket” would find him, forcing him to execute the whelp’s wishes. As he eased into his chair beside Hammond in the council chamber, Horacio’s mind whirled, leaving him queasy.

      Trouble was flaring up in every part of the country. The Silver road especially, seemed to have been the target over the winter. But things were heating up on the southern border as well. And it’s only going to get worse.

      Advisor Vargus sat with such a smug expression that Horacio wondered what would happen if he shoved the man off his chair. Would his stiff “I told you so” smile still rest there? With that thought to cheer him, Horacio pulled himself back to the meeting.

      “Now that your son is back, Master Monroe,” Hammond said. “What progress is being made on the crack in the foundation?”

      The king’s words were stiff—overly polite. He had yet to forgive the mason’s son for sneaking off with Nienna like two eloping lovers. Then, coming back with a version of the king’s daughter that no one recognized—not even Ross, poor boy.

      Frank Monroe ran a hand over his bald head, clearly nervous beneath the glint in the king’s eye. “I’m afraid the foundation is damaged beyond what we can fix. We still have a few more options to try, but it may be time to consider getting the entire block replaced.”

      The king sighed as though he were supporting the crumbling portion of the castle on his own two shoulders. “Keep working. Hopefully, you and the boy can get it patched.”

      Frank nodded, averting his gaze.

      Horacio steepled his fingers, pressing his thumbs to his mouth. He was afraid the foundation would never be fixed by anything less than magical means.

      Horacio longed to say what was really happening. To get the weight of that knowledge off his chest. However, the burning in his shoulder and Zared’s threat to his family kept his lips sealed.
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      “Stop letting her hit you!” Orion called as Nienna caught Cyra’s feather-bladed sword on the hilt of her own.

      “Not helping!” Nienna said through gritted teeth.

      Nienna pushed Cyra back and retook her ready position. The gathered soldiers catcalled and cheered around the sparring ring.

      Shouldn’t they be practicing instead of watching us?

      Feinting to the left, Nienna swung right, trying to catch Cyra by surprise. A task that was proving impossible. The Sky Princess grew up with the tribes. She knew every trick they had, and likely taught them many of her own. Time to switch tactics.

      The jeers from those on Cyra’s side intensified as Nienna went in for a crescent kick to Cyra’s cheek. The Skydweller caught Nienna’s foot and twisted, throwing Nienna off balance. However, Nienna rolled with the twist and used her opposite foot to land a strike on Cyra’s other cheek.

      Those rooting for Nienna cheered as Cyra staggered sideways.

      Orion was leaning over the rail. “Finish it!”

      Nienna raised her sword to strike at Cyra’s neck when a face appeared in the crowd that she’d been hoping to find all day. Her father had been trapped in meetings since dawn, but she’d hoped he would come down to the training yards to work off the stress like he usually did.

      However, his usual warm smile that crinkled the storm-gray eyes was missing. Her father stared at Nienna, open-mouthed, as if he’d never seen her before. The look cut in a way Cyra’s razor-sharp sword never could. She was a stranger to him. In more ways than one.

      “Watch it!” Orion yelled, but too late.

      Cyra swung her leg in a low arc, sweeping Nienna off her feet and onto her backside with Cyra’s blade at her throat.

      “I’d give you grief about going starry-eyed over Tellen, but I know he’s not here,” Cyra said, dropping her blade and offering her hand.

      Nienna took it. “I’m just not as practiced at feigning indifference like you,” she said.

      Cyra laughed. “And how it drives Teague batty.”

      Nienna glanced back out at her father, who still stood by the railing as though trying to rectify who the girl in front of him really was. That invisible knife stabbed through her middle again.

      A glance back at Orion showed him shelling out pieces of copper andari to the gathered soldiers who stood with their hands out. Apparently, he’d been betting on her. She’d have to make it up to him later.

      Nienna picked up her fallen blade, sheathed it, then snagged her cartographer bag before slipping under the beam of the training circle.

      “Do you have a moment?” she asked her father as she approached.

      “Of course,” her father said, still appearing wary. “What do you need?”

      Seeming to sense Nienna had something important on her mind, Commander Marks barked at the gathered soldiers, “Don’t you all have some training to do?”

      The gawking soldiers scattered back to their training circles, giving Cyra a wide berth as she approached the trio. Someone pulled Orion into a match in the now vacant ring.

      “You haven’t introduced me to your friend yet,” her father said.

      Heat flushed up Nienna’s neck. She’d forgotten how little her father knew of her time away. “Father, this is Cyra Aquillo, daughter of the Sky Guardian, Aros. Tellen’s brother.”

      Hammond’s eyes narrowed. “A pleasure to meet you, Cyra.”

      Cyra inclined her head. “Likewise, Your Majesty.” Her words trilled out like a birdsong.

      The droop in her father’s shoulders became more pronounced as he returned his attention to Nienna.

      “You seem troubled,” her father said.

      Nienna glanced around to make sure the crowd had dispersed before speaking. She needed to say the words that lodged in her throat. Many were counting on her and this encounter, but her news was not the cheerful kind.

      While keeping her gaze steady, Nienna hugged one arm around her middle. “I need to speak to you about the Silverlen mines. The people working in them are tribal slaves, not Tellidines being paid a wage.”

      Commander Marks went rigid beside her father, his hand creeping up to his left shoulder as though it ached.

      Her father, however, looked confused. Suspicious eyes traveled over the many feathers that dotted her hair. “This sounds like the load of rubbish that the raider was spouting after we captured him.”

      Nienna’s hand reached up and tugged on a black-and-white feather in her hair. Her eyes grew misty.

      “Ulif told you the truth,” Nienna said. “The tribes suffer at the hand of Tellidus. And I mean to free my people.”

      “What do you mean, your people?” her father asked, leaning forward and dropping his voice. “Your people live inside the borders of Tellidus. Inside the walls of this city.”

      Nienna licked her lips nervously, debating whether the full truth would ruin his trust. Her separation from Saul’s line strengthened by the day, making the distance between herself and her father like standing at the edge of the Trench outside Pennewick city. If she felt it, she knew he did, too.

      She stroked the black-and-white feather between her fingers. Ulif’s last words surfaced in her mind. Unite our people.

      “Ulif came here because the residents of Silverlen had captured the tribes, forcing them to work in the mines,” Nienna said. “As I continued to chase him farther into the Northern Reach, I saw he was right. Families are being ripped apart.”

      Tears blurred her vision and her throat tightened as the collective memories the Skydwellers had given her surged forward. She raised her face to the sun, willing her voice to come out level.

      When she brought her gaze back down, her father studied her the way he would a petitioner. He wasn’t going to buy anything she said without proof.

      “Aspen Perrill was there,” Nienna said, latching onto a ghost of inspiration.

      That did it. The king’s hand clenched into a fist and his eyes took on a steely glint.

      “That dishonorable lout was up there?” Commander Marks asked, stepping up behind her father.

      “He was,” she said. “And when he tried to murder me, Ulif protected me at the expense of his own life. Before he passed, the raider begged me to aid his people. To free them from the mines.”

      Nienna gathered her courage. “However, before he died, he gave me this. I didn’t realize what it was at first, but when I returned it to his family, they told me that by his actions, Ulif had adopted me into his tribe as a sister.”

      Cyra shifted behind Nienna. The Skydweller was likely remembering the scene a bit differently. The gift of Ulif’s feather had done more than adopt her into his tribe. It had earned her the status of daughter of the chieftainess, and the responsibility of protecting the tribes. However, Nienna could share those details later. She was on thin ice as it was.

      Her father took a step closer. “Nienna, you already have a duty to the people of Tellidus. That raider and the tribes have no claim on you. You can’t accept this.”

      Nienna winced. I already have. As a woman of earth and sky, I cannot be tied to just one people anymore.

      She took her father’s large, calloused hands in her own. “If my duty is to the people of Tellidus, then I feel I must protect them from their own stupidity. The tribes are marshaling on the other side of Saber Pass, poised to attack. The people of Silverlen are choosing to fight.”

      Her father leaned back and glared at the soldiers in the training yard. Any foolish enough to catch the eye of their king quickly turned away.

      The king’s features sharpened as he returned his attention to her. “Then the information you have is inaccurate. Advisor Jemini Andrews reported that the peace talks have nearly reached an agreement.”

      Nienna’s gaze shifted between her father and the commander, confused. She’d seen the tribes marshaling on the north side of Saber Pass herself. She knew her information was correct.

      “Who’s giving Andrews her information?” Nienna challenged. “It’s wrong. Possibly on purpose.”

      Her father shook his head as if she were a misguided child. “Nienna, Advisor Andrews handpicked the people in the delegation sent to Silverlen. Perhaps the information you have is wrong.”

      “Would you like to see what I’ve seen?” Nienna asked, flaring.

      “Are there sketches in your journal?” Commander Marks asked, using a raised eyebrow to point at her ever-present journal inside her bag.

      Nienna lifted her chin. “No, Commander. I have the images burned into my mind.”

      She extended one hand each to her father and the commander. “All you need to do is touch my palm and you will see it too.”

      “How does touching your palm allow us to see anything, Nienna?” her father asked in exasperation.

      Nienna bit her lip to keep from shouting. Instead, she stood squarely in front of her father and held out both hands. “Take my hands and find out.”

      The king appeared skeptical, but took Nienna’s hands. The moment his fingers made contact with her skin, she released the torrent of images she’d collected from the Skydwellers who’d infiltrated the mines. Nienna gripped her father’s hands tighter as he tried to pull away.

      When she finally released him, the king staggered back into Commander Marks, eyes wide, and chest heaving. She eyed the soldiers diligently pretending to ignore them. If she made her father collapse, it wouldn’t help the rumors circulating about her.

      Gripping the king’s shoulder, the Commander asked, “Hammond, are you OK?”

      Nienna kept her gaze on her father, forcing back the bile building in her throat. “Do you believe me now?” Her voice shook.

      The king’s face had gone the color of day-old ash. A trembling hand covered his mouth. “How did you show me that? Was it more of that black magic you used on Owen?”

      “That was the Earthspark I used to heal Owen. The ability to share things one has seen is a gift of the Sky. I carry both elemental gifts.”

      Cyra crossed her arms and glanced away. A subtle reminder that having two gifts was not exactly smiled upon either.

      “Elemental magic is forbidden, Nienna,” Commander Marks said softly. His face was almost as pale as the king’s. “Those gifts are evil.”

      “No gift is evil. Nor are they particularly good,” she shot back. “It is all in how we use them.”

      Hammond tucked his hands into the folds of his arms as if she had burned him. Her Fire gift, however, was dormant. Thank the gems.

      “Help me free them, please, Father,” Nienna said. “No one deserves to be a slave. Especially not innocent people stolen from their homes.”

      “You were the one who found the Silver Road,” the king said, seeming to grasp at any argument. To refute the evidence she’d just given him.

      “And the suffering I’ve caused by it is breaking my heart.” Nienna’s voice cracked. She quickly wiped away the tears that had sprung up.

      Her father dropped his face into his hands before sliding them down his face, ending with his fingers still on his lips as he studied her. “Then we need to do something.”

      “You’ll help me, then?” Nienna asked, brightening.

      “If our people are the cause of the tribes’ suffering, then, as king, I can’t let it stand,” her father said. “Horacio? Who can we bring with us?”

      Commander Marks cocked his head, brows pinched tight. “Bring with us? You can’t possibly mean to go crusading to Silverlen after Nienna claimed⁠—”

      Her father raised his voice to speak over the commander. “If I can stop the impending war with the tribes by meeting with them, I will. Slavery is not tolerated in Tellidus, Horacio. You know that.”

      All color leached from the commander’s face as he inclined his head. “Give me a week, Your Majesty, and I’ll have the men we need.”

      “We don’t have a week, Commander,” Cyra said, speaking for the first time. “You have one day if you plan to save Silverlen.”
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      Ross threw his trowel at the base of the smooth gray foundation stone as though it had personally insulted him. Even with his Earthspark back, this stone refused to be fixed. The mortar he’d used to patch the smaller cracks set too fast and fell apart before it could repair the damage.

      Couldn’t he do anything right? He’d lost the girl. He’d broken the trust of his family. And now he’d failed to repair the foundation, and the castle was going to crumble because of him.

      The memory of Nienna in Malvina’s home as they prepared to assault Aros’s temple on North Pointe swam before his mind. They’d nearly frozen to death on the chieftainess’s porch. Ross could still feel Nienna’s warm fingers trailing along his chest, her gaze lingering. A touch that said her heart didn’t agree with her mind.

      Ross had caught hold of those fingers and begged her to choose him over the Guardian. He saw the indecision in her eyes. She wanted to accept, but the Guardian held her back.

      Ross laid his head against the cool stone, scrunching his eyes as a new vision of Nienna was thrust before him. He pushed away from the column before it could show him more. Enough visions of what had happened in the cells had assaulted his mind already. He didn’t want to see any more—didn’t want to hear her scream anymore.

      Using his sleeve, Ross brushed away an errant tear. If she’d only chosen him that night, then perhaps they wouldn’t be in this mess. With a dejected sigh, he picked up his trowel and applied more mortar over the stubborn crack, sealing it in with his Earthspark. As if trying to darken his mood further, the stone before him continued to display scenes of the girl he loved being beaten black and blue in the cell behind him.

      “Stop it,” he growled to the stone, but the scenes just became worse.

      When he couldn’t stand to watch anymore, he brushed the dust from his trousers and stood. As he turned away, something glinted in the light of his lantern. A piece of metal was stuck inside the crack. A wedge, perhaps?

      “Any progress?” called a chipper voice at his back.

      Ross had to stifle a groan. He was not in the mood for company, especially not the prince.

      Hitching a more friendly expression onto his face, Ross wheeled around and said, “This is the most stubborn crack I’ve worked with. Nothing has worked so far. I think this block will need to be replaced. If this continues, the supports we have around here won’t be enough to keep the castle up.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a solution,” Owen assured him, though it sounded as if the prince was trying to assure himself.

      “What’s on your mind, Owen?” Ross asked, bending to clean up his mortar and trowel.

      Owen cleared his throat. “Well, um, you left three weeks ago with a broken husk of my sister, and have since returned with a terrifying outlandian creature. She’s almost feral these days. I’ve tried to get the truth out of her guards, but they tell me they missed most of the adventures because you two left with people who had wings. I’m questioning whether Falkirk and Halifax have been dining on mushrooms out in the forest when not on duty.”

      Ross sighed. “Halifax and Falkirk are just as sane as the rest of us, if a bit worse for wear.”

      “You mean to tell me winged men in feathered armor really carried you off?” Owen asked, leaning on the section of stone Ross had just plastered mortar over. “Gahh! Why didn’t you warn me this was still wet?” Owen sluiced thick mortar from his shirt sleeve.

      “Would it have stopped you from leaning there?” Ross asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Possibly,” Owen said, flicking his fingers and splattering mortar everywhere.

      “To answer your first question, yes,” Ross said, with no trace of sarcasm. “It turns out that the raider we were pursuing had stolen a powerful object from the Sky Guardian. As Nienna and I had the Earthspark, Aros forced us to help him get it back. He didn’t care if I’d been bitten by a rabid wolf while riding a moose. Nor that Nienna had tried to stitch me back together under the direction of a dead puma.”

      Owen took a step closer, expression concerned. “Are you sure you all haven’t been consuming mushrooms? Those big white ones⁠—”

      Dropping the trowel into his bucket of mortar, Ross slid down the dry column at his back until he sat down on the cold floor, away from the offending foundation, and rested his hands in his lap. “Did you want the truth or not?”

      Ross waited for a moment to see if Owen had any more commentary, then continued. “We chased that raider to the very tip of the Northern Reach. Nienna almost became dinner for an ice spider along the way. Then we almost froze to death as we sat tied up outside the home of the chieftainess of the Pennewick tribe.”

      “If you weren’t looking so serious, I’d question whether you had been reading one of Rivkah’s fantasy novels. Things like this don’t happen to normal people.”

      Ross laced his fingers. “Nothing about the past several months has been normal. We fought wind spirits bent on throwing us into the depths. We fought an army of raiders, and we faced the Guardian of Fire and her servants. One of which you know. A certain Aspen Perrill.”

      Owen spat on the floor with a curse. “I thought that buck-toothed bootlicker had died out in the forest. Now I wish I’d have let that Pathfinder chase him down and hauled him back, alive… or dead.”

      “He’s very much alive,” Ross assured him, his lip curling.

      “The raider that had escaped Tellidus was there as well, but he’d had a change of heart. He protected Nienna from Perrill and gave her the white-and-black feather she now wears.”

      “Why on earth would she wear his token?” Owen said, jumping to his feet. “Doesn’t she know how that looks? My sister is⁠—”

      Ross spoke over Owen. “Ulif gave her that feather in honor of her kindness. By giving her his token, he provided her with safe passage to travel throughout the Reach. By accepting it, she agreed to take his place in his tribe as the only child of their leader, becoming the daughter of an otherwise childless mother.”

      “What?” Owen asked, his tirade dying on his lips.

      “Nienna is part of the Northern Tribes now. The adopted daughter of the chieftainess Malvina Ravencrest, the same one who nearly had us frozen.”

      “Why in the wandering woods would she do that? If someone tries to turn you into a human icicle, it doesn’t bode well for a happy family life.”

      Ross chuckled despite his foul mood. “No, it doesn’t. But she went through with it, much to the other tribe leaders’ disapproval.”

      “Is that why she’s a bit scary to be around now?” Owen asked, forming his fingers into claws.

      “No, though it is the beginning.” Ross stared at his dry, calloused hands. Owen needed to know. With a sharp glance at his friend, he said, “I want to show you something.”

      Ross stood and beckoned Owen over to a nearby cell. A hairline crack in the stones traced its way to the foundation stone that was giving him so much grief. He took a deep breath, raising his eyes to the ceiling before putting up his mental barriers.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this on purpose.

      “After we finished in the Northern Reach, we traveled back to Peroma, Tellen’s fortress above Feltus. Shortly after we arrived, Nienna went missing for about thirty minutes. We searched that fortress high and low, but she wasn’t there. Last anyone knew, she’d been pounding on Tellen’s door demanding to speak to him.”

      “Was she about to break things off with him?” Owen asked, eager eyes wide, as if he were imagining a drama in the theater.

      “Unfortunately not.” Ross drew in a shuddering breath. He had no desire to see these images again. When he got home, he’d have to singe his memories again so he could sleep tonight. “We found her in the catacombs of the fortress, looking as though she’d been beaten within an inch of her life.”

      Owen’s excitement morphed into horror. “Was it Tellen?” he asked.

      Ross shook his head. “No. Tellen healed her when we found her. Somehow, during those thirty minutes, magic sucked Nienna back in time where she lived for two years as the Queen of the Night. Until Saul Comstock caught her.”

      The perfect “O” formed by Owen’s mouth at the words only made this whole thing worse. Shifting his gaze to the cell walls, Ross crouched down to the origin of the fracture and touched it with his fingertips.

      “Your sister spent two weeks in this cell, tortured and beaten by the man your family reveres as its first monarch.”

      Owen took a step back, as though unsure he wanted to see what Ross was going to show him. “That’s not possible.”

      “Place your hand on top of mine,” Ross said in a strained voice as he fought to keep the images at bay, “and I’ll show you why Nienna is no longer the same.”

      Hesitantly, Owen placed his hand on top. Ross let the visions flare to life like a desert viper about to strike. He felt as much as heard Owen’s sharp intake of breath when Saul’s heavy boots broke one of Nienna’s ribs. Removing his hand from the stone, Ross abruptly stood up and marched out of the cell, unable to take anymore.

      Owen remained with one knee pressed to the floor, his eyes wide as he tried to make sense of what he saw. “But how is it possible for Nienna to have gone back in time? And how did you show me that? Was it your… your spark or whatever it’s called?” Owen’s face had gone a sickly green.

      “Yes. Nienna’s Earthspark heals. My Earthspark helps me work with the stone. It shows me what it has seen. These stones, however,” Ross said, giving the foundation a contemptuous glare, “only seem to remember one event. I see it over and over as I work on this wretched crack.” His voice broke on the last word.

      Ross rubbed the heels of his hands in his eyes, trying to scrub away the images from his mind. “Nienna has changed because of what she experienced back in time. However, that was when she fell for the Earth Guardian, and how she and the Skydwellers became so close. She is a daughter of the tribes, a Pathfinder, and Skydweller.”

      “She’s not human anymore. Is that it?” Owen asked slowly, getting to his feet.

      “Both the Earth and Sky Guardians have laid claim to her allegiance and have granted her immortality. And as I’ve gathered, when she stood on the executioner’s platform for her crimes against the Tellidine crown, she swore off any claim the line of Saul had on her, binding her to the tribes even more.”

      Ross couldn’t help thinking that in some ways that made it easier for him to be close to her—if she ever accepted him. He shook his head at the thought.

      Owen moved his mouth, but no sound came out. Which suited Ross as he gathered up his tools. He was done talking about this.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Frank. This crack is beyond anything I’ve ever dealt with. We may need to bring in someone else, or just plan on replacing it.”

      With that, Ross left the dungeon and the visions of the girl who haunted his nightmares.
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      Tellen poured more of his Earthspark into Justus Falkirk to keep the young man’s heart beating. Darkness radiated off the lump on the young man’s forearm with a malevolence that only came from Fiora’s creations. Teague worked the knife, cutting into the skin on Justus’s shoulder for the ninth time. Putrid pus oozed out. Tellen cleared it away, keeping his fingers free of the mess.

      Liam brought fresh linens as needed, careful to avoid the blood seeping from his brother.

      Teague severed the living rock from Justus’s muscles and let it flop into the metal bucket Liam had found. “I think that’s the last of them,” the Pathfinder said, using his arm to wipe his brow.

      Liam stared at the stones. “These really came from a Grimmole? Like the one that attacked Nienna last year?”

      “Unfortunately. Fiora and her minions are releasing many unsavory things these days,” Tellen said, mouth tight.

      The Guardian pulled out his bottle of Tenelux and unstoppered it. Flashes of brilliant white light flared before his vision with each drop. Teague then bandaged the wounds while Tellen continued to pour energy into Justus, ignoring the fact that he’d be left feverish and shaky for the next several hours.

      The flickering candles cast deep shadows, highlighting how little sleep Liam was getting. “But my brother doesn’t venture into the woods outside Solomon. He’s an assistant to an advisor and spends most of his time in the castle. How could this have happened?”

      No one had an answer.

      Tendrils of green wound their way around the young man, searching for any remaining darkness. Tellen prayed they’d finally found them all. Justus had been scratched by a Grimmole in several places, but the entry points had been so small that only sand-sized particles had penetrated the surface of his skin. If it had happened any other way, Liam’s brother would have been dead three weeks ago.

      How did he get scratched if he worked in the castle?

      Teague cleaned his hands in the water basin before turning to Liam. “Did Justus say anything about work that day?”

      Liam’s eyes remained on his brother as he spoke. “Justus had gone down to the old dungeons on an assignment from Advisor Heathrow. He was making a count of what supplies were down there and what they still needed if the battles on the border got worse. He didn’t tell me anything outside of that.”

      “Do you know if he traveled anywhere?” Tellen said, releasing the magic and falling back into a nearby chair. The nausea and headache were already receding, but it would be several more hours before his strength would return.

      Liam gave a wan smile. “My brother is as exciting as a raw potato. He goes to work, comes home, and has food ready when I drag through the door after my shift. Not much excitement in his life, and that’s the way he liked it.”

      “Hopefully he can get back to that,” Tellen said. His hands shook as he closed the flap on his satchel. “Watch over him the rest of the night. If his fever refuses to break, find one of us in the Dreamscape and we’ll be right over.”

      Liam rubbed his newly forged Pathfinder ring on his forefinger. A simple silver band with a black vine winding around it. “I will.”

      An hour later, Tellen and Teague strode through the cobblestone street back to Solomon Castle. The guards bowed as they entered the main doors, but their suspicious stares followed them inside.

      Maybe things will change when Nienna and I marry, Tellen thought. Though the depth of the glares made him unsure.

      “I don’t understand how a Grimmole got into the old dungeons,” Teague said, staring around the castle. “Those beasts are too large to fit indoors.”

      Tellen shook his head. It didn’t make sense to him either. “Neither do I, but that’s the only explanation I can come up with.”

      “Let’s check it out. I’m sure someone can point us in the right direction,” Teague said.

      They found a kitchen maid and followed her directions to a wide set of stairs down to the basement level of the castle. Open-barred cells greeted them at the bottom. The dungeon was filled with crates, some with their contents scattered. A roll of parchment sat on top of another crate. Near the far end, a toolbox with a wooden bucket was tucked next to a column of crumbling stone.

      “You could have fixed this ages ago,” Teague said, pointing at the foundation.

      “Probably, but I didn’t want to intrude on the mason’s work.” In truth, whenever Tellen drew near to Ross Galbraith, the boy would abruptly change direction, clearly not wanting to talk. Tellen wasn’t about to chase after him.

      The Guardian walked over to the column and placed his hand on the stone. Swirling darkness met his touch. He pulled his hand back, confused.

      That doesn’t make sense. Stone didn’t get sick.

      Teague also put his hand on the stone, then jumped back with a hiss, his hair bristling on top of his head. “If that isn’t a Grimmole’s touch, I don’t know what is. But how would it get into a castle with no one knowing? Do you think Justus was rubbing up against the foundation here?”

      Tellen followed a crack leading off the foundation stone to a row of cells against the wall. These cells appeared older, darker. Pressing his hand to the cool floor, he sifted through the sights the hewn rock had seen until he found the origin of the crack. And it made his heart stop.

      “It was Reina.”

      Teague whirled around. “Come again?”

      The images made the words stick in Tellen’s throat. “Rei was in this cell. This is where Saul kept her before her execution.”

      The images flooding his vision left black pits in his stomach. No wonder she hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near this section of the castle. If she’d told him, Tellen could have helped her, or at least given his listening ear. But she had told him that she still had secrets. Ones she would keep until she was ready to tell him, and he had agreed. But some secrets, ones like this, however, shouldn’t be kept.

      Neither should secrets like her having two elemental sparks.

      He pushed that thought away. It was when a person possessed all four that things became dangerous. The prophecy was very specific about that. So long as she didn’t gain any new abilities, she’d be fine.

      Tellen straightened. “Have you heard when Nienna is planning to leave for Silverlen?”

      Teague scratched the back of his head. “I believe Cyra said they were leaving tomorrow.”

      “Find some torches and let’s fix this. After what I just saw, I’m not letting Nienna travel north alone.”
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      Another day, another failure. Ross kicked at a stray pebble on the walkway of the upper battlements of Solomon Castle. Why did everything have to be so hard?

      He wandered onto the parapet with a view of the castle drive. With a sigh, he leaned on his elbows and stared out at the bustling city below. That’s when movement to his left caught his attention. 

      Sitting on the cornice of the parapet, a good ninety feet up from the cobbles below, was Nienna, with her back against the wall and her eyes shut. Her hair and the tribal feathers attached to her scalp fluttered in the evening breeze.

      Ross’s heart skipped several beats at the sight of her. There was so much that he wanted to say, and yet he couldn’t say it. She wasn’t his. She never would be. Nienna had made that plain on several occasions.

      He pushed off the wall and was about to walk away when she called to him.

      “I know we’ve been avoiding each other, but you could at least say hi.”

      He clenched his fists, squeezing his eyes shut. Saying “hi” would also require saying more, and he couldn’t say what was on his mind. But neither could he convince himself to walk away. Knowing he would regret this later, he walked back to the battlements and resumed his spot, leaning over the wall to see her better.

      A fey, feral, beautiful creature. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to find you hiding in one of the most dangerous spots in the castle. Even if you fell, you could use the winds to buoy yourself back up.”

      A partial smile lifted the corner of Nienna’s mouth as she opened her eyes to gaze over at him. “Don’t sound so jealous.”

      He pressed up to his hands and took in the view. “Maybe you should share some of this forbidden magic of yours, and then I could fly home instead of walking.”

      “I’m sure it would ease someone’s mind if I lost one of my abilities.”

      The way her mouth suddenly turned down made Ross want to stay there, saying anything until it curled upward again. “So why are you sitting on a ledge ninety feet above the street? More nightmares?”

      Nienna winced. “No, but it’s just as bad. My mother is hounding me for wedding details, and I leave for Silverlen tomorrow.”

      “Ah. Yes, I remember walking in on a few of Denise and the queen’s planning meetings for Rivkah and Owen’s wedding. Needless to say, I was more cautious when entering a room afterward.”

      Those unsettling gray eyes found him and held him prisoner. He didn’t fight it. If she asked, he’d likely do anything to keep her gaze on him.

      “Why are you up here?” Nienna asked.

      Her words broke the spell that held him bound, and he glanced down at his hands. “I’m
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