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  Author's Note


As this is the fifth book in the series, the story contains references to characters, places, events, and elements from the previous four books. In the back of this book, you will find a glossary that may be helpful if you are having trouble remembering some of these elements. 
The glossary is spoiler-free for Ghoul Girl. It is intended that you can reference it from the very first chapter of this book without being spoiled for anything later in the story. However, it will contain spoilers for the first four books: Rotting Beauty, Beast By Day, The Little Sea Monster, and Seven Hexes. 






  
  [image: ]




  
  Prologue
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The princess ran through the dark forest, trees rising around her like silent, forbidding sentries. Tangles of bramble snagged at her ankles, and low-hanging branches sliced through her skin. But she didn’t slow down. She didn’t stop. Because if she did, it would mean the end for her. 
It would mean being devoured. It would mean annihilation. 
So she ran and didn’t stop running. 
The moon was fat overhead, bursting with luminous brilliance. The princess cursed that misfortune. She should have fled days ago under the cover of a darker night, but she would have had too far to run. She knew—had always known—that she wouldn’t get far. She wasn’t fast enough, strong enough, or clever enough to make it on her own. That had been drilled into her for her entire existence.
Her only chance was to reach Glen City before anyone caught up to her. That was the other reason she couldn’t run before today: she didn’t know how to get to Glen City. She didn’t know how to read a map or use a compass or…whatever else people did to figure out how to get somewhere. But this morning, she’d overheard some of the servants in her delegation talking, saying they should reach the city tomorrow. Which meant a smaller traveling party—say, one girl on her own—could probably reach it sooner. It took only a little sleuthing on her part to discover the way forward was a straight route down the main road they were traveling. She stayed off the road now for better cover, but she kept it in sight, stopping now and then to check she was going in the right direction.
Catching herself around a stout oak tree, the princess stopped and heaved a breath. Her chest burned, her legs throbbed, and her stomach roiled. She was going to be sick, she thought. She’d never run so fast and so far in her entire life. 
The darkness was suffocating, a manifestation of her fear. It wasn’t the dark itself that scared her—it was what lurked in the dark. What might hide in the shadows, just out of sight.
A light wind blew through the forest, something creaking overhead. The princess jumped, but it was only a nearby tree, its spindly limbs swaying in the breeze. Heart thumping wildly, the princess staggered away, pushing off from her tree. Its rough bark scraped her palm, leaving the skin raw.
She pushed through the trees more carefully now, looking for the road. It shouldn’t be far, unless she’d veered off in the wrong direction. Her thick, frazzled hair caught on a thorny bush, and she cursed, wincing as she pulled it free. She’d changed into practical clothing before sneaking away from her retinue, but she hadn’t thought to tie her hair back. So stupid.
Everyone was right about her. She was an idiot.
But you don’t have to get far, she reminded herself. Just to Glen City. Then the king and his son will help you. Or so she hoped. Not only had she never met King Victor or his son, the crown prince, but she knew very little about them. Still, she wasn’t coming to the king empty-handed. She was going to warn him. There was danger coming to the Glen Kingdom, and King Victor had no idea. Surely he would be grateful for the information the princess had. Grateful enough to help her, to protect her. Or perhaps he would be so angry, he would throw her in a dungeon. That was just as likely.
But the king was her only chance at safety. She had nowhere else to turn.
The wooded land rose sharply just ahead. The princess forced her legs to move faster, breaking into a jog as she crested the hill. She stumbled again, tripping over the jut of a stone half-buried beneath the earth, barely catching herself as she lurched forward. 
Right out onto the road.
The princess gulped. She hadn’t realized the road was this close. It was as though she’d stepped through a hole in the world, from one realm into another, tangled woodland suddenly becoming paved road. She was so startled, she nearly darted back into a cluster of prickly bushes. 
But a noise caught her attention. A sort of clop-thud-clop-thud, loud and clear in the darkness. The princess flinched, instinctively ducking her head, trying to make herself small. Trying to blend into the shadows. But then she realized what the sound was. 
A horse and carriage. Or something like it. And it was just ahead of her on the road.
The princess hesitated. It was probably wiser to stick to the woods, to stay on her own. But her exhausted legs quivered uncontrollably, and her chest and throat felt like they were on fire. If she continued on foot, she might never make it to the city. 
She made the decision in a split-second. Then she hurried down the road. 
As she grew closer to the vehicle, she made out its shape in the darkness by the glimmer of two lanterns, the bright lights bobbing back and forth with each step of the horse. It was not a carriage but a small cart, carrying a load. As she jogged after the cart, the princess called, “Wait! You there! Cart driver! Wait! Wait!”
The cart jangled to a halt, the loud huff of a horse audible in the near-darkness. Relief flooded through the princess so strongly that it gave her a jolt of energy, and she picked up her pace, dashing forward to make up the distance. The cart was not large, its bed filled with wooden crates. At the very back of the cart, legs swinging off the edge, perched a boy. The cart’s two lanterns were hung on poles up front, so the boy was cast in shadow, his features obscured. The princess eyed him warily as she circled the cart, coming to the front where a driver sat, loosely holding the reins of a single horse.
The driver did not climb down from his seat, but he peered at the princess, his expression kind. “Are you all right there, l—miss?” he asked, changing his word at the last minute. He’d probably taken her for a boy instead of a lady. He certainly wouldn’t recognize her for a princess, garbed as she was, in rumpled brown breeches and a simple, baggy white shirt. 
The driver cast a puzzled look down the road. “Where’ve you come from? Is something wrong? Do you need help?”
The princess licked her lips. “I’m all right.” She tried to make her squeaking voice sound calm and assured. “I just—I wondered whether—I might have a ride? Are you going to Glen City?”
“That I am.” The driver smiled, and she tried to smile back. “It’s not much further up the road here, but I don’t blame you wanting a ride so late at night. Have you got a name?”
“I’m—Lena. My name is Lena.”
“Well, Miss Lena, hop into the back with the lad there. Won’t be the most comfortable seat, but as I say, we’ve not got far to go.”
The princess—Lena, now—managed another, less tremulous smile. “Thank you,” she said and was very proud her voice didn’t shake. She walked to the back of the cart, trying not to feel apprehensive of this boy she was to sit with. There was nothing particularly menacing about him, aside from the fact that she couldn’t see him very well. Now, as she struggled to climb into the cart bed, the boy said nothing, nor did he make any move to help her. She managed to hoist herself into the cart none-too-gracefully, nearly sprawling into the stacked crates. 
“All right back there?” the driver called cheerfully. “Ready to go?”
Lena cleared her throat. “Ready.”
A moment later, the horse started up again, and the cart jolted down the road. Flushing, Lena righted herself beside the boy, her legs dangling off the cart next to his. Running her fingers through her matted hair, Lena eyed the boy sidelong. Now that her eyes had adjusted to the dim light, she could see him better. Though the brim of his cap still obscured his face. 
“Hello,” Lena ventured, wondering if the boy would ignore her outright. 
The boy gave a start before turning to look at her, and Lena wondered if he’d been asleep all this time. Or perhaps he was just shy. “Hello,” he said. “Going to the city too?”
“If you mean Glen City, then yes.” 
The boy shrugged. “No other cities ’round these parts.”
Lena felt her flush return. “I’m sorry. I’m not very familiar with—with this part of the country.” She’d nearly said, “with this kingdom,” but that answer would invite questions about what kingdom she was from. And she didn’t want to answer those questions.
The boy looked at her more directly. Taking her in. His gaze was frank but not leering or improper. “Farm girl?” 
Lena forced a smile. “How did you guess?”
The boy answered with another shrug. 
“And you?” Lena followed up. It was only polite, and besides, the conversation kept her nerves at bay. Kept her from staring into the dark woods, kept her from jumping at every shadow. “What supplies are you and your—erm—master bringing to the city?” She stumbled over the word master, wondering if it was the right term. She really had no idea how hierarchy worked among the lower classes, in any kingdom.
Lena thought the look the boy shifted her way was resentful. Perhaps she had used the wrong word. But he only said, “Perishable goods, mostly. From our orchard. Apples, pears, plums. Some jam too.”
Lena tried to look as though she found this information interesting. She was casting around for a follow-up question—what was there to ask after when it came to jam, anyway?—but before she could think of anything, there was a terrible clank! The cart gave a violent lurch, and Lena gasped, flinging out a hand to keep herself from pitching off the cart. “What was that?” 
The boy, who had also managed to keep his seat, peered around. “Jammed axle, it looks like.” 
“You two all right back there?” the driver called.
“Yes.” Lena half-slipped, half-jumped off the cart. “What happened?”
The driver smoothed a hand down the horse’s neck, patting it gently. Trying to calm it, Lena guessed, for the horse was wild-eyed, stamping its hooves and whinnying softly. “Not sure,” said the driver. “Some damage to the wheel, sounded like.” He smiled at her, the lantern light slanting down across his face. “You sure you’re all right? And the boy?” 
“I’m fine.” Lena turned to look for the boy. Coming around the back of the cart, she asked, “You’re all right, aren’t—”
She broke off. 
The boy was gone.
Perplexed, Lena stared at the empty cart bed. Well, all the crates were still there. But not the boy. Lena glanced left and right, into the woods, back down the road, but there was no one.
The boy was just gone.
Lena swallowed. A nasty feeling grew in the pit of her stomach. Turning back to the driver, she said, “Erm—he’s gone.”
“Sorry?” the driver called. He had left the horse and now bent beside the cast-iron wheel, fiddling with it. His stout form cast a long, lumpy shadow behind him in the stretch of light pouring from the twin lanterns. “What’s that?”
“He’s gone.” Lena pitched her voice a little louder. “Your boy. He just—”
“My boy?” The driver straightened with a quizzical frown. “You mean the boy riding back there with you? He’s not my boy. Just another young ’un needing a lift into the city.”
Lena’s mouth went dry. “He doesn’t work for you?” The disquiet inside her grew into a yawning pit of alarm. “But—” 
She didn’t get a chance to finish.
A pair of snakelike arms materialized from the shadow behind the driver, wrapped themselves around his neck, and twisted. There was a sickening snap, and the driver fell to the road in a lifeless heap. His neck was wound about at an impossible angle, skin sagging from chin to collarbone like it was made of rubber.
Lena screamed.
The shadow grinned at her. White teeth in the darkness, bodiless and maniacal. “Hello, princess.”
Lena spun and ran, plunging into the forest.
She tore through the woods. There was no thought in her head, not a single one. There was only mindless, instinctual fear, like that of a rabbit fleeing a wolf. Her boot skidded over a mossy stone, and she tripped, her ankle twisting, but she didn’t even feel the pain as she staggered to her feet and kept running. She had to get away, had to keep moving—
Something tackled her from the side, a solid, heavy weight. She crashed to the forest floor face-first. Pain registered as a hard, knobby root made contact with her forehead, its pitted surface catching the corner of her eye. But again, fear surmounted the pain, driving it out. Lena scrabbled blindly against the ground, but that heavy weight pinned her down. Then it flipped her over, and Lena found herself staring into a face.
It was the face of the boy, the one who had ridden in the cart beside her. 
The boy straddled her ribcage, putting so much pressure on her chest, she could barely breathe. He grasped her by the wrists. “Dear, sweet princess. Did you really think you could escape us?”
“I—I’m—to be the r-ruler,” Lena whimpered, barely getting the words out, “of the Desert King—Kingdom—s-so you had better—let me go—”
“The ruler of the Desert Kingdom!” The boy threw back his head and let out a howl of laughter. “Is that what you think? Still, after this?” He leered down at her. “Not anymore, dear princess. You chose a new fate when you decided to run tonight. And I get the pleasure of delivering that fate to you.”
The boy’s grip tightened. Lena tried to scream, but she couldn’t make a sound. The boy lowered his head towards her.
Then the pain came, and it was suddenly, searingly brighter than anything the princess had felt before. Pain she couldn’t ignore, pain her fear couldn’t drive out. They were one now, her fear and her pain, mingling together.
She screamed and didn’t stop screaming.
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Gemma was almost halfway home when she heard the scream. It was a thin, distant sound, distant enough that, had Gemma been someone else—someone living a different kind of life—she might have decided she’d just imagined it. 
But Gemma was a hunter and a tracker. Gemma was a soldier. Gemma served a prince who regularly went out looking for monsters. Gemma knew a scream when she heard one, no matter how distant it was.
She stopped in her tracks, staring ahead into a line of peeling hickory trees and dark, verdant pines. She was making her way along a winding dirt path that led out of Glen City proper and back to the castle. It was not the most direct route, but it was the shortest. It led through a stretch of dense woodland—a large copse, really, not a proper forest—that most people would avoid this late at night. 
But Gemma had lived in the woods for most of her life, until a couple of years ago, when she’d joined the ranks of the Glen Kingdom Royal Army. And she still felt more at home among the trees than anywhere more “civilized.” She wasn’t afraid of the woods at night. There wasn’t much to be afraid of. Wolves were native to these woods, but this close to the city, they were rare. And bears were unheard of in these lowlands. 
Which was why Gemma was so startled to hear that scream. Narrowing her eyes, she rotated on the spot. The scream hadn’t come from the copse she was headed into but from the vast woods to the east. The real woods. 
Gemma let out a long, low breath, going loose and alert at the same time. Relaxing her body, letting go of distracting worries or irrelevant tension. Honing in on what she could hear. Listening for another sound, another scream.
She didn’t hear another scream. Instead, she heard the barest scrape against the pebbly path behind her. 
Gemma released another breath, silent and controlled. Then she drew her pistol and spun.
“Whoa.” The young man on the path before her raised his hands. But there was no alarm on his scarred face. “I would say, ‘Don’t shoot,’ but you really can’t, can you?”
Gemma repressed a flinch. “Klaus,” she growled.
“I’m just saying.” Klaus—fellow soldier and fellow woodsman—lowered his arms. “Why even carry that thing? You should be reaching for your knife.”
Gemma seethed. Because Klaus was right. It was still her instinct to reach for a firearm, though her hunting knife was the better bet. That had been the way of things, ever since an evil witch had caused a bleed in her brain that had damaged the sight in her right eye.
“What are you doing out here?” Klaus asked. “You left the tavern twenty minutes ago. I thought you’d be back at the barracks by now.”
Gemma holstered her pistol. She and Klaus had both been at the same tavern with a number of their fellow guardsmen. Gemma left before most of them because she had an early shift tomorrow. “I heard something in the woods. Someone screamed.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m half-blind, Klaus, not deaf.”
“Oh, come on.” Klaus stepped forward, coming abreast of her. Despite his flippant tone, Gemma knew he was as alert as she was. His gaze was sharp. “You aren’t half-blind. More like three-eighths blind, probably.”
Gemma bit her lip, turning so Klaus couldn’t see her face. It was true she hadn’t completely lost the sight in her right eye; it had only been damaged. For weeks, she’d seen the world through a gauzy gray film bleaching everything of color, shadows crowding her vision and turning everything blurry, indistinct. Things like walking down the block or navigating a crowded room had become difficult, let alone shooting a target with any accuracy. 
What Klaus didn’t know—what no one knew—was that Gemma’s sight had gradually improved over the last few weeks. In fact, at her last appointment in the barracks infirmary, her physician had assured her that her physical exam indicated her sight was just fine. She should be fully recovered, or very nearly.
But Gemma didn’t trust this assessment. Which was why she hadn’t told anyone.
So she said to Klaus, “That’s why drawing my pistol was the right move. Because even with only five-eighths of my sight, I surely could hit you at five paces.”
“But a kill shot? You’d hit me maybe.”
“Maybe I don’t want to kill you,” Gemma said lightly. “Maybe I just want you screaming and bleeding.”
“Ah, Gemma. That you want me at all touches my heart.”
Before Gemma could retort, another scream broke the night. Klaus and Gemma both went silent. This scream was different than the one Gemma had heard before. It went on and on, echoing through the night, a raw, wretched, animalistic shriek of pain and terror. 
When it finally stopped, Klaus swore. “That sounded like—”
“Someone being tortured,” Gemma said.
“Yes.” Klaus exhaled. “Check it out?”
“I think we’d better.”
They left the path, crossing the scrubby field that separated the city’s outskirts from the forest to the east. The main road from the city diverged a few miles into the woods, forming three separate routes that led south through the Glen Kingdom, east to the coast, and north through the thickest woods to the Mountain Kingdom beyond. In other words, it was a well-traveled route; even at this time of night, it was not unheard of for travelers and merchants to make their way into Glen City down the road.
“That delegation from the Desert Kingdom,” Klaus said, as they approached the tree line at the edge of the forest, “they weren’t arriving yet, were they?”
“No. Prince Garrett said they aren’t expected to arrive for another couple of days.” Still, Gemma thought, there was no telling how close they were. If they had made better time than expected. Which was one of the reasons they needed to investigate this disturbance. King Victor wouldn’t be pleased if something attacked this foreign princess less than a league outside the city.
Klaus chuckled softly. “And how did Garrett sound when he mentioned this?”
“How do you think?” Gemma cast him a wry glance as they started into the woods, the foliage engulfing them as the treetops closed over their heads. “Everyone’s on edge over this princess’s visit. Even Prince Garrett.”
“That’s because he knows his father’s trying to set him up with this princess.”
“How do you know that?”
“Everyone knows it. I wonder Briar isn’t getting testy too.”
“She knows better.” Briar, a Mountain Kingdom princess who’d left her homeland and taken up residence in Glen Castle, was the love of Garrett’s life. “She knows Prince Garrett would never go for it, no matter what his father wants. Garrett would sooner run off with her and leave his title behind than marry someone else.”
“And that doesn’t bother you?” Klaus asked.
Gemma paused. It was a fair question. She was sure Klaus wasn’t bothered about it. Not that he wasn’t loyal to Garrett—but, well. Klaus had been a guard for less than a year. Before that, he’d served Prince Garrett’s exiled brother, and before that, he’d lived on his own. A woodsman, like Gemma and her father. Gemma was sure it wouldn’t trouble Klaus much to go back to that life.
For Gemma, that wasn’t such an easy choice. Prince Garrett had handpicked her for his guard; she was more loyal to him than she had been to anything in her life. If he abandoned his title and ran off somewhere with Princess Briar…
Well. There was a time where she simply would have followed him wherever he went. She knew many other guardsmen would do the same. Now, though, after her injury…
She couldn’t help but wonder if there was still a place for her at Prince Garrett’s side.
They entered the forest at a northeast angle and reached the road quickly, emerging from beneath the forest canopy. The road was smoothly paved here and continued that way towards the east, though the northern and southern routes were older, rougher paths. Klaus lifted his rifle and clicked on the light attached to it, mounted below the barrel. The light was a recent addition, thanks to Princess Briar’s inventive genius. “You know,” Klaus said, sweeping the tiny bright light across the road, “I can check this out on my own. You can go back to the castle or into town. Get reinforcements.”
“Do you think we need reinforcements?” Gemma asked coolly.
“Kind of hard to say, since we don’t know who was screaming or why. I’m just saying, you could at least fetch a lantern or something.”
“I’m fine, Klaus. I grew up out here, same as you.” 
“It’s just.” Klaus lowered his rifle as he turned towards her. Beneath his jagged scars—angry red slashes marking him from hairline to jawline—his pale face shone in the darkness. “I think we’d do better to split up here.”
Gemma looked at him. His expression was carefully blank, no trace of concern there. Though they were soldiers in the same company, they could not have looked more different. They wore the same navy-blue uniform coat, but where Gemma’s was neatly pressed, brass buttons gleaming, Klaus’s was rumpled and unbuttoned, revealing his plain vest and the thin scarf wrapped around his neck to ward off the cold. His boots were scuffed, his leather belt worn, and a day’s worth of stubble covered his chin. 
Still, he was a good soldier, though Gemma would never tell him so. And right now, Gemma knew he was concerned about her, though he would never tell her so.
“So let’s split up,” she said. “No need to have a teary goodbye about it.”
Klaus rolled his eyes. “Fine. You stick to the road, keep heading east. I’ll scope out the woods over here.” He tossed a nod towards the north side of the road. 
They parted ways, Klaus vanishing into the trees. Gemma started up the road, sweeping her gaze from left to right. Despite what her physician said, Gemma was sure, from time to time, that hazy shadows still encroached on her vision. But out here, in the black of night, it didn’t matter. That was one advantage Gemma had—growing up in the wilderness, her father had taught her how to maneuver in the dark. It wasn’t that she could see in the dark better than any other person, but she knew how to use other senses to augment her sight, how to discern common shapes, sounds, and smells. And most importantly, how to relax and become comfortable in the darkness, as comfortable as anyone else was in the bright light of day.
Once she’d gone a couple hundred paces up the road, Gemma stopped and scanned her surroundings. One of her hands rested on her holstered pistol, and the other she flexed constantly. This was to keep her hand warm, keep the blood moving, so her fingers wouldn’t stiffen in the cold. It was really, really cold. Far colder than it had any right to be. The spring equinox was two weeks away, and yet the chill of winter persisted. Just this morning, Gemma had woken to an icy sheen of frost coating the windows in the barracks.
The road was still and dark. The woods were quiet too. Gemma cocked her head to listen, not just for another scream but for anyone on the road. Clopping hoofbeats, squeaky carriage wheels, the scuff of booted footsteps. She scanned the skies through the treetops, looking for smoke, signs of campfires. But she saw nothing. Heard nothing. Smelled nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary.
Gemma watched her breath mist the air before her. Contemplated her next move. Klaus told her to stay on the road. But there was nothing to find here. And she wasn’t going to stand around waiting for him. He said he’d search the north end of the woods.
So Gemma turned right, heading south through the trees. 
She tread even more carefully over the forest floor, wary of roots sticking up from the earth and slick patches of dead leaves. Still, though the trees in these woods were aged and tall, most of their branches were bare, the weather too cold for any spring growth. And the moon overhead hung full and high in the sky, shedding light through the gaps in the trees. Enough light that Gemma could make out distinct shapes in the darkness. 
She didn’t have to go far before she heard it. Not another scream, but a faint mewling sound, like a wounded animal. It was a sound that made everything inside Gemma go still. Hand tightening on her holstered pistol, Gemma followed the noise until she came around a cluster of misshapen oak trees, their knobby limbs entwined together. Her chest was tight as she rounded the trees, as she prepared herself for what she might find. A mauled fox or badger, perhaps. 
But it was not a fox or a badger.
It was something much bigger.
At first, that was all Gemma could see. That it was big. Her gaze caught on something white in the darkness, and as she ventured closer, she wondered if it was a wolf, perhaps a wolf with pale fur…
She reached the dying creature and stood over it. It was not a wolf.
It was a girl.
For a moment, all Gemma could do was stare. It was a girl, a young woman, garbed in a baggy white shirt. That was the paleness she’d seen, lit by the sheen of the moon. The girl’s face was pale too, absolutely bloodless, and as Gemma fell to her knees, she realized that was because all the girl’s blood was outside of her, staining the neck of her shirt. 
The girl was still alive, but not, Gemma thought, for much longer. As her training kicked in, she assessed the damage clinically, though with a sinking feeling. Blood oozed from jagged wounds in the poor girl’s neck and shoulder, drenching her collar and matting her dark hair. Gemma placed a hand over the worst of the wounds to staunch the bleeding, but she knew it was too late. The girl’s flesh was shredded; even just in the time it would take Gemma to find Klaus, the girl would be dead.
Gemma met the girl’s gaze. Her dark eyes were wide and fearful, her lips moving soundlessly as her body heaved. “It’s all right,” Gemma told her. Just for something to say. “It’s going to be…” Gemma trailed off. She’d reached for the girl’s hand only to realize there was nothing to hold. Her eyes traveled down the length of the girl’s arm. 
It ended in a bloody stump. As though something had chewed her hand off. 
Gemma caught her breath. 
And when she looked into the girl’s face again, the girl was dead.
Gemma stared, the shock and ugliness of the moment making her strangely numb. Then she released her breath, a sting of regret piercing the numbness. She cursed quietly, rocking back on her heels. The shock and regret remained, but Gemma didn’t sit too long in either emotion, ever the consummate professional. Questions flooded her mind. Who was this girl? What was she doing out here, all alone? And most importantly, what had done this to her? She supposed a wolf might have, a very desperate, hungry wolf. It certainly was not usual behavior.
One thing she was sure of. She’d found the source of all that screaming.
“Gemma? Gemma, can you hear me?”
Gemma cursed again. Klaus, calling for her from the road, by the sound of it. Gemma rose to her feet, strangely loathe to leave this girl, even though she was dead. Gemma cast a quick, searching glance around—something had attacked this girl after all, something that might still be here… 
“Gemma!”
Swallowing hard, Gemma turned away.
When she reached the road, she didn’t immediately see Klaus. The road looked empty. Then— “Gemma,” said a voice, and Gemma turned to see Klaus emerge from the trees on the north side of the road. “I thought I told you to stay here.” His tone was faintly aggrieved.
“Because I follow your orders,” Gemma said, a little testier than she intended. She knew Klaus well enough to understand that if he sounded peeved with her, it was because he’d been worried. But she, too, was out of sorts, unnerved by what she’d discovered in the woods. She didn’t have it in her to cater to his feelings right now. “What’s happened? Did you find anything?”
Klaus gave a tense nod. “I thought I saw—something—a shadow in the trees.” He shook his head. “Probably just a wolf. And then—” 
Something moved in the woods behind Klaus. Bramble quivered, shadows shifted. 
And a figure emerged from the darkness. A figure in white.
Gemma’s hand went for her pistol, though she stopped short of drawing it. Something must have shown on her face, something alarming, because Klaus raised his arms, half-blocking the figure behind him. “Gemma. It’s all right.” He made a vague gesture. “This is…Princess Solena. Of the Desert Kingdom.”
Gemma was sure she must have misheard him. “She’s who?” What, by the Gift, was the Desert Kingdom princess doing out here at this hour, and with no one from her delegation anywhere in sight?
“Princess Solena.” This time it was the figure herself who spoke. The princess. “Of the Desert Kingdom. I can speak for myself.” Garbed in a long cream-colored gown, she looked like a wraith ghosting out from the trees. But as the princess stepped out from behind Klaus, Gemma saw she was a solid person, no ghost at all. 
Except…
Gemma stared at the girl, and her stomach dropped. It was a horrid, plummeting sensation that swooped through her, leaving her unsteady and nauseous. Her hand instinctively tightened on the butt of her pistol.
Because as the young lady emerged from the gloom of the woods—as this princess joined them on the road—Gemma got a clear look at her beneath the light of the full moon.
It was the girl. The girl she’d found in the woods.
The dead, bloodstained, mangled girl she’d left in the woods.
Only, it couldn’t be her. Gemma felt slightly dazed, her mind hazy like her damaged eye. Her gaze dropped to the princess’s arm. It couldn’t be her because she had both her hands. And she wasn’t bleeding. There was no blood or dirt spotting her muslin gown.
Idiot, Gemma chided herself. It couldn’t be her because this girl wasn’t dead.
“Is there anyone else out here with you?” Gemma asked. More abruptly than was really proper for a guard addressing royalty. “Was there anyone else?” 
Princess Solena looked quite peeved. “No. It’s only me. And I will thank you not to—”
“Are you sure?” Gemma demanded.
Solena looked appalled at her temerity, daring to interrupt her. “Of course I’m sure. I think I would know if—” 
But Gemma didn’t hear anything else she said. Seized with sudden dread, she turned her back on the princess and ran, plunging into the trees. 
She needed to get back to the girl she’d left. The dead girl.
“Gemma!” Klaus called after her. “Gemma, wait!”
But Gemma did not wait. She tore through the woods, back the way she’d come, uncharacteristically heedless of the noise she made crashing through the brush. It wasn’t long before she was forced to slow her pace; it was too dark, too dense, and even in her agitated state, Gemma realized she was going to trip if she kept running. Moving at a crawling jog, she picked her way through the undergrowth, ducking and dodging prickly branches. Then—as she approached the spot where she’d left the dead girl—she slowed even further, coming to a halt.
But there was no dead girl.
The bloody corpse was gone.
Gemma inhaled, the cold night air burning her throat. Her eyes darted in every direction. Blinking, trying to dispel any film clouding her vision, she stood and stared, focusing on that specific spot where she’d left the dead girl. It was the same spot, she knew it was. 
But there was nothing there. Only broken twigs and clumps of dead leaves. 
As though the girl had never been there. 
As though Gemma had imagined her.
Gemma dropped to her knees, just as she had before. Beside the dying girl. Cold mud dampened her trousers. She bent close to the ground, searching for anything, any sign that the girl had been there. Drops of blood, or a scrap of clothing caught on the brush. But there was nothing. The ground was disturbed, as though something had been through it, but that could have been anything. 
Gemma’s hand closed around a clod of soiled leaves, lifting them to her face. Looking for some clue. Even if, somehow, the girl’s body had been moved—in the few minutes Gemma had been gone—there would be some trace of her here. There would have to be. There had been so much blood.
But Gemma found no blood on the leaves clutched between her fingers. Only mud. Trembling, Gemma opened her fist, letting the leaves fall back to the ground. The dying girl’s bloodless, terrified face swam to the forefront of her mind, mouth gaping, eyes bulging. Gemma had seen her. 
Hadn’t she?
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Gryphon leaned his shoulder into the cold stone wall, hiding his nerves beneath a veneer of impatience. The alley where he waited was dark and smelled of burnt bread, thrown out from the tavern inside. Around the corner, a burst of cheerful talk and laughter sounded into the night as the tavern door opened. A handful of figures, indistinct silhouettes in the darkness, appeared at the end of the alley. Gryphon squinted, but he couldn’t make out any details, couldn’t make out their identities. It was too dark. 
But—if he focused on his breathing, if he reached, carefully, for that storm inside him…
He called to the beast. 
Only a little. His gums and nailbeds throbbed with pressure as his claws and fangs threatened to emerge. His skin itched, fur ready to sprout all over his body, and even his bones seemed to vibrate as they prepared to crack.
That didn’t happen. But his eyesight sharpened. 
The figures at the mouth of the alley came into focus. A man and three women. As he watched, two of the women broke away, vanishing down the main street with the man in tow. Leaving the last woman behind. Standing there. Facing him.
Gryphon knew her. 
Isabelle stepped into the alley. Using the beast’s night vision, Gryphon could make out more than just the burgundy traveling suit she wore. He could parse out the differentiating shades of her hair, rich chestnut brown spiraling into night-sky black. When she reached him, smiling, he let the storm go, releasing the beast. His vision returned to normal. 
“Well?” he asked gruffly.
Isabelle looked amused. “He’s arrived. You can go in.”
Still more nervous than he liked, Gryphon tugged at the makeshift hood he’d attached to his overcoat. “I don’t like this. It’s far too public a meeting place. Anyone could see me here.”
“Not anyone who’s going to recognize you.” Isabelle smoothed a reassuring hand down his chest. “Keep your hood up if it makes you feel better.”
“Oh, yes, I’ll just keep my hood up the entire time I’m talking to him,” Gryphon grumbled. “That won’t seem dodgy at all. I mean, a man concealing his face might not seem strange in a less reputable establishment, but of course, he had to choose this high-end pub.”
“He chose this place because it has private booths in the back,” Isabelle informed him, “which is where he’s waiting. So hood or not, no one is going to see you once you’re in there.” She smiled again. “Just try to relax, Gryphon.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not exiled from this entire kingdom. By the king. Who happens to be your father.”
“Fair enough,” Isabelle conceded.
“Are you sure you won’t come in as well?”
“I’m going to visit with Briar. Apparently, she’s in a dress shop two streets over.”
“What dress shops are still open at this hour?”
“For a princess? All of them, I would imagine. Now. Are you going to stand out here all night, or are you going inside to see your brother?”
If the alley was as dark as the blackest night, the tavern’s interior was as bright as midday. Gryphon had to blink a few times when he entered, allowing his eyes to adjust. Globe-like gear bulbs set in brass fixtures on the walls gleamed with white light, ringing the entire tavern. Gryphon yanked his hood so far forward that he could barely see, then made his way to the back where the private booths were set apart from the rest of the tavern, and from each other, with decorative floor-to-ceiling panels. As he stepped past the first panel, he pushed the hood back from his head—and was promptly tackled.
“Oof,” he grunted.
“Gryphon!” his attacker exclaimed. Only, it wasn’t an attacker. It was his brother, Garrett. 
Who was hugging him. 
Thankfully, it did not last long. As Garrett stepped back, Gryphon glowered. “What was that?”
Garrett had the grace to look a bit shamefaced, but it did not change him much. His green eyes sparkled, his fair face lit with that damned exuberance he never seemed to lose. “You’re looking well.” He gestured for Gryphon to join him in the first private booth, a long, varnished table with cushioned benches on either side. 
“Oh, I suppose,” Gryphon scoffed as he slid into the booth. “Given that I’m little more than a vagabond these days.” He gestured towards Garrett, indicating his fine clothes—a posh black suit and a bronze-colored waistcoat, richer garb than Gryphon had seen him in the last time they’d met. “I’m not living in the lap of luxury, like yourself.” 
“Don’t you live with Isabelle?” Garrett asked mildly. “In her big old manor?”
“Old is right.”
“A manor that I procured for her—”
“So am I supposed to thank you?”
Garrett grinned. “Do you really miss it? Being a prince?”
Truthfully, Gryphon didn’t. He had wondered—worried—that the bundle of nerves he’d been carrying inside him, ever since they’d stepped foot into the city, had been something more. That it had been that horrible yearning, his old deep-seated resentment for what he had lost. But now that he was here, safe—more or less—with his brother, the nerves were gone. There was no yearning, no resentment. The life he’d lived here was gone, and he didn’t want it back. Not even a little. 
“So what was so urgent?” Gryphon demanded, fiddling with the top clasp of his overcoat. It was stifling in here, a crackling fire in an enormous stone fireplace suffusing the booths with heat. “Your telegram said I needed to come at once.”
“Well,” Garrett said unnecessarily. In contrast to the overly bright main room, the gear-bulb fixtures back here were shaded, casting warm slashes of light over Garrett’s face. He smiled his usual pleasant smile, but there was something weird about it, something forced. “Sure you don’t want to order something first?” He gestured towards his own mug on the table between them.
“Garrett, I assume you asked me here for something important, not just for a friendly chat over a drink. So what is this all about?” Gryphon prodded. “Some new beast threatening the kingdom?”
“Funny you should mention beasts.” Garrett drew his mug towards him and lifted it to his lips. “Since the last time I saw you, you were one.”
It was true. The last time Gryphon had seen his brother, a year ago, was in an abandoned castle in the old Forest Kingdom, where he, Gryphon, had taken up residence. In point of fact, the last time they had seen each other was at the bonfire where those stupid villagers had tried to burn Gryphon at the stake. Gryphon had escaped that fate when he’d transformed into the beast, and Garrett had faced him down to keep him from slaughtering all the villagers. 
Gryphon didn’t remember that encounter. But though he never would have admitted it out loud, he was glad that some part of him, deep down, had recognized Garrett, even as the beast. And not killed him. 
He would never admit it. But he loved his stupid, cheerful, annoying little brother. 
“Yes, well.” Gryphon flexed a hand. “I’ve got that under control now.” Mostly.
“And Isabelle’s all right, too? Not any more—ah—beastly than before?”
“Her beast form isn’t like mine, if that’s what you mean.” Gryphon leaned back, shifting his long legs to the side so he could stretch them out without knocking into Garrett. His “little” brother was nearly as tall as he was. “It’s only a partial form. Isabelle’s fine. I’m fine. And you’re fine, from the look of it, and your corpse princess, presumably, is fine—”
“She’ll probably live forever, for all we know. Did you know she died and came back to life once?”
“We’re all fine.” Gryphon’s tone went stony. “So why am I here, Garrett?”
“Well.” Garrett took another long sip from his mug. “Look, Gryphon. The reason I asked you here—well, there’s no beast or anything threatening the kingdom. But someone is coming here. Arriving any day now.”
“Who?”
“A princess. From the Desert Kingdom.”
“I didn’t know the Desert Kingdom had any more princesses. Didn’t they all die in some plague?” Years ago, from what Gryphon recalled. He’d only been a child. He didn’t know much more than that. The Desert Kingdom was a long way from here, and it was twice the size of the Glen Kingdom. News from that part of the world was scarce.
“Evidently, one of the princesses survived,” Garrett told him. “And they’ve kept her quite sheltered all these years, as she’s the only one left to inherit the Desert throne. She’s been sequestered in some keep on the far side of the kingdom.” 
“And she’s traveled all the way here now because…”
“Well, I don’t know whose idea it was—I mean, perhaps her people reached out first. But Father invited her to come and stay. For the spring season.”
Suspicion arched through Gryphon. “Courting season.”
“You noticed.”
“I remember.” Every spring or summer since Gryphon had turned eight, his father had invited some princess or young lady to stay at the castle. Hoping to make a match—a political match, of course, not a romantic one. “So Father is still trying to set you up with someone else.” Someone besides Princess Briar.
“Yes.” With a long-suffering expression, Garrett gazed out the window to the side of their booth. It was paned with frosted glass to ensure privacy, making the black night outside even more unfathomable. “He’s so stubborn.”
“I thought I told you to tell him to go to hell.”
Garrett barked a laugh. “I did. Well, not in those words. And he seemed to drop it for a little while, but now…” He leaned forward, clasping his hands together over the gleaming tabletop. “He’s not come right out and said he wants me to court this princess—I can’t remember her name, Serena or Selana or something like that—but he’s made enough pointed comments. And it’s all so stupid. He likes Briar, Gryphon. His only hang-up is that she can’t have children, and he’s still obsessed with the idea of a blood-born heir.”
“Medieval. Does he even know what century this is?”
“That’s what I tell him!” Garrett rubbed a hand over his face. “But he won’t listen.”
“You could just adopt some orphan off the street,” Gryphon said with a straight face. “That’s basically what he did with you.”
To Gryphon’s disappointment, his brother did not react to this barb. He barely seemed to hear it. “Right. Yes. Exactly. Thank you.” Garrett tipped him a nod. “The point is, I’m done putting up with it. I’m done making Briar put up with it. She says she doesn’t care, and, well, she knows I’m not leaving her for anything. But we went through a bit of a rough patch over the holidays, and I’m just done. And so is Briar.”
“So what are you going to do?” 
Garrett fiddled with the bottom edge of his waistcoat. “We’re leaving. Briar and I are leaving.”
Gryphon gaped. “You’re what?”
“Leaving.”
“You’re giving up your title?”
“Oh. No, I’m not going that far. We’re just taking a little holiday. Far, far away from Glen City. And we’re not coming back until after this princess has gone home. But I wouldn’t give up my title.” Garrett eyed Gryphon in a way that made Gryphon nervous. “Unless you want it back.”
“You know I don’t,” Gryphon retorted. “Anyway, I don’t have much of a say in that, do I? I’ve been disinherited and exiled.”
“Yes, but if you weren’t—”
“I still wouldn’t want it.”
Garrett wrapped both of his hands around his mug, staring into its contents. “I thought you might say that. And it’s fine, really. But don’t you think you and Father should talk? Sort things out between you? I mean, you should be able to step foot in the city. Come here and visit from time to time.”
Gryphon gave a hollow laugh. He still remembered the look on his father’s face when he’d caught him standing over Garrett’s bed with a knife in the middle of the night. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“It could.” There was something almost pleading in Garrett’s tone. “I’ve spoken to him, you know. About you. I told him what really happened, that you weren’t trying to kill me. And Father—well, you know how stubborn he is—but I know he regrets it, Gryphon. Exiling you. I think he’d be willing to talk.”
Gryphon pinched the bridge of his nose. It was a lot to take in, a lot to think about. His father maybe, maybe, willing to talk to him? Even if that was true, Gryphon wasn’t sure he wanted that. Unless his father was going to outright apologize, Gryphon wasn’t really interested in anything he had to say. And he had a hard time believing his father would ever apologize for anything. 
Gryphon dropped his hand from his face. “What does this have to do with you and your princess leaving town?”
“Ah. Yes.” Garrett pasted a winsome smile on his face. A smile that made Gryphon more nervous than ever. “You see, Father is going to be furious when he finds out Briar and I have left.”
“You’re not telling him you’re going?”
“Well, I’ve arranged everything with Magan, you know, his steward, and I’ve left a note for Father. But no, I’m not telling him. And he’s going to be especially furious that Princess—er, whatever her name is—has come all this way with no prince to court her.”
Gryphon was bemused. “And?”
Garrett only smiled that awful smile.
Then it dawned on Gryphon. “Oh. Oh, absolutely not. You must be mad!”
“Gryphon—”
“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m in love with someone else too!”
“You don’t really have to court her,” Garrett said earnestly. “Just, you know. Pretend. It won’t go anywhere. It can’t. Father would never seriously consider a betrothal between you and the princess, not like he would with me.”
“You’re right, he bloody well wouldn’t consider it,” Gryphon shot back, “since I’m not a prince anymore! Garrett, even if Father is willing to talk to me, that doesn’t mean he’s going to give me my title back. I don’t even want it back. And—” He tried to tame the desperate note in his voice. “Did it occur to you that being part of your little scheme might turn Father against me even more?”
“He won’t know you’re part of it. He’ll think I’ve duped you too—”
“I feel duped.”
“—and when you step in for me, you’ll be helping Father, see? And, well, he won’t have any choice but to lift your exile.”
“Unless he beheads me instead.”
“He would never do that.”
Gryphon snorted. “Because I’m his son?”
“Because he’s too concerned about saving face for this Desert princess,” Garrett said with aplomb. “Oh. And because you’re his son.”
The way Garrett tacked that on was, Gryphon thought, not overly reassuring. “Look, Garrett—”
“I came to save you,” Garrett said quietly. “When the were-wolves took you, I came to save you.”
Gryphon broke off. It hung there between them.
“One of my men died trying to save you,” Garrett added.
“Falcon.” Gryphon closed his eyes against the twinge of pain in his chest. “I haven’t forgotten.” Garrett had left his soldier Falcon to guard Gryphon in his castle, while he had gone to rescue Isabelle from the were-wolves. Only, the wolves had come to the castle instead—and Falcon had died trying to save Gryphon. 
Gryphon opened his eyes and found his brother watching him closely, a beseeching look on his face. Gryphon let out an explosive sigh. “And this is really how you want me to pay off that debt?”
“Yes.” Garrett’s tone was more than firm. It was fierce. “Father needs to learn, once and for all, that I get to choose who I want to marry, even if that’s Briar. And he needs to forgive you, since you hardly did anything that warrants forgiveness anyway. So. We do this and kill two birds with one stone. Figuratively speaking, of course.”
“Of course.” Gryphon leaned back, rubbing two fingers between his eyes. He felt a headache coming on, pounding between his temples.
Garrett left a short while later, assuring Gryphon that the private booth had been booked for the entire evening, so he could stay as long as he liked. But Gryphon was not alone for long before Isabelle returned, laden with two large shopping bags. She slid into the booth across from Gryphon, a broad smile lighting up her face. “So? How did it go? Garrett’s all right, I hope?”
Gryphon didn’t answer. He slouched glumly in his seat, staring out the frosted window. By the dim glow of the shaded gear bulbs, his faint, distorted reflection stared back at him. 
Stars and stones, was he really going to entertain this madness?
“Well?” Isabelle prompted. “What did Garrett want?”
“The princess didn’t tell you?”
“Briar? No. She was very mysterious. So what was it?”
“You won’t believe it,” Gryphon told her. “You just won’t believe it.” 
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Gemma let the door to the offices in the barracks swing shut behind her as she stepped out into the cold, crisp day. The long, paved stretch of the parade grounds lay before her, a courtyard enclosed by square barracks buildings on three sides and imposing iron gates on the fourth. The sun wasn’t high enough yet to peek over the buildings, but the morning was already bright. Too bright. Gemma rubbed the heels of her palms into her eyes. She needed more sleep, but she wouldn’t get it anytime soon. 
It was the morning after she and Klaus had discovered Princess Solena out in the woods. Gemma hadn’t gotten back to the castle until near midnight and not gotten to bed until a while after that, since she’d had to report everything to Kinsley, her supervising officer. Luckily, her early shift had been moved until later this morning, but she’d still had to get up for a briefing with Kinsley and some of the other soldiers. Now, as she dropped her hands from her face, she took in a deep breath, willing herself awake. The cold air felt good, somehow. Bracing.
“Gemma—hey, Gemma.” The door to the offices creaked open behind her, and Gemma recognized Spencer’s hesitant voice. “Are you all right?”
Gemma paused before turning to face him. Wondering why he was asking that. “Yes,” she answered in her usual monotone. “I’m fine.”
Spencer shifted his weight, his beanpole frame adding to his awkwardness. Spencer was a fellow guard and one of Gemma’s closest friends. “Look…I know how you feel.” Spencer rubbed a hand behind his neck. “But it’s nothing personal. It’s not even a real mission. I mean, yes, all right, this is Prince Garrett we’re talking about, so I’ve no doubt he’ll happen upon a band of trolls or flesh-eating monsters because, well, he just attracts them somehow. But there’s no real danger attached to this trip. It’s a holiday. They just want to get away while this Desert Kingdom princess is here.”
Gemma stared at him. Kinsley had just broken the news that Garrett and Briar were leaving—had already left, as of a couple of hours ago. They’d taken off before dawn so as to get out of the city unnoticed. As Gemma had predicted, Garrett had no intention of humoring his father and pretending to court this foreign princess. What Gemma had not anticipated was his leaving entirely, before the princess even arrived—and leaving his half-brother, Gryphon, in his place. Unbeknownst to the king. 
And Gemma was not among the guards who would be accompanying Garrett and Briar. She was to stay and help Kinsley do damage control. Gemma had to admit she was not looking forward to that. No matter how Garrett had “arranged” things, there was sure to be drama to unfold and hell to pay when the king realized Garrett had left his exiled brother in his place. And there was nothing Gemma detested more than drama. 
But as Gemma stood there facing Spencer, listening to him console her, she realized he thought she was upset about more than just that. He thought she was upset Prince Garrett had not chosen her to accompany him. He thought she was taking this decision to leave her behind personally. 
Because of her injury. Because of her damaged sight.
It wasn’t so strange of Spencer to assume that, she supposed. But truthfully, she didn’t mind being excluded from Garrett and Briar’s venture. In fact, there was a teeny, tiny part of her—a shameful part of her—that was secretly relieved.
But Spencer had misread her. “They’re not taking Kinsley either, Gemma. Nor Klaus, even.”
Gemma grimaced. “Who the hell would take Klaus with them on a holiday? Assuming they want to relax and enjoy themselves, I mean.”
“Exactly.” Spencer’s tone was eager to agree. “My point is, wherever Briar and Garrett are going, they obviously don’t anticipate needing a tracker, much less a…” 
Gemma felt an uncomfortable churning in her gut. “A sharpshooter.”
He was right, of course. If, for some reason, a sharpshooter was needed, they could have taken Kinsley. Hell, it was unusual for Kinsley not to accompany Briar anywhere, so either Kinsley had opted out for personal reasons, or Garrett and Briar really were not anticipating danger of any kind. And no reason they should.
Still. Anything could happen. And Gemma felt sick at the thought of what she would do if it did, if Prince Garrett had elected to take her on this trip. What if her particular skills were called upon, and she couldn’t get the job done? What if, it turned out, they did need a sharpshooter? Yes, the barracks physicians claimed Gemma was doing much better now. Her physical exams looked fine, they said. At her last appointment, she had been given the go-ahead to pick up a rifle again and try a long-distance shot.
But she hadn’t picked up a rifle yet. 
It was stupid. The fact was, even if her sight was never fully restored—even if the damage was permanent—she could still be a sharpshooter again. Some snipers learned to shoot with one eye closed; she could do the same. It would take a lot of time, a lot of retraining, but. She could do it.
So why did the thought of even touching a rifle fill her with dread?
She didn’t know if Prince Garrett had excluded her from this trip because of her injury. He certainly wouldn’t have done so because he thought her useless. But he might have done it out of pity. And Gemma didn’t like the idea of being pitied. In fact, she loathed it. Especially if it was coming from Prince Garrett. But even so, she didn’t mind staying behind, whatever the reason. She preferred to just work her rotations here in the castle. Keep her head down. Stay out of anything important.
Because Gemma didn’t trust her own eyes. The physician couldn’t know for sure that her sight was restored. Only she could. And she was far from sure. Especially after what happened last night.
Gemma sighed. “Well. It is what it is. Anyway, we haven’t got time to stand around here. The Desert Kingdom delegation arrives later this morning.” Assuming everything went all right last night. 
After discovering Princess Solena out in the woods, Gemma had returned to the city to report what had happened. But Klaus had agreed to accompany the princess back to her delegation. And—just to make sure there wasn’t more trouble—Klaus was going to remain with the delegation until they arrived at the castle. Gemma had initially balked at that idea, but in the end, she’d realized it was a good thing. Because she was hoping Klaus could snoop around a bit and investigate this princess. 
“I doubt I’ll get a chance to talk with her,” Klaus had said when she’d brought this up, before they’d parted ways last night.
“I don’t know,” Gemma replied. “She seems to like you. For some reason.” Indeed, the princess heaped fulsome praise upon Klaus for volunteering to accompany her back to her people.
“Perhaps she was charmed by my winning personality,” Klaus drawled. “Or she just thinks I’m handsome.”
Gemma rolled her eyes. She knew Klaus’s mock-vanity was an attempt to mask his self-deprecation. He was under the impression that his scars made him hideous, which was ridiculous. Klaus was handsome in a rugged sort of way. Not that she would ever tell him that.
“Well, while you’re busy flirting with the princess,” Gemma had told him, “see if you can find out why she ran away from her retinue last night.”
Gemma hadn’t told him what she really wanted to know. What really disturbed her. That Princess Solena was the spitting image of the corpse she’d discovered in the woods. The corpse that had completely disappeared. 
Now, Gemma left the barracks and headed into town. She was technically off duty until the delegation arrived, but Kinsley wanted to speak with her privately, down in the city, at one of the local taverns frequented by the guard. It was clear he wanted to discuss something work-related with her—something he didn’t want overheard.
She arrived at the tavern before he did and squinted at her dim surroundings. Only scarce patches of pallid daylight came in through the few windows to punctuate the murky room. Kinsley had chosen their meeting place well, Gemma thought, as she took a seat at the rustic bar. It was the sort of establishment where no one would be surprised to find her sitting by herself—and where no one would bother her if she was. Especially this early in
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