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      There’s no place for mercy in the palace of cruel fae...

      

      Maia Delakore is her aunt’s secret weapon. With her snaresong magic, Maia twists the minds of the fae court, and smothers any resistance to the queen of the Vassal Empire’s reign. But when her aunt commands her to kill a fae prince, Maia refuses.

      

      And flees into the arms of the crown’s worst enemy—the Sapphire Knight.

      

      The crown will pay for what they did Azrail’s parents...

      

      Azrail and his sister are all that’s left of a family framed for treason. As the Sapphire Knight, he and a small band of rebels wreak havoc on the queen’s plans, sparing those sentenced to death, and sneaking the hunted beastkind—shapeshifters with an animal form—out of the City of Skies. But when they save a young girl with a rare, powerful magic, Azrail and his friends are drawn into a plot laid by the saints themselves.

      

      A plot that will draw Azrail and Maia together, sparking a love that will become legend.

      

      Fantasy romance readers will devour this fated mates, enemies to lovers series inspired by Hades and Persephone, with a kickass princess, a snarky fae lord, a seductive prince, and a sweet jaguar shifter. Blood and Ash and Throne of Glass readers will fall in love with the Fae of The Saintlands.

      

      This series is slow burn, but hot in later books, and has multiple love interests added throughout the series. 50,000 words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the Reverse Harem Readers and Authors Facebook group.

      

        

      
        This book is all your fault.
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      The Saintlands series is slow burn romance with multiple love interests. The romance will develop over the series, but I promise it’ll be worth the wait—and steamy enough to melt your kindle from book two.

      

      I hope you love Azrail, Kheir, and Jaro!

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Saintlands Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Vassalaer Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Delakore family pennant flapped violently in the breeze off the Luvasa River as Azrail slipped through the crowd. His sister and their two friends wove through the gathering at equal points of the compass, all of them converging, in secret, around the guillotine set up in the center of the Salt King’s Square. It was a rare overcast day in Vassalaer, the City of Skies covered with dark clouds that threatened to ruin the jubilation and spectacle, and the scent of a storm clung to Az’s nostrils as he took a calming breath.

      Days like these made Azrail sick, and not just because his innocent parents had been hanged as traitors in this square while onlookers exactly like those around him watched with wide mouths and delightfully scandalised gasps. It was the hunger that made him nauseated, the eagerness of the crowd as they clamoured forward with greedy eyes, hungry for any glimpse of the green-clad hangman or the criminal whose life was about to be cut short. People even hung out of the windows of bright coloured houses that lined the river, eager for the spectacle.

      Half the criminals executed here had committed minor crimes. A lot of them weren’t even guilty. Some rare criminals, Az could admit, were worthy of the sentence, but all of them? If every executed person was guilty, then Azrail was a welcomed, upstanding member of court.

      He snorted softly at the idea. He and his sister had been forgotten at best and reviled at worst since their parents’ executions when he was sixteen and Evrille was a baby. They’d only managed to live because their parents had caused a big enough magical distraction for Az to flee with his baby sister when they were arrested.

      The crowd jeered, and Azrail honed his attention on the wooden platform built several feet above them—so everyone would be afforded a clear view of the killing. And today’s killing … it was bad. Worse than bad. Unforgivable.

      Az and his band of secret insurgents had received a short message last night from a guard ally in the palace, just six words long.

      Execution. Tomorrow. She’s eight years old.

      It had been enough for Az, his sister Evrille, and their two friends Zamanya and Jaromir to begin planning immediately, staying up all night as they hammered their plan into shape, smoothing out the cracks and holes until they had something that could work.

      It would work. If it didn’t, a girl would be killed. A girl who, like her late mother, was accused of being a traitor, and who was completely undeserving of murder. There was no justifiable reason the crown would condemn an eight-year-old to death.

      Grey sunlight glinted off a pocket watch to Azrail’s right, a completely ordinary occurrence but one he’d been watching for. Jaromir was in place. Az adjusted his costume glasses until a flash of watery light bounced off them, waiting for Zamanya’s and Evrille’s signals. The flashes came quickly; they were all ready. And as the hangman shoved the sobbing girl towards the wooden block on the stage, stained dark after years of executions, Az sent his awareness tunnelling down into the earth, threads of subtle green magic streaming from his fingers.

      The stones beneath his feet reached up to him, the dirt far below them shivering with eagerness, and the big oak trees planted on the edges of the riverside square rustled their leaves and pulsed with old, old power. Power Azrail had always been able to access as one of Vassalaer’s five hundred fae residents. He wasn’t as powerful as some of the long-lived fae, nor as knowledgeable as those who’d studied at the universities in Sainsa Empire, but he had a natural ability he’d always been able to draw upon, and he yanked on it now, asking the earth to aid him.

      The stones responded first, shuddering beneath his feet. Ripples went through the crowd, a call of alarm. Their last earthquake had caved in the Allsaints Temple, reducing it to ruins, so the people were rightly wary. Not that Azrail would let this quake destroy any buildings—just the people responsible for sentencing an eight-year-old girl to death. The same people who’d sentenced his parents to death.

      As the hangman paused, the girl stood on the stage, staring with wide eyes, her pale lilac dress dirty with grime and her fair hair in a ratty ponytail, her face as smeared with dirt as the rest of her.

      But as Az moved through the crowd, pulling a mask of panic over his predatory concentration, the girl’s eyes caught his gaze: bright and shining, a lone spot of colour in a sea of grey features. They were a rare violet, so deep and vibrant that he’d never seen eyes like them before. And they were full of terror—and defiance. She had spark, and Az smiled just as the girl threw her elbow into the hangman’s gut and fled for the edge of the platform. The need for revenge pounded in his blood, a roar between his ears, a constant need to make those who’d killed his parents pay—and he recognised the same vengeance and defiance in the girl.

      Those closest to her screamed in fright, and one word spread through the crowd, making Az’s pursuit falter.

      Saintslight…

      That was impossible. No one had wielded saintslight in a hundred years, not since the last Ghathanian Queen had been murdered in her sleep, a Delekore rival taking her place. That queen was said to have been blessed by the saints themselves, and able to commune with them, to draw on their purest light to heal … and to destroy.

      Their guard ally hadn’t mentioned what magic the girl had, or even what her crimes were, but this…

      The guards must not have known. No way in the Wolven Lord’s dark chasm would the queen and crown let a girl with saintslight be executed in public. No, they’d keep that private to stop word spreading to other empires—empires that might shelter and revere the girl instead of despise and fear her.

      Azrail pocketed his costume glasses and abandoned all pretense of being a panicked onlooker, begging the cobbles to speed him across the square as he sprinted, a tightness cinching his chest. It couldn’t be saintslight. It had to be a different fae magic that looked like saintslight. But the fear that infected the crowd was sharp and unwavering, the kind of fear that came from seeing, not just hearing rumours.

      A flash came from his left, Evrille signalling something, but they had planned for this kind of chaos, and Azrail intended to take advantage of it. The executioner had recovered and now he dove for the girl just as she leapt off the wooden platform into the crowd with a cry. Az’s heart stuttered, but he didn’t stop running, the stones beneath his feet carrying him at a swift pace.

      He aimed for a gap in the crowd, as if they’d all backed away to create a ring of emptiness around the girl, and this time he asked the dirt for help, sketching a streak of bright green power in the air with a quick gesture. His blood thrummed as a wall of earth and rocks shot up from the ground to push back the few men looking to confront the girl—or to subdue her so she could be executed as planned.

      At the show of his earth magic, the girl spun, and a searching power slid along his own magic like the cold breath of moonlight. She scanned the crowd, and fixed her eyes on Azrail as he shoved through the last few people, holding out a deep gold hand.

      “Come with me,” he urged, breathless. The woman he’d pushed aside to reach the girl walloped him with her leather bag, and Az snorted, turning to pin the aging woman with a dark look as his ribs throbbed.

      The woman squeaked, backing up at the warning she read in his face, and Az returned his gaze to the girl with fading amusement. “Fast now, or they’re going to catch you.”

      “Hey!” someone shouted, a gravelly male voice. Not the executioner, but likely a concerned citizen who’d come here to see justice done, a traitor to the empire killed, and the city made safe. Safe from a little girl. Az didn’t bother looking at the man; he just sent an image at the nearest tree and heard its roots creak and snap out. He didn’t watch them snag around his ankle as the man yelled, “What do you think you’re—what the saints?”

      The girl’s violet eyes jumped past Azrail, watching the man dangle in the air. It was effortless, a small enough magic that he didn’t even feel a pull on his reserves. The girl laughed, her violet eyes crinkling and her dirty face splitting in a grin. That grin was as good as spitting in the face of the queen and crown. That grin was the reason Az risked his life to save people like her, why he never gave up.

      “What’s your name?” Azrail asked her, exhaling in relief as he spotted Zamanya breaking through the crowd in her dark burgundy leathers, snapping obscenities at onlookers’ shocked faces and throwing fists into their ribs if they lingered too long for her liking. She’d been a warrior in the Vassalaer army once, and now she was general of Azrail’s ranks, few and sparse though they were.

      “Siofra,” the girl replied, her expression guarded as she scanned the people watching, restless on her feet. Surrounded and caged; Az hated the feeling, too. “What’s yours?”

      “I’m Azrail,” he replied so only she heard, keeping an eye on the people around them. “Come on, you look like you could use a bath.”

      Her eyes brightened, her whole demeanour changing. “With hot water?

      “As hot as you can stand it,” he promised, keeping his hand held out to her until she slipped her small palm into it. “See that big woman over there? That’s my friend Zamanya. And just there, that woman in the brown leather jacket, that’s my sister Evrille.”

      “The one who looks mean and angry?”

      Az snorted. “Yeah, that one. And that man there, with the red ponytail, that’s my best friend Jaromir. We’re here to save you, Siofra.”

      Her eyes narrowed, her brows pushing together, crinkling her grimy face. “Why?”

      The question shot into his heart like an arrow. So much confusion, as if she never considered that anyone might save her. What had she thought, locked in her cell awaiting execution? Had she had no hope of rescue, no one at all she’d dreamt would break her out? Az wanted to gather her into his arms, paternal instincts riding him hard.

      “Have you heard of the Sapphire Knight?” he asked softly, but apparently not softly enough, for the people who’d been pressing curiously around them gasped and shrank back, fleeing entirely. His mouth curved. His reputation really did precede him these days.

      Siofra still watched him warily, but she nodded. “He blew up the palace gardens.”

      Az tried not to smile too smugly. That had screwed up a trade deal that would have brought more silk into the city and taken more indentured beastkind—humans with an animal form they could shift into at will—out of it.

      “Well, you’re looking at him.” Az winked. “The Sapphire Knight, at your service.” He swept a little bow, watching the crowd from the corner of his eye, his earth magic keeping them at bay so they couldn’t make out his features—for now. “You’ll be safer with me and my friends than on your own. And we’ve got a hot fire, as many baths as you desire, and a chicken roasting at home.”

      Her violet eyes went as wide as the moon. “Okay. Okay, I’m coming.”

      “For the baths or the chicken?” he asked, squeezing her hand. He created a path, shoving people aside with a wall of tree roots, leading Siofra through the square as his friends converged around them, a reassuring unit at his back.

      “Both,” Siofra replied, giving him a tentative smile.

      “As if.” Zamanya snorted at something beyond their sight. She flicked her dark hand, bright gold magic streaking through the air and sending the executioner soaring back onto his platform. He hit it hard enough to break bones, gold threads keeping him there.

      “Woah,” Siofra breathed, staring at the fae general in awe. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

      Zamanya guffawed, scanning the crowd with both her eyes and tendrils of power, her powerful body on high alert. “In a few years, little hellion. In a few years.”

      “Aw,” Jaromir laughed, batting long red hair from his face to give Siofra a conspiratorial look. “She’s given you a nickname. I think that means she likes you.”

      Zamanya ignored him, sweeping her arm out and clearing them a wider path to the Luvasa where a boat waited for them, its red sails punching the sky.

      “That was easy,” Evrille remarked gruffly, coming up beside Az, her dark braid slapping her shoulder with every step and her green eyes blunt and irritated. But that was her usual expression, so Az wasn’t sure if she was in a good mood or a bad one.

      As if the saints had heard her remark, a resounding boom went through the Salt King’s Square, shoving onlookers aside as a score of guards—Foxes in Delakore orange wielding magic-tipped spears—appeared from a plume of gold.

      “Son of a bitch,” Evrille growled.

      “You really shouldn’t tempt fate,” Jaromir said, a wince on his elegant face. “Or swear—you know, children present.”

      “I knew I should have killed that executioner,” Zamanya muttered, magic building around her in crackling gold. “He must have called for help.”

      “Either way,” Az said, pulling Siofra closer as they all paused, searching for a way around the Foxes standing between them and the river. These bastards had taken enough people; he wouldn’t let them touch a single hair on Siofra’s head. “We’re going to have to fight our way through that lot. Any ideas?”

      “I’ve got one,” Jaro said, tugging his hood closer over his face, no doubt spotting one of his clients in the group of soldiers marching towards them. “Run!”

      “But the boat,” Ev growled, throwing a glare at him. “Do you know how much it costs to rent that thing?”

      “Not as much as our lives are worth,” Az said firmly, grabbing Siofra and ignoring her bark of complaint as he picked her up, setting her on his hip. “We run. Now.”

      As much as he wanted to unleash himself and his magic on the Foxes, it was more of a fuck you to the crown if they escaped, if they lived. So, he gave the Foxes a sharp grin and ran.
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      Clouds chugged across the Vassalaer sky, their fluffy bottoms lit in shades of peach and rose as the sun began to set over the City of Skies. Maia watched the cloudy pastel sky through every tall window the royal procession passed, even though she should have been paying attention to her aunt Ismene, Queen of the Vassal empire. The view from this wing of the palace had always been her favourite: the pale spires, the low-slung mist and clouds, and the moonstone towers that thrust up to the sky, higher than every other building.

      Maia arched her neck for a glimpse of her favourite building, a sprawling construction of arches, towers, and golden domes that contained more books than she could ever hope to read in a lifetime. This was the Library of Vennh, named for the Hunchback Saint—the patron of knowledge. Hopefully this meeting would be over quickly, and Maia could shove off the mantle of being the loyal princess of the Vassal Empire—and all the darkness that came with obeying the queen—and cross the city to her little attic room in the library. It had once been a study room for lords and ladies, its close proximity to the skies befitting their status, but Maia had filled it with secrets and theories.

      “Daydreaming again, princess?” Lord Erren’s silken voice asked, the captain of the royal guard’s shadow falling over Maia’s view of the city.

      Her gaze went flat, the only outward sign of irritation she let show. She was an expert at this, at masking her real thoughts and opinions because they weren’t suitable for polite society. Honestly, if Maia let her mask slip and allowed her aunt’s people to see the coarse, foulmouthed woman she really was, they’d be scandalised.

      A smile curled her mouth at the thought, but then Erren spoke again, and her gaze went even flatter.

      “Don’t let your aunt catch your mind drifting; you know how much she hates inattention.” About as much as she hated untidiness. Maia eyed the three buttons undone on Erren’s shirt, the balding spot in his corn silk hair, three sweaty hairs messily covering the area.

      “I was paying perfect attention,” Maia replied sweetly, giving the slimy royal adviser a placid smile. “I saw you and Lady Mindal exchange a touch just minutes ago. I’m so glad to see you happy, Lord Erren, you truly deserve all the good things that are coming to you.”

      Like a broken nose and a black eye when Lord Mindal found out.

      Maia gave him an innocent smile full of so much sweetness it rotted her teeth, and she increased her speed to catch up to her best friend, and the queen’s lady in waiting, Naemi.

      Naemi slid an amused glance at Maia, her golden hair pinned tightly with an owl comb and not budging even with the movement. Maia hid a smile, knowing exactly what Naemi would have to say about Erren.

      Both forced to attend the same events, Naemi and Maia had been friends since childhood, when Maia had arrived from Saintsgarde in a political exchange between her mother, the queen of the Sainsa Empire, and her aunt. Her cousin Ilta had been raised in Saintsgarde, like Maia had been raised in Vassalaer, in a bid to continue the good relations between the empires and sister queens. Not that Maia’s parents and her aunt actually got along; no, they hated each other, but to save face, they pretended to be a normal family.

      The whole palace was made up of it: pretense.

      Maia was no stranger to pretending herself, keeping her expression placid and her eyes carefully neutral as they reached a tall, sweeping staircase with banisters capped by large, lifelike air drakes, the motif of the Eversky, saint of the skies. Sunlight gilded the lifelike veins in their wings, lovingly tracing their long, elegant necks and feathered wings. Maia had a favourite one, on the right banister at the bottom. It was as big as a carriage and had a chip in its right ear, as if a rival drake had taken a bite out of it. Maia liked to imagine the drake was secretly a fighter, all elegant lines and beauty but a menace of teeth and claws lurking beneath, just like Maia.

      Not that she had an animal form, like the beastkind the queen hated so much. It would be nice sometimes, though, to escape this skin and prowl through the woods as a panther, or soar the skies as a fearsome hawk.

      Maia trailed her fingertips over the neck of the air drake as she passed it at the bottom of the stairs, and imagined she could feel its body expand with a breath. Anything to distract her from what came next. It was never good when she was asked to accompany her aunt and her retinue; it meant her aunt had a use for Maia’s magic.

      But Maia had been raised as a dutiful princess—and the consequences of disobeying were too painful and bloody—so no matter how much she hated the tasks she was given, she completed them. And got rip-roaring drunk afterward to blot out the memories of empty, staring eyes. And worse, the screams and hate-filled glares of those who fought back.

      But it could have been worse; at least her skull wasn’t stuck in a crystal box in the middle of the atrium for all to see and sneer at. The retinue of ladies and lords did just that as they passed the skull of the last Ghathanian Queen, a warning to anyone who thought to topple Ismene.

      Maia secretly thought the crown were scared of the old queen’s magic, even though it had died out two hundred years ago with the first Delakore Queen—saintslight, that divine magic of the saints themselves.

      Maia wouldn’t have minded having some saintslight herself; maybe she could use it to escape this hell.

      “Maia,” her aunt’s clear voice rang through the hall as the retinue turned away from the high-ceilinged atrium into a low, cosy reception room. It was clearly meant for putting guests at ease with its informal setting. Curtains of rich Delakore orange framed tall windows, looking out on a silver curve in the Luvasa river and its many sunstone bridges, clouds drifting by beyond the glass. Plump soft furnishings invited the people who sat on them to relax, to let their guards down. And it worked. Grateful to not be paraded through a court of watchful eyes to stand before a high throne, the guests who entered this room were calm and easy targets.

      The retinue parted, and Maia swiftly moved through lords and ladies and guards, pausing at her aunt’s left side, a step behind, waiting for orders. For the axe to fall.

      “We’re meeting the V’haivan emissaries today; you’re to stay close by us and be unremarkable as you do your job. This is your target for the next hour,” she added, and neatly passed back a small square of cream paper, upon which a sketch had been drawn. Maia’s target was an aging bronze-skinned man with dark hair threaded with grey, deep set eyes, and pouchy cheeks. A man his age would either succumb easily to her magic, or resist, long used to holding his own. And there’d be no way to tell which type he was until she’d already wrapped the invisible strands of her power around him.

      Her mission was the same every time: get them to agree to whatever the queen wanted. The faces changed, the reasons shifted, but the outcome was always the same. Guests bent and surrendered, and Ismene Delakore, queen of the Vassal Empire, got her way. Maia was an unwilling tool of it all, but she didn’t fancy adding more scars to her body, so she did as she was told.

      Taking another glance at the portrait until she had a clear image in her mind, Maia crumpled up the paper and stuffed it into the pocket of her dress. Today she wore deep charcoal grey, with accents of orange—of course—and heavy beading all over. The fabric of her skirts shone like streaks of fire whenever it caught the light just so. It was her favourite dress to date, and she’d been planning to wear it to Silvan’s music hall with Naemi tonight, but this job would ruin her love of it. It was always the same, the guilt-laced memory attaching itself to what she wore, or how she had her hair, or what strain of music was playing, or what she was eating at the time.

      Shoving the dread far away, Maia sat on the sofa to the left of her aunt’s high-backed chair as silver-clad men and women bustled into the room with a tea-cart, setting out smoky teaglasses—the only hint to Ismene’s Sainsan heritage—on the short table before them. Maia took a drink just to calm her nerves, letting the warm infusion work its magic on her tense muscles. She shared a smile with Naemi as her friend sat beside her, reaching for a lightning biscuit and snapping it into two pieces along the bolt impressed in its surface in honour of the Eversky’s immense magic. She passed Maia one half, and Maia mouthed, “Thank you,” already feeling less stressed about this task with her friend beside her.

      “They’re approaching,” Lord Erren announced, standing beside the queen with his back straight and strands of white magic twining between his fingers, ready to jump in front of the queen to defend her if the V’haivan emissaries decided to turn this meeting into an ambush. Some had tried over the years; they were all rotting in the bottom of the Luvasa.

      “Let them stew for a minute outside,” Ismene said, sipping her tea. She was the picture of composure, not a pale strand of hair out of place, not a wrinkle or frown line in her beautiful face. Icy—cold enough to burn. “It’ll do them good.”

      Maia crunched the honeycomb biscuit, sweetness bursting across the tongue as well as a sharp, fizzing sensation that only the head cook of the palace could achieve, a creation of baking and magic. But the sweetness soured in her mouth when the queen nodded minutes later, and the retinue entered the room.

      Two haughty lords, a handsome prince, a bored knight, and three eager merchants. All with wings on show, as was the V’haivan tradition. Maia couldn’t imagine having that vulnerability exposed every moment of every day. Her wings—like most people’s in the Vassal empire—were always, always hidden in a pocket of magic. But the wings of the emissaries caught the pale gold sunlight streaming through the bank of filigree windows, as sheer and beautiful as gossamer, varying in shades of sunset, ocean, and forest. The prince’s were a rich copper membrane threaded with bright gold. Maia’s were jade green and silver, not that she’d shown them to a single soul. Not even Naemi. It was taboo in the Vassal Empire—and a good way to signal weakness to your enemies. As part of the crown, Maia would have to be mad to show her wings.

      Her target turned out to be a merchant, and a cloth one judging by the fine quality of his long tunic and the silk trousers he wore beneath. Maia watched him from the corner of her eye, beginning to hum a tune no one would hear but her, sending invisible strands of power across the expensive rug as he sat, deep into the merchant’s mind. She didn’t hear his name when the emissaries were introduced; it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was human, and
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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