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            Dedicated to my amazing readers all over the world who have been cheering on this series since The High Mountain Court. I’ve loved journeying through Okrith with you.
            

             

            (And to my mom—I’d ask you not to read chapters 24, 27, 28, and 32, but I know by now that you never heed my warnings.)
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            Chapter One

         
         Wynreach was a hollow version of the sanctuary Carys once knew. Gone was the laughter of her drunken crew, the stories told
            around campfires after long days of trekking, and the feeling of them side by side in blood-soaked battles. They were all
            rulers of their own courts now . . . leaving only Carys, the last to claim her crown. But soon she’d be amongst them.
         

         
         And she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

         
         She glanced at the pinewood and river stone boundaries surrounding the Eastern Court capital. Now manned by dozens of guards,
            the entire city seemed to move slower in the awareness that a violet storm was coming to the East. The army that her friend
            and former leader, Hale, had once commanded now held watch at the city gates, watching, waiting . . . for what? Puffs of violet
            smoke on the horizon? Lion monsters? An army of cursed witches?
         

         
         Whatever Adisa Monroe had up her sleeve, it was still unknowable. The leader of the violet witches had everyone shaking that
            her claws would be sinking into their city next. Augustus Norwood had disappeared with Fenrin and Cole from the Southern Court
            as if they evaporated into the ether. The skies seemed to dim the day they took Carys’s brown witch friend—a shift in seasons
            maybe, or a waking omen of malcontent.
         

         
         Regardless, a darkness tinged with purple loomed over all of Okrith now.

         
         As the brisk autumn winds whistled through the trees, Carys knew nothing could stay as it was. For better or worse, the realm,
            and Carys herself, would be irrevocably changed by winter. Maybe by then she’d be Queen of the Eastern Court.
         

         
         Or maybe Okrith would be burning under the tyranny of an ancient, violet witch.

         
         “You look seriously deep in thought,” Bri said. Her words pulled Carys’s gaze from beyond the parapet to land on her friend’s
            golden eyes. “Well, not anymore.” Carys frowned and Bri chuckled, nudging Carys with her elbow. “It never gets easier, by
            the way.”
         

         
         Carys cocked her head, her long blond braid sliding over her shoulder. “What doesn’t?”

         
         “Being Queen.”

         
         “I’m not Queen yet.”

         
         “But you will be.” Bri nodded, gesturing down to the open courtyard below. “None of these other contenders hold a candle to
            you.”
         

         
         Carys glanced down at the assembled crowd, counting upward of sixty in her hasty assessment. Some were resplendent in full
            silver armor that had clearly never seen combat—the pompous sons of Eastern and Northern fae Lords. Others were dressed in
            modest attire, quiet and stoic. And some looked like frightened rabbits, possibly volunteering to compete just to be able
            to tell the story to their grandchildren one day. The only person who posed any real challenge was standing tacitly in the
            corner, her hands clasped behind her back, her sapphire hood pulled low over her face and her totem pouch prominently displayed
            over the top of her robes.
         

         
         “What about Aneryn?” Carys asked, tipping her head to the lone figure watching the rest of the group.

         
         “Aneryn is powerful,” Bri conceded. “But she’s a blue witch. They spook people too much with their visions of the future.
            I doubt the people of Wynreach would cast their votes for her. Besides, it was you who was here in the aftermath of King Norwood’s death,” Bri said, clapping her on the shoulder. “You pulled the council together and kept the city running. It could’ve been chaos, but it wasn’t, and that was because of you.” 

         
         Yes, that was all true, but it still meant she was Queen in perception, not name.

         
         Carys’s mind flickered back to when she last arrived in Wynreach, of the people calling her name and the children waving in
            the streets. Over the course of the last two seasons, she’d become a known figure in the Eastern Capital, especially in the
            human quarter where her halfling sister, Morgan, lived. Morgan and her family had been orchestrating Carys’s campaign before
            the competition was even announced. Morgan was Carys’s biggest supporter and in turn, people like her were the reason Carys
            wanted the crown in the first place.
         

         
         But wanting didn’t mean it was certain, even after all she’d done for these folks.

         
         She stared at the fae Lords in their shining armor again, her doubt turning back to resolve. The last thing Okrith needed
            was another leader just as wicked and prejudiced as the Norwood kings of old.
         

         
         Still . . .

         
         “What do they say about counting chickens?” Carys sighed. “Acknowledging my likelihood of winning will definitely make it
            less likely to happen.”
         

         
         “Oh, is that how it works?” Bri arched her brow. “Since when have you been superstitious?”

         
         “Since an ancient immortal witch stole the mind of our friend,” Carys muttered.

         
         Bri glanced back down at Aneryn. “Good point.”

         
         The brief warmth that had seemed to blossom in Aneryn had disappeared when Fenrin was taken. They’d kept their relationship
            secret, Carys only noticing the change in her demeanor now in Fenrin’s absence, but it was so apparent that it seemed to cast
            a pall on the young woman.
         

         
         “Take care of her,” Bri said.

         
         “You know I will.”

         
         The head Councilor, Lady Maria Elwyn, raised her hand up to Carys in a slow gesture that she knew meant the Councilor was beckoning her down. 

         
         “Come on.” Bri grabbed her by the shoulder and playfully shook her side to side. “Time to win yourself a crown.”

         
         They descended the rickety wooden ladder from the parapet down to the stone courtyard. Carys nearly tripped over the uneven
            ground before righting herself. She straightened, cheeks burning. People would be scrutinizing her more than any other. She
            needed to be strong yet demure, regal yet likable.
         

         
         She needed to not stumble like a newborn deer.

         
         She lifted her chin as she took another step. The dusty space in the royal wing of the castle had been neglected for the past
            several months. Weeds and saplings grew from the dirt between the stones. Soon, this would be the personal reception area
            of the next ruler, who would use the space to receive their council and honored guests. Now, though, it was ruin, and one
            filled with people vying for the honor of repairing it all.
         

         
         And that was something Carys wasn’t prepared to leave in another’s hands.

         
         The group of contenders gathered around Councilor Elwyn, who drew them toward her through sheer presence alone. Councilor
            Elwyn had been the wife of the late King Norwood’s head Councilor and it was clear from Carys’s first meeting with her that
            Elwyn was twice as smart and thoughtful as her late husband, though she’d never been afforded the opportunity to speak her
            mind.
         

         
         When Carys met her, she knew that Councilor Elwyn had been watching, listening, and planning her whole life. Elwyn had everything
            it took to be head Council for the future ruler, and thankfully, the people of Wynreach had agreed, not a single whisper of
            protest when Carys had given her the temporary title while succession was planned.
         

         
         It was Councilor Elwyn who kept the Eastern Court thriving and assembled a group of people to both help and challenge her. But there was only so much Elwyn could do and her requests for a future sovereign had grown more and more desperate over the summer. The people needed a leader—a real leader—and Elwyn had expressed time and again that she was not interested in being the face of the Eastern Court. 

         
         Councilor Elwyn’s white hair billowed in the breeze along with the skirt of her rust-colored dress. “You have each come here
            today to contend for the Eastern Court crown.” Her voice was deep and soft but carried such charisma that the group seemed
            to lean in to hear her. “There will be five public trials that you will be graded on before the final crowning vote and the
            people of Wynreach elect a new sovereign. Three weeks, five contests, one crown.” She slowly scanned her gray eyes across
            the crowd. “You will train for each of these trials together here in the castle. You will dine together, greet the people
            together, worship the Gods together, and learn about this court together.” Her eyes landed on one of the Northern fae—Ivar
            Halfast—the son of one of the richest Lords in Drunehan. “There will be no in-fighting and no trickery. Whosoever is caught
            cheating or trying to harm other contenders will be immediately kicked out of the competition. The crown is not about power,
            but service. To act otherwise is to betray you are here for the wrong reasons. Do you understand?”
         

         
         The group muttered a collective “Yes,” but Ivar only flashed a white-toothed grin.

         
         “Good—”

         
         The carved wooden doors behind them were thrown open, cutting off the Councilor’s words. The group whirled as one. Carys lifted
            on her toes to see who it was but before she could even get more than a flash of the black hair through the crowd, she heard
            the telltale click of a cane on the stone. Her heart plummeted into her boots.
         

         
         “Shit,” Bri hissed as Ersan Almah, Lord of Arboa, stepped to the front of the group.

         
         “Lord Almah,” Councilor Elwyn said tightly. “How good of you to join us.”

         
         Bri took a half-step in front of Carys as if she could shield her friend from the blow of seeing him in person after all these years. He had the same shiny raven hair that was pulled into a knot at the nape of his neck, the same beautiful dark eyes and tall, muscular frame. But his gaze was sharp, the lines deeper at the corners—the only indication of the years that had passed. He dressed in the same attire his father once wore: fitted tan trousers, knee-high leather boots, a billowy white shirt and double-breasted slate-gray jacket over the top. He looked wiser and colder, not the cavalier young fae who rode bareback through the Southern jungles. 

         
         She hated the very sight of him.

         
         “Apologies for my tardiness,” he said, bowing to Councilor Elwyn and then giving a cursory dip of his head to the rest of
            the group.
         

         
         Just the deep rasp of his voice made Carys’s body react of its own volition. The sound made her want to cry, pulling on the
            basest parts of her without logic or thought. How could just the sound of his voice make everything crack open and make her
            feel like a child again? She thought more solid roots had planted within her, that she’d moved on, but at just the sound of
            that sonorous timbre, it all felt so delicate again.
         

         
         She steeled herself. No. She was a fighter now. Her muscles tightened, forcing fire into every corner of her heart.

         
         Ersan rose from his bow. “It seems someone paid off the men at the docks to turn my ship away, but I found my own passage.”

         
         Bri apathetically shrugged. “The city is being locked down with the current threats. Can’t be too careful.”

         
         Carys pressed her lips together to keep from smiling, already knowing it must have been Bri who tried to waylay Ersan’s visit . . .
            but that also meant she knew he was planning on coming. It was such a Bri thing to do, to try and protect her friend by thwarting
            Ersan’s arrival rather than just telling her.
         

         
         “And who exactly is Lord Almah?” one of the Northern Lords called, derisively emphasizing the word Lord. “You sound Southern.”
         

         
         “It won’t matter. He’ll be gone by next week,” another jeered to a round of half-hearted grizzles of agreement.

         
         “Forgive me.” Ersan put his hand over her chest and bowed to the group, not contrite in the slightest. “I’m Ersan Almah, Lord of Arboa.” He glanced sideways at Carys, his eyes flashing with mischief. She gave him a “don’t you fucking dare” look, but his look back to her was unmoved by Carys’s entreaty. “And Lady Carys’s Fated.” 

         
         Everyone sucked in a collective breath, their eyes darting to Carys. Her cheeks flamed at the burning touch of their many
            lingering judgments. In a split second, Bri unsheathed her dagger and took a menacing step toward Ersan. She moved with the
            stealthy precision that avowed her Eagle moniker, giving Carys barely a breath to grab her friend by the elbow and haul her
            back.
         

         
         “You are a queen now, Bri. You can’t just go around murdering people,” Carys hissed in her ear, struggling to hold her back.

         
         “Watch me.” Bri wrenched her elbow from Carys’s grip.

         
         “Why don’t you all go settle in,” Councilor Elwyn called, stepping between Bri and Ersan, seemingly heedless of the knife,
            her voice rising above the hubbub. “We will discuss the championship details more over lunch.”
         

         
         Carys grabbed Bri again and steered her into Wynreach castle and away from the person they both were two seconds from murdering,
            the person Carys hated more than anyone in all of Okrith—her Fated.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Shouldn’t you be going?” Carys snapped at Bri, who was leisurely lounging across her bed.

         
         “Hey, don’t take this out on me, Car. It’s not my fault Lord Asshole showed up even after I paid a guy at the docks five gold coins to make sure he didn’t enter. Besides,” Bri shrugged, “my ship doesn’t leave until sunset.” She popped a grape
            into her cheek and then picked another. She’d nicked the bowl from the reception banquet after Carys had stormed off at Ersan’s
            arrival. Bri looked around the room, her mouth pinching with distaste. “This place is depressing. It’s one step up from a
            dungeon.”
         

         
         “It’s fine.”

         
         “It’s not fine, but I know what you’re saying. A few glasses of wine and it’ll be the golden temple of Saxbridge.” Bri rubbed
            the threadbare purple curtain between her thumb and forefinger. “Bet you they’re regretting decorating everything in violet-witch
            purple now, huh?”
         

         
         “It’s still the patron color of the Court,” Carys defended as she folded her arms and leaned against her door. The room that she had been appointed as a crown competitor was much smaller than the one she’d stayed in when she was a council advisor. Before, she’d had a whole suite complete with bathing chamber, dining room, and formal lounge. Now, she was in a hall of tiny dormitories just wide enough to fit a single bed filled with clumpy straw and a sliver of window above it. The armoire and a little table with a porcelain washing bowl took up the rest of the room. She wondered if the space had originally been food stores or servants quarters . . . if so, the castle was so lacking in servants after the death of Gedwin Norwood that they had sixty rooms to spare. If she were to become Queen, she’d refurbish this whole wing and make nicer accommodations for her staff like they had in the High Mountain Court and the new Northern Court palace in Murreneir. Just one of the many things Carys would need to change once she became ruler. 

         
         And certainly not the most pressing at the moment.

         
         “I think I should delay my departure,” Bri said, interrupting Carys’s regal daydreams and bringing her back to the harsh reality
            that her ex-lover and ex–best friend and ex-Fated—if there was even such a thing—had now entered into the competition. “I don’t want to leave you here alone. With
            him.”
         

         
         “You’ve got a wedding to plan,” Carys countered, inspecting her nails to keep her hands busy when really she wanted to strangle
            something, or rather, someone. “You know—your wedding.”
         

         
         “Weddings can be postponed.” Bri tossed another grape up and caught it in her mouth. Her words came out muffled as she moved
            the grapes into her cheeks like a smart-assed chipmunk. “People kind of have to listen to us now.” Carys snorted; that was
            one way to define being a ruler. “And Lina would happily postpone the annoying pageantry for you. We’re family. A weird, fucked-up
            family, but family nevertheless.”
         

         
         “Lina might be fine to delay your nuptials, but she is still trying to pull her court back together after that coup. She needs
            you by her side more than me,” Carys reminded. “I appreciate your concern, but I have this under control. I can handle him.” She didn’t even want to make herself say the name Ersan, let alone his nickname, Sy, which is what she had called him for
            all of their relationship. Even thinking about being so familiar with him made her stomach sour and her body feel like it
            was being transported back in time to when they’d been together.
         

         
         “You could hack his other leg off,” Bri offered through a mouthful of grapes.

         
         “I didn’t hack his first leg off,” Carys muttered, hugging her arms tighter to her chest. “He was trapped beneath a beam and
            I left him there out of spite. His foot was crushed and he would have lost it regardless.”
         

         
         “Minor details.” Bri twirled a grape-less stem in her hand. “When he was running in to save your wedding ring, no less.”

         
         “Well, I didn’t need it anymore,” Carys gritted out.

         
         “That’s cold, Car, even for you.” Yet Bri laughed with an approving nod. “I’m surprised he had the guts to show up here at
            all.”
         

         
         “I’m not surprised by anything he does at this point. If he can hurt me, he will.” Carys pulled the knife out from the belt
            on her thigh and flipped the blade over and over in her hand. “He lied to me. The fact the Fates decided to punish him for
            it is not my problem.” She loosed her knife, watching it fly across the small chamber and embed into the wood of her wardrobe.
         

         
         Bri smirked at the soldierly way Carys let out her anger, because it was the same way Bri dealt with her emotions—stabbing
            things and punching her knuckles into the wall. It didn’t really heal anything, but Gods, did it feel good in the moment.
         

         
         “Why are we even bothering with this competition?” Bri mused. “They should just crown you now. Everyone knows you’re going
            to win.”
         

         
         “Formality, I suppose. When you’re appointing a new queen, the ceremony is important—or so Elwyn says. So I still need to
            win all five of these trials,” she said. “Or at least come in the top of each. I need the people to believe in me as a ruler.
            They need to vote for me.”
         

         
         “They will. Regardless of your performance, their opinions of you won’t change over the course of three weeks.” Bri plucked
            up the now empty bowl and rose from the rudimentary bed. She pulled Carys from the doorway with her free arm and wrapped it
            tightly around her shoulders. “Just don’t let the Lord of the Dickheads distract you.”
         

         
         Carys leaned into Bri’s hug, resting her chin on her friend’s shoulder. The smallest, quietest part of her wanted to cry and beg Bri to stay. She hated how easily broken Ersan’s presence made her feel shattered herself, how deeply he riled her just by existing in the same space as her. Instead of admitting the weakness,
            though—something she was loath to do with even her closest friends—she filled her voice with the confidence of a warrior and
            said, “I won’t.” She released her friend and opened her door to let Bri out. “I’ll see you at your wedding.”
         

         
         “I’ll see you at your coronation first.” Bri gave her a wink and added, “Don’t die, Car.”

         
         She left, and Carys was all alone.

         
          

         Bri had only just departed when a messenger had knocked on Carys’s door with a note—a farewell note—and Carys had probably scared the life out of the messenger by barking out obscenities
            and pushing past them down the hall. She’d be late to the competitors’ lunch, having not changed or freshened up, not even
            bothering to pull down the knife still embedded in her wall, but she needed to confront the sender of the note straightaway.
         

         
         Carys stormed into Councilor Ashby’s room, not even deigning to knock. Second only to Councilor Elwyn, Ashby had helped pull
            the Eastern Court through the tumultuous months without an official ruler, and Carys had always envisioned them being one
            of her most important guides during her reign . . .
         

         
         “You’re leaving?” Carys asked by way of greeting.
         

         
         Kira Ashby turned, her sage-green eyes softening when they landed on Carys. “It doesn’t seem right for me to be here anymore.”
            Her voice was smooth and soft, the sound like a warm blanket wrapped around Carys’s shoulders, and despite Kira being denied
            the role of mother for so much of her son’s life, she still was the epitome of maternal.
         

         
         “You’re letting them bully you out,” Carys snarled at Kira, instantly feeling guilty for speaking so harshly to such a gentle
            person.
         

         
         Kira simply laughed, displaying her hard-won backbone despite her mousy demeanor. Hale’s mom had grown more into herself since her banishment had ended. She was one of the first appointments on the new Eastern Court council, one that Carys herself had helped orchestrate. So many of the people who had been wronged by Gedwin Norwood were now filling his old council chamber. It had been strategic on Carys’s part, a nonverbal way of communicating to the citizens of Wynreach still loyal to the Norwood throne that change was coming.
         

         
         This—Kira leaving—was a change she didn’t want, though.

         
         She and Kira had become close during that time while Carys had helped assemble the council . . . which felt like a minor accomplishment
            compared to that of her friends. She felt sometimes like the rest of the crew had taken on more important roles in the rebuilding
            of Okrith: Remy had reconstructed Yexshire from ashes and revived the red witch coven back to a thriving community again;
            Rua had broken a curse and moved the Northern Court capital; Bri had stopped a coup and was remaking the Western Court; and
            Neelo had just prevented a whole city from crumbling under the weight of their addictions and yet another mind-controlling
            curse. They all found their own crowns, their own glory, all the while Carys was back in the East playing nursemaid to a broken
            kingdom and trying to move along boring endless meetings. The one thing—or rather, two things—that had gotten her through
            the tedium was becoming close with Elwyn and Kira.
         

         
         Kira’s eyes trailed around her room. She stood and roamed over to the short swords mounted on the wall. She gently selected
            one and took it down, inspecting the blade and holding the hilt in a way that made it clear she didn’t know how to hold a
            sword.
         

         
         “I can’t believe I’d ever willingly come back here,” Kira said, “after everything that’s happened.”

         
         Carys took another step into the room. “You knew it was the right thing to do for the realm.”

         
         “Yes. Just as I know the right thing to do now is leave,” Kira murmured, carrying on before Carys could interject.

         
         “I know my presence here brings unease. The council is fully capable of overseeing the trials without little old me.” She
            touched the tip of the sword in her hands to the thick purple curtain. “This place was once my dungeon,” she whispered. “It
            felt good to reclaim it.”
         

         
         To say Kira had been through an ordeal would be an understatement. The elderly fae was easily lovable, gentle yet strong, kind but tough. Yet what she had been through at the hands of Gedwin Norwood was truly horrific and it took a great amount of bravery to return to the place of her torment. 

         
         “Did you know?” Carys asked the question she’d been wondering since the Solstice in Saxbridge. “Did you know that Adisa Monroe
            was your ancestor?”
         

         
         Kira lowered her sword and walked back over to its mount. “I thought I was only the pawn of kings, not witches too.” She sighed.
            “But now it’s clear Adisa Monroe played with my Fate as much as Gedwin did.” She glanced up at Carys, seeming to know she
            was waiting with bated breath. “No, Carys, I didn’t know my ancestry. I didn’t know who that wild-haired woman was to me even
            when she was standing on my doorstep.”
         

         
         Carys sucked in a sharp breath. “You’d met her before?”

         
         Kira paused, seeming to consider her words before speaking. “I didn’t know her at the time, years ago. I thought she was a
            traveler lost in a storm.” She rubbed her hands together. “I took her in for the night and in the morning she was gone, leaving
            behind a bottle of perfume.” Kira held Carys’s sharp gaze. “Blooming amethyst. My favorite scent.”
         

         
         Carys’s eyes widened. “And where was the dagger? The one with the amethyst hilt?” She wandered over to Kira and sat on her
            bed across from her. “Neelo believes it’s the key to the immensity of her violet witch powers—a conduit like other talismans.”
         

         
         “That rusty old dagger was at the bottom of my dresser.”

         
         “Why would you keep it there?”

         
         “Because I didn’t want to see it,” Kira said with a shrug. “Or any reminders of Wynreach and my life before I was relegated
            to a tiny corner of the realm.”
         

         
         Kira stretched up and placed the sword back on its mount, missing one corner. The blade toppled toward the ground. Instinctively,
            her hands shot out to catch the blade.
         

         
         Carys leapt over to Kira, already preparing for the sight of blood. Kira wouldn’t be the first person to accidentally grab a dropped blade. But when Carys grabbed Kira’s hands and turned them over, her palms didn’t even have a line mark on them. 

         
         “I’m fine,” Kira reassured.

         
         Frowning down at Kira’s palms for another beat, Carys finally released the Councilor’s hands and dropped back onto her bed.
            Maybe she was just tired. Maybe the sight of Ersan had distracted her and she didn’t see what she thought she saw . . . she
            pinched the bridge of her nose as Kira sat in the armchair across from her.
         

         
         “So you kept an ancient, powerful dagger in the bottom of your dresser because it reminded you too much of here?” Carys asked,
            trying to focus back on getting to the bottom of how the amethyst dagger came into Adisa Monroe’s possession.
         

         
         “Can you blame me?” Kira leaned forward. “I think you and I both know what it is to be hurt by old memories.”

         
         Carys stiffened at that. She may have drunkenly spilled her guts to Kira about Ersan one night and now it was apparently coming
            back to bite her in the ass. She ignored the pointed accuracy of Kira’s statement and kept to task. “So Adisa Monroe pretended
            to be a lost traveler to steal her dagger back from her great-great-however-many granddaughter?”
         

         
         She hadn’t meant it to be an accusation, but realized her tone was not one of gentle inquiry as Kira responded defensively,
            “She looked like a human. I’m fae. How would I have known she and I were related?” Kira picked at her fingernails, her expression
            tight with guilt. “The worst part is she seemed nice—a bit eccentric—but nice.”
         

         
         Carys balked. Then said, “That’s the least believable part of your story.”

         
         “But I’m not lying,” Kira said. “I’m no enemy of the East, no matter how I felt about its former king. We’d be kidding ourselves,
            however, if we think my presence here won’t bring suspicion. Too, I fear our closeness might hurt your quest for the crown.
            You did, after all, encourage my appointment.”
         

         
         “If anyone has concerns with my decisions, they can bring them directly to me,” Carys said.

         
         “Listen to you, talking like you’re already Queen.” Kira chuckled and her smile lines deepened. “How it would reflect on you isn’t the only reason I’m leaving . . .” She twiddled her thumbs, her cheeks reddening before finally saying, “It’s Timmy. He and I . . . well, he was meant to live in Haastmouth Beach and I guess I was meant to live there with him.” 

         
         Carys’s mouth fell open. “But he’s not your Fated.” Hale’s real dad—Kira’s Fated—had died when she was still pregnant with
            Hale, killed by her former lover, the then-prince Gedwin Norwood. It had been decades since then, but it still made Carys
            sit a little straighter to hear of anyone moving on from being Fated. It wasn’t horror that flooded through her, but rather,
            hope. If someone could move on from the death of their Fated, maybe she could move on even with him still alive.
         

         
         “No, he’s not my Fated.” Kira leaned forward and stared down at her hands, rubbing them together rhythmically as she thought.
            “But I love him because I choose to love him. He makes me happy and I want to be with him.” Her smile lines creased again even as she tried to hide her grin.
            “Stop looking at me like I have two heads.”
         

         
         Carys blinked and schooled her expression. It didn’t seem possible. How could anyone move on like that? But excitement also
            shot through Carys’s veins. Maybe it was all just a matter of choice. Maybe she could choose someone other than Ersan and
            finally get him out of her life for good.
         

         
         “What was it like?” Carys asked. “Losing your Fated?”

         
         Kira leaned forward, her voice gentle as she patted Carys on the knee. “You already know.”

         
         “So much pain,” Carys murmured, wringing her hands together, wishing part of her didn’t feel compelled to say it aloud. But
            Kira, of all people, was safe, which made it all that much harder that she was leaving. “Enough to poison every moment of
            joy.”
         

         
         Kira hummed. “I hate to say, it never goes away. Not fully.”

         
         “But you just said you and Timmy—”

         
         “You need to learn to live with the discomfort of two things being true at once.” Kira smiled softly. “Which is probably the best advice I could ever give a future Queen. Hurt and love, rewards and punishments, all at once. I feel the pain of Alaric being gone and I let it be there. I let it exist within me. That sorrow walks beside me every day. I cannot turn from it or push it away or else it only amplifies and expands. Sometimes the more you try to be okay, the harder it becomes to be so.” She rose from her chair and cupped Carys’s cheek. “But joy walks beside me every day too, and I don’t try to push away that happiness or love either.” 

         
         Carys bit the inside of her cheek, trying to keep her cursed eyes from welling. She stood, wishing she could fall apart in
            Kira’s arms just as she wished she’d done with Bri, but again wouldn’t allow it of herself. Despite Kira’s words, it felt
            like a lack on her part that she wasn’t okay. Carys was a soldier. She shouldn’t need any shoulder to cry on. She shouldn’t
            need to cry at all. And yet, it stung knowing that Kira was leaving her too. Her allies and guides were dropping one by one
            and without them propping her up, Carys was beginning to realize how ill-equipped she was to weather her storming emotions
            on her own.
         

         
         “I’ll try to remember that,” Carys said tightly, her voice thick with unshed tears, even though she was doing the exact opposite
            even as she spoke.
         

         
         “The lesson will reach you when it’s ready, Carys,” Kira said, as if knowing Carys’s wayward thoughts. Her pale eyes watched
            as Carys headed toward the door. “I wish you luck.”
         

         
         Carys bowed her head to Kira and left, feeling further from everything that once anchored her to the world with each step.
            Gods, she had used Kira to keep her grounded instead of finding her own way, and couldn’t help but feel that was the other
            woman’s fault and not hers. She’d wanted to shout at Hale’s mother for abandoning her to this competition on her own. She
            didn’t, because a part of her knew it was utter selfishness again. Kira had helped her despite the pain it caused, and now
            was trying to do the right thing and trying to find her own happiness, which she deserved more than anyone after all she’d been through. And yet here was Carys feeling like she was the mountain herself and that everyone should shift their own lives to accommodate her. Instead, it seemed she was nothing but clouds around the peak, and everyone else was wind pushing by her. 

         
         Gods, she hated this feeling. She shouldn’t need anyone.

         
         She stormed into the shadows of the hallway, hating herself a little more with each step, all while steeling her heart against
            everything and everyone.
         

         
         A little voice in her mind echoed out from the darkness: Focus on the crown. Forget everything else.

         
         Another voice put it a different way.

         
         Embrace the pain.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Despite being tainted by the memory of Hale’s asshole fake father, King Norwood, the castle of Wynreach was truly a piece
            of art. Stained glass windows showered the dining commons in a cascade of rainbow colors. Even the tables and chairs were
            masterpieces—the legs carved in detailed woodwork with animals and landscapes as well as the lion and wave symbols on the
            Eastern Court crest.
         

         
         Carys paused as she walked under a banner bearing the court symbols. If she became Queen of the Eastern Court, would she change
            her crest and, if so, what would she change it to? A lioness perhaps? Simply change out the lion for one without a mane? The
            waves were an important symbol to the sailors, fishermen, and merchants who called the Eastern Court home. There would probably
            be discontentment if she took those symbols away. A tree would be appropriate given the artistry of the court’s carvers, but
            the Southern Court crest was already a tree . . .
         

         
         This would soon be her life: trying to find a way to balance doing the right thing, making her own mark, and choosing the
            path of least resistance amongst her new people. As Kira had put it, pain and love, always. She hated being reminded of that
            so soon after her friend’s departure.
         

         
         Carys tried to push those thoughts away and focus first on claiming her crown.

         
         She felt the eyes of many competitors upon her as she strode through the room. In her periphery, she tried to sense if one
            person in particular was staring at her. She lifted her chin slightly. Ersan was probably watching her from his periphery
            too, trying to act like he wasn’t there just to make her life miserable. Carys threw her shoulders back, acting as if she
            was already Queen and letting Ersan know he wouldn’t throw her off her game . . . though the fact that her mind drifted back
            to him again and again wasn’t a good start.
         

         
         She found Aneryn seated at the furthest table from the dais, alone. Carys ambled over and dropped into the chair beside her.
            Two contenders sitting at the table ahead exchanged glances. A silent conversation passed between their eyes and they both
            reluctantly stood and came over to sit on Carys’s free side.
         

         
         They both bobbed their heads to Carys, nervously murmuring “Lady Hilgaard,” and “Lady Carys,” at the same time. Carys bowed
            her head back, not recalling their names but surmising from their brunette hair and olive skin that they were Eastern fae
            of some distinction. Carys had probably met them at some event or celebration before, but clearly she was more memorable to
            them than they were to her. They made no introductions either. Instead the two competitors leaned into each other and started
            whispering between themselves.
         

         
         “What was that about?” Carys muttered to Aneryn.

         
         The blue witch huffed, holding up her palms until blue flames licked around her fingers and her dark eyes turned sapphire.
            When Aneryn’s eyes landed on the two champions, they rose and scampered off, clearly frightened by her blue magic.
         

         
         “They want to get close to you,” Aneryn said, her steely eyes tracking them across the room until her magic flickered out.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because they think you will be elected Queen and they want your favor.” Aneryn leaned back in her chair, placing her elbows on the table behind her in a casual position that seemed to ward off any others. “If you become Queen, you will have many positions to fill. Maybe they’ll ask to be the captain of your guard or a head merchant or something equally as ludicrous. Becoming your friend in this competition will suit them well if you are Queen.” 

         
         “If I’m Queen . . .” Carys hedged, drawing out each syllable.

         
         Aneryn gave her a sidelong glance. “Don’t ask.”

         
         “I wasn’t—”

         
         “Yes, you were.”

         
         “That’s really unfair.” Carys pouted. “You already know.”

         
         “The future isn’t certain. The Sight I have sometimes feels more likely than others, but it is never guaranteed. There’s only
            one vision I have so strongly I can smell and taste and feel it when I close my eyes.” Aneryn’s voice thickened and Carys waited silently for her to speak again. “Fenrin with a crown.”
         

         
         Carys’s stomach twisted in malevolent knots. She wanted to wrap her arms around Aneryn, but she knew the blue witch wouldn’t
            want it and so she refrained. Carys knew no condolence would be enough for the love that Aneryn had lost when Adisa Monroe
            stole Fenrin away with her violet mind magic. Because Carys also knew what it felt like to have a loved one ripped away from
            her for a senseless reason . . . many loved ones, in fact. So she didn’t say anything and simply sat there and listened.
         

         
         “It could mean anything,” Aneryn continued. “Wearing a crown doesn’t necessarily mean he’s going to be a king. It doesn’t
            mean the East either, necessarily . . . but the vision of him is so unbelievably painful that I wish I didn’t have Sight at
            all.” She balled her hands into fists, her blue magic flaring with her anger and heartbreak. Flames licked between her clenched
            fingers and up her dark blue sleeves, seeming to ignite further the angrier she became. “I don’t want to do this without him.”
         

         
         “What? The competition?”

         
         “Life.” Aneryn took a long, slow breath even as her voice cracked. She took another breath and she looked as unflappable as usual again. Carys knew that feeling all too well—only permitting herself a moment of weakness, a moment of grief, and then shoving it all down again. “He was the first good thing I chose for myself. No magic or Fate chose him for me. He was mine. And I will take over this whole moon-cursed court if it means getting him back.” 

         
         Carys swallowed, taking in each of her words like bearing witness to a curse Aneryn just conjured with her wrath alone. Maybe
            Bri had been too hasty to dismiss Aneryn’s bid for the crown. Her anger alone was incandescent; perhaps she had the aptness
            to sway public opinion as well. She would certainly make a mighty Queen if she cared for her people even half as much as she
            cared for Fenrin. Carys shifted her seat on the bench beside Aneryn, wondering if it was a blessing or a curse to be amicable
            with a strong competitor.
         

         
         Councilor Elwyn walked in and the rowdy group quieted in a swift decrescendo. Her heeled boots clicked across the floor as
            she held aloft bundles of spooled cloth in her arms.
         

         
         Slowly, she hung five pennants from the hooks along the outcroppings in the stone wall behind her. Each of the unfurling pennants
            depicted the Eastern Court’s lion and two waves, but in different postures and colors, along with a single word in regal Ific.
         

         
         “Over the coming weeks, you will be assessed on the completion of five trials,” Councilor Elwyn said in her slow, confident
            way. She gestured toward the first pennant, depicting a snarling lion, reared on two legs, battling a giant wave. Motioning
            down the line, she named the theme of the five trials. “Strength. Compassion. Unity. Bravery. Intellect.” She folded her hands
            and turned toward the waiting group. “The future sovereign of the Eastern Court will need all of these qualities in order
            to successfully rule. It was something your predecessors had been sorely lacking in.” She said it with a straight face as
            if it were a truth and not a snide remark; the group tittered like gossiping courtiers nevertheless. “The first trial, strength,
            will take place in two days’ time. It will be a melee to first blood.”
         

         
         “Fun,” Aneryn said flatly. Her gaze scanned around the room, landing on three young fae who were beaming with excitement.
            “I don’t need the gift of Sight to know they won’t make it to the second trial.”
         

         
         Carys bit the corner of her lip to keep from laughing.

         
         “Look around the room,” Councilor Elwyn said. “The first votes will be cast after the strength trial . . . and the bottom half of you will be cut.” 

         
         A smattering of gasps and angry whispers swept over the crowd. Carys chuckled at their outrage. Did they think they’d get
            to stay at the palace for all five trials when they couldn’t even hold their own in a sparring competition? How many of them
            were treating this as an excuse to have a good story to tell when they grew old and dine on the palace’s food and drink its
            wine? Many, it seemed.
         

         
         Well, they better be good with a sword if they wanted a tale for the fire.

         
         “But there’s more to rulership than fighting prowess,” protested one of the pompous Northern fae—one with immaculate shining
            armor and the shocked look of someone who had never been challenged in his entire life.
         

         
         The Northern and Eastern fae were the most represented out of the group of competitors, the Northerners slightly edging out
            the Easterners, judging by the sea of blond hair amongst the group. That’s Northern ambition for you, Carys thought. Conquerors.
            Arrogant. Mostly pig-headed apart from a few good eggs amongst a rotten bunch. But the entitlement of the Northern fae was
            truly supreme. It surprised Carys none that so many had come to claim a crown for themselves.
         

         
         Councilor Elwyn darted her cold gray eyes at the young fae lord. “The East has been at war with one court or another more
            than it has ever been at peace.” She glanced the boy up and down with disdain and Carys smirked at how easily the councilor’s
            look could cut him down to size. “If you do not know how to hold a sword, or at least defend yourself against one, how are
            you to lead an army?” She carried on before the boy could respond. “Trust me, Lord Everton, if you are not ready for the strength
            trial, you are certainly not ready for the bravery trial.”
         

         
         “I’m ready,” the boy muttered, shrinking down an inch as the group laughed.

         
         “Then it shouldn’t be a problem.” Councilor Elwyn dusted her hands down her robes. “In two days, there will only be thirty of you left. Until then, you have full use of the training facilities, the library, and the private gardens. That said, any disrespect shown to this competition or to the citizens of this court will result in immediate dismissal.” Her eyes found Carys, who frowned at the way the councilor singled her out before saying, “Save your ferocity for the trials.” 

         
         Aneryn clicked her tongue. “Unlikely.”

         
         As Carys elbowed her, Aneryn let out a rough laugh.

         
         Councilor Elywn left out the side door as a line of harried, overworked servants hefting trays of food entered. Carys could
            feel a set of eyes upon her but didn’t turn. “He’s watching, isn’t he?” she muttered as she stared down at the table.
         

         
         “Of course he is,” Aneryn said without looking in Ersan’s direction.

         
         “He’s been staring this whole time, hasn’t he?”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         Carys pushed back from the table and stood. “I’m not hungry.”

         
         Aneryn simply nodded and grabbed her cutlery off the table, seemingly happy to be alone again. “All right.”

         
          

         Carys didn’t get far from the dining commons, her stewing anger making her pace outside the doors.

         
         Back and forth. Back and forth.

         
         Gods, she needed to end this. Leaning against the stone archway, she listened as the competitors finished their lunch, paying
            particular attention to the footsteps of the people shuffling from the dining commons and into the hallway.
         

         
         When last she saw Ersan, neither of them had been particularly adept at fighting. But Carys had developed her martial prowess
            in the years of being a solider in Hale’s army. She only prayed that Ersan had continued on his highborn trajectory and hadn’t
            invested in his swordsmanship. His wooden leg would surely hinder him in the melee too. At least then the first competition
            would excise him from her life again.
         

         
         Waiting, she listened eagerly for the tap of Ersan’s cane. When it came she took a deep breath, waiting for him to pass her narrow hiding space between the main entryway and the side corridor. 

         
         When Ersan passed, her hand shot out, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and yanking him into the narrow corridor. She
            hoped it would leave a bruise on his back as she slammed him hard against the carved wood. In the blink of an eye, her knife
            was unsheathed from her belt and she stabbed it into the beam a hair’s breadth from Ersan’s head.
         

         
         Those dark eyes didn’t so much as flinch, as if he’d expected this exact situation to unfold.

         
         “Hello, love,” Ersan said with a wink.

         
         “Stop telling people I’m your Fated,” Carys seethed, ignoring his cavalier greeting.

         
         “This seems a bit like the kind of intimidation Councilor Elwyn warned us against, no?” His smile was taunting, only incensing
            her further as his eyes shifted to the dagger beside his temple. “Are you nearing your cycle, then? You were always particularly
            murderous around that time—”
         

         
         She yanked him off the column and smashed him back into it again, hoping every nodule along the carved wood left bruises down
            his spine. Gods, it would feel good to impale her knife into his guts and twist. She pinned him with a venomous look. “I’m
            not joking! Stop saying we’re Fated!”
         

         
         His scent hit her like a crashing wave, like Arboan clay and blossoming snowflowers and sunshine over the ocean. He smelled
            like every good memory that now filled her with grief. It made her fist clench tighter in his starched, white shirt. He’d
            taken every moment of joy. He’d taken everything from her. And she still didn’t really understand why.
         

         
         “But it’s the truth. You are my Fated.” Ersan’s midnight eyes twinkled against his lashes, so thick that from a distance it
            seemed like they were lined with kohl. His face was still all the same sharp lines, but his strong jaw was now covered in
            dark stubble all the way up to his defined cheekbones. His straight black hair was just long enough to be pulled back into
            a low knot at the nape of his neck and stray strands fell across his thick black brows. “Why should I lie to anyone about
            it?”
         

         
         “If you weren’t here, you wouldn’t have to lie. And you shouldn’t be here at all,” Carys gritted out, yanking her knife free and clenching it in her hand. She debated holding it against his golden-brown skin, wondering how good it might feel to draw blood. “You couldn’t just stay gone, could you?” 

         
         “You think I’m here for you?” Ersan chuckled, his mouth quirking with cruel amusement. “You truly have a sense of entitlement, don’t you? Carys, I’m
            here the same as any contender. I’m here for a crown.”
         

         
         “What about Arboa?”

         
         Ersan shrugged. “Collam will make an excellent lord.”

         
         “Collam?” Carys asked incredulously. They couldn’t be speaking of the same boy. Ersan’s younger brother was a gentle, artistic
            soul. He was a painter and a philosopher, not a politician. Carys hated that when everything imploded between her and Ersan,
            she’d lost Collam too. She hated thinking that the boy missed her and their inside jokes and games. She’d abandoned him in
            some ways . . .
         

         
         She cleared her throat. It wasn’t her fault. Ersan had kept the most important of secrets from her and had never bothered
            to explain himself in all the years since. Carys pulled Ersan closer only to shove him back again, banging his head into the
            beam, and shaking his broad shoulders.
         

         
         He only laughed, the sound grating against Carys and making her clench her jaw. He couldn’t even let her have the satisfaction
            of rattling him a little bit.
         

         
         “Still got that fire, Car,” he said, his eyes trailing down to her mouth. “And it still makes you blind.”

         
         Before she could respond, he released his cane and his hand shot out to her wrist that held her knife, immobilizing the weapon.
            He shoved off the beam, using his size and muscle to pivot Carys so quickly it felt like magic. In another breath, he had
            her chest pinned to the stone wall across the narrow hallway. He held her knife in one hand and her braid in the other, tugging
            on her rope of hair and making her stretch up on her tiptoes to arch her head back.
         

         
         Clearly she’d been wrong about the hindrance of his leg, her hopes of his easy removal from the strength competition now dashed.

         
         His warm breath found its way to her pointed ear. “Do you still like this?” he rasped in a husky lover’s whisper.

         
         Carys’s stomach flipped and her duplicitous core clenched even as fire filled her veins. “No.”

         
         His soft breath brushed against the shell of her ear. “You liar.” His nose grazed up her neck. “You think all this perfume
            in your hair can hide your true scent from me?” He leaned in, his chest pinning her harder until the rough stone bit into
            her skin and her body pulsed with traitorous desire. “I know you, Fated.”
         

         
         Carys’s fingertips dug into the stone, fighting the urge to relent, to lean into his touch. She knew exactly how it would
            feel—how deft his fingers would be, how skilled his mouth. But then the pain and heartbreak flooded back into her, dousing
            her desire and filling her with an inky black rage.
         

         
         “You don’t know me anymore,” she said, shoving backward and using the hilt of her sheathed sword to push into Ersan’s groin—a
            trick she’d learned from Bri. He pivoted just in time, but she managed to knock him hard in the hip anyway. Without the stability
            of his cane, he stumbled backward a step. In one smooth movement, she twisted his wrist and snatched back her knife, sheathing
            it and storming away before Ersan could grab her again.
         

         
         Carys tsked at the surprise she’d seen on Ersan’s face. Clearly, he didn’t know her anymore at all. She’d been a working soldier
            for the last several years, training with the most elite warriors in all the realm. She’d always been a good fighter, but
            now she had the experience to know how to outmaneuver an opponent not only with brawn but with intellect. The Carys Ersan
            once knew had died the same day as her father. Ersan might be a trained fighter, but Carys was a warrior, and she’d never surrender to him, nor would she ever forgive him for the truths he’d kept from her.
         

         
         “Go back to your flowers, Lord of Arboa,” Carys called over her shoulder, swishing her hips just to taunt him further. “You
            will never be anyone’s king, least of all mine.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         When Carys entered the training rooms the following morning, the sparring rings were packed with contenders, the room teeming
            with eager fae waiting for their chance to show off their battle skills. Carys couldn’t help but wonder what the palace soldiers
            who normally used the space felt about having a legion of puffed up lords taking over their room. Councilor Elwyn had relegated
            them out to the western courtyard and Carys had spotted them going through their morning exercises in the wet autumnal mist.
            She had debated going out and training with them instead. Some of them had become good acquaintances since her time assisting
            the council, but she knew she needed to put more time into sizing up her competition after being distracted by a certain Arboan
            lord the day before.
         

         
         Carys wiped the sleep from her eyes with the palm of her hand. Her back had ached sleeping on the lumpy straw mattress in
            her chamber and so she’d pulled out her bedroll from her pack and slept on the floor instead. She’d wished it had been in
            the woods around a campfire with her friends and not on the stone floor of a foreign castle.
         

         
         Not foreign anymore, she reminded herself.

         
         This place would belong to her soon enough. Soon, she’d finally have a home. Until then, though, there was no court within Okrith that she didn’t feel like an outsider in. She had the blond hair and blue eyes of the Northern Court fae, but was raised with the culture, traditions, and accent of the Southern Court fae, and she’d spent most of her adult life with Hale and his crew in the Eastern Court. Not a single one had felt like a homeland to her. Not a single one’s inhabitants looked at her like she belonged . . . Only with her ragtag crew of friends, sleeping in the woods, traveling the realm, had she felt whole. She missed their comradery anew as she scrutinized the competition in front of her. 

         
         Carys gazed around the group split into their court factions and didn’t know which way to turn. She definitely wasn’t about
            to train with the preening Northern fae, and the Southerners were all gathered around Ersan. Being the Arboan lord meant he
            was rich and powerful in the South, and even if he didn’t win the crown, he was still someone to cozy up to. Worse, they all
            seemed to admire him, which made it even more galling. And it severely limited her options. After the icy reception that Aneryn
            had given the two brave enough to approach her in the dining commons, it seemed the contenders’ willingness to woo Carys had
            abated too. Now they were all surrounding the favored fae of each of their courts: Ersan Almah was the Southern Court darling,
            Ivar Halfast the most arrogant and elite of the Northern Court crowd, Sava Dandala was the Western Court favorite, and Falaine
            Fowler the East’s. The only court not represented was the High Mountain Court. While some of the fae had survived all the
            many years after the Siege of Yexshire, in hiding or in other courts, none seemed particularly keen to reenter the political
            lives of kings and queens—they had their own courts to rebuild.
         

         
         The Eastern Court fae seemed the least hostile, but none of them were soldiers in Hale’s army and therefore they had strong
            allegiances to the late King Norwood. Carys glanced at Falaine Fowler, sizing up the auburn-haired beauty—generous curves,
            strong broad shoulders, and a hard glint in her eyes that belied the softness of her face. She carried herself like a soldier
            who had seen battle. Carys had probably unknowingly crossed blades with her in one of Gedwin Norwood’s many attempts to kill
            his son and make it look like an accident.
         

         
         Falaine shot Carys a look so quick she’d have blinked and missed it, but that look said everything: these Easterners were just as much Carys’s enemy as the rest of them. 

         
         She took a tentative step to her left. The Eastern fae were out, the Northerners were all arrogant pricks, and the Southerners
            were all scrambling to kiss her ex-Fated’s ass . . .
         

         
         That left the Westerners.

         
         One of their queens was now, after all, Carys’s best friend . . . but then would they feel obligated to go easy on her? That
            would be an embarrassment she wouldn’t quickly live down. Besides, not everyone was thrilled with Bri’s ascension to Queen
            Consort . . .
         

         
         She glanced around for Aneryn, but the blue witch wasn’t there, probably because she was a wiser person than Carys.

         
         She should’ve known better than to visit the training rings the day before a trial anyway. Carys would have plenty of other
            opportunities to size up the competition throughout the coming weeks. Soon the group would be cut in half and it would be
            much easier to claim some space for herself.
         

         
         She was about to turn on her heel when a deep and lilting voice rang out. “Lady Carys.”

         
         Turning to the direction of the sound, Carys found a Northern fae with bright blue eyes and white-blond hair smirking at her.
            “Lord Ivar,” she said with a frown of disgust.
         

         
         She’d met the haughty lord many times over the years at one event or another—weddings, funerals, Equinox festivities . . .
            fae did love to find a reason to throw a party and lavishly display their amassed wealth. Ivar’s fathers were close friends
            with Carys’s own and, had the Fates not intervened, she would’ve probably been wedded to him. Her stomach tightened at the
            thought. She knew her younger self wouldn’t have said no either—probably even been delighted to be tied to such an important
            fae. Shame blossomed through her at such a childish thought, spreading along with her burning blush.
         

         
         “My sparring partners are all lacking,” Ivar said, smiling as his crew jeered in protest behind him. He unsheathed his sword and gestured to the white circle painted on the earthen floor below his boots. “I would appreciate someone with your level of skill showing them how it’s done.” 

         
         Tensing, Carys felt the eyes of the entire room upon her. She hated how easily Ivar could goad her into his arrogant display.
            But maybe a show of her skill would make the others think twice about turning on her in the next trial. If they all left her
            until last, she’d get through without any trouble at all. Lifting her chin, she decided to demonstrate to them exactly why
            she would make a good queen.
         

         
         Also, she really wanted to bash that shit-eating grin off Ivar’s face.

         
         She unsheathed her sword and stepped into the ring. “Fine.”

         
         The rest of the Northern fae all made space, moving to the wooden benches and leaning in with rapt attention. They muttered
            bets to each other and Carys couldn’t help but roll her eyes. At least the contenders from the other courts had the decency
            to pretend they were still training, even though Carys could feel the weight of their scrutiny upon her.
         

         
         Ivar held his sword up to his face and Carys did the same. When his sword dropped, she crouched, ready for his attack. He
            swiped his sword through the air a few times in a show of frippery that made him look utterly ridiculous. His comrades didn’t
            seem to think so, though, admiring his moves from the corner of the room. She almost laughed at their inexperience. Beauty
            in battle was meaningless if it wasn’t combined with power and purpose, and she was pretty sure Ivar at least lacked the latter.
         

         
         Carys lunged forward, interrupting his show, and struck him on the thigh where his leather padding protected him from the
            sting of her steel. Off-kilter, Ivar leaned to the side, dropping his sword arm, and Carys simply held her sword to his exposed
            neck for a split second to prove her point before retreating again.
         

         
         “Your lovely choreography means nothing if you can’t land a blow,” she said, and the room—the whole room, because the other
            courts had all been surreptitiously watching—erupted in laughter.
         

         
         Ivar’s cheeks reddened with embarrassment and his brow dropped low over his eyes. He rushed forward, all brute force now, and Carys easily danced around him, blocking each of his blows. She waited while he was raining down hits left and right, blocking each one in steady rhythm. Then she ducked, letting the surprise of her missing sword send him off-balance again. She twisted under his sword arm and kicked him in the side, knocking him out of the ring and onto the floor. 

         
         The fae from the other courts cheered louder, some even exchanging coins. Carys scowled around the room and the group quieted
            down.
         

         
         “I think I shall take my leave now,” she muttered, sheathing her sword and walking up to Ivar. She offered him her hand, which
            she knew would add insult to injury. It was a petty act disguised as chivalry.
         

         
         To her surprise, Ivar accepted her outstretched hand. She helped him to stand, opening her mouth to say something, when he
            pulled her forward by their held hands, yanking her into his fist flying from the opposite direction. Her teeth clattered
            together and cut into her lip as his fist collided with the side of her mouth. The force of the sucker punch made her drop
            to one knee, one hand flying to her bleeding mouth and the other to her weapons belt.
         

         
         “Fucking bitch,” Ivar shouted. “This crown doesn’t belong to a house-less plebe like you. You’re a lady in title alone.”

         
         She was about to grab her knife and gut him when someone crashed into Ivar and sent him flying. She looked up to see Ersan
            straddling Ivar, pummeling blows down upon him. Blood sprayed across the dirt floor before three Southern fae grabbed Ersan,
            hauled him backward, and helped him to his feet.
         

         
         The rest of the Northern fae leapt up from their bench and unsheathed their weapons. They moved to advance on Ersan, but Ivar
            stumbled to a stand and held up his hand. They halted as Ivar spat blood onto the ground, his right eyelid already swelling
            shut.
         

         
         “You can’t blame him for protecting his Fated,” Ivar said, looking at Carys with his one good eye. His words hurt more than
            her cut lip and he clearly knew it by the vicious curl of his mouth. Ivar waved between Ersan and Carys. “The Fates cursed
            you with that one, Lord of Arboa.”
         

         
         The crowd chuckled and Ersan tried to take a step forward, but his friends held him back.

         
         Carys’s whole body burned with rage and embarrassment, but she forced a chill into her voice as she folded her arms and said,
            “Unfortunately you can’t blame the Fates for your terrible swordsmanship and even worse sportsmanship.” The crowd “ooh-ed”
            at the insult. “When you leave this competition tomorrow, Ivar, it will be me that cast you out, not the Gods. Remember that.”
         

         
         The crowd broke out into titters of whispered conversations as Carys turned, careful not to let her eyes land on Ersan as
            she moved. She rolled her shoulders back and stormed off in search of a quieter place to train.
         

         
          

         One of the many benefits of being friends with the former crown prince was that Carys knew all the secret nooks and crannies
            of Wynreach castle. She ventured from the training rings off through the library annex, knowing that if she climbed out the
            window there, she’d be able to sidestep onto a flat bit of rooftop—the perfect quiet place to train.
         

         
         But when Carys leapt up onto the roof, she found it already occupied . . . by a certain blue witch.

         
         Aneryn knelt before six tiny objects, the strings of her totem pouch pulled open beside it. A stack of books sat to her right
            and another two lay open, their pages flipping in the breeze. Her hawk, Ehiris, perched on a weathervane and stared down at
            Aneryn as if he was studying the witch’s actions.
         

         
         When Carys’s heavy boots landed on the stone, Aneryn instinctively reached for her totems. Her hands flared with a burst of
            fiery blue flames. Whatever magic she was attempting to harness was seemingly just as startled as Aneryn was herself. With
            a frustrated breath, Aneryn placed her items one by one back into the black leather pouch beside her knee.
         

         
         Carys assessed the totems as Aneryn put them away: a red ribbon, a seashell, a sprig of dried leaves, a purple stone, a pine cone, and a ball of felted wool. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” Carys said, awkwardly turning in a circle, unsure if she should climb back down or stay. “I didn’t mean to interrupt
            your prayers.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t praying and it doesn’t matter,” Aneryn grumbled, pulling tight the strings of her totem pouch and placing it back
            over her head.
         

         
         What would a witch be doing with her totems out if not praying? Normally the witches laid them out in the light of the full
            moon and prayed to the Moon Goddess. But not only was it not the full moon, it was daytime, and it all meant that Carys had
            no clue what Aneryn was up to.
         

         
         Ehiris made a chirping sound and rustled his wings.

         
         Carys tipped her head to the hawk. “I can’t believe Renwick let you bring him.”

         
         “Ehiris is my hawk now, not Renwick’s,” she said in a clipped, annoyed tone. “Normally I leave him in Murreneir, but since
            I plan on staying here for a very long time, I brought him with me.”
         

         
         Ehiris wasn’t the only one ruffling his feathers now. Carys studied Aneryn anew, her confidence chafing Carys’s pride. Aneryn
            was swiftly morphing from an ally to a thorn in her side. Would the blue witch truly try to derail Carys’s trajectory? It
            felt as if the forges were already lit, the smiths already waiting to recast a crown perfectly molded to Carys’s head. Why
            would Aneryn stake such a claim to this place?
         

         
         Aneryn stood, brushing the dust off her blue robes and turning her flickering sapphire gaze to Carys. The witch seemed to
            have her magic flaring constantly since she arrived in the Eastern Court as if she couldn’t quite keep a handle on her powers.
            Carys suspected she knew why, her anger slowly ebbing to pity.
         

         
         “Are you trying to See Fenrin?” she asked. Ehiris took to the skies with a screech as Carys sidled over to the sloping shingled
            roof and leaned against it.
         

         
         “I was thinking about Laris, actually, this time.” Aneryn let out a long sigh. Laris was her other lover—a mousy
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