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      Erich, prince and heir to the kingdom of Sundland, has been living six years in self-imposed exile after he lost control of his inner dragon and killed a man. During the full moon, he transforms into a dragon and he’s been searching the continent for a cure. Rumors lead him to Atria, the capital of Neolyra, and a Miracle Worker who can cure him. The Miracle Worker, an elf named Fritz, offers to heal him if he’ll steal the Empress’ magic golden blade. Elves are the empire’s enemy, and Corrupted like Erich are executed if they’re discovered. Working with the elf, he risks death, but getting the sword means breaking the curse.

      Erich reclaims his title as Prince of Sundland and enters the palace intent on getting close to the royal family and the sword. Then he meets Princess Liane. The middle daughter of Empress Eveline, second in line to the throne and unmarried at twenty-six. Liane has suffered from a chronic illness since she was a child. It frequently incapacitates her with fever and debilitating pain. Because of that, her mother never arranged her marriage, but she’s increasingly pressuring Liane to choose a husband. But Liane would rather focus on exacting her personal vengeance for her childhood friend’s untimely death by catching the magic drug dealers who plague her city.

      Liane is at first suspicious of Erich, but his charm, and their mutual frustration over their meddling parents, bonds them. And she agrees to pretend to be engaged to Erich as a cover for her revenge plot. While they each work toward their individual goals, things get serious. Tensions rise with the elves, and Liane’s younger brother, Mathias, must risk his life to uncover the Elven plot, devastating Liane, who leans on Erich for comfort, deepening their bond.

      Then Liane attempts to expose the drug smugglers and discovers her best friend, Ludwig, was working with her brother-in-law, Prince Consort Heinrich, to spread drugs and plan a coup against her mother. Amidst this chaos, Erich realizes that the sword he came to steal is a forgery and the actual sword is missing.

      Liane tries to expose Heinrich and Ludwig’s plot, but he betrays Ludwig, who takes the fall. Liane confronts Ludwig about his apparent betrayal and learns that he was under Heinrich’s spell. Before she can exonerate Ludwig, Heinrich kidnaps her and plans to hand her off to the elves because the golden blade was inside her spine the whole time. And why she’s had fevers and pain since she was young, she fused with the sword.

      Erich left the city behind for his monthly transformation, when he learned Liane was in danger. Despite it being close to the full moon, he rushes back to save her. He rescues Liane from Heinrich, killing him as a dragon. Erich escapes the Midnight Guard thanks to Liane’s intervention. But cannot forget her. Fritz informs him that Liane and the sword are part of a world-ending prophecy, that he needs Erich’s help to prevent. While Liane works with the Church of Sol to master her latent powers, Erich swears to free her from their grip.
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      The Dawn Skimmer sliced through the harbor’s blue-green water and sailed beneath the founding twin oracles’ statues that acted as a gate to the harbor. Salt-crusted chains dangled limply in the statues’ hands, hiding mechanisms that might be pulled taut to stop a fleeing pirate ship or merchants evading harbor duties. The bronze statues watched them sail past, their metal patinated with age and the hems of their robes crusted white by the sea. Their outstretched arms cast long shadows on deck. Liane had read about them while preparing for her trip. Depictions of them were scattered throughout the city, though the harbor statues were the most well-known. They were famous healers whose vision of the future had helped establish the first church in Basilia after the Corruption. They’d traveled the continent spreading the word of Cyra’s holy light by performing healing miracles.

      Liane turned her eyes from the statues to the sprawling holy city of Basilia. It was early, and heavy banks of fog hung low, bright-white stucco buildings emerged like crooked teeth, leading Liane’s eyes toward the gilt resplendence of the temple, Liane’s new home, and the church’s first holy temple. Cyra’s golden star atop the highest spire reflected the sun into Liane’s eyes, forcing her to look away, and she turned back to the open ocean. The sun had just started to rise over Basilia, but the waning gibbous moon still hung defiantly in the sky, as if the Nameless Goddess refused to give up her place to her golden sister. Liane wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but she’d become enraptured with the phases of the moon, hoping like a fool that Erich would risk coming to see her once more. Just to give a proper goodbye. That was, until she’d set sail for Basilia. He wouldn’t risk his life for her in the holy city. The Midnight Guard had plastered his wanted posters across Artria, and if he were smart, he’d disappear from the continent for good, just as she should banish him from her thoughts.

      Their weeks at sea were meant to have acted as a time of reflection. She’d never traveled more than a few days from Artria. And at the outset of her journey, she’d been confident in her decision to leave. Basilia was known as the city of healing. Many came in search of impossible cures offered by the continent’s best healers. Mother had summoned some of their best and brightest, trying to cure her fevers, all while keeping the secret of the sword in her back and the source of her illness from them. Her frustration at the secrets and lies, had fueled her through the first leg of their journey—that, and righteous purpose. But as days and leagues had passed, and the familiar snowcapped mountains had softened to rolling hills dotted with sheep and cows, the pang of homesickness had crept over her.

      Her life, until now, had been thoroughly entwined with her family’s. They shared at least one meal a day together. They’d talked, laughed, and fought. They’d also lied to her face for thirteen years. The first time she’d seen a dolphin surfing the wake of their boat, Liane had turned to point it out to Aristea, only to remember she was alone. Then she’d remembered why. Aristea, Mother, Father, and even Mathias all had known. Everyone had hidden the truth of the sword embedded in her back and let her believe she was afflicted by a mysterious illness—one that might have been cured by Basilia’s miracle workers. But they’d rather keep up appearances than let her live a full life. The sword was Cyra’s blessing, but it felt more like a curse. It sapped her of strength and plagued her with fevers and an aching back.

      She loved her family, and a small part of her understood why they’d hidden the truth. But a greater part of her was still mad at them. She’d thought distance would lessen her anger and resentment, but it hadn’t, and instead, she was filled with a strange concoction of longing for him and resentment. Perhaps her family being flung to the winds was inevitable. Mathias was on a quest to uncover the elven plots in the feral lands. Liane was in Basilia seeking answers; Aristea was in Artria doing her duty as future empress. Was this all the goddess’ plan? Maybe Liane could answer that in Basilia.

      She gripped the railing tighter as they rocked along the wake of a passing merchant ship. And she thought sympathetically of Luzie, who was below deck, clinging to a bucket. The choppy harbor would only make her seasickness worse. She turned around and nearly collided with Ludwig.

      His expression was shuttered, and his gaze was fixed on the distant shore. It was a guard’s expression—professional, cool, and detached. Before he’d resumed service, she’d thought they’d repaired their bridges, but betrayal was a slow wound to heal. They’d made amends, but the easy camaraderie they’d once shared felt far off. She couldn’t look at him without thinking about the secrets he’d passed on to Heinrich, or fearing he was using again. Stardust always eventually killed its users, and yet somehow, Ludwig had recovered, unlike Elias, who’d wasted to nothing.

      Their eyes met, and she felt a wash of guilt. She should be glad he’d survived despite the odds. And doubting him after everything felt cruel.

      “We’re nearly there,” he said, nodding toward the dock slowly coming into view.

      “Mm,” she replied. Few words came to mind. Maybe she was exhausted after a long journey, or the unacknowledged hurt and suspicion froze her tongue.

      “Nervous?” Ludwig asked. It was an olive branch, and not the first he’d offered.

      “I’m not worried about you using again…” Liane said and regretted it instantly. It landed wrong, and she watched the goodwill wither in his gaze. Things were different now, and she didn’t know how to fix their friendship. “I mean, what’s there to be nervous about?”

      “Does my vow inconvenience you?” he asked, evoking the promise he’d made to their deceased friend, Elias. Their mutual love for him had bonded them, but even that was tainted. Ludwig had loved Elias, but Elias had loved her and begged Ludwig to protect her on his deathbed. The very foundation of her and Ludwig’s friendship had been built on a lie.

      She held her hands behind her back and leaned into the railing as she wrestled with her churning emotions. Now wasn’t the time. Later, when she’d had more time to reflect, they’d have a talk. But not today. As it was, she should be heading below deck to check on Luzie and change out of her sweaty, salt-stained traveling gown and into her procession gown.

      Sailors scurried about the deck, shouting instructions to one another. As she passed them, they ducked their heads and made the sign of the star against their brows. Liane’s cheeks flamed. They’d been doing that since she’d stepped onboard. Everyone treated her with this strange sort of awed reverence. It made her feel a bit like she was up on a stage and didn’t know her next lines. Being a princess, she expected gawking, but that was when she was beside her family. Now Liane was alone in the spotlight, the wielder of an unknown magic and the goddess’ chosen.

      She felt like a freak. She was a bit of an anomaly within the church, too. The Avatheos had assured her he’d foreseen her coming, but he hadn’t really explained what her role was within the goddess’ grand plan. She’d pressed him early on in their journey—as much as she could press the Avatheos—but he’d been vague about the details and assured her all would be revealed once they reached Basilia. If she were being honest, the Avatheos still terrified her. She’d never seen his face despite having lived in close quarters with him for weeks, and he’d hardly left his cabin, presumably because he was in deep religious contemplation. Liane didn’t get seasick, but she craved the sun. She needed to feel it seep into her skin, and the more time she spent in the light, the fewer fevers and less pain she had. That was all he’d told her. But it wasn’t a cure. She wouldn’t feel better until they’d drawn the sword from her body.

      Their progress slowed as they approached the dock, and she spied a crowd gathering to greet them. She’d been paraded in front of crowds her whole life. It shouldn’t bother her. But a swarm of butterflies erupted in her stomach. This was her first public appearance since the Sun Ceremony, where she’d glowed. Had rumors of her power preceded them, and had the crowd come to catch a glimpse of her strange ability? Or were they hoping to beg the Avatheos for a miracle?

      “They know we’re here,” the captain shouted. “Look alive, boys.”

      The crew seemed to have had a fire lit under them because they moved faster, grabbing ropes and shouting to one another. Liane scampered below deck so as to not be underfoot and met Luzie at the entrance to their cabin. Her complexion was sickly-green, and there were dark circles under her eyes. Luzie clutched a bundle beneath her arm, which she thrust toward Liane without ceremony as Liane approached.

      “The Ava—” Luzie gulped, then inhaled, eyes closed, as the ship rocked. “The Avatheos has ordered you to be veiled for your procession through the city,” she managed in a gasp, before rushing over to her bucket and retching.

      The cabin smelled of sickness, and Luzie’s clothes hung loose on her frame. Thank the stars they’d arrived. Liane wasn’t sure how much more Luzie could take.

      “I’ll help you in—” Luzie said before retching again.

      “Rest. I am capable enough to dress myself.”

      She left Luzie and went to their cabin, where she unfurled the veil and robe the Avatheos had provided. She crinkled her nose at it. The veil was a thick material and would fall down below her breasts, obscuring her face like the priests and priestesses of the Church of Sol. Liane wasn’t a priestess, and wearing a veil seemed sacrilegious.

      “He can’t be serious,” she murmured to herself.

      With a shake of her head, she tossed the veil on her cot and compromised by putting on the robes. When she returned to the deck, the veiled priests and priestesses were waiting for her, along with a green Luzie and stern Ludwig. The Avatheos turned toward her and raised a hand that halted her in place.

      “Where is your veil?” the Avatheos asked, and though she couldn’t see his face, she felt his stare slide up and down her body, sending pinprick chills down her arms and neck. “A piece of the goddess lives within you. The common folk shouldn’t look you in the eyes. It is unseemly.”

      “I’ve had the blade for thirteen years. Thousands of people have looked at me.” Liane threw up her arms, searching the others’ faces for support. But none would raise their eyes to meet hers, not even Ludwig or Luzie.

      “But that was before they knew. Your image and how you present yourself are crucial. How do you think your mother inspires such love and devotion?”

      “Her excellent statecraft?” Liane ventured.

      “It is the mythos of wielding the blade. The way she is presented as Cyra incarnate. You are the successor to the blade. You must look the part.”

      “I’m not my mother, and I’d rather look the people in the eye if they’re expected to worship me.” Though she had serious qualms with the idea of people worshipping her. She crossed her arms and stared at the Avatheos, waiting for his counterargument.

      He inclined his head. “As you wish, your divinity.”

      Liane looked around the crowded deck, surprised her argument had worked. But the sailors shuffled off, avoiding her gaze, as they focused on tying the ship to the dock and lowering the gangplank. The crowd pressed closer, necks straining to see over the shoulders of the Midnight Guards struggling to hold them back. Beyond them, carriages awaited to take them to the temple. The party on the ship lined up, and on instinct, Liane took her place behind the Avatheos, but he glided aside.

      “It is not the avatar’s place to walk behind me. You outrank me, your divinity.”

      The comment felt pointed, but she decided to ignore it and stepped in front of him, bracing for the unmitigated stares of the crowd. Their hungry gazes seemed ready to devour her like a succulent piece of meat, and a cold sweat broke out on her brow. Taking one large breath, she stepped onto the plank and toward the buzzing worshippers.

      When she reached the bottom, the crowd surged, pushing the guards until their backs were brushing against her shoulders. The guards made a narrow path out of their flesh, but grasping hands reached through the gaps, pulling at her clothes.

      Liane could do this. The carriage was merely a few feet away. Someone held up a baby, thrusting it over the heads of the guards, as if they’d toss it toward her. For what? A blessing? What could she possibly give them? Bile caught in the back of her throat. This wasn’t theater. These people believed her capable of miracles. Enough to risk their infant being squashed in this press of bodies. The horror of it struck her, and she searched their desperate faces—dirt-smeared, bandaged, and sunken. What could she do for them?

      Among the press of people, she caught a glimpse of a familiar face moving through the crowd. She craned her neck, searching for Erich’s gold-flecked brown eyes. He shouldn’t be here. She moved closer to the wall of Midnight Guards, which was her first mistake. It emboldened the crowd, who pushed through the guards to reach her.

      They grasped her arms, her ankles, her hips, her neck—anywhere they could grab a fistful of fabric, hair, or flesh—and pulled. She was lifted off the ground, yanked, and then dragged into the mob.

      Their hands were everywhere; her screams were trapped in her throat. She couldn’t untangle from the crowd—as soon as she broke free of one person, someone else had hold of her. They were screaming, pleading, crying, and pressing things into her hands that she couldn’t grasp. Her scalp burned, and her joints ached as the crowd pulled. Tears streamed down her face as she struggled in vain to escape. The guards struggled, but they couldn’t reach her.

      Then, from the middle of the fray, he appeared. He grabbed hold of her, wrapping her trembling body up in his arms and shielding her until she was surrounded once more by a wall of Midnight Guards. Liane stared in wide-eyed astonishment up at Erich as he cupped her cheek and offered her a crooked smile, saying not a word.

      The Midnight Guard beat back the crowd with clubs, and people screamed as they fled. Ludwig pushed through, grabbing her by the arm and yanking her from Erich’s grasp.

      “We have to get away,” Ludwig said, his hand at her elbow, guiding her forward.

      She turned her neck to call out to Erich, but he’d disappeared into the crowd. Six guards flanked her and Ludwig as he escorted her into the carriage, where the Avatheos awaited her.

      Her heart was thumping against her ribs, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

      “They were going to rip me apart,” Liane said, wrapping her arms around her body. If Erich hadn’t been there…

      “The veil could have shielded you from it. Perhaps you will remember this next time we venture into public,” the Avatheos said serenely.

      She didn’t care if the Avatheos was the head of the church; she shot him a death glare. But he either didn’t see it or didn’t care. Liane pulled back the curtain, hoping for one more glimpse of Erich, but as mysteriously as he’d appeared, he’d vanished once more.
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      She’d been in Erich’s arms. The impression of her against him lingered. Her phantom scent, rosewater and sea salt, intoxicated him still. And all Erich could do was watch her carriage disappear up the hill, sliding farther and farther out of reach. His decision to see her disembark had been ill-conceived from the start. The Midnight Guard might have noticed him, or worse. He’d come all this way to extract Liane from the church’s grasp. He wanted to see what sort of challenges they might face in rescuing her. Fritz’s visions hadn’t given any insight into how they should proceed.

      Erich might have started out as a casual observer, but when the crowd had swarmed, he’d lost his head trying to protect her. Foolish, reckless, dangerous. He was lucky the Midnight Guard was more preoccupied with protecting her than wondering who he was.

      With Liane gone, the faithful turned on him.

      “You touched her. Did she impart a gift upon you?” a man holding a thin child in the crook of his arm asked. “Will you lay your hands upon my daughter? Maybe some of the avatar’s holy light will transfer onto her.” His eyes were hungry and hollow, and the child’s eyes were closed, and her face was ashen gray. He smelled death on them, and knowing he could do nothing felt like a knife twisting in his gut. And yet he felt compelled to offer them a small measure of blind hope and laid his hand on the child’s forehead.

      It was a mistake. After seeing that, they crowded closer.

      “My arm hasn’t been the same since my accident,” a man with a skeletal arm hanging loosely at his side said. “What about me?” He shoved closer.

      Erich had no power to heal them. If anything, he might transfer the corruption of his dragon curse to them. He shook his head to deny them, but the crowd’s fervent desire for a miracle threatened to swallow him whole. The crush of bodies and dozens of voices talking over one another made his skin twitch, and the dragon, already too close to the surface, roared within him. Erich sought the hilt of his dagger for comfort, but there wasn’t room to bend an elbow, and instead, he was left with his palms itching. He had to get away. Erich thrust his shoulder between people, forcing a path out. But their hands grasped for his clothes, tearing open his tunic and dragging his vest off him. Clothes that had touched their avatar seemed to appease them because once they had them, they descended upon each other like a pack of wolves, tearing them into strips. Erich drew his dagger and pointed it at the stragglers on the fringe of the crowd who eyed him. But they lost interest and left him to skulk away like a beaten dog.

      They’d scratched his chest and neck, but the flesh was already mending, though it itched. He’d expected obstacles, but hordes of fanatical worshippers hadn’t been one of them. The next logical step was to regroup and report what he’d learned to Fritz. They’d feared the elves would attempt an assassination on Liane to prevent her rise to power. They hadn’t planned on the people assaulting her out of desperation.

      Though his head told him to return to the inn, dragon wings beat in his skull like a second pulse. The waning gibbous moon should’ve soothed the dragon, but ever since Artria, it’d been closer to the surface, harder to control. Erich pulled taut the chains that held his dragon power in check. He didn’t head back to the inn as would have been wise, but rather joined the crowd of worshippers trailing Liane to the temple.

      All knowledge was worth having, and the risk of the Midnight Guard taking note of him in the crowd was low. They had enough on their plate keeping the masses under control. People stood on rooftops and hung out of windows to watch the closed carriage as it inched its way toward the temple. Erich caught glimpses of it from the alleys and back ways he traveled to avoid the bulk of the crowds. They kept the curtains drawn, robbing him of an opportunity to see her en route. When the carriage reached its destination, the crowd surged again. They were pushed back by the Midnight Guards. Erich had to elbow his way to the front of the temple steps. The guards stood, arms interlocked, in two rows, preventing anyone from getting close enough to touch her. Despite the well-armed wall of flesh in their way, the people grasped at her. Their desperation was reaching a fever pitch.

      The stench of unwashed bodies and sickness turned Erich’s stomach. He was jostled as hands pulled him back in an attempt to steal his place. Under normal circumstances, being this close to strangers would make him uneasy, but this time, his dragon twisted and thrashed against its chains, and he feared it’d break loose among the crowd. The effort to maintain control was making his head pound more. He couldn’t so much as bend an elbow without accidentally jabbing someone in the ribs. He’d thought the crowds in Artria were bad, but Basilia was unbearable.

      But he wanted to see her safely enter the temple. With this many guards around, they’d keep her party safe. As much as he hated to admit it, she was safest in the church’s care, for now.

      The carriage doors opened, and Liane stepped out, looking shaken and terrified. Six guards escorted her up the temple steps as the people cried out for her to turn their way. She didn’t glance at the crowd, even as Erich’s gaze burned into the back of her skull, willing her to find him. Which was for the best. Erich had a sinking suspicion she’d seen him at the dock, and when she’d stopped to find him, the crowd had swarmed. The thought made his chest constrict. Even when he was trying to protect her, he endangered her. Attempting to see her was a selfish indulgence, and yet he couldn’t tear his eyes away until she passed through the temple doors and they slammed shut behind her.

      With Liane’s safety ensured, he retreated. As he did, the pilgrims chanted her name, a rising chorus demanding to see the goddess’ avatar. When their demands were not met, they grew agitated, pushing harder and harder. The line of guards retaliated with clubs, dispersing the crowd, who let out a scream that rippled like the tide. Erich was nearly out of the square when the pilgrims fled. He knew they’d be back. The city was swarming with the devoted, seeking a miracle. More would arrive as the word spread. They would not be dissuaded, and Erich had to admit he shared their sentiments. Fritz couldn’t heal his curse, but maybe Liane could.

      It was what had driven him, against his better instincts, to come to Basilia. He’d made a deal with a rogue elf and risked capture by the Midnight Guard all because of his vain hope that he might be saved.

      The crowds thinned away from the temple, and the tension in his chest eased a measure. Though he doubted he’d be able to unclench his jaw and relax his shoulders until he, Liane, and Fritz were out of this Trinity-damned city. He and Fritz had arrived in Basilia by a swift merchant ship shortly before Liane, and by then, rumors had already been swirling about the goddess’ avatar. They spoke of her miracle-working and her ability to heal the ill and, perhaps, heal corruption. Fritz said her power had awakened, and Erich wondered how much she’d learned since they’d last spoken. Could she perform miracles, or had the gossip twisted the truth? Erich had to know.

      First, they needed to get Liane away from the Church of Sol. The church would wield her like a sword to exterminate the elves and everything they deemed unholy. Fritz had seen it in a vision, and though Erich didn’t trust much, he trusted Fritz.

      Erich’s footsteps dragged as he walked. Summer had passed its peak, and he felt the gray cloud of autumn looming on the horizon. They’d spent weeks planning and preparing, but he felt woefully underprepared. The Church of Sol had a mountain of magic, influence, and arms, and Erich felt as if he were standing at the foot of it, unsure how he’d reach that summit.

      The wind blew down the street, and he caught a faint sour odor. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, but rather than look over his shoulder and alert his stalker, he kept walking. Residents passed him by, disinterested in him and muttering about the influx of pilgrims in the city. Without seeing his stalker, he couldn’t say for certain, but with the lack of metal clinking or the sweet smell of magic, he assumed whoever was following him wasn’t part of the Midnight Guard. He’d felt eyes watching him from the shadows before. This town was crawling with Midnight Guards, and at first, he’d chalked it up to paranoia. But now, he could hear leather-booted footsteps echoing behind him on the cobbles. When he stopped, pretending to examine a shop window, the footsteps halted as well. A tingle raced up his spine, and he made an abrupt turn down an alleyway.

      The footsteps increased their pace as they followed. Two sets of them—large men from the sound of their footfalls. The dragon, already too close to the surface, roiled beneath Erich’s skin, seeking to break free of the tight chains that kept it in control. The mental barriers that he held it in place with were meant to prevent a transformation before the full moon, when the dragon became too powerful and overcame him. He turned a corner, hurried down an empty street, and abruptly met a dead end. It would appear to them that he was cornered, but he’d led them there for a reason. These ruffians were doing this outside the law, and he wasn’t about to alert the Midnight Guard to his presence with a street brawl.

      Erich turned to face the empty alleyway. There was nothing there but shadows. But he could sense the stalkers close by.

      “Come out. I know you’re following me,” he said.

      Silence answered, and for a moment, he thought he’d imagined the footsteps. Until three people stepped into view—one more than he’d counted. Either he was losing his touch, or there was mischief afoot. The largest of them had a jagged scar bisecting his face and an empty, puckered socket where his eye used to be. The second man was missing a thumb and pointer finger, as if they’d been bitten clean off. The smallest man was well-dressed and unscarred, a strange juxtaposition to his comrades. Erich also realized, as he tried to study the smallest man, that his eyes kept drifting away from the man as if some spell were repelling him from looking too closely. Not good.

      “You’re rather brave, corrupted,” the smallest man, and the presumed leader, said in a silken tone.

      “I’m impatient, is what I am. Why are you following me?” Erich asked, his hand resting on the pommel of his dagger.

      “I’m doing what all men must—earning geld. Your head will fetch a good price, I think.”

      Hunters. He should have known. He’d been so preoccupied with the Midnight Guard that he hadn’t thought about the Hunters’ Guild. Basilia had the largest group of organized hunters and smugglers on the continent. He hadn’t been as inconspicuous as he’d thought.

      “I think I’d rather keep it, thank you.”

      The man shrugged. “Suit yourself. Watching these two fight is half the fun.”

      The largest man was wielding an axe, twice the size of his head. It would have a slow swing but a deadly, bone-crushing strike. The best thing Erich could do was try to avoid it.

      Erich drew his dagger from its halter, and the axe man laughed at the sight of it.

      “Is that all you have?” he asked.

      “It’s all I need.”

      Erich lunged at the leader. As expected, the big man swung his axe toward Erich. He dodged and backed up a step, and the smaller lackey pinned him between him and the larger one. What he hadn’t expected was for the leader to move, lightning quick, out of harm’s way. Erich slashed the axe wielder at the elbow, and his massive weapon sagged. Erich turned to the smaller one, who blew a cloud of something foul-smelling into Erich’s face, which rendered him partially blind.

      Stumbling in the dark, Erich narrowly avoided another crushing swing of the large man’s axe. Someone let loose a bloodcurdling scream, and Erich jabbed in the direction he last remembered the big man to have been in. He heard a loud thud as the axe fell to the ground, and using his heightened sense of hearing, Erich rushed the man, grasped him by the neck, and twisted. A sickening crack sounded as the man fell to the ground. Erich could hardly see through the haze of poison, and his sense of smell was impaired. The dragon inside him roared, eager for bloodshed, hungry to destroy them all, but the sensible part of him held on. It had been long enough since the last full moon that he had greater control. Erich used his dragon sight to find an opening, sliding in close enough to stab a dagger into the poisoner’s ribs. He crumpled to the ground.

      As soon as they were dispatched, Erich stumbled away, half blind, for several city blocks before he found a fountain that he could dunk his face in and wash the poison from his eyes. His dragon blood would take care of the rest. But even with his quick healing, his vision remained blurry. A disadvantage he couldn’t afford should the men recover and come after him. Erich took the long way back to the inn. He was afraid that he was being followed and had to loop around several neighborhoods before he was confident that he wasn’t leading the hunters to Fritz. If a corrupted like him fetched a high bounty, he could just imagine the geld they’d offer for an elf.

      That was why Erich preferred being alone. If you didn’t have companions, you didn’t have to worry about risking their safety. Worrying about someone else only made his job more complicated. By the time he returned, the sun was high, and he was exhausted.

      The inn they’d chosen was a shabby, run-down establishment in one of the more unsavory parts of town. When Erich entered, Fritz was sitting in the common room. His body was angled toward the flames, and there was a blank expression on his face. It was a painfully uncanny scene, and Fritz may as well have waved a flag over his head that declared him nonhuman. Thankfully, the innkeeper was the sort who accepted bribes, and Erich, anticipating this, had paid her extra when they’d rented the room, just in case. She was the common room’s only other occupant, and her gaze was averted.

      Erich fell heavily into the wooden chair across from Fritz, startling him from his vision. Fritz blinked at Erich in a haze, before shaking himself like a wet dog. How Fritz had survived this long among humans was a mystery. At times, he seemed wise beyond his years, while at other times, he seemed terribly young and naive.

      “We might need to change inns,” Erich said by way of greeting. Living with the constant fear of attack was normal for Erich. Watching another person’s back was unfamiliar. If it weren’t for Fritz, he wouldn’t have gone back at all.

      “Getting into trouble already?” Fritz asked.

      “It finds me. Or rather, it found me today, on my way back from the docks.”

      “That is trouble. I told you to stay away from her until we’ve formulated a plan.”

      Erich grunted in acknowledgment as guilt gnawed at him. He trusted Fritz’s intuition, but he trusted his gut too, and he was glad he’d been there.

      “You don’t have to stay. I can get her out and bring her to you,” Erich said, though he already knew what Fritz’s answer would be.

      “Trying to get rid of me again?” Fritz said with a single raised eyebrow.

      “Better we break apart than get caught together.”

      “This only works if we do it together,” Fritz said, pinching his brow. He looked skinnier and paler than when Erich had first met him.

      Erich leaned forward to whisper. “Did you see something?”

      “No. There are too many possible outcomes, a thousand tangled threads.” He sighed and leaned back to slump in his chair.

      “Well, you keep trying, and I’ll do what I’m best at.” Erich stood and grasped Fritz’s shoulder.

      Fritz looked up at Erich with a quizzical stare. “And what’s that exactly?”

      “Find information. I’ll search for a way into the temple.”

      “You make it sound so simple. Do you really think you can simply carry her out of the temple?”

      “I’ll do whatever is necessary,” Erich said, with a nonchalant shrug. But on the inside, his gut was churning.
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      There were no rules for how a widow-princess might dress if her husband died a traitor, but Aristea had chosen to wear a black veil. In Neolyra, widows wore a sheer black veil for a year and a day to mourn the passing of their husbands. It was an ancient tradition that was thought to have originated with the first Empress Consort, whose devotion to her husband had been unparalleled. After her husband had died, she’d slept inside his tomb in the catacombs for a full year. Thankfully, the tradition of lying next to the corpse of one’s husband had ended half a century ago. The thought of lying beside her husband’s mangled corpse for a year made Aristea’s skin crawl. It’d been hard enough sleeping next to him when he was alive.

      Heinrich’s plot to overthrow the empire through cultivating an army of stardust-enhanced soldiers had failed, and he’d paid the price. But apart from a few minor officials, his co-conspirators remained at large, though officially, the case was considered closed.

      Aristea felt as if she were poised on a dagger’s edge. She hadn’t put on the veil out of love for Heinrich, but rather wore it like armor. Her ill-fated marriage had been the ribbon that’d tied up the loose ends of a civil war that had begun before she was born, but whose threads were woven into the tapestry of the current court’s political climate.

      Heinrich had been fourth in line to the throne before he died, and the figurehead of a rebellion that had attempted to steal the throne from Aristea’s mother. Because of that, Aristea had been destined to marry Heinrich before she’d taken her first breath. A faction of dukes didn’t want an empress at all, and then her mother had made the audacious choice to name her eldest daughter heir even after a healthy son had grown to maturity.

      If Aristea and Heinrich had produced a son, their two factions would’ve been united. But after years of marriage, Aristea hadn’t borne a son, nor any children. Her womb had never quickened. Each month, her courses came, and hope withered in her chest. Now, at nearly thirty and a widow, her position as future empress seemed shakier than ever. By Aristea’s age, Mother had had two children and had squashed a rebellion.

      What did Aristea have? A veil to hide behind and a desperate scheme to keep her husband’s followers loyal to her by pretending to be a grieving widow. On melancholy days like this, she wandered the cold rooms of her and Heinrich’s apartment and was reminded of the times when he’d been sweet. When he’d kiss her gently on the brow or lay his head against her stomach and wish for a son. She’d tried loving him, she really had. But then he’d turn cruel and bitter. He’d stumble in, stinking of alcohol and another woman’s perfume. Aristea would get angry and shout, and he’d find some way to twist her anger into being about her mistakes. If only she’d given him a son, if only she’d been better, sweeter, more pliable.

      His study was dark, but she didn’t bother lighting a candle or opening the curtains. She hadn’t gone in there since he’d died. She stood in the center of the room, her arms wrapped around her waist in a protective stance. Her gaze flicked over to the drawer with the false bottom. The same one where he’d kept the letters she’d written to him when they’d been engaged, when she’d been a teenager desperate to make their marriage work, and his responses had been sweet and flattering. She’d been hopeful, if not in love, and convinced their marriage could heal the empire. Could protect her mother’s legacy and her right to the throne. It had been romantic to the girl she’d been that he’d been the prince in exile, waiting for their wedding day to return to court, ready to make amends for his father’s sins. Then once they had been married, he’d used those same words against her. She walked over to the drawer, pried open the false bottom, and grasped hold of the letters.

      “But now you’re dead and I’ll be empress,” she said to the empty room.

      She turned her back on the study and returned to the sitting room, where she’d asked her lady’s maids to build up the fire. It burned bright and hot, warming her cheeks and flushing her face. She tossed those letters into the flames and watched them curl and burn.

      She hated herself for having trusted him, having listened to the lies, the excuses. He’d been plotting to kill her and usurp her mother, and she’d suspected but said nothing. But she wasn’t going to stand idly by anymore.

      She’d win over Heinrich’s allies, unify the dukes’ council, and spearhead an attack on the elves before they could strike at the empire again, ending the threat and solidifying her rule. No one would question her ability again.

      The letters turned to ash, but Aristea wasn’t satisfied. Her lady’s maid Yvette entered the room with a black gown draped over her arm. As was her usual routine, Aristea dressed and prepared for her morning walk around the gardens. After which, she would have to meet with Duke Mattison from Sundland, a notable, wealthy bachelor whom Mother was angling to pair with Aristea.

      It was another reason Aristea had taken the veil. While she was in mourning, she wouldn’t have to entertain suitors. But Mother had found a loophole. As he was an important royal dignitary, it was natural that they’d have lunch together.

      Liane’s fake engagement had given Mother the idea of bringing Sundland and their army into the empire’s fold, and she wouldn’t let it go, especially after learning, from Duke Mattison, that the real Crown Prince of Sundland was missing, and the king was dying. It was presumed that Duke Mattison, the king’s brother, would take over the throne.

      When their husbands died, most widows retired to the countryside, where they might enjoy newfound freedom and autonomy. That had never been an option for Aristea. It wasn’t a matter of if she’d remarry but how long she could delay it. For now, Mother was indulging Aristea’s mourning period. It wouldn’t last forever. If she must marry, she’d rather it be to a man of her choosing, perhaps from Heinrich’s former faction, preferably close in age to herself.

      As crown princess, Aristea should have a choice. But the fraught political climate meant every move she made was scrutinized, leaving her paralyzed at times, terrified of making the wrong move. Unlike her sister, Liane, who had freedom. Liane chased vengeance and took lovers without repercussions. Mother always let her do as she pleased because she wasn’t the heir. Now, as the goddess’ avatar, she’d escaped their gilded cage and was flying free, unburdened by political intrigues.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Aristea stuffed those thoughts down. She would claim her power, in her own way. She wasn’t like Liane. Nor was she like her younger brother, Mathias, who was a jokester and peacekeeper. His charm had won him many fans at court, but he’d distanced himself from court politics by joining the army, and now he was risking his life to uncover the elven plot.

      They each had their roles to play, and hers was to become empress. But you’re nothing without a man by your side. No one would bow to you alone. Heinrich’s vicious jabs haunted Aristea from beyond the grave, like old scars that wouldn’t heal. He was dead and he’d been wrong, she reminded herself.

      Outside, courtiers meandered through the rows of hedges and flowering bushes. They swiveled their heads to watch her as she passed, whispering behind their hands when they thought she was out of earshot. She took note but pretended not to notice. Some were bold enough to greet her, and she smiled but didn’t linger, her gaze fixed on the old oak tree where she and her siblings used to play. Its large boughs drooped, wilting from the summer heat. Her lady’s maids followed behind her, their shoes pattering on the cobbled paths.

      Aristea was never alone. Guards, maids, courtiers—all their eyes watching, judging, circling like birds of prey. Normally the fresh air calmed her, but today even the sound of her lady’s maids breathing was agitating. She needed to be alone, to clear her head before the lunch with the duke.

      “Leave me,” she said.

      “Your majesty...” Yvette started to protest.

      “I want to be alone,” she reiterated. Yvette bowed, and they all backed away, giving her the space she’d requested.

      Aristea breathed in the fresh air, perfumed by lavender bushes. If her siblings had been with her, they would have run off into the nearby hedge maze. But Aristea wasn’t like Liane, who followed her own rules, or Mathias, who floated wherever the wind blew. Aristea was a rule follower.

      But there were no rules against wandering closer to the fountain. Her ladies and guards were well within sight, and she was perfectly safe inside the garden. She inched closer to the fountain in question, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder to see if they’d noticed.

      She was so preoccupied with seeming nonchalant that she didn’t notice the branch dipping into the walk until it caught her veil and it pulled taut. Aristea tumbled forward and would have fallen onto her face, making a spectacle of herself, but someone grabbed her arm. But her forward momentum was too great, and they both toppled over.

      Her would-be rescuer managed to switch their positions, and she fell on top of him. They were both tangled up inside her veil, and they thrashed about, pulling it free. This exposed her face and rumpled her blond hair, which fell from the pins that had held it back so that her hair now partially covered her face. This was her divine punishment for bending the rules, surely.

      “Are you hurt, Aristea?” His familiar voice sent a wave of shock through her.

      Aristea pushed aside the curtain of her hair and, for a moment, was transported back in time as she looked into the face of the first boy she’d loved. He wasn’t a boy any longer, but a man. He’d grown out a neatly trimmed beard, and his hair was a bit thinner at the temples, but it was still him, Jonathan Sommerfeld.

      Heinrich had banished him from court not long after they’d been wed. She’d foolishly confessed to having feelings for him. Nothing had ever happened, of course. Her purity couldn’t be compromised. They’d danced a few times at court balls and shared a few impassioned glances. It was innocent, young, and naive love. By the time she’d wed Heinrich, it’d meant nothing to her. But it’d enraged Heinrich. She’d never seen Heinrich angry before then. Their first year of marriage had been sweet and tender. But that night, he’d grabbed a vase off the mantel and shattered it at her feet before she could calm him down by swearing Jonathan meant nothing to her. After that, Heinrich had arranged for Jonathan to marry the daughter of some allies, and Jonathan had been living in the countryside in informal exile.

      Her breath caught and her tongue was tied. She recalled vividly the last moment she’d seen him. It had been the day before he’d left to marry. Oh, how she’d shed tears over her careless confession that’d ruined his reputation.

      Guards, having witnessed her fall, rushed over and helped her up. Then her lady’s maids were swarming, urging her to put her veil back on and straightening her hair. Aristea waved them off, and they backed up a few steps—not enough to give them the privacy she truly craved, however.

      Aristea sat on one of the nearby benches and tried to catch her breath. Her heart was racing. And she’d rather die than make a further spectacle of herself by fainting.

      Jonathan approached, leaning heavily on his cane. Jonathan had been born with a clubfoot and had relied on a cane to walk since he was a boy. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Forgive me, Aristea.” The familiar use of her given name sent a shiver through her. No one, apart from her family, called her that. It warmed her to see that their familiar childhood bonds remained. She wanted to apologize, and she also wondered what’d brought him back to court, but the question came out as, “I’m sorry, what are you doing here?” She’d blurted it out and felt the blush crawl over her entire body. If she could’ve torn off her mouth and thrown it away, she would’ve.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and wouldn’t look at her directly. “I’ve been hoping to speak to you,” he said, his gaze burning as it searched her face. “But perhaps I shouldn’t have—” He turned as if to walk away.

      “No, don’t go.” She reached out for him on impulse before letting her hand fall to her side, feeling like an impulsive child. The lady’s maids had stepped back, but they had a full view of them both. And their allegiances were dubious at best. They were daughters and sisters of powerful men whom Heinrich had placed in her household to keep their eyes on her. And she had no doubt that they reported every move she made back to their fathers and brothers. She needed to be careful.

      He turned toward her, face inscrutable. “Your majesty?”

      She lamented the return to formal address, but it was a necessary evil. “What is it you wanted to say?” she asked, against her better judgment.

      He leaned heavily on his cane, his grip white-knuckled. “I told myself I would come and give my condolences for your loss. But now that I’m looking at you face-to-face, I don’t think I can. I’m glad he’s gone...”

      Her lady’s maids gasped. It wasn’t treason, but it felt close to it. It was impetuous at the least. And she shouldn’t allow it, but it secretly delighted her.

      “I will remember this,” Aristea said. It could be construed as a threat or as praise. And judging from the small twist of Jonathan’s lips, he understood her meaning. He’d said what she’d been thinking all along. Though she dared not say it out loud, she was grateful he was brave enough to say it.

      “Your majesty, it’s time to meet with Duke Mattison,” Yvette said.

      His expression fell. “I should go—” He gestured over his shoulder.

      They stood awkwardly for a few moments, neither saying a thing.

      Yvette cleared her throat.

      Aristea ignored it.

      “Are you staying long⁠—”

      “Shall I escort you inside then?” he said at the same time.

      They both laughed, and it seemed to ease some of the awkward tension between them.

      Yvette cleared her throat again.

      “You’ve been clearing your throat an awful lot, Yvette. Perhaps I should summon a priestess to examine you.”

      “That won’t be necessary, your majesty. But your appointment… We cannot keep him waiting…”

      Aristea had lingered too long. They said their goodbyes, and she didn’t express her wish that they’d see each other again, though the sentiment was on the tip of her tongue. They parted ways, and she risked one last look at him over her shoulder. He stood in place, watching her, and when he caught her errant look, he waved a hand at her. Her blush burned hotter, and she was grateful for the veil covering her face.

      By the time she returned to her room, her skin was buzzing, and she felt her heart racing. She hadn’t even realized Jonathan was back at court. Was it really because of Heinrich’s death? She wished there’d been time to talk alone, but they weren’t teenagers anymore. No more time for secret meetings in the garden. As it was, she hardly had time for a morning stroll. But maybe they’d stumble upon one another in the garden. She’d like that.

      Yvette fixed Aristea’s hair and smoothed the wrinkles in her black gown. Then, when she was primmed and prepped, they positioned her on her couch in her receiving room. Once more, the porcelain doll, prepared for empty greetings and statecraft. The duke arrived right on time, which was a point in his favor. Whether she liked it or not, she knew her mother well enough to know this was the preamble to a future engagement, and she might as well get a read on her potential future husband.

      Duke Mattison was a handsome man, middle-aged with blond hair gone mostly silver. His neatly trimmed beard, the intentional choice of silk and brocade, and the jewels on his fingers marked him as a man of wealth.

      He bowed low upon entry and extended his hand with a flourish.

      “Your majesty. It is an honor to make your acquaintance at last.”

      “A pleasure,” Aristea said, with a courteous bow. She wished she had Liane’s ability to slip out of fussy meetings. But she was forced to put on a polite smile and offer refreshments instead.

      “Thank you for
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