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Dedication
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CONTENT WARNINGS

Bonded by Thorns is the first book in the multi-book Beasts of the Briar series. It contains mature themes, with explicit sexual content (M/F, M/M), and is intended for audiences 18+.

Trigger Warnings: Fantasy violence and gore; torture; imprisonment; on-page flashback of death of parents and siblings; physical and emotional abuse from a parent against their adult children.
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CHRONOLOGY

Age of the Cosmos 

Years unknown

A glorious time that is shrouded in mystery. Very few fae who lived in this age still remain today. It is said the Above hung from a canopy in the cosmos. All the light, magic, and goodness of the world emanated from the Gardens of Ithilias, a celestial rosebush. 

A young fae woman named Sira desired to create her own realm and stole one of the heavenly flowers. She fled the cosmos and, using the might of her stolen rose, forged a new realm known as the Below. In the dark, Sira was able to use the rose to breed creations of her own, monsters crafted of darkness and rot. 

For the treacherous act of stealing the rose, Sira was forever banished from the Realm Above. Enraged that she and her creations were not accepted by the Above, Sira waged a great war. Sira’s creations mercilessly attacked the fae of the Above. Though the fae were courageous, they knew not the ways of war. Sira destroyed the Gardens of Ithilias and all that was good and beautiful in the world fell to darkness and despair.

Age of the Vale

0–1025

A young fae woman named Aurelia, filled with courage, was able to save four roses from the Gardens of Ithilias. Infused with the roses’ magic, she forged a new world consisting of five realms. The first four realms—known as Winter, Spring, Summer, and Autumn—became safe havens for the survivors of the Above. In the fifth realm, Aurelia grew a magnificent tree that housed the four roses. The tree, known as Castletree, channeled the last light of the Gardens of Ithilias and provided strength and stability to all. So grateful to Aurelia were the survivors of the Above that they named her Queen, and the land of Castletree became known as the Queen’s Realm. She appointed a High Ruler to each of the seasonal realms and blessed them with celestial magic from the sacred roses.

Queen Aurelia was a dauntless and spirited ruler who was determined to see her people thrive. More powerful than any other fae, she was able to change the world around her, including the shape of plants, animals, and even other fae. Under her rule, the world she created, known as the Enchanted Vale, prospered and great civilizations flourished.

However, peace was not to be, for down in the darkness, an enemy schemed. While Aurelia ruled five lands of light and prosperity, Sira’s realm was one of darkness and rot and her only subjects were her monstrous creations. Sira began to manipulate fae from the surface realms into joining her, promising them power and ancient magic. Using the first rose stolen from the Gardens of Ithilias, Sira threw herself into creating armies of darkness. 

Attacks from the Below against the Enchanted Vale became more frequent until finally war broke out. The Gloaming War waged for hundreds of years. Desperate to end the suffering of her people, Aurelia and the High Rulers devised a plan. The first High Ruler of Spring, High Prince Rafael, was a masterful blacksmith and believed he could craft weapons of immense power, if only he could access ore from the Above. Though the fae had lost their way to the ruins of the Above, Aurelia and the High Rulers traveled across the Enchanted Vale in search of fallen shards from their first home. After a great journey, they recovered five shards, and from this, High Prince Rafael extracted ore enough to craft five mystical weapons: the Sword of the Protector, the Hammer of Hope, the Trident of Honor, the Lance of Valor, and, most powerful of all, the Bow of Radiance. Aurelia put an enchantment on all five weapons so that they could only be used by someone who possessed one of the Queen’s tokens, necklaces blessed by her magic. Without a token, anyone attempting to wield the weapons would find their blood turning to rot. Aurelia gifted the weapons to her loyal High Rulers, keeping the bow for herself. With the aid of these divine weapons, as well as the Queen’s Army, a dedicated force of soldiers, Aurelia was able to keep her realms protected. 

Sira’s forces were defeated but her spirit was more enraged than ever. Sira turned to a new source to try and regain power. With dark and perverse magic, Sira was able to open windows between the worlds. She used these to seek a greater power than any in the Enchanted Vale. In her search, she found Malekai Furiondemius, Baron of the Green Flame, a godlike entity who traversed the paths between universes, conquering whatever lands he desired. Though Sira’s window was not powerful enough for the Baron to step within this world, he began to fill her mind with ambitions. Together, they designed plans to claim the Enchanted Vale for their own.

As the Gloaming War finally came to an end, Aurelia bade the Queen’s Army return to the monastery they called home and recalled the divine weapons, for they were only to be used in times of war. The only exception was the Sword of the Protector, which she allowed High Princess Elowyn of Winter to keep. She named the High Princess of Winter, Protector of the Realms, with the instructions that if she were ever unable to rule as Queen, the Protector of the Realms would serve the Vale in her place.

Aurelia’s closest confidants reported that Aurelia had lamented that the centuries ruling the Vale and the memories of battle weighed heavily on her …

Age of the Missing Queen

1025–1450

Queen Aurelia disappears. Although grief blanketed the lands with the loss of the beloved Queen, four new High Rulers inherited the realms: High Prince Erivor of Winter, High Princess Isidora of Spring, High Princess Sabine of Summer, and High Princess Niamh of Autumn. The realms maintained stability and peace. Four princes were also born during this age: Keldarion of Winter, Ezryn of Spring, Daytonales of Summer, and Farron of Autumn. 

In the Below, Sira was lost to her envy of Aurelia’s beautiful realms and creations. She desired above all else to create the perfect entity: a child of her very own, one who would put the rest of the world to shame. After beseeching the Baron, he granted her greatest wish, impregnating her with a child: a fae of the Below and of the Green Flame. 

Growing up in the Below, Sira’s young son, Caspian, was raised to inherit his father’s magic, the power of the Green Flame. With Aurelia gone, Sira turned her attention to her new goal: finding a power that would allow her to open a gateway between this world and the Baron’s, so Caspian’s father could step through and join them. Sira envisioned a future where she, Malekai, and Caspian ruled not only the Below, but the surface realms, as well. She even dreamed of rebuilding the Above and ruling the land that once shunned her. 

Though full-out war was avoided, tensions remained high between the Below and the surface realms. High Prince Erivor of Winter and his wife, Princess Runa, devised a plan to incapacitate the Below’s forces. They intended to take back the rose that Sira once stole from the Gardens of Ithilias. Without such power, the Queen of the Below would no longer be able to create her monsters. 

Erivor and Runa’s valiant attempt ultimately failed. Although they were successful at gaining the rose, they were ambushed before they were able to escape the Below. Erivor and Runa survived the attack; however, the rose was lost. Without the rose in her control, Sira’s power was significantly weakened and many of her creations became feral, no longer answering to any master.

Meanwhile, Sira’s young son lived within the boundaries of his birthright: as half his blood was tied to a demi-god from another world, Caspian was not able to stray far from the Below. He tested these limits as much as possible, including visiting the human world, where he was befriended by a young couple with secrets of their own. Caspian developed the mysterious ability that would one day become his namesake: control over thorns. 

In Summer, High Princess Sabine passed Summer’s Blessing and the title of High Ruler to her eldest son, Damocles.

Age of the War of Thorns

1450–1501

High Princess Isidora has died while passing Spring’s Blessing to her eldest son Ezryn. Prince Ezryn inherited the throne of Spring. 

Sira, enraged by the loss of the rose and her lack of power, devised a plan to not only find the rose, but weaken the surface realms forever. She sent her now grown son Caspian undercover to gain the trust of the four realms while secretly doing her bidding.

During a fateful Rainbow Festival held at Castletree, Caspian appeared at the door, distraught and hurt. He implored the High Rulers to take pity on him, despite the fact he was well known as the son of the Queen of the Below. Claiming to have escaped his mother’s clutches, he promised intelligence and aid to the surface realms in their plight against the Below. As Protector of the Realms, High Prince Erivor chose to imprison Caspian.

However, Erivor’s son, Keldarion, desired to trust the Prince of the Below, and convinced his father to set Caspian free—under his watch, of course. Keldarion, eager to prove his worth, believed Caspian could have the answers to many of the problems they faced. The young Winter Prince desperately wanted to succeed at the mission his parents had failed at: retrieving the stolen rose that was lost somewhere in the Below. 

Caspian began to immerse himself into Keldarion’s life, attending functions with him, training alongside him, and even befriending Keldarion’s companions, the princes from the other realms. Keldarion’s most trusted ally, the High Prince of Spring, however, never warmed to Caspian. The Prince of the Below played his role dutifully, both assisting Keldarion, but also secretly using his thorns to return to the Below, reporting to Sira. Though Keldarion attempted to maintain a strictly neutral relationship with Caspian, the tenacious spirit of the mysterious Prince of the Below captivated him. Little by little, harsh words gave way to lingering glances and talks of strategy became long conversations late into the night.

However, Keldarion was betrothed to Lady Tilla of Spring. On the day of their wedding, he fled the altar. He was intercepted by Caspian, where the two admitted their feelings for one another and were intimate for the first time. While this occurred, the Below launched an attack on the capital of the Winter Realm, Frostfang. Caspian was blamed for the attack and banished from the surface realms.

Against the wishes and advice of all those around him, Keldarion refused to believe Caspian would betray him. He followed Caspian down to the Below, where they decided to continue working together to find the lost rose. Keldarion took up residence in Cryptgarden. The persistent feelings and newfound intimacy between Caspian and Keldarion continued to grow. Within each other, they found solace and a connection like neither had experienced before. As their search for the rose persisted, passion and partnership evolved into a loving relationship. 

In Autumn, High Princess Niamh passed Autumn’s Blessing to her eldest son, Farron.

Down Below, Keldarion and Caspian made a fae bargain of everlasting love, with the fateful words: “Let me take no other but you. If one day, my vow shall prove false and I lie with another, let them serve you in repentance until you tire of them as I did your heart. And if ever there is no love between us, let this bargain melt away like snow under rain.” This particular bargain was specific in its terms that it could not be rescinded; it would only break if no love remained between the two. Under the terms, should either of the fae princes lie with another, that person would magically be sent to the other and fall into a thralldom, intent only to serve the one who had been betrayed until they said otherwise. 

Desperate not to lose her son’s allegiance, Sira took Caspian to visit the Fates, so that he could see the pain Keldarion would cause him in the future. 

Despite the vision, the Prince of the Below and the Prince of Winter continued their mission and were ultimately successful: they found the lost rose. Keldarion organized an elaborate celebration in Frostfang.

Worried that she was losing control over Caspian, Sira decided to organize a betrayal against her own son but wanted to frame the surface realms. She planted a member of her inner circle into the Winter army and had them pose as a loyal soldier. Then, she had her servant reveal condemning information to Keldarion’s closest confidant, High Prince Ezryn, outlining Caspian’s true allegiance to the Below. Ezryn took Keldarion’s army and attacked Cryptgarden, destroying much of the city. Keldarion led the army away and told Caspian there was a mistake and the soldiers arrived at his command, unwilling to reveal that Ezryn ordered the attack. Distraught, Caspian still agreed to attend the celebration.

At the great celebration when Caspian was supposed to be recognized for his loyalty to the surface realms and for retrieving the lost rose, the Prince of the Below ordered a vicious attack against the capital. Princess Runa of Winter was murdered during the siege, Frostfang was occupied, and Prince Keldarion was kidnapped. Thus began the War of Thorns.

Battles scoured the land. Autumn faced a deadly fight against a goblin force that ended with a mudslide destroying both armies. The Great Scriptorium of Alder was destroyed during an attack on Coppershire. Spring was able to hold its borders but nearly the entire royal family of Summer, save Prince Daytonales and Princess Delphia, were killed during a siege of Hadria, the capital of Summer. Prince Daytonales inherited the Blessing of Summer. High Prince Ezryn of Spring rescued Keldarion from his imprisonment in the Below.

High Prince Erivor led a valiant assault on Frostfang with intentions to liberate his people. He successfully recaptured the city but was felled in the process. Keldarion inherited the Blessing of Winter and the title of Protector of the Realms.

With newfound power, Keldarion sought revenge against his old ally, the newly dubbed Prince of Thorns, Caspian. With incredible power, the two fought across the Anelkrol Badlands. The battle caused massive damage to the area, including the creation of the Great Chasm, a deep and vast canyon that revealed tunnels straight to the Below. The rose was caught in the turmoil and destroyed.

Ultimately, the surface realms were victorious. Caspian and Sira survived the war and returned defeated to Cryptgarden. 

A year passed with Castletree being overseen by the four young High Rulers: Keldarion of Winter, Ezryn of Spring, Daytonales of Summer, and Farron of Autumn. Recovering from the war, the realms lacked true leadership as all four of the High Rulers struggled to rise to their positions.

Age of the Curse

1501–1526

An Enchantress appeared at Castletree and cursed the four High Princes for their negligence. The curse forced the princes to spend each night in the form of hideous beasts, as well as tying their life forces to four enchanted roses. The more time passed, the more the roses wilted. If the roses were to die completely, the curse upon the princes would be complete, trapping them as beasts forever. Ashamed and hopeless, the four princes hid away, waiting for the day they could break their curse: when they found their fated mate and that person accepted the bond. Stewards were appointed to rule the four realms in the princes’ absence.

Down Below, Sira adopted a child and raised her as her own. Ever ambitious, Sira discovered the curse and once again saw an opportunity to claim the Enchanted Vale for herself. Slowly, she began to put plans in place for her complete and utter takeover. Caspian grew a great briar bush around Castletree, causing the Queen’s Realm to become known as the Briar. His thorns wrapped around the once-powerful tree and were believed to suck the vitality from its roots. 

Age of the Rose

1526—

A young woman from the human realm discovered the Enchanted Vale and found herself at Castletree …




DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Rosalina O’Connell, daughter of George and Anya, and fated mate of Keldarion, Ezryn, and Farron 

Curious and wistful, Rosalina O’Connell spent her first twenty-six years living in Orca Cova, a small town in the human world. When her father went missing, Rosalina accidentally wandered into the Enchanted Vale while searching for him. After finding herself imprisoned by a fae prince, High Prince Keldarion of Winter, Rosalina bargained, wiled, and worked her way to freedom, finding peace and acceptance in the fae realm. She later discovered she was half-fae and daughter to the missing Queen of the Enchanted Vale. Rosalina is fated mates with three High Princes: Keldarion, Ezryn, and Farron. She also has a mysterious connection to the Prince of Thorns, as he is able to speak in her mind, and a strong bond with High Prince Daytonales. 

George O’Connell, husband to Anya and father of Rosalina

An accomplished archaeologist, George O’Connell lost his wife Anya twenty-six years ago and has spent most of Rosalina’s life searching for her. This obsession caused him to be an absent father. When George found his way to the Enchanted Vale, it set him on course to make amends with his daughter while finding clues to his wife’s whereabouts. George has been struck with illness and is being tended to in the Autumn Realm.

Anya O’Connell/Queen Aurelia, wife to George and mother of Rosalina

Anya went missing twenty-six years ago. She is said to have been an outspoken and free-spirited woman, who loved her work as an anthropologist and was known to collect trinkets from around the world. Rosalina has recently discovered that Anya is also Queen Aurelia, the Queen of the Enchanted Vale. Aurelia is known for creating the Enchanted Vale, her immense bravery, and her love of language. She suddenly disappeared five hundred years ago. 

Sira, Queen of the Below, mother of Caspian and the Nightingale

One of the first fae who hailed from the Above, Sira coveted the ability to create. She is responsible for stealing a rose from the Gardens of Ithilias, creating monstrous creatures such as goblins, and waging war on the Above. She rules from her tower in the Below, forging dark pacts with a god from a different world, and raising her two children: her eldest son and her adopted daughter.

Caspian, the Prince of Thorns, son of Sira and Malekai Furiondemius, and brother to the Nightingale

Child of the Queen of the Below and an evil god from another world, Caspian has never felt a sense of belonging. He strives to manipulate others to maintain a sense of control in a life where he has almost none. Caspian has the ability to control thorns, a power only wielded by three others in history: Queen Aurelia, Rosalina O’Connell, and his adopted sister, the Nightingale. Hated by many fae of the surface realms, Caspian has caused his share of chaos, including several supposed betrayals against Keldarion and the creation of the Great Chasm. Now, he does his mother’s bidding while also secretly aiding Rosalina.

The Nightingale, daughter of Sira and sister to Caspian

The Nightingale was adopted as a baby twenty-five years ago by Sira. She loves her brother Caspian above all else, though both will betray the other if necessary. She works hard for her mother’s approval. The Nightingale has a particularly close relationship with Prince Kairyn of Spring. She also seeks vengeance for an unknown affront against her by Rosalina.

Keldarion, High Prince of Winter, Sworn Protector of the Realms, son of Erivor and Runa, and fated mate of Rosalina

Keldarion first received Winter’s Blessing during the War of Thorns. The majority of his reign has occurred while residing at Castletree, as he was cursed only a year after his coronation. Though known for his temper and standoffish nature, Keldarion has proven he will do anything to protect those he loves, even if he has to destroy himself in the process. He is fated mates with Rosalina O’Connell but refuses to break his curse due to a bargain he holds with the Prince of Thorns.

Erivor, late High Prince of Winter, husband of Runa and father of Keldarion

Erivor was a renowned leader to not only the citizens of Winter but to all the realms. He was felled during the War of Thorns while leading the force that would eventually recapture Frostfang.

Runa, late Princess of Winter, wife of Erivor, and mother to Keldarion

Runa was lauded for her wisdom and beauty. Stories say icy rain fell across all the lands of Winter when she was killed during the siege of Frostfang.

Irahn, Warden of Voidseal Bridge, brother of Runa, and uncle to Keldarion

Irahn lives in the wilds of Winter as the Warden of Voidseal Bridge. A stern and pragmatic man, he has no lofty ambitions nor craves power, but rather has dedicated his life to protecting Winter from whatever ills may crawl out of the Great Chasm.

Ezryn, former High Prince of Spring, son of Isidora and Thalionor, brother to Kairyn, and fated mate of Rosalina

Ezryn was once a famed warrior across the Vale. He was praised for his martial prowess, as well as his talent for command in battle. Ezryn dutifully served under both his parents. Isidora willingly passed Spring’s Blessing to her son. Unfortunately, overcome with the new power within him, Ezryn accidentally killed his mother in the process. While living at Castletree, Ezryn was cursed by the Enchantress for the malice he bore in his heart. Years later, Ezryn fell in love with Rosalina and discovered she was his fated mate. When the curse began to break, he was once again overcome with power; his fear of losing Rosalina as he did his mother only caused the magic to grow more out of control. After destroying Spring’s sacred grove and nearly killing Rosalina, Ezryn was arrested by his own soldiers. His throne was usurped by his brother, and he was banished from Spring. He earned the moniker “the Prince of Blood” for his brutal retaliation against the force that held Rosalina hostage. 

Isidora, late High Princess of Spring, wife and fated mate of Thalionor, and mother to Ezryn and Kairyn

Isidora was the beloved High Princess of Spring. She wore a helm of starlight silver and wielded a broadsword of the same metal. Though she had a stern and imposing disposition, it is said she was the only one to show true empathy and understanding to her youngest son, Kairyn. It was with great pride and resolve that she passed her Blessing to Ezryn, believing he would be the greatest leader Spring had ever seen, though she was never able to see that wish come to fruition. 

Thalionor, late Prince of Spring, husband and fated mate to Isidora, and father to Ezryn and Kairyn 

Thalionor was known as a powerful soldier and inspiring commander. However, after the death of his fated mate, Thalionor succumbed to his grief, unable to serve as steward of Spring without the assistance of the majordomo Eldor. Eventually, Thalionor’s state worsened, and he developed strange physical symptoms. He was killed by Caspian; an act Ezryn has sworn revenge against the Prince of Thorns for.

Kairyn, High Prince of Spring, Emperor of the Green Rule, son of Isidora and Thalionor, and brother to Ezryn

Kairyn always followed in his brother’s shadow. Quiet and introspective as a boy, Kairyn was never the dutiful soldier Ezryn was, nor did he possess his brother’s innate ability for leadership. When he witnessed his mother’s death at the hands of his brother, Kairyn was overcome with grief and challenged his brother to the Rite: a dangerous duel that could result in one of the brothers dying or being unhelmed. Kairyn lost the duel and was instead banished to serve at Queen’s Reach Monastery, a punishment he saw as dishonorable and pitying. While serving at the monastery, Kairyn witnessed the corruption of the High Clerics, as well as his brother failing to uphold the realm. He also became acquainted with the Nightingale, a beautiful woman from the Below who promised him everything Kairyn believed Ezryn had stolen from him: glory, honor, and love. With the Nightingale’s assistance, Kairyn organized a coup against the High Clerics, claiming their title. With his newfound position, he was able to help the villages that had been denied aid. He then set his sights on Spring. While secretly working with the Below, Kairyn preyed on his brother’s loyalty and sense of honor, ultimately usurping the throne and banishing Ezryn from Spring. Now, Kairyn has taken position of Emperor of the Below’s Green Rule and has begun working toward the complete takeover of Summer.

Daytonales, High Prince of Summer, son of Sabine, Ovidius, and Cenarius, brother to Damocles, Decimus, and Delphia, and fated mate to Wrenley

Daytonales, referred to as Dayton by his friends, never thought he would be the High Prince of Summer. As a third-born son, he spent his days enjoying fights in the arena, drink, and the companionship of beautiful people. However, after most of his family was killed in the War of Thorns, Dayton was forced to assume the title. Deemed a drunk and a dullard, Dayton hid away in Castletree, allowing his young sister to serve as steward. Dayton was cursed by the Enchantress for his avoidance. However, Dayton’s relationship with Farron and Rosalina has reminded him there are things worth fighting for—especially now that Dayton has found his fated mate in Wrenley, the beautiful young acolyte. Unfortunately for Dayton, he’s not in love with her and has yet to break his curse.

Sabine, late Princess of Summer, wife of Ovidius and Cenarius, and mother to Damocles, Decimus, Daytonales and Delphia

Sabine was a descendant of the Huntresses of Aura and the former High Princess of Summer before she passed the Blessing to her eldest son, Damocles. Sabine was known for her fierce love for her husbands and children, as well as her fearless nature. She was killed amid the siege of Hadria during the War of Thorns. Many say her spirit still shines in her daughter, Delphia.

Ovidius, late Prince of Summer, husband of Sabine, partner to Cenarius, and father to Damocles, Decimus, Daytonales, and Delphia

Ovidius was a great warrior, a stern man who loved his family fiercely. He was killed amid the siege of Hadria during the War of Thorns.

Cenarius, late Prince of Summer, husband of Sabine, partner to Ovidius, and father to Damocles, Decimus, Daytonales, and Delphia

Cenarius was beloved across the realm for his ability to light up a battlefield, a tavern, or a strategy meeting with a joke or song. He was killed amid the siege of Hadria during the War of Thorns.

Damocles, late High Prince of Summer, son of Sabine, Ovidius, and Cenarius, and brother to Decimus, Daytonales, and Delphia

Damocles was a legendary hero of the Enchanted Vale. Some said he was the most powerful warrior to walk the realms. A serious and determined leader, he loved his family and wished to see them achieve the glory he knew they were capable of. He took particular interest in Dayton, wishing him to reach his full potential. Damocles never shied away from a fight and always resolved to face battles head-on. He was killed amid the siege of Hadria during the War of Thorns.

Decimus, late Prince of Summer, son of Sabine, Ovidius, and Cenarius, and brother to Damocles, Daytonales, and Delphia

Like his older brother, Decimus was a great warrior and skilled gladiator in the arena. He often had a playful rivalry with his younger brother, Dayton. He was killed amid the siege of Hadria during the War of Thorns.

Delphia, Princess and steward of Summer, daughter of Sabine, Ovidius, and Cenarius, and sister to Damocles, Decimus, and Daytonales

The youngest-born of the four royal families across the seasonal realms, Delphia was only a small child when most of her family perished in the War of Thorns. With her brother residing in Castletree, she was forced to serve as a child steward of Summer. Such responsibility has made Delphia wise beyond her years, though she still possesses the boldness of her parents and brothers. She became close friends with Eleanor when the young Autumn Princess served as a ward of Summer.

Farron, High Prince of Autumn, son of Niamh and Padraig, brother to Dominic, Billagin, and Eleanor, and fated mate of Rosalina

Farron was a reluctant leader when his mother first passed the Blessing of Autumn to him. He carries the weight of many failures in leadership during the War of Thorns and was cursed by the Enchantress for his cowardice. However, Farron learned the strength of his heart through his love for Daytonales and his fated mate, Rosalina. With Rosalina’s love, Farron was able to break his curse and help his people. After his mother perished in a battle outside of Coppershire, Farron has become anxious about losing more of his loved ones and has shown curiosity toward the magic of the Green Flame that may prevent a permanent death. 

Niamh, late Princess and steward of Autumn, wife of Padraig, and mother to Farron, Dominic, Billagin, and Eleanor

The former High Princess of Autumn, Niamh believed her son Farron would be a great ruler and willingly passed the Blessing on to him. She served as steward during his reign but was still treated as the true ruler and held the loyalty of the people. She died in battle but was able to see her son become the leader she knew he could be. 

Padraig, Prince and steward of Autumn, husband of Niamh, and father to Farron, Dominic, Billagin, and Eleanor

Jovial and lighthearted, Padraig is both a talented war commander and a loving family man. After the death of his beloved wife, Padraig assumed the role of steward to assist his son in ruling Autumn and does everything he can to protect his people.

Dominic, Prince of Autumn, son of Niamh and Padraig, and brother to Farron, Billagin, and Eleanor

A young prince, Dominic is the twin brother of Billagin. The brothers have had to learn to defend themselves in times of strife. They have trained to be spies and now pride themselves on their skills at navigating deadly terrains, even the Briar.

Billagin, Prince of Autumn, son of Niamh and Padraig, and brother to Farron, Dominic, and Eleanor

Dominic’s twin brother, Billagin tries to maintain an optimistic attitude, even in times of peril. Recently, the twins were entrusted with leading George O’Connell across the realms in search of his missing wife. When George fell ill, they dutifully saw him back to Coppershire and now watch over him.

Eleanor, Princess of Autumn, daughter of Niamh and Padraig, and sister to Farron, Dominic, and Billagin

The youngest member of the Autumn royal family, Eleanor, or “Nori,” serves as a ward in Summer. Fascinated with the macabre, Nori often gets herself in trouble when she conducts arcane experiments. Close friends with Delphia, the two princesses rely on one another when the rest of the world seems against them.

Wrenley, acolyte of Queen’s Reach Monastery and fated mate of Daytonales

A demure and sweet acolyte who served at Queen’s Reach Monastery, Wrenley has found herself in dedicated service to the new High Cleric, Kairyn. After being rescued by Dayton, Wrenley wishes to help and protect him however she can, especially after she discovers he is her fated mate.

Marigold of Spring

A proud and boisterous woman, Marigold once directly served High Princess Isidora and helped raise Ezryn and Kairyn. Now, she serves at Castletree. Caught in the curse, Marigold spends her nights as a racoon. She loves Rosalina fiercely and will do anything she can to help her. Marigold has recently reconnected with her old flame, Eldor.

Astrid of Winter

Despite being cursed to turn into a hare at night, nothing can dim Astrid’s upbeat attitude. She is proud of her position at Castletree and loyally serves Keldarion and the other princes. Astrid was Rosalina’s first friend at Castletree and continues to be her close confidante. 

Eldor of Spring

The majordomo of Keep Hammergarden in Spring, Eldor, or “Eldy,” dutifully serves the royal family of Spring. During Thalionor’s stewardship, Eldy completed the majority of tasks as Thalionor was suffering with the grief of his wife’s death. With Rosalina’s help, Eldy was able to escape the occupation of Florendel by the Green Rule, and now lives at Castletree with his beloved, Marigold. 
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PROLOGUE
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West bank of the Nile, outside of Luxor 1904

The young man wiped the beads of sweat off his brow and blinked up at the wavering horizon. The unforgiving sun had been blazing down on him all day, but he’d been unable to tear himself from his work. Dust covered every inch of his skin, his neck was burned from the sun, and his khakis were stained from the ochre sand. But as he stared down at the uncovered ruin before him, every physical ailment melted away.

A lost world right beneath his fingertips. History, long covered by the earth, now seeing the sunlight for the first time in thousands of years. His heart near beat out of his chest for the wonder of it all.

He stood and arched his back, pulling off the wide-brimmed hat that was meant to protect him from the relentless sun. A canvas of stone and sand stretched before him. He would be returning to Luxor in a few days to meet with the leader of his expedition. Every morning, he thanked whatever it was—God, the stars, fate, or simply Lady Luck—that he’d found his way into the employ of an eccentric Italian who had taken him here. Egypt was like no place he’d ever been before. Not the wilds of his homeland, a world away across the sea, nor the busy streets of London that he’d traveled to in search of employment. 

Egypt could throw everything she had at him: blistering sunburns, sand in every crevice of his body, agonizing days with no discovery to be found. But when he looked down at the broken slab he’d just carefully unearthed with a brush and scalpel, it was all worth it.

It may just be a piece of rock with a carved hieroglyph to someone else, but to him, it felt like his own version of magic. 

The rest of the archaeological team, dressed in matching sun-faded khaki, busied about him. The rhythmical clink of pickaxes striking the hard earth filled the air, sometimes cut with the call of a desert bird. Camels milled around the dig, carrying canteens of water and fresh fruit brought in from Luxor.

“Nice-looking find.” Someone clapped a firm hand on his shoulder, and the young man turned to see his colleague, Samuel Rowell, smiling at him. Samuel’s large, round head matched his large, round body. He was experienced on digs and had taken the young man under his wing. 

“Finally got this part clear of the sand.” The man bent down and pointed to the hieroglyph on the slab. 

“What does it say?” Samuel asked.

“I don’t know. Beautiful, isn’t it?” The man trailed a hand along the image. It seemed to whisper to him in a voice he couldn’t understand. 

“Boss says there’s likely a tomb nearby. Keep your head down and eyes peeled.” Samuel’s gaze drifted to the side, and he crossed his arms. “Jesus Christ.”

“What?” the man asked, still unable to take his eyes off the hieroglyph. 

“She’s back again,” Samuel muttered. “That nosey broad from last week.”

“Who?”

“Ah, you lucky bastard, you were in Luxor with the boss and didn’t have to deal with her. She came to the site and started digging right where we were working! I told her to scram, and she laughed in my face. It’s no place for a woman here, that’s for certain, and definitely not a smart-mouthed one like her.”

The man raised an eyebrow, imagining Samuel’s usual red face becoming even more beet-like while in confrontation with this woman. 

“I had to deal with her last week,” Samuel groaned. “Your turn. Tell her to get out of here.”

“I’m busy!” the man exclaimed, gesturing back to the ruin. 

Samuel gave him another clap on the shoulder. “You’ll be busier if she steals one of our discoveries and the boss finds out that you let her on site. Off you go.”

The young man sighed, staring longingly at his work, desperate to give a shot at trying to interpret the hieroglyph. “I’ll be back for you,” he muttered and headed off in the direction of the woman.

Her back was to him, and she was bent over in the sand on the edge of the dig, an open case of tools at her side. A camel stood quietly nearby, loaded with canteens, a bag overfilled with textbooks, and even more tools. She was certainly prepared. 

The young man’s feet sank into the soft sand as he approached. She didn’t turn around as he stood behind her. She wore tight-fitting khaki pants and a white blouse, with tall leather boots covered in dust. Her curly brown hair was pulled into a ribbon at the nape of her neck. He cleared his throat. She didn’t turn. 

“Excuse me, ma’am.”

Again, ignored.

“Ma’am?”

She didn’t budge, instead busying herself with a scalpel now, clearing away some of the debris from whatever she was working on. Fed up and eager to get back to his own project, the man looked at the sun behind him and adjusted his position, causing his shadow to stream over her work.

“Do. You. Mind?!” the woman snarled and turned.

Their eyes met and the man blinked. Her expression was filled with anger but to him it was the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. He had gazed upon the tomb of Tutankhamen, flown in a hot air balloon above the Serengeti, traveled by sea across the Atlantic, and yet no wonder could compare. Her nose twitched with her scowl, brown eyes flashing golden in the sun. 

Had he seen her before? No, and yet, it was as if she’d lived within his mind for all his life. Like every piece of him was crying out, I’ve been waiting for you!

He was in love. That had to be it. What else could it be? Love at first sight. He’d thought such a thing only a silly idea from children’s fairytales. But this felt as it had when he uncovered his first ruin. Like sunlight hitting a place that had been hidden in the dark for a thousand years. 

Magic.

Her nose stopped twitching. The dark brows, jutting down, softened and her lips parted into an O. 

The man would not be surprised if a hundred years passed and they became covered in sand again, for time stilled between them.

Then she whispered, “You’re in my light.”

With a certainty he had never felt in his twenty-five years, the man replied, “You are my light.”

Yes, this was true love, and she felt it, too—

The woman burst out laughing. “Excuse me?”

The man stopped. Caught himself. You are my light? What does that even mean? Heavens to Betsy, I’ve been in the sun too long.

He shook his head and tore his gaze from hers, afraid he’d get lost again in whatever that was. That was heatstroke, that’s what that was. 

“This is a closed dig, ma’am. You’re not allowed to be here. This site belongs to Mr. Schiaparelli.” There. That’s what he was supposed to say, and he’d said it. Good. He turned to leave—

She laughed again. It was brash, a donkey’s bray. It was the damned most beautiful thing he’d ever heard. 

“This site doesn’t belong to anyone. How can you own history? How can you own the languages and the religions and the past that is carved into this stone?” She turned around. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m quite busy actually discovering something useful, instead of just carving up rock to shove in a glass box.”

The man sighed and looked back at Samuel, who was busying himself plucking dates out of a jar. He had tried to send her packing. What else could he do? His own work awaited—

He bent down beside her. “What are you working on?”

She gave him a sidelong look. He offered a genuine smile, as a peace gesture, and she returned it with a relenting sigh. Before her was a sun-washed slab of broken stone. She’d assembled the pieces like a puzzle. “I’ve been looking for these segments for days. See how they fit together? Once I have the last section, I’ll be able to read it.”

“You can interpret the hieroglyphs?” 

A smile broke across her lips. “Yes. I have a special interest in languages.”

He stared down at the pieces, the middle missing. One empty spot. But he recognized the shape, the jutting bit here, the indent there. “I’ll be right back.”

Carefully, ever so carefully, the young man returned a few minutes later, carrying the slab he’d uncovered. Her eyes widened as she saw it. With deft fingers, he slotted it right between the other pieces.

“It fits,” she whispered. 

“Well?” he urged. “What does it say?”

She traced the symbols. “Roughly, it says … Here lies the Queen.”

They met each other’s gaze. “It’s true,” he whispered. “This is the Valley of the Queens.”

Her eyes glittered. “That’s why I’m here.”

Then she quickly packed her tool kit, stood, and walked to her camel. “A brilliant discovery always makes me hungry. I must go back to the city now.” In a fluid movement, she mounted the beast and her shadow fell over the man, her eyes sparkling like chips of gold. 

“Wait!” the man cried. “Will I see you again?”

Her voice was light, as if she knew something wonderful that he didn’t. “Oh, you won’t be able to keep me away.”

As she drew the reins, her white blouse shifted, and the sunlight caught a necklace she wore. It shimmered every color of the rainbow, a luminescent flash of light. The man squinted against the gleam. A rose. 

“What’s your name?” he asked. 

“Anya. Yours?”

“George,” the man replied. “George O’Connell.”

Anya smiled that knowing smile once again before turning her beast and striding off across the horizon. George could not look away, not even after she became nothing more than a tiny dot amid the dunes. 

He had the very distinct feeling his life would never be the same.




CHAPTER 1
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Dayton

Damocles would never have let this happen.

When my brother was High Prince of Summer, the streets of Hadria were filled with laughter. Stalls were packed with fresh fruit, clothes, and pottery, and sand would settle between the cracks of the cobblestone streets from fae returning after a day of swimming in the turquoise ocean.

Dried blood is the only thing that stains the stone now. Probably from someone who was beaten last night for disobeying the Emperor’s mandatory curfew.

Throwing up my hood, I dart out of the alley and onto the main strip. There’s a flow of fae heading toward the Sun Colosseum. Those without necessary jobs are required to attend the games.

Kairyn’s games.

The thought makes me sick.

The air feels thick as soup and sweat drips down my brow. Between the cramped rows of people, it’s nearly suffocating.

“Keep moving,” calls one of the armed guards lining the streets.

Kairyn doesn’t have his toxic plants here to control the people of Summer. He’s probably too far away from his realm for that magic to work. But a few thousand Spring soldiers, former Queen’s Army, a fleet of airships, and an entire horde of fucking goblins will do the job just the same.

“Clear the streets,” one of the goblins calls. “Emperor Kairyn is coming. Clear the streets!”

Fae scurry away from them in fear. Goblins, creatures of the Below, now dictate orders to my people. 

Gritting my teeth, I follow the crowd and make my way to the Sun Colosseum. Its tall columns rise before me like a mountain. I duck behind one of the huge marble pillars. I know I should get back to my lodgings, but it’s so different now without Farron. With just her—

“Prince Daytonales,” a voice hisses. I turn to another cloaked figure and pull them deeper into the shadows.

“Not so loud, Claudius.”

“Apologies, m’lord,” Claudius says. He’s a young fae with dark hair and a cunning smile. He runs one of the fish stalls on the wharf, which are still allowed to operate, though it’s a cover for his other activities. One of my few contacts in the city, Claudius is a dealer of secrets and he has become invaluable to me these last few months. “Another update on your sister. A sailor reports that he saw her ship around Veritas Bay, not two days past.”

My relief at Delphia being sighted alive mixes with the worry of her being so close to the capital. Don’t come back, Delphie. There’s nothing you can do. Stars, there’s nothing I can do.

We learned that Delphia had escaped with Farron’s sister, Eleanor, when Kairyn first attacked the city. Reports said they initially tried to fight back, but between his fleet of airships and three armies, Summer hadn’t stood a chance.

Not to mention, Summer doesn’t have a High Prince on the throne. 

My throat tightens as I ask the next question. “Any news on the Golden Rose?”

Claudius tilts his head, giving me a sad smile. “Nothing besides the whispers of hope. There have been no sightings and the guards won’t talk. If she’s in Summer, it’s a place even I don’t know about.”

My heart constricts. When we first left Spring months ago, Farron had been able to follow the tug of his mate bond in the direction of Summer, but then the pull had suddenly vanished. 

He doesn’t think she’s dead. We know Kairyn and his crony, the Nightingale, have used suppressant magic like this before but the scary thing is, he hasn’t felt a flicker, not for the three months we’ve been here. 

My hands curl into fists. I’ll find you, Rosie. I promise.

“If I may, m’lord,” Claudius steps closer, lowering his voice, “there are people in the city who will fight. Who want to fight against the Green Rule. A resistance is brewing.”

The Green Rule—that’s what Kairyn’s calling his occupation of Summer, sanctioned by the Below. I look around. Most of the soldiers are occupied with ushering people into the arena. Inside, Kairyn has imprisoned half the legionnaires of Summer, forcing them to fight in his twisted games. The rest of our army is imprisoned in Soltide Keep, the prominent fortress in Hadria and my childhood home. Whatever resistance Claudius is speaking of would be comprised only of the common folk of Summer. I can’t risk my people like that. “No one hates this more than me, but it’s not the right time. It would only get more people killed.”

Claudius nods but can’t hide the disappointment on his face as he slinks back into the crowd. He doesn’t understand. I can’t lead anyone. I don’t even have my magic.

There’s a faint crackle, like an echo beneath my skin, but I can’t summon anything. It’s been too long since I’ve returned to Castletree. The damned Prince of Thorns stole my token and even being in my own realm isn’t enough to restore the Blessing.

Another roar echoes from the crowd, and I peer through the pillars, catching a glimpse of the sacred sands of the arena. The stands rise around them in an oval shape. The Emperor’s Box sits at the very top, an elevated seating area with the best view of the fights. Within the box floats a glowing, brilliant object. The Bow of Radiance. Kairyn has it.

The way he’s treating this sacred space, this sacred object … It’s perverse. My people, my legionnaires, are forced to fight in his games and if one gladiator or a team wins three matches, they are allowed the privilege to try and wield the Queen’s own bow.

Everyone’s burned up on contact with it.

The only way to wield the bow is to wear the Queen’s token, and that was lost five hundred years ago when she left the Enchanted Vale.

Leaving the arena, I turn a corner and come face to face with someone who could save the city.

A mural of my family painted onto the wall of the Sun Colosseum. Or my family how it once was before the War of Thorns. There were seven of us, and we were so close. My mother married twice, a custom common among fae in Summer. They weren’t mates, but there was so much love between all three of them. My two fathers treated each other like brothers, and both adored my mother, Sabine. In the mural, Delphie is a newborn, and Mother cradles her tightly. My mother has her blond hair curled in loose knots around her face. Even in the painting, her gaze is still intense, eyes like chips of turquoise. Gauzy pink fabric twists down her tan arms. 

Delphie’s birth father, Ovidius, stands over them. He may not have been my blood, but he was still my father. The mural depicts him just as I remember, tall and broad-shouldered, with dark brown skin and full lips in a stern line. His long, black hair is pulled into tight braids that fall over his chest. Ovidius taught me to fight and to know when patience is warranted.

On his other side is Decimus, his other biological child. A smile brightens on my face looking at him. I can hear his voice offering advice, teasing me, or giving commentary on fights in the arena. The dimple in Decimus’s cheek is straight from my mother Sabine’s face, while his dark brown skin, black hair, and shining eyes all came from Ovidius. I see so much of him in Delphie now. 

My fingers trail over the mural, to the other side of my mother, to Cenarius, my birth father. His long blond hair is depicted in thick curls. He was always in the ocean, always finding some way to make us laugh. I learned all of my best jokes from him.

My hand drops before I let it touch Damocles. It would feel like a betrayal to even do so after what I let happen to his city.

What I let happen to him.

Damocles, the eldest-born son of Cenarius and Sabine. Damocles the hero. Damocles the wise. Damocles the perfect.

He stands there with the seashell token of the Queen around his neck and a stern line to his mouth. I don’t think I ever heard him laugh. There isn’t time for jokes when you’ve got a realm to run.

“It’s the royal family!” a light voice says, and a young girl runs up to the mural. Quickly, I back away behind an archway, but for some reason I can’t help but watch.

The girl places her hand over the image and whispers, “When is Damocles coming back to save us?”

A woman walks up and places a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Damocles is dead, you know this. Daytonales is the High Prince now.”

The young girl tilts her head at the mural. “I don’t know who that is.”

“Summer has not seen him in a long time.”

“Maybe Princess Delphia will come back and save us.”

My heart near shatters in my chest.

A shadow falls over the girl and her mother, and it’s suddenly so quiet. The kind of quiet that only fear brings.

The crowd parts as Kairyn struts forward, tall and broad, adorned by his metal helm and a swishing black cape. Fuck, the bastard must be sweating buckets—just more proof of his insufferable pride. Maybe if I’m lucky he’ll boil away in that walking chamber pot.

Dozens of Spring soldiers flank him. Even if they didn’t, there isn’t a single person in this city that could fight him and win.

Not while he wields Spring’s Blessing.

I pull my hood lower over my brow, resisting every urge to rush into the street and confront him. To demand to know where Rosalina is. Order him to let her go.

But I’ll be no use to Rosie dead.

“There is already a savior here, child. I will keep you safe the way your loathsome Prince of Summer never could. I have restored Spring to its former glory, and Summer is next.” Kairyn tilts his owl helm at the child. “All you need to do is kneel.”

He says the words as if he knows I’m here. I stagger farther back into the crowd.

Magic crackles through the air. The kind of magic only a High Ruler can wield. It’s the Blessing of Spring. Kairyn only has access to such power because he manipulated Ezryn into passing the Blessing to him.

Dark vines writhe from beneath his hand, breaking into the wall, tearing apart the mural. Broken pieces of my family turn to dust upon the street.

One by one, the crowd drops to their knees, heads bent in submission. I should kneel, I should submit. But I can’t.

I can’t fight either, not yet. So, I slink into the shadows.

But Kairyn isn’t the only High Prince not hindered by a curse.

Farron.

Farron will find a way to save us. He always does.




CHAPTER 2
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Farron

My paws pound against the wet earth, each step sending me bounding through the briars. How long have I been running? Days? Weeks? I don’t remember. But I know I haven’t stopped. Freed from the Enchantress’s curse, the wolf barely needs to sleep. I’ve survived with only the adrenaline rushing through my body and the odd goblin that dares to show its face to the Autumn wolf.

I’ve never spent this long out in the Briar, but without my token to magically transport me to Castletree, traveling by cover of bush and darkness is safest. I’d rather face the goblins here than Kairyn’s soldiers, who now block the pass from Summer to Autumn. 

Briars tear at my fur, but I ignore them and sunlight sneaks through gaps in the huge, twisted thorns all around me. Through the breaks, I spot the glimmer of a rolling hill dotted with heather. I’m almost home. 

But I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to call a place home if she’s not there.

It’s been three months since I last set eyes on my mate. My last image of her—screaming and crying in pain as Ezryn was marched through the streets of Florendel—is etched into my mind. After that, I’d lost my wits to one of Kairyn’s corrupted plants. Dayton had found me. Saved me, as he’s always done. But he’d had the help of … 

My fangs gnash together, and a growl rumbles through my chest unconsciously. I don’t want to think about Wrenley right now. Every fraction of energy I have has to be focused on the power of my legs, the strength of my paws. The will of my heart.

I burst out of the Briar, suddenly bathed in orange light. The smell of an apple grove wafts in the breeze, and I inhale deeply. For the first time in days, I pause and take in the Autumn realmlands. With the purple briars at my back and my realm before me, I allow myself a sense of hope. 

Rosalina is alive. I know this in my heart. Even though I can’t feel our bond the way I should, it hasn’t slackened, only numbed. Wherever she is, the Nightingale must be keeping her magic at bay. But we’ll find her. I know we will.

I take off running again. The wolf’s instincts are sharp. Even so deep in the wilds, I know exactly the direction of my home city.

The last few months have been nothing short of torture. Dayton and I traveled to Summer hoping to find Rosalina and warn the steward, Dayton’s younger sister, Delphia, of the oncoming invasion. We were too late. By the time we arrived in Hadria, Delphia had fled to the sea and Kairyn sat upon her throne. My own sister, Eleanor, is a ward of Summer. A pain shoots up my chest. I can only hope she’s still with Delphia, safely in hiding. 

Dayton, Wrenley, and I found a small apartment in the slums to shelter in while we tried to find any information. Where are the Princesses of Summer and Autumn? What is Kairyn’s next move?

Where is Rosalina?

I’ll find you, I say through my numb bond. I won’t ever stop. Your love is my guiding light through the darkness. No force in the Vale can keep us apart.

She can’t hear me, but I hope my love is strong enough to make it to her somehow. There can be no magic in all the world stronger than that of a mate bond.

I stumble, paws sliding against the slick grass as I run downhill. 

I’m not the only one with a mate bond.

The image flashes through my mind: Wrenley, holding the will-o’-wisp to her chest. The beam of light shooting straight at Dayton.

Logically, I knew this was bound to happen. I always knew I couldn’t keep him. That he didn’t belong to me.

So why does it feel like my heart will rip out of my chest every time I think of the acolyte’s hand on his? Of how she always flutters right in his shadow, watching him with that focused gaze of hers? 

Staying with Dayton and Wrenley in our Summer slum had to be a unique brand of torture, devised just for me. Sometimes I wish he’d just do it—just accept his bond and mate with her already. At least then he’d break his curse. But as always with Dayton, no force in all the realms can compel him to do something he doesn’t want to do. 

Or maybe he wants to be with her. Maybe I was just in the way. Stars, they could be mated already, for all I know. He might have decided it was time the minute I left.

I hadn’t wanted to leave, but we’d exhausted every option in Hadria and were no closer to finding Rosalina. Even Wrenley, who had secured her position once again as one of Kairyn’s acolytes, heard no useful information. I couldn’t take another moment in that little apartment, wondering when Dayton would finally say yes to Wrenley and accept his bond with her. 

The two of us certainly hadn’t been intimate since Rosalina’s disappearance. Though there were many dark days I craved his comfort, when the loneliness and fear for my mate seemed too strong. I imagined going to Dayton and falling into his arms as I’ve done so many times before.

But how could I when his true mate was right there?

Faster, I need to run faster before my thoughts eat me alive. The hill gives way to a familiar forest. The Emberwood, the place where I broke my curse and made love to my mate for the first time. We’ll come back here again, you and me. I will take you in my arms and kiss you a hundred times, no, a thousand times, because I will never have my fill of you. Then we’ll fall among the leaves and make love like it’s the first time again. The first time of infinity.

Coppershire isn’t far now. That’s why I left Dayton. I told him there was nothing I could do here and, with no word from Keldarion or Ezryn, we had to seek help elsewhere. The people of Autumn will come to Summer’s aid. 

Silence fills my mind as I run the rest of the way. Every patch of heather, every stone and tree, seems familiar now. My powerful legs send me bounding up the final hill that overlooks the city.

I stop. Down below, Coppershire glimmers bronze in the dying light. Outside the city walls, fighting on the same field that I fought upon nearly half a year ago, are Autumn soldiers barely holding their own against a goblin horde. 

My heart thunders in my chest. What is this? I search the battlefield, but I see no commander, no denizen of the Below shouting orders. These are goblins straight from the Briar.

My father leads the soldiers, cutting down three goblins with a single giant swing of his sword. His familiar voice booms over the chaos, shouting orders and motivating his troops. Anger swells in me. I lost my mother on this field. I won’t lose anyone else.

Fire licks at my paws as I sprint down the hill. The flames spread, engulfing my entire body until I’m more fire than wolf. Every day that passes since I broke my curse, I become more and more reacquainted with the full breadth of my power. But what good does it do me if I can’t get Rosalina back?

A soldier spots me, eyes wide with awe. He raises his spear and lets loose a triumphant cry. 

A few goblins turn to stare at me, terrified looks flashing across their faces. But it’s too late for them to escape. I swing my flaming paw, knocking them aside. My maw is a torrent of heat, snapping necks and tearing heads from spines. 

My father’s face lights up as he sees me making my way to him. “Hail the High Prince of Autumn!” he cries. “Hail!”

The rest of the soldiers take up the cheer, lauding me as I cut through the enemy ranks. One by one, the goblins fall to flame and teeth. A few try to retreat, stumbling back up the hill, but my father’s soldiers cut them down. Within the hour, what once was a great horde is now ash beneath my paws.

I walk through the smoking field, suddenly abashed at the look of adoration from the soldiers. There’s only one person I want to speak to right now. 

“My boy!” His booming voice carries over the din. I peer through the smoke to see my father’s giant body hurtling toward me. He wraps his arms around my snout, and I nuzzle against him. 

“You came in the nick of time, didn’t you?” He pulls back and puts a spark out on his bushy, red beard. I shift, body shimmering back into that of a fae. My father shrugs out of his hooded cape and hands it to me. 

I hug the cape around my shoulders. “What was that, Father? I’ve never seen a force of goblins so brazen on their own.” 

Father leads me toward the city gates. “That’s the third attack this month, boy.”

Third attack this month? How can that be? “I don’t understand. Who’s commanding them?”

“I don’t know.” He shakes his head. “Maybe no one. They’re pouring out of the Briar faster than ever. Don’t you worry, boy, we’ve kept our gates standing.” He stops before the wall surrounding the city and looks at me with a sad smile. “I’m just so happy to see you, son. Been a quarter since anyone’s heard word of you. I feared the worst.”

“My Queen’s token was stolen by the enemy. I’ve had no way to travel to Castletree.”

“Where’s Rosalina?”

“Gone,” I whisper. “The enemy has her. I’ve been in Summer trying to—”

“They say Hadria’s fallen and the Golden Rose has been kidnapped
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