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Veyl crouched on the edge of the black-tiled rooftop of one of the academy buildings, peering out toward the towering black gates that marked the main entrance to the desert city of Etrion. This academy had some of the tallest structures in the city, overshadowed only by the central tower of the mind-crafter academy and a few sections of the palace. She and the two boys with her were almost high enough up now to get a good view of the entourage arriving soon.

Two Feral mind-crafters were providing an escort mounted on their massive kanodraks. The vaguely feline, scaled predators were reason enough to seek a good vantage. Not that she didn’t get to see her father’s kanodrak quite often, but the revered beasts never failed to impress. The entourage they were escorting carried her maternal grandparents, arriving from the northern capital of Doran to be there for her Trial day and accompanying celebration. Now that she was thirteen, she could go through the Trial to awaken her mind-crafting ability, assuming she had one, which she obviously would as the first-born child from two powerful mind-crafter bloodlines.

She had to.

Fresh apprehension coiled like a serpent in Veyl’s gut. To distract from it, she focused on the familiar inner yearning that pulled her west. The best views in Etrion would never satisfy the feeling that something far beyond the walls of the city called to her. A manifestation of her imagination no doubt, always needing to believe more awaited her, as if being the future ruler of the most powerful kingdom on Pandrea wasn’t enough. She hadn’t spoken of that yearning in a while, not since Gannon had teasingly called it her ‘fish sense,’ since the most notable thing to the west was the ocean.

She dragged her attention back to the task at hand, shifting into position to help the two boys behind her if they needed it.

“You know we’re just going to get in trouble for this.” Despite his remark, Jaysen prepared to climb up after her.

She glanced down at him. Sarket’s future king brushed a lock of dark auburn hair out of his face, gazing up at her with eyes the same vivid blue as his mother’s. His hair needed trimming again, at least by the standards of his kingdom, but Veyl liked how he had let it grow longer in the Vanrian style. It hid his odd, rounded ears and complemented the strong jaw that was becoming more defined as he got older. He was fourteen now. In a year, he would return to his homeland.

She ignored the tightening in her chest and smirked down at him. “Then why did you agree to come up here, Crown Prince Jaysen?” She emphasized his title with a touch of biting sarcasm.

“Because you wanted to, Khesran Veyl.” He gave her title the same treatment, though a grin cracked his features, undermining the attempted insult in it.

Veyl tried to suppress a smile with limited success and offered a hand down to him, the other resting on black tiles that were cool to the touch despite the blazing sunshine thanks to some unique property of the substance they were made from. She didn’t understand how it worked, but it made clambering around on the black rooftops in the desert heat easier.

“I’m sure Mother and Father are going to love that logic,” Tavin grumbled, the faintest nervous tremor in his voice.

Veyl’s good humor faltered. Her gaze moved to her little brother crouched a few feet behind Jaysen, his stance and wide eyes speaking to his discomfort as he stared down at the distant ground. Then Jaysen took her hand, pulling her attention back to him. The prince’s grip was firm and confident, his trust in her spreading a flush of warmth through her chest.

Looking past Jaysen at her brother, she said, “I told you not to follow us, Tav. You shouldn’t be up here.”

Tavin’s green eyes narrowed in a fierce glare. “Neither should you two.”

Veyl ignored the remark, focusing her attention on helping Jaysen to the next level.

As soon as he was securely situated beside her, he turned and smiled smugly at Tavin. “Your parents are going to love your logic as well.”

Glowering, Tavin reached up for a small statue of a sitting tethdrak—hound-like reptilian beasts that Feral mind-crafters used for hunting and combat—affixed to the rounded corner of the eave. He smacked away the hand Jaysen offered him. “I don’t need your help.”

Jaysen shrugged and moved away to give him space.

“Tav, don’t be like that. You’ll just get hurt.” Veyl inched closer, shifting discreetly into position to assist if he needed it.

Tavin pulled himself up with the hand wrapped around the front legs of the tethdrak fixture, getting one knee up onto the next roof level. Some of his long red hair fell into his face. Veyl had warned him to braid the sides back as she had done with hers if he insisted on coming, but he hadn’t listened to her about that either. He reached out, seeking purchase on the smooth tiles that made up the academy rooftop. When it looked like he was going to make it, she started moving away, searching for the best route to the vantage point she wanted. They would have a decent view from this level, but a flatter area she had spotted around the front might provide a more secure place to settle and watch.

Scrabbling and a startled cry snapped her attention to Tavin as he began sliding back over the eave, a thirty-foot drop from the lower roof to the ground looming a mere ten feet behind him. If he fell, he would have a hard time arresting his momentum before going over that next lip. He had let go of the statue, perhaps thinking himself secure enough not to need it.

Veyl shifted her weight, balancing on the balls of her feet, and skidded down to him, stopping at the edge of the eave by leaning back onto the less slippery heels of her boots. She grabbed his wrist, her position precariously close to the drop. His weight pulled her off balance, but before she could fall with him, Jaysen caught hold of her arm, sitting down to use his rear and feet for traction against the roof.

Veyl leaned back to counterbalance her brother, struggling to keep him from going over, her heart beating triple-time. “Grab the statue!”

“Don’t let go!” Tavin’s eyes were wide, tears rising in them.

“Just grab it!”

He pulled against her, straining their chain of support. Her feet slipped a fraction. Then he caught hold of the statue’s legs and some of the weight eased. When he started hauling himself up, she lost the leverage in her current position.

“Jaysen, help him.”

“I’m not letting go of you,” Jaysen countered.

“I’m fine. Help him up.”

She checked her balance as Jaysen’s hold slowly loosened, then disappeared. He grabbed her brother’s hand. When he nodded, she let go, allowing him to take over. With Jaysen’s help, Tavin finally clambered the rest of the way up. He scrambled away from the eave, one foot slipping as he hurried past her. Veyl felt his boot collide with her ankle and knock her leg out over the edge. She pushed forward with the other foot, panic sending a jolt through her as she made a desperate lunge for the stone tethdrak Tavin had just moved away from. One hand closed on the back of the statue, sliding down as her arm pulled taut, the ridges along the beast’s spine slicing into her palm.

Veyl cried out, tears springing to her eyes. She fought the impulse to let go of the object that was wounding her. It hurt, the pain so intense that she could barely think past it. Only the threat of that long drop behind her kept her holding on while she sought purchase with her other hand. She swung her arm up, reaching for the statue, feeling the palm of her wounded hand slipping from the slickness of her own blood. Then Jaysen caught her wrist, his grip crushingly tight, though she wasn’t about to complain.

“Get your leg up.” Jaysen grunted with effort, leaning back onto his heels and rear again to keep from slipping down with her.

Veyl met his eyes. He would never forgive himself if she fell now. She couldn’t let him live with that. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she pulled on the statue and Jaysen pulled on her. She could feel the serrations on the tethdrak’s spine cutting deeper. Nothing appealed more than the idea of taking her hand away from the source of that pain, but she held fast, heaving one knee up to gain what leverage she could with it. Then, all at once, she was on the rooftop, half laying on Jaysen, her hand blazing with agony.

She rolled off onto her back, clutching the wrist of the wounded appendage to her chest. Jaysen lay next to her, drawing in a deep, shaking breath.

“Let’s not ever do that again, all ri—” He cut off when he looked over at her and rolled up onto his knees. “Havaad’s fires, you’re bleeding.”

“I noticed,” she answered through clenched teeth.

“Veyl.” Tavin’s trembling voice drew her attention. He was staring at the blood streaming from her hand with wide, tear-filled eyes, the color draining from his face.

“I’m fine, Tav.” She forced the words out, wrestling back her own tears despite how desperately she wanted to wallow in her misery. If her little brother broke down completely, they would never get out of this mess.

Jaysen yanked off his tunic and shirt. He ungraciously grabbed the dagger she had at her belt and used it to cut one sleeve off. Leaning closer, he said, “This is going to hurt, but we need to control the bleeding. Can you hold it up for me?”

She nodded and raised her palm.

He looked at the long, gushing wound, then cut the other sleeve off. This, he folded and pressed over the gash. She hissed, fighting the powerful impulse to jerk her hand away.

Jaysen’s brows pinched. “Sorry. I need you to hold that there.”

She placed a finger over the makeshift pad while he started wrapping the other sleeve tightly around her wounded hand. A few hot tears spilled down her cheeks, but she kept the hand steady, pulling her finger out when the bandage was secure. He tied it in place, then started inching toward the corner with the tethdrak statue, its spine now painted red with her blood.

“Where are you going?”

He met her eyes. “You can’t safely climb with your hand like that. I’m going to get help.”

“Then Father will find out, and he’ll kill me.”

Jaysen took hold of the front legs of the tethdrak. “I doubt that. He thinks you’re the reason the sun rises. Stay put.”

Tavin started following him. “I’ll come with you.”

“No!” Jaysen pinned them each with a fierce gaze. “If either of you moves from this spot before I return, I will never speak to you again.” When they both stayed where they were, he nodded and inched back to the edge of the eave.

“Jaysen.”

He froze, staring at his hand that gripped the legs of the statue. “What?”

“Thank you for not letting go of me.”

He met her eyes, something changing in his expression. “I would never let go of you, Veyl.”

Her breath caught as he dropped over the side. She didn’t breathe again until she saw him inching out toward the edge of the lower eave where they had come up a tricky climb from the top of a wall enclosing the academy grounds. Tavin, seeming calmer now, also stared after Jaysen as he made his way down. Veyl gripped her wounded hand and brought it to her chest, hissing through her teeth at the pain.

After a few seconds, her little brother gave her a contemplative look. “I don’t think he meant that the same way you did.”

“Meant what?” she snapped, her focus on not screaming or crying. Blood was already soaking through the fabric of Jaysen’s ruined shirt. He was right. She wouldn’t be able to climb with the injury.

“The part about letting go of you.”

Veyl’s attention returned to Jaysen as he moved into position to lower himself over the next eave, the wiry muscles in his bare torso taut, his tanned skin picking up a warm glow in the sunlight. Her cheeks grew hot. “Shut up, Tav. Jaysen and I are best friends. That’s all.”

“Too bad he’s not Vanrian.”

Veyl sucked in a breath at a particularly intense stab of pain. Did she have it in her to reprimand him right now if he said something insensitive? “Why?”

“He would be a good tehnaak for you.”

Veyl closed her eyes and laid her head back on the roof.

Everyone in Vanris had a spirit sibling—a tehnaak—bonded to them at a young age. The pairings did nearly everything together, their families sharing in the process of raising them, which had the added benefit of providing a second home for children orphaned during times of war. It meant they always had someone they could turn to. Someone with whom they shared a bond deep enough to create an awareness of each other’s emotions and needs so subtle it was easy to confuse them with one’s own. Veyl had been without that since her tehnaak’s death many years ago, but she had found a best friend in Jaysen.

For once, she agreed with her brother.
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It took what felt like an eternity of pain for Jaysen to return with help. Veyl’s father Kasiel, who ruled as khemron of Vanris alongside her mother, had ridden his kanodrak out to greet the approaching party. At least, that was his claimed intent when he departed that morning. They all knew he would take any excuse for a run through the desert on the magnificent beast. Her mother Velara, the khevarin of Vanris, was somewhere within the palace hastily ensuring everything was ready for their visitors, as if a greater amount of preparation would somehow deflect the scathing judgment of Veyl’s grandmother.

With her parents otherwise occupied, Jaysen brought Avris and Merrin, two of the officers they did combat training under, to retrieve her and Tavin. He had also found Healer Nerith, who waited to tend her injury once she was on the ground.

He had made good choices in that she trusted the three capable women to handle the situation, but they were also members of her father’s tehsheyn—his bonded spirit family—which meant she would never convince them to lie to him about how she had injured herself. Merrin scrambled up, making the climb look easy, and did most of the work of getting them down. As an accomplished soldier and former assassin, the woman had exceptional skills in navigating complicated situations.

Once they had Veyl and Tavin secure on the ground, Nerith, her long silvery hair pulled into braids behind her pointed ears, unwrapped Veyl’s hand and frowned at the still-bleeding wound. “I’m afraid this needs stitching.” Veyl winced when she pressed the bandage back over it. “Come. I’ll take care of it at the healer’s building. Keep pressure on it until we get there.”

Avris put a hand on Jaysen’s and Tavin’s shoulders. A sparkle of amusement lit her pale green eyes and brought a faint smirk to her lips. “The rest of us will go wait for your father. He’ll be delighted to hear about your latest adventure.”

“You don’t have to tell him how it happened.” Tavin had to know the plaintive whine in his voice would earn no pity from them, but he was apparently desperate enough to try.

Merrin pinned him with a firm gaze. The warrior’s braids weaving her white-blond hair against the sides of her head above her pointed ears enhanced the severity of the expression. “Your parents deserve to know the truth about how your sister got injured. You ought to be offering to tell them yourself.”

Apparently missing the intended lesson in her words, Tavin scuffed his feet and cast a sullen look at Veyl. “She was the only one hurt. You don’t have to tell them we were all up there.”

Avris barked a laugh. “Watch your back, Veyl. Sounds like your brother would happily throw you to the desert cats to save his hide if it came to that.”

The intense agony of the wound made it hard for Veyl to pay attention to their exchange. She looked up into Nerith’s soft lavender eyes, desperate for the empathy that warmed them. “Can we hurry to the healer’s building? It really hurts.”

Merrin stepped in front of Veyl. “I have told you before, have I not...”

Remembering the dozens of bruises and minor injuries she had suffered over the years in the sparring ring, Veyl nodded. “Pain is a lesson.”

“Do you know what it is teaching you?”

“Don’t climb on the academy rooftop?” Veyl offered tentatively, holding her hand to her chest and wishing for the lecture to end quickly.

Nerith cleared her throat. “She’s injured, Merrin.”

Merrin touched Veyl’s cheek and smiled with a deep affection that made the pain a little less somehow. “Good enough for now. Go with Nerith.”

By the time Nerith finished stitching and bandaging the wound, Veyl’s father had returned, and she had missed the arrival of the company from Doran that had inspired the whole debacle. Merrin would undoubtedly say there was a lesson in that, too. A set of guards escorted her, along with Jaysen and Tavin, to the palace to face the judgment of her parents. It was moments like this that she wished she had been born into an ordinary family.

If it had only been her and Tavin involved, the conversation would have occurred in the sitting room of her parents’ private quarters. Because Jaysen was with them, the guards brought them to a small audience chamber within the palace. Though he had lived with them for six years as part of their family, he was still the future king of Sarket, so they maintained a level of formality for certain dealings. Particularly those requiring disciplinary action.

This room was simpler than many of the larger audience chambers, with a floor made of the polished black stone used in so much of their construction because of its abundance in the region. A thin line of dark metal divided the main floor from a border about a foot wide along walls of cream and gray marble, with strips of black stone worked in at intervals around the perimeter. Two ornate thrones in black and purple with silver accents, the colors of Vanris, sat upon a low dais.

Her parents waited before that dais. They rarely made use of the thrones in any of the audience chambers that she had seen. Their father had one side of his red hair, a little darker than Tavin’s, braided against his scalp, unashamed to let the world see the scar from having the tops of his pointed ears cut off as a child. The red lines of a small portion of his ke’hanoath tattoo, his Vanrian identity, framed a scar on the exposed cheek. His gray-green eyes were a few shades darker than Veyl’s. Next to him, her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line, stood their mother, Velara. Her hair, the same dark, blood red as Veyl’s, had braids on both sides today, woven through with delicate strands of silver. A dark metal and silver tiara rested light upon her brow over the pale tattooed symbols of her ke’hanoath.

Tavin and Jaysen stood before them with her, Tavin squirming in his spot as if he might wriggle away somehow.

Her mother frowned, the expression tugging at scars that made a sideways V on her cheek, one line continuing across the bridge of her nose. Scars acquired during what was supposed to be a diplomatic mission near the end of the war between Vanris and the three southern kingdoms that ended before Veyl was born. A stark reminder that leadership came with substantial risks. She took a step forward, stopping when Kasiel’s hand lightly touched her arm.

“What were you thinking?” she demanded.

They were both looking at Veyl, not the prince or her brother. Somehow, they always knew when it was her fault. Possibly because it usually was. Her mother’s silver eyes now had tears welling up in them, making it less uncomfortable to focus on her father.

Jaysen advanced a few strides and bowed, his manner and tone respectfully formal. “I apologize, Khevarin Velara, Khemron Kasiel. It was my idea to go up and watch the entourage from Doran enter the city.”

Veyl cast a startled glance his way. She realized her error when her father shook his head, giving her a hard look before facing Jaysen.

“While I appreciate your devotion to our daughter, Prince Jaysen, I know this is her fault. It is written all over her face. Lying to us will not help her situation or yours. However, as you are the eldest, I have to say that I would have expected better judgment from you.”

“Not when Veyl’s involved,” Tavin piped up.

Her mother stepped forward, pinning her little brother with an icy stare. “Don’t look smug, Tavin. Just because this wasn’t your idea doesn’t mean you are not in trouble.”

Tavin snapped his mouth shut and shrank back. Somehow, their mother’s anger and disappointment were always more disturbing than their father’s. Her parents exchanged a solemn look that stirred a twisting of guilt in Veyl’s chest. Her hand throbbed, some of the feeling returning to it now as the numbing agent gradually wore off.

Her father met Jaysen’s eyes when he spoke again and Veyl admired that the young prince stood steady before that gaze. “It seems Sarket’s regent and Royal Council were right when they decided to delay your ascension to the throne until your eighteenth birthday. You have a great deal of growing up to do still.”

“Father!” Veyl stepped forward, defensive anger flowing through her when Jaysen lowered his eyes. She could practically feel the shame that rose red in his cheeks.

His molten gaze turned on her then. “Don’t start.” The sudden softness of his tone warned her he was balancing on the edge of powerful anger.

The change in his posture brought to mind his kanodrak, Niskenya, when she was about to make a kill, the association sending a chill through her. She retreated a few steps, also lowering her gaze. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”

“You did, one that could have gotten any of you killed. One that permanently marked you. Let that serve as a reminder next time you consider doing something this reckless.” He stalked to her and raised one hand. Though he had never once struck her, she jerked back reflexively. He was faster, catching her chin in his fingers—his grip secure, though not painful—and lifting to make her look at him. “Do you understand what it would do to us to lose you or your brother?”

Her chest squeezed unpleasantly, tears springing to her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her throat suddenly too tight for her to raise her voice.

Her father kissed her on the forehead, then stepped back. His gaze shifted to the guards behind her. “Escort Khesran Veyl and her cohort to their rooms. They will all be spending the remainder of the afternoon in quiet contemplation.” He looked down at her again. “Since you injured your dominant hand, you will practice sparring with me right-handed after your Trial. This doesn’t get you out of training.”

“Yes, Father.”

He put a hand on her shoulder and turned her toward the waiting guards. “If you all need something to do while you consider your choices, you can study for classes or clean your rooms.”

“But it’s a free day,” Tavin objected.

“Not anymore, it isn’t,” her mother answered.

Veyl hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at her mother. “What about grandmother and—”

“You will see them at dinner,” she interrupted, pointing toward the door.

As she was turning away, Veyl saw her mother step into her father’s embrace, wiping at a sudden blossoming of tears. “By the Break, Kas, they could have been killed,” she murmured.

“I know,” he answered soberly, then his tone picked up a hint of jesting. “See what happens when I don’t use my beasts to spy on them?”

A soft, frustrated exhale accompanied the sound of her mother smacking him on the shoulder or chest. “You’re terrible.”

Veyl was almost glad they were leaving now. Next would come the kissing, something her parents did a lot of. She didn’t want to watch that. Deliberately not looking at Tavin or Jaysen, she hung her head and walked out with the guards.

* * *
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Less than an hour later, Veyl reclined on the couch in the sitting area of her rooms, trying to ignore the ever-present westward call and focus on a book about the different mind-crafting powers. Once her ability awakened, she would transfer from the main academy to the mind-crafter academy next to the palace, where they would add classes on using her ability to her regular curriculum and the extra political studies she and Tavin were required to take as heirs to the kingdom. Maybe she would be a Feral, like her father, and work with the minds of beasts, a Charmer, like her mother, or an Enkindler like her grandmother, capable of manipulating emotions. Or perhaps something more potent, like an Evoker or Dampener. There were plenty of options, and only one she didn’t want, though it brought a twinge of guilt knowing her grandfather on her father’s side had that ability. Most people feared him for his Frightener power. She didn’t want that.

Her father knocked once as he opened the door and walked in with his cliff cat, Irith. The big predator’s back came up to his waist, a little higher if you counted the ridge of blue-gray fur that ran along his spine. His brilliant blue eyes locked on Veyl the moment they entered, and he bounded across the sitting room to her. It felt like a trap of some kind, though she couldn’t resist the cat’s affection when he headbutted her in the chest, the rumble of his purr filling the room. Her father sat in a chair next to the couch, a fond smile curving his lips when she wrapped her arms around Irith’s neck in a brief hug.

Her mother would be speaking with Tavin now. Her parents always alternated when they needed to have serious talks with the two of them, and it was his turn to deal with her. For Jaysen, however, it was almost always her father who spoke with him. That was partly because Jaysen’s father was dead, killed by hers in the battle that brought an end to the war, and somehow that translated to the crown prince holding him in the highest esteem. Veyl found it odd that he didn’t resent her father for depriving him of ever having the chance to meet his, but Sarket was a strange country, and settling disputes through combat was an honored tradition there.

“He does adore you.” Her father rested his elbows on his knees and considered them both.

Sinking the fingers of her uninjured hand in the big cat’s thick blue-gray coat, she dared a glance at her father. The crushing realization that she had frightened her parents enough to move her mother to tears made it difficult to find her voice. “I love him too,” she murmured.

“What led you to think climbing on the academy rooftops was a good idea?”

She sat back on the couch. “I just wanted to see the entourage from Doran ride in. When I tried to figure out where we could get the best view from, I remembered a story Uncle Nakhul told me about him and mother climbing on the palace rooftop in Doran to watch the festival dancing in the main square.”

“And you thought that sounded like a clever way to break your neck and maybe kill off your brother and Sarket’s future king in the process?”

“Father!”

He stared calmly at her, his eyes two daggers that easily pierced into her soul. “I’m being serious. Somewhere inside, you got that sensation in your gut that told you it was a bad idea, didn’t you?”

She lowered her gaze, staring into Irith’s bright eyes.

“Why didn’t you listen to it?”

“I don’t know. I just... I wanted to... Ugh!” She threw herself against the back of the couch, wincing when a stab of pain shot through her hand.

“Impress Jaysen?”

Her cheeks warmed. “What? No.”

Her father shifted further forward on the seat, his expression still solemn. “You know Jaysen is heir to the throne of Sarket. In less than a year, he will return home to begin preparations for his ascension to the throne.”

She stared at her wounded hand, remembering how carefully Jaysen had wrapped it, and began picking at the edge of the bandage. “So? I’ve always known that.”

“You shouldn’t depend on him so much for company. Why don’t you include the other children in your adventures more? The twins, Ahrin and Gannon, and their tehnaaks. Your brother’s tehnaak, Ellaris.”

She frowned at him. “You want me to get them killed too?”

He gave her a flat stare.

She focused on smoothing a patch of hair on Irith’s head. “Ellaris can rarely escape her parents, and the others pick on Jaysen for his ears. Gannon especially. They call him earless and things like that. He jokes along with them sometimes, but I can tell it gets to him. It makes him feel like he doesn’t belong, and it makes me angry.” Certainly, he would understand, having been on the receiving end of such teasing himself once because of his cut ears.

He only nodded and stood, Irith hurrying to his side. “Don’t forget to wear something nice for dinner. You start preparations for your Trial tomorrow. You may wish to make the most of tonight’s meal.”

Brow furrowing, she watched him walk to the door. The conversation felt incomplete, words hanging in the room unspoken, and yet, he was clearly leaving. She considered asking him if that was all, but perhaps things left unsaid should stay that way.

“And don’t pick at the bandage,” he added as he walked out.

She stuck her tongue out at the closing door.
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When it came time for dinner, Veyl donned a split-skirted dress like the ones her mother favored. This one was black with silver embroidery over a set of fitted ivory pants with shiny black beads worked in patterns on the lower part of the legs. It had long sleeves and a modest, rounded collar. She donned a woven silver and dark metal necklace with a deep red stone in the center. She liked to imagine it was a string of tattooed symbols, like the ones that formed a chain around her father’s neck. Her story—her ke’hanoath—inked permanently in her skin. She had the symbols representing her family and her tehnaak’s family tattooed on the back of her head, hidden by her hair in the Vanrian tradition. Her tehnaak was gone now, the tattoo altered to reflect that awful truth. Soon, after her Trial, she would get the true start of her ke’hanoath.

Lanis, her primary attendant, worked a few delicate braids into Veyl’s hair, winding strands of silver through them. Then she slid the sides of a slender silver and dark metal tiara with a red gemstone in the center through the braids to rest lightly on her brow. It felt like too much for a family dinner, but her family was unusual. A long line of royalty on her mother’s side. Military nobility on her father’s. And yet, members of the unit her father led during the war, who became bonded as tehsheyn back then, would also be at the table tonight. Her “uncles” and “aunts” as she called them. None of them were upper society except for Jethan, who was her father’s tehnaak and her mother’s cousin. She much preferred dressing down to their stations as they did most nights, rather than having them dress up to that of her family.

“Don’t pick at the bandage,” Lanis chastised gently.

Veyl dropped her right hand to her side, raising the left a little higher. It throbbed more when she lowered it. “Do you think I’ll have a tehnaak again someday?”

Lanis glanced at Veyl’s reflection in the mirror, her smile full of affection. “I am certain of it. There aren’t many unpaired children in Etrion around your age, but I know there is someone out there, a spirit brother or sister, whose heart will soar with joy, just as yours will, when you finally find each other.”

Veyl frowned at her reflection.

Most of Vanris’s population resided north of Vareyl’s Warning, a black crag formation that created a natural separation between the rest of the country and the more arid region bordering the Crimson Break—a stretch of desert dividing Vanris from the southern kingdoms. During the war, people living in Etrion and other military cities south of Vareyl’s Warning weren’t permitted to have children. In the fourteen years since its end, that had changed, but it was a slow process. Many children lived in Etrion now, but she was one of a relatively small number born in the early years of that transition, and the rest were all part of existing tehnaak pairings.

With a sigh that earned her soft chuckle from Lanis, she turned from the mirror. “I’m ready enough.”

Lanis gave her a patient smile. “I hope you know you are every bit as exceptional as your parents.” Placing a hand on Veyl’s shoulder, she turned and guided her out.

Veyl was the last to arrive in the formal dining room. The other dinner guests sat at a large, square table, its polished black surface inlaid with silver and dark metal accents. Everyone rose when she entered. Her newly arrived grandparents, Genyith and Seylin, smiled their welcomes, though her grandmother’s was more reserved.

With all eyes on her, Veyl longed to run to her chair and fall into the comfortable space between her father’s tehnaak and Jaysen. At large gatherings like this, she sat at the corner to the left of her parents and their tehnaaks because of her left-handedness. Aware of them all watching—her grandmother in particular—and judging every step, she forced a measured stride, the spark of pride in her parents’ regard making it worth the effort.

Once they were all seated again, the kitchen staff swarmed the room, removing the covers from a grand array of aromatic foods. The dinner guests turned to light conversation while they filled their plates. Seylin was quick to engage in her usual pastime of finding something to be displeased with in her daughter’s household.

“Khesran Veyl still has not taken a new tehnaak, I see. I find it troubling that you allow her to spend so much of her time with a southerner when she has yet to make that essential connection among her own kind.” The word southerner fell off her tongue like a rotten bite of food she was expelling.

Next to Veyl, Jaysen’s face reddened, his hand clenching around the handle of his fork. Her parents had stopped eating and were staring at the former khevarin. An uncomfortable silence rippled along the table, but Seylin forged ahead as if unaware of the effect of her words. Or perhaps she relished the attention.

“It has been what, at least six years since that girl died, has it not? It is well past time to move on, dear.” Her pale blue eyes penetrated through to the pain that still lingered in Veyl.

Veyl stared at her plate, the food losing its appeal. It had been a little over six years. Her tehnaak, Jethan and his wife’s firstborn child, died from the complications of a lung condition she had most likely been born with. Under the table, Jethan took Veyl’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. When she glanced his way, she spotted his wife looking at her from her seat on the far side of her mother. Despite the sorrow in her eyes, she offered Veyl a supportive smile.

“Mother,” Velara’s tone was sharp when she spoke, “that girl’s name was Minya, and if you say one more thing to upset someone at this table, I will have you removed from the room.”

Seylin met her eyes, a challenge flashing between the two. “That does seem like something you would do, darling.” A cutting reference to the fact that her mother had helped force her to abdicate the throne.

“Has anyone else tried this quail?” Avris’s loud query broke the tension. She raised her fork with a piece of tender meat speared upon its tines. “It’s quite remarkable.”

Merrin agreed with her, and the table gradually returned to dining and casual chatter. Someone had pre-prepared Veyl’s plate with food already cut to accommodate her injured hand. As much as she appreciated not having to struggle or ask someone for help, a flush of shame rose in her cheeks whenever anyone glanced at it curiously.

It was her grandfather, Genyith, who finally asked the inevitable question. “Khesran Veyl, whatever happened to your hand?”

She took a deep breath. It would be better to get the complete explanation out of the way as quickly as possible. Maybe confessing her mistake in front of everyone now would help to smooth things over with her parents.

As she opened her mouth to speak, her father said, “She fell and cut her palm. We’ve all had our share of minor accidents growing up. It’s taken care of.”

Jaysen looked at his plate, lips pressed tightly together. Tavin stared at Veyl with his mouth slightly open as if he couldn’t fathom how she had gotten off so easily. Her mother took her father’s hand where it rested by his plate and gave it a small squeeze, her warm smile making it clear she approved of his decision to brush aside the matter.

Farther down the table, the twins’ father Darro, another member of her father’s original unit, winked at Veyl. The gesture confirmed that her father’s tehsheyn knew the truth, but she could trust that they would keep anything a secret if he asked them to.

She gave a tiny shrug, and Darro grinned before turning back to his dinner.

When she started to look away, she caught Gannon staring at her from his spot next to his twin brother, Ahrin. The two weren’t identical, though they didn’t miss it by much. They had the same slender features and build, but Ahrin had hazel eyes and brown hair with a hint of auburn to it, while Gannon had lighter, dusty brown hair that matched their father’s, and eyes of a brighter blue. After a long moment, Gannon turned back to his brother, who was chattering on about something, oblivious to his distraction.

“Still developing.” Genyith regarded Veyl thoughtfully, the deep scars along the left side of his jaw and neck tugging down that corner of his mouth when he offered her an understanding smile. “It can take a while to grow out of that youthful awkwardness. Judging from your composure when you joined us, however, it will not be long before you are as graceful as Velara.” He finished with a fond smile for her mother.

“For her sake, I hope you are not as headstrong.” Seylin’s frosty gaze flickered to the head of the table as she took a sip of her wine. When she put her glass down, her attention settled on Jaysen again. “Veyl is already filling out into quite a beautiful young woman, would you not agree, your highness?”

“Mother.” An edge of renewed warning darkened her mother’s tone, her silver eyes boring into the former khevarin who pointedly ignored her.

Jaysen raised his head and looked directly at Seylin. “Khesran Veyl has always shared the gift of her mother’s beauty, Lady Markanis,” he answered with calm conviction.

Her mother breathed a soft laugh and graced him with a warm smile. “And you, Prince Jaysen, are developing quite the Charmer’s tongue. Perhaps you are spending too much time around my husband’s tehnaak.”

Jaysen bowed his head respectfully, a hint of flush coloring his cheeks. “Thank you, Khevarin Velara.”

Jethan chuckled. “I didn’t realize you thought me so eloquent, cousin.”

Her mother smirked at him, wrapping one delicate hand around the stem of her wine goblet. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

When the adults moved on to discussing other things, Veyl leaned closer to Jaysen. “Did my father speak to you earlier?”

“A little.” He poked at some sautéed mushrooms with a sauce made of wine and black evalis fruit drizzled over them.

“What did he say?”

Jaysen glanced toward the head of the table, his brows pinching. “Not much about what happened today, other than restating his disappointment that I didn’t argue against going up there. He also thanked me for not letting you fall and for going to get help. Then he asked if I was looking forward to going back to Sarket next year.”

Veyl’s appetite fully abandoned her. She took a sip of the small splash of mead her parents had allowed the older children before asking, “Are you?”

“Veyl.” Her mother’s voice made her jump. “Please let Crown Prince Jaysen eat his meal. And you should consider doing the same. Your Trial preparation starts tomorrow.”

“Yes, Mother.” She turned her attention back to her plate, forcing herself to eat despite the roiling unease in her gut. Preparation for the Trial involved a few days of a fasting diet, so she would undoubtedly regret it if she didn’t eat well tonight.

A short time later, they excused the children to go entertain themselves while the adults prepared to move to one of the sitting rooms. Tavin and Ellaris sprinted off with an attendant hurrying after them. As Veyl got up to leave with Jaysen, she noticed Seylin approaching her mother and busied herself folding her napkin so she could hang back to listen.

“Velara, I am quite serious about my granddaughter. You know how important a strong pairing is. If there are no appropriate options here, then send her back to Doran with us.”

Her mother’s expression darkened. “Mother, I will not send my daughter with you and allow you the opportunity to get into her head.”

Seylin rolled her eyes. “I am not the evil crone you have made me out to be, but if you are so concerned, come with her. Wait until that boy is gone if you must, then come spend some time in Doran with the rest of your family and we will find a pairing for her. The Break has been peaceful for years. I am certain Kasiel can handle things here for a few months without you.”

Her mother’s expression turned thoughtful. “Let us get through her Trial. Once we know the outcome of that, I will consider it.”

A touch on Veyl’s arm pulled her attention to Lanis. “Are you coming, Khesran?”

She nodded and followed the woman out. They had barely stepped into the hall when Gannon and Ahrin approached.

“So, what did you really do to your hand?” Gannon asked.

Ahrin groaned. “Gannon, Mother said to let it go.”

Jaysen stepped up close beside her as if to shield her. “She fell. How it happened doesn’t matter, does it? Like Khemron Kasiel said, we all have accidents.”

Gannon’s eyes narrowed. “Veyl doesn’t need some earless southerner coming to her rescue. She’s perfectly capable of speaking for herself.”

A flare of anger ignited in her core. “I don’t need a rude calloch like you trying to speak for me either,” she snapped.

“You are all in significant danger of being sent to separate rooms for the rest of the evening,” the male attendant with Gannon and Ahrin warned, the severity of his tone making it clear they had already pushed too far by his estimation.

Ahrin inclined his head to the man in a show of respect. “Apologies. It won’t happen again.”

Jaysen mirrored the gesture, and Veyl followed suit. After a moment, Gannon did the same.

The attendants escorted them to one of the palace’s many drawing rooms. A favorite space for their group, the room was one of the few with wood paneling on the walls, stained a brown so dark as to be virtually black, the sconces casting a warm glow that drew out the underlying color. The game tables were the same color as the paneling, set out on ivory carpets with silver, gray, and purple patterning. Comfortable chairs and couches carried up the purple from the carpet, with ivory and black accents. Paintings depicting the beasts of Vanris and their Feral handlers decorated the walls. A suitable backdrop for one of the more popular games played within that space.

Tavin and Ellaris were already engaged in a stacking game, giggling as they attempted to sabotage one another. Veyl envied her brother his tehnaak, but that didn’t lessen the pleasure she got from seeing them having fun together.

Gannon strode to a cupboard against one wall and pulled out two Feral’s Folly decks, tossing one to Ahrin, who caught it deftly. “Me and Veyl. You and Jaysen. The losers and winners of each match can pair off for the second round.”

Veyl nodded. She caught Jaysen’s eyes as Gannon went to claim a table for them. When his attention was on her, she glanced down and to the right, suggesting that he should throw the game.

He answered with an almost imperceptible nod.

Satisfied that she would get her chance to speak with him, she went and sat down across a small table from Gannon. He shuffled the deck and dealt it out between them.

Each player got half of the deck. Every card had a numerical value along with the value of the suit, with kanodraks being the highest, followed by tethdraks, then cliff cats, and hounds at the bottom. They both pulled a hand of six cards from the top of their respective decks. The object was for each player to put out individual cards or allowed combinations of cards from their hand on their turn. They could use the cards to defeat individual cards or combinations on their opponent’s side or to fortify their own line in the hope of drawing something to create a more powerful combination in a later turn. At the end of their turn, the active player could draw back up to six cards from their half of the deck. When they defeated an opponent’s card or combination with a stronger card or combination, they put it in their victory pile. The first to reach thirty-seven points or more worth of cards in their victory pile won the game.

There was an element of luck to the cards a player ended up with in their deck and in their hand on each draw. Because of that, deliberately throwing a game took almost as much strategy as winning did. Veyl and Jaysen played a lot of Feral’s Folly, however, so she was confident they could pull it off. It might have been more satisfying to defeat Gannon, but tonight, all she really wanted was to talk to Jaysen about his conversation with her father.

Jaysen and Ahrin sat down to their own game at a table in the opposite corner of the room. The two got on well enough and were already chatting and taunting one another good-naturedly.

Gannon eyed her critically as she skimmed over her hand. “Why do you spend so much time with him?”

“He’s fostering with my family. Why wouldn’t I spend time with him?” She moved her cards around, investigating her options. She needed to keep from winning, but if she didn’t play a few stronger hands, he would suspect she was doing it on purpose.

“He’s southern.”

“So? It’s not like we’ve been at war with the southern kingdoms in our lifetimes. Besides, part of the point of him fostering here is to have a king on the throne in Sarket who’s sympathetic to the Vanrian people. I don’t think my ignoring him is going to help accomplish that.” She placed a potent combination of two high-value tethdraks. “Why do you dislike him so much?”

“I don’t,” he countered, setting down a respectable lineup of beasts. He took her tethdrak pair with the sacrifice of a top-level kanodrak. “Can we just focus on the game?”

“You’re the one who asked.” Veyl shrugged and took down his kanodrak with a decent run of high-level cliff cats.

A group of three or more gained an extra one-point bonus per beast for attacking as a pack. She played the game strategically, taking advantage of some of her better cards to put up a reasonable fight, making certain he wouldn’t suspect she was trying to lose.

Gannon looked at her bandaged hand often, undoubtedly noting how little she used it, though he resisted asking her about it again. It hurt a lot, but she did her best not to let it show. If she did, Lanis would summon a healer to give her something for the pain, and then her evening would be over. She needed to talk to Jaysen before that happened.

When Gannon finally won, he was smug for about a minute, until Ahrin won the other match and strolled over to take Veyl’s spot. Then his sour temper rose again. He slapped the deck down between himself and his brother.

“You shuffle,” he demanded, sitting back with his arms across his chest to glower at the table.

She joined Jaysen at the far table, leaning close to whisper, “I can’t believe he wanted to play you that badly.”

Jaysen shifted closer, matching her volume. “I think he just didn’t want you to play me. It’s obvious he has feelings for you.”

“If that’s what’s going on, jealousy looks like shit on him,” she snapped, a flare of anger spinning wildly through her.

“Khesran Veyl, mind your language,” Lanis said, not looking up from the book she was reading in a nearby chair.

The woman had sharp ears.

“Sorry.”

Lanis merely nodded.

Jaysen began shuffling the deck. “You were every bit the image of a true princess tonight.”

Veyl wanted to embrace the warmth that would normally accompany such flattery, but his word choice stood in the way. When she tried to catch his eyes, he evaded her, staring down at the cards in his hands, and started dealing them out.

“Princess?”

“Sorry, I’m just practicing.”

“For what?” It was a stupid question. That serpent coiling in her gut again told her what.

“I go back to Sarket in less than a year, Veyl. Here, if I call a khesran a princess or a dhomen a general, I get corrected and maybe teased a little, but it gets dismissed because I’m southern. There, any word or action that even whispers of my time here in Vanris will be noted and turned against me by my opposition. And I do have opposition. As my mother likes to remind me in her letters, the Sarketi people have more pride than sense. The idea of a youth ascending to the throne who was partially raised in Vanris—by the very mind-crafter who killed the former king, no less—is insulting to them. The Royal Council is postponing my coronation for three years, hoping it will give them time to prove that I’m not some Vanrian thrall. I can’t make any mistakes there.”

“Jaysen.” Her throat tightened. “I didn’t realize it would be that bad for you. Maybe we could start using the Sarketi terms for things for the next year when it’s just the two of us. We could even speak the language in private. I know it well enough, and the practice would be good for me.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making it your burden. I’m just...”

“Scared?”

He started to shake his head again, then he met her eyes and nodded. “Yes.”

Veyl reached out and put a hand over his, giving it a squeeze. “Helping you is never a burden.”

At the other table, Gannon snapped to his feet, threw down his cards, and stormed from the room. The attendant supervising the twins jumped up and rushed after him, gesturing for Ahrin to follow. On his way out, Ahrin gave them an apologetic shrug and a small wave that Veyl and Jaysen returned.

Jaysen faced her and arched one brow. “That was definitely jealousy.”

Veyl groaned. “Can I go with you to Sarket?”

“There’s nothing I’d like more.” He smiled, though the sorrow in his eyes undermined the expression. “Let’s play. I believe I owe you a sound Feral’s Folly thrashing.”

Veyl grinned, though, between the upcoming Trial, Jaysen’s looming departure, her throbbing hand, and now Gannon’s apparently volatile infatuation, the expression required effort. “Your optimism is cute, if misplaced.”

He gave an exaggerated wince. “So cruel.”
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The day was bright and hot. Veyl strolled with her brother along the top of a slot canyon in the Crimson Break. She spotted a lizard darting about, the reptile freezing still when the shadow of a sandhawk passed over it. During the war, no civilians would have dared to wander in the desert beyond the southern border. Even in these times of peace, scouts from the bordering countries kept a close eye on things in the unclaimed swath of arid land that divided them. Still, it struck her as odd that they were out there on their own. Their father must be nearby, most likely watching them through the eyes of the sandhawk as he often did.

“Aren’t you afraid of becoming khevarin and being responsible for all of Vanris?” Tavin asked, kicking a pebble into the canyon.

Veyl shrugged, though he wouldn’t see the gesture while walking in front of her. “Why would I be? It’s my home.”

“What if Sarket seeks revenge someday for the death of King Lodmund?”

She snorted. “That was fourteen years ago, Tav.”

“They still hate us.” He moved closer to the edge and kicked a larger stone over the side, his balance wavering for an instant.

Veyl might have ignored his risky behavior another time, but given that she had recently gotten in trouble for putting his life in danger, she couldn’t let it go today. “Tav, stop it. You’ll fall over the edge.”

He looked back and rolled his eyes at her. “Yes, Mother.”

Veyl scowled at him. It would serve him right if he did fall.

As he faced forward again, his foot on the cliff side slipped on a loose rock and her heart stuttered, a flash of panic racing through her like wildfire. She lunged toward the edge, hoping to catch him before he could go over. The flood of relief that swept in on the heels of that panic left her feeling weak and shaky when he simply fell back on his ass, staring at the drop with wide eyes. One near miss this week was more than enough.

“Get away from the edge. Now.”

“You too,” he snapped back.

“I wouldn’t be this close if you—”

The ground beneath her right foot disappeared, breaking free of the edge, and suddenly she was plunging toward the slot canyon floor, hard-packed sand and stone racing up to meet her.

* * *
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Veyl awoke in darkness. Her first instinct was to try moving, but she couldn’t. Nothing restrained her, but her body refused to respond to her will. Something was wrong. She remembered falling and the taste of fear spread metallic across her tongue. A fog filled her mind, resisting her efforts to orient herself. Was she alone here? Where was Tavin? Hadn’t he been with her?

“Veyl?” A small, frightened voice cut through the darkness.

Tavin?

She tried calling out to him, but the strange paralysis extended to her vocal cords. Was she dying?

Images gradually emerged from the darkness. Rock walls, one of which she was leaning up against, became visible around her. As more light revealed her surroundings, she saw a canyon passage in front of her that opened upon a larger space a few yards in. Tavin stood in the center of that space, his wide, fear-filled eyes staring at something outside of her range of vision. He started shaking his head as in denial, tears spilling down his cheeks. He hadn’t seen her yet, and whatever he did see, terrified him.

Veyl cursed her inability to move. She couldn’t do anything, not even turn her head or call out to him.

Look this way, Tav! I’m here!

No matter how she willed it, he wouldn’t look her way, not that she could do anything to help him in her current state. He started backing toward the passage that would take him away from her location and three figures in dark, tattered clothes strode into view on the right, hoods hiding their faces. The one in the front was holding a longsword, its point dragging along the ground, hissing through the sand as it created a runnel behind him. The other two had weapons drawn as well, a mace and a double-bladed axe.

“You’ll never get away, little khesran,” the man in the lead taunted, speaking Sarketi. “We’ll kill your family while you watch, then we’ll feed you to your father’s kanodrak one little piece at a time.”

“No!” Tavin screamed.

He tripped and fell, catching himself with his hands. The way he pulled them to his chest when he got to his feet told her he had hurt them in the fall. He turned and broke into a run, only to stop abruptly, staring in horror at a thick wall of roiling dust advancing along the canyon passage toward him. Lightning flickered through the ominous front and Veyl realized, as Tavin also appeared to, that it would kill him if he entered it as surely as the men behind him threatened to.

He let out an incoherent wail, sinking to his knees. His shoulders heaved with despairing sobs that tore through her. She needed to help him. She was his big sister, but she could do nothing, say nothing. And when the strangers realized she was here too, helpless to flee or fight, what would happen to her then?

“Nowhere to go now,” the man with the sword gloated. Raising his weapon, he stepped up behind Tavin.

No! Tav!

The scream only sounded in her head. Her chest seized, horror making it hard to breathe as her useless body trembled. Tears streamed down her cheeks now, too. Stupid, worthless tears that wouldn’t save her brother.

When the sword started swinging down, a presence reached out to her, faint, but warm and comforting. She grabbed onto it, weeping and screaming in the prison of her own mind as the blade descended.

* * *
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Something brushed Veyl’s upper lip and a sharp smell assailed her nostrils, stinging through them. The fog in her head dispersed instantly, and her limbs tingled to life. She sat up on a bed in an unfamiliar room, though it had the familiar decor of chambers in the palace. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Arhk, her grandfather on her father’s side and the dhomvalen of Vanris, head of their country’s military, sat on the bed next to her. He pulled her into a reassuring embrace, and she broke into sobs.

“My Trial...” she eventually choked out.

“Yes. That is all it was,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “You are all right, Veyl.”

He was wrong. She wasn’t all right. The terror of the experience still clung to her. On top of that, she knew enough about the Trial to know that hers hadn’t worked. There had been no dark snap. No mind-crafting ability had awakened.

“I failed. Tavin died because I’m useless.”

Arhk pushed her back, setting a hand on either side of her face and brushing away some of her tears with his thumbs. He smiled, an expression that always looked out of place on his austere, elegant features. “Tavin is in the next room, unharmed. You did not fail, and you are anything but useless. You are one of the most remarkable young women I have ever known.”

She sat back, pulling away from him, and roughly wiped at her tears. “Why are you here?”

He gave her a look that said she shouldn’t need to ask, then took her injured hand and pulled it close to inspect the fresh spot of blood seeping through the bandage over her palm. Turning, he met the eyes of his Evoker, Zafyr, who waited next to the door. Evokers could read surface thoughts and images, and whatever unspoken message she got from him in that moment, she responded with a firm nod before ducking out the door.

Veyl narrowed her eyes when he faced her again. “You made all that happen.”

“Zafyr did some of the work, but a Frightener, if one is available, often takes part in the Trial. It provides us with a way to access your deepest fears and ensure a greater chance of success without risking injury to those involved. I insisted on handling your Trial myself because I do not trust anyone else with my granddaughter.”

“It didn’t happen, though. I’m not a mind-crafter.” More tears spilled down her cheeks. She wiped furiously at them.

The door opened then, and her father and Jethan walked in. Arhk stood and moved away, letting her father come to the bedside and sit in his place. He drew Veyl into a hug.

“Are you all right?”

She clung to him for a moment, comforted by that embrace, until she remembered that he too was a mind-crafter. One of the most powerful Ferals Vanris had ever known, able to not only connect with and control the minds of beasts, but to hear and see through them as well. Everyone in the room was a mind-crafter, except for her. Arhk a Frightener, her father a Feral, and Jethan a Charmer like her mother. All fundamentally something more than she would ever be.

She pulled away and stared down at the spot of blood seeping through her bandage. “I’m nothing,” she muttered.

“Veyl.” He reached for her chin as he often did to try making her look at him, but she jerked away, and he lowered his hand. “Everyone in my tehsheyn has accomplished amazing things and only two of us are mind-crafters. Having an ability is not a measure of your worth.”

She wanted to believe him, but his words sounded empty, like the hollow in her chest. “What happened... It felt so real,” she muttered. It had, in fact, been convincing enough that she had to ask, “Is Tavin really all right?”

“Yes. Your mother’s with him. He’s a little shaken but recovering.”

“If he’s the one with an ability, shouldn’t it have awakened?” She stared harder at her hand, trying not to resent her little brother for what he might be.

“Awakenings are almost never triggered by a sense of self-preservation. When his Trial comes, it will be Ellaris who shares that experience with him.” His hand shifted, as if he wanted to reach out to her, but he refrained this time.

Someone knocked on the door and Jethan opened it, letting Nerith in. Her father moved out of the way, going to stand with his father and his tehnaak while the healer came and started removing the bandage from her hand. As soon as she began the process, the pain finally speared through Veyl’s distress over the Trial and its disappointing outcome. She sucked in a sharp breath.

Nerith tucked a strand of silver hair behind one pointed ear to get it out of the way. She gave Veyl a gentle smile, her lavender eyes full of that genuine caring that made her one of Veyl’s favorite people. “You’ve had a bit of a rough morning, haven’t you?”

“I don’t remember coming in here.” The last thing Veyl could recall was going to bed thinking of all the food she longed to eat after a few days of the pre-Trial restricted diet and... Had someone woken her up during the night? “I remember being brought something to drink in the middle of the night, although I don’t remember who brought it.”

Nerith finished removing the bandage and began carefully cleaning around the wound to check the stitches, earning a hiss of pain from Veyl. “That was only a few hours ago. You’ve got an excellent memory. Most people forget that part.” She let go of the hand and reached into her satchel, drawing out a small vial. “Take a sip of this. It’ll put you to sleep, but it shouldn’t last more than an hour. I need to fix a couple of stitches you pulled, and you could probably use a little proper rest after all this excitement.”

Veyl took a sip and lay down at Nerith’s direction. She closed her eyes, her mind focusing on the hushed conversation by the door as the elixir began taking effect.

Arhk was still in the room. She could hear him speaking in a low voice. “You should know that your son harbors a deep fear of retaliation from Sarket for the death of King Lodmund.”

“I’ll talk to him about it,” her father replied. “Out of curiosity, what does Veyl fear?”

“Being helpless to protect those she loves,” Arhk answered softly. “And losing her tehnaak again.”

“She doesn’t have a tehnaak to lose.” Her father sounded puzzled. Enough so that she could see the furrowing of his brow in her mind.

The elixir started dragging her under, but their words inspired her to cling to consciousness. Something in Arhk’s soft voice when he spoke again demanded attention.

“When a Frightener runs a Trial, they are in the heads of their subjects longer than usual. In all my experiences, I have felt the tehnaak bond flare stronger before the dark snap happens. Veyl may not have had an awakening, but I felt something like that right before we brought her out. An external influence from somewhere.”

She was having trouble staying with the conversation now, the pull of the elixir beckoning her down into that deep darkness.

“That’s not possible,” her father argued. “Her tehnaak is gone. For her to have a new one, a Bondmaker would have had to create that connection.”

Jethan cleared his throat. “Kas, it might be possible.”

Silence drew out as she tried to fight off the darkness. The door opened and swift footsteps left the room, her father’s voice in the hall calling for someone to find a Bondmaker. Then she sank into sleep.
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