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      Something about the dark made time pass both slowly and quickly. There was no dawn. No dusk. No trail of twinkling stars leading to the start of a new day.

      And yet, there were other signs.

      The drip of invisible water, counting the seconds as they wandered by. The scuff of metal on stone, hinting that other life rested out of reach. The pain of raw flesh, promising that death was close, but still so far away.

      And the screams, Jinji thought, shuddering. The screams came once a day, echoing through the void, crawling over her skin, haunting her.

      There had been no screams for a while, but that didn’t mean they were done. It meant they were closer than ever. And Jinji knew that time was running out. It would soon be her cries of agony that rippled across these moist stones, filling the damp air.

      Every day someone new was taken. At first she didn’t know why, but gradually Jinji came to understand. One man shouted, I don't know anything. Another, I'm sorry. Still more pleading for forgiveness, denying any involvement, promising to swear loyalty. The traitors of Whylkin groveling at the feet of their failures.

      And somehow, Jinji had been placed among them, to rot in the dungeons until it was her turn to be questioned—and the spirits knew what else.

      She shifted her weight, wincing as the shackles holding her hands scraped against her wrists, a stinging pain she was almost getting used to. Almost.

      I can help you, the voice said.

      Stop. Jinji sighed, wishing for peace in what little time she had left.

      Somehow, her mind had been invaded. When she had awakened in the dungeons, something woke up with her—inside of her. Jinji had no idea who, or what, it was—crawling around, making a home, trying to force a past on Jinji that she wanted nothing to do with. All she knew was that she had touched the shadow and now found herself possessed.

      Talk to me. Let me ease your worry, your fears. You do not have to be alone, not while I am here. There is much to be done. Please—

      Jinji gritted her teeth and slammed her head back against the stone, blinking as colors flashed before her eyes.

      Get out of my head, she yelled back—but the voice was gone, pushed out by the pain as it always was. The voice would return, Jinji knew. It would try to talk to her again, to coax her into submission under the cover of kindness.

      But mostly, the voice came to her in dreams—the only time she could not force it from her mind. Memories springing to life in sleep, calling to her, urging Jinji to welcome them. Sometimes, she wanted to give in, to open her thoughts, and let the mystery reveal itself. But then what? Would the voice have control? Would Jinji still remember who she was, would she remember her family, would she remember Rhen?

      It was not a risk she was willing to take.

      Pain was familiar to her now. She had begun to welcome it with open arms. Pain at least was predictable, comforting in that it always felt the same.

      Pain of the body.

      The pain in her soul was different though. It crept up on her when she least expected it, stealing her breath, making her chin quiver and her eyes burn with dryness.

      Rhen. She sighed.

      The ache in her heart scorched, the sort of fire only Rhen could quell. If he were alive. If he could forgive her. If she could just see him one more time.

      So many questions without answers.

      The last time Jinji had seen Rhen, a day that seemed so far away yet so close to her heart, he had been dying. Stabbed in the gut by the shadow, left in a heap on the ground, cradling his wound, holding onto life with all the strength he had left.

      Jinji had abandoned him to fight the shadow, to kill the dark spirit that had murdered her people, to save Rhen from its deadly grasp. But she had woken here, surrounded by night with no memory of the fight. No idea if the shadow still lived or if she had succeeded in its demise. Or far worse, if it rested inside of her now.

      Would she ever know if she had been fast enough?

      The possibilities weighed heavily on her conscience.

      If Rhen had died, it would explain why she remained in captivity. No other man of Whylkin would vouch for her loyalty, would risk himself to release her from this prison. But if he were dead, then everything was lost. Everything. Rhen had become her family, her best friend, her home. If he were gone, Jinji was not sure she could live—how much fight did one person have in them? How much suffering could one person overcome?

      Yet, if he had lived…

      The possibility scared Jinji even more. Because then she was truly alone, abandoned without even his memory to hold close. If Rhen were alive, then he had willingly left her down here to slowly suffer, to die where he could not hear or see. By now, he would surely know she was a woman—meaning he had chosen not to forgive her, meaning her lie was more than he could bear.

      Nonetheless, Jinji held tight to the dream that he still breathed, the hope that she could win back his trust, the prayer of a chance to try.

      That wish was all she had.

      It made her open her eyes every morning and say goodbye to the warm embrace of sleep, an embrace that could easily be everlasting if she let it.

      Jinji breathed deeply, letting her chest stretch and expand while she welcomed the spirits into her vision.

      There was one other way Jinji had learned to tell time in the dark. Her favorite way. A small indulgence. Once a day, between the screams when her fear seemed too strong and her grief too heavy, Jinji wove the elemental spirit threads.

      The illusions came even easier since dueling the shadow, almost as though something had been unlatched inside of her, some gateway that had kept them blocked was now open. The first night, Jinji wove an entire forest around her—complete with a breeze, the warmth of the sun, the presence of her brother Janu—so real she wanted to leave it there, to pretend. But, Jinji had come to learn that the truth, hard as it was, needed to be accepted.

      Most of the time.

      Jinji sat straighter, ignoring the strain of her muscles, and closed her eyes. Hands limp at her sides, the spirits heeded her mental command, letting her dreams unfold in real life.

      She opened her lids.

      And there he stood, so real, red hair glowing in the dark.

      Rhen.

      Fingers inching forward on their own accord, Jinji's body yearned for him, for his comfort. For a moment, she imagined this as truth.

      Rhen stepped forward. His arm reached to open the bars, but his illusion stepped through them, ignoring the metal and meeting no resistance. Silent steps brought him closer, closer, until he was kneeling before Jinji—green eyes like a fire in the night, drawing her home.

      His callused hand stretched forward, just enough for his palm to gently kiss her cheek, his thumb to rub her soft skin. And his touch felt real—warm and sturdy. That was how strong this illusion was tied, almost solid, so close to alive—so, so close.

      Jinji's eyes began to water, remembering the truth—that this was false, all in her head.

      But still, commanded by her thoughts, Rhen sat down next to her, opening his embrace and encircling her in his muscular arms. Her torso leaned in, letting the illusion hold her, letting the dream wash over her. His arms tightened, hugging her close, a touch that felt firm.

      And then the tears came. Slowly at first. Then racking her body, shaking her limbs and scattering her breath.

      It was the only time Jinji let herself cry—surrounded by the love she wished could be real. The only time she felt safe enough to let her fear surface, and her guilt.

      A crack echoed down the hall.

      Jinji sat up, alert. Rhen disappeared.

      Time had run out.

      Far away, boots clicked on stone.

      Her heart skipped.

      Somehow, Jinji knew they were coming for her. Dread filled her, threatening to boil over, but she hardened her muscles—fighting.

      Wiping the tears from her eyes, Jinji promised herself that they would not break her. They would never see her cry. Her pain would not echo down these halls—there would be no screaming hour today.

      The boots continued. Soft. Getting louder. The beat was steady. Slow. Menacing. Steps of complete control.

      Jinji calmed her breath, firming her resolve.

      The sound grew and moved closer.

      Until she saw it. Orange light reflecting off the misted walls. A dull glow. Jinji shrank away, blinded by the brightness. Her eyes stung, but remained dry. Resolute.

      Ghostly figures stepped into view, hidden behind the light that blocked her sight. Keys jingled. Voices grumbled, murmuring softly to each other.

      An illusion, Jinji thought as her terror mounted. She could weave one, pretend the cell was empty, that she had escaped.

      The torch light grew stronger.

      It was now or never. In a minute, the light would reach her toes, would travel up her dirty legs, would reveal her.

      Her mind itched to keep pretending for as long as it took, to turn her illusions into real life and to live down here wrapped inside of them forever—in a place where her family lived and Rhen was beside her. A magical place.

      A false place.

      It will be all right, the voice promised. Jinji wanted to shut it out, to throw her head against the wall and push the phantom from her mind, but she didn't. For the first time, not being completely alone was comforting.

      The halo entered her cell, revealing black speckled feet and copper calves that looked pale for the first time.

      It was too late.

      The men stopped outside her bars. The key was inserted, the lock twisted, and the door opened.

      Jinji clenched her teeth.

      One man stepped forward into the glow of the fire, revealing his ruby garbed body. A member of the king's guard. Jinji recognized the uniform—she had pretended to wear it not too long ago.

      Her eyes narrowed as he stepped closer, holding a small iron key in his hand.

      "I am going to unlock these chains, do you understand?" he asked, voice soft, almost as though trying to calm her anxiety. But his face was still masked in shadow, hiding the truth in his eyes.

      Jinji nodded. The skin around her ankles and wrists was exposed, scratched, and it burned. Now in the light, she could make out the red streaks of caked-over blood and other spots that glistened, fresh and stinging. Removing the weights would be a small relief.

      Slowly, he stepped closer, trying not to alarm her. The rings unclasped, dropping to the floor with a resounding clang. One. Two. Three. Four. Echoes that Jinji hoped might lift the spirits of those around her.

      "Can you stand?" he asked and offered a hand.

      Jinji ignored it, using muscles she had not accessed in a while. Her thighs yelled at her, protesting, begging her to remain seated. But she rose, gritting her teeth the entire way up. Creaky bones cracked as she stretched, bringing life back into her battered body.

      One step at a time, Jinji moved slowly across the cell. The closer she got to the exit, the more she wondered if it were all a trick. Were they about to slam the door in her face, laughing, like a sick game?

      But she passed through the threshold, between the iron bars, and into the dark hall. Her feet didn't want to stop—they wanted to race into the abyss and keep going until she reached the sun. Jinji did not let them. Instead, she planted her toes and turned to face the captor behind her, his features now revealed in the light.

      Shock—that was the word that came to mind. But Jinji couldn’t place it. Was he shocked at her silence? Did he wish for her to plead her innocence, to promise there had been some mistake? She would not give him the satisfaction.

      No. She met his eyes, resistant, and he was the one who looked away.

      The other man was not so gentle.

      "Come on," he said—to his companion, to her, to them both.

      Grabbing her arm roughly, clenching his fingers around her frail frame, he pulled her forward. Jinji stumbled, her body not prepared to move so fast, but held on.

      Swiftly, they passed through the corridors. Jinji tripped, floundering at this rapid pace she had grown unaccustomed to, stubbing her toes on the uneven path. Her feet were cold against the stone, but her body was hot with exertion. Even if she walked toward death, it felt good to walk. To move.

      The men didn't say anything else. Gave no hints as to their destination. But it seemed as though they traveled upward. Away. Out.

      They stopped at a door.

      As it swung open, Jinji gasped. Her fragile body finally faltered and she fell, eyes burning as she clutched them, covered them.

      It was too bright. Too white after so long in the dark.

      She blinked rapidly, bringing moisture to her eyes, trying to bring her vision back. The shadow of her hands provided some relief, blocked out most of the glow until it was just her skin, streaked with orange where the sun tried to break through.

      Gently, she shifted her fingers, letting the cracks widen. Gradually, her eyes adjusted despite the burn.

      The castle of Rayfort.

      Jinji recognized the white stones reflecting the sun, the red tapestry hanging on the wall painted with the stallion Rhen wore proudly on his clothes. She was still in Rayfort, still at his home.

      Gaze shifting further, Jinji met wide-eyed stares. Three women stood a few feet away, talking with two men. Their clothes were gold-lined and rich in color, spotted with little pearls. The conversation, whatever it was, had stopped. Now they stood aghast, unable to speak at the sight of her cradling her head, stuck on the ground.

      Jinji let her hands fall into her lap. Her vision followed. And it was her turn for shock. The scars around her wrists looked more painful in the daylight, more gruesome. Her fingers were black with dirt. Her arms were covered by it. Her skin, once a beautiful tan, was now ghostly. The white shirt looked gray. Her pants were ripped, shredded by her knees.

      Suddenly cold, Jinji hugged herself, covered herself. Shame tugged at her heart. How could she have been dragged so low? Once the future leader of her people, now a beggar.

      Jinji stood and lifted her head, trying to cover the embarrassment with stubborn pride. Straightening her spine, she dropped her hands and met the eyes of the guards. It was time to move on, and they understood, walking forward and trusting her to continue.

      A few turns later, a few shocked looks later, and they had arrived at another door. The more forceful guard pushed her inside and shut it.

      Panic immediately clenched her heart and Jinji turned, slamming the door with her fist, still not making a sound.

      She fell forward, hugging the wood, afraid what she might turn to find. Silence welcomed her. No sounds, not even breathing, filtered into her ears.

      Would they really bring her here to watch her scream? Jinji reasoned with herself. It made no sense to take her through the castle unless a different fate waited for her. The fate only a friend could provide, one very specific friend, the only one she had left.

      Hesitant, Jinji turned, hoping she might find a dream come to life.

      But the room was empty.

      There were no people, only things. Fluffy chairs she would not stain with her soot. Tables holding games she did not know how to play. Shelves displaying books she could not read. Everything was luxurious. Everything was foreign.

      A fire blazed to one side, and a window sat at the other. Though she was cold, Jinji yearned for the sight of the outside world and made her way to the glass, padding carefully across the rug.

      A silk cushion sat below the pane, lined with carefully arranged pillows, but she did not rest her weary muscles. Instead, Jinji stood, strengthened by the scene before her.

      Trees.

      Far off in the distance, past the castle wall, beyond the sea of rooftops, was a strip of evergreen. Minute maybe but everything to her. The world. A sight she wasn't sure she would ever see again. A sliver of home she could hold close.

      A smile spread her lips, and Jinji's hand rose to rest gently against the window, trying to touch the leaves she could almost hear swaying in the breeze. Her vision cut everything else out, letting her forget Rayfort and to feel free for a moment. Jinji's forehead followed her hand, meeting the cool touch of the glass, and feeling secure, she let her mind wander.

      It had to be Rhen. How she wished it were Rhen. But she had to think clearly.

      The queen had been possessed by the shadow. It could be her, demanding justice against Jinji or perchance needing to question her.

      It could be one of his brothers, feeling obligated to tell Jinji the bad news of Rhen's death since she was his friend.

      It could be a cruel trick, to show her a glimpse of the world before stripping it away.

      Or it could be Rhen.

      Her insides skipped a beat, fluttering around her stomach—a wish that would not be denied.

      Rhen.

      At the thought, something behind her clicked. Jinji held her breath and turned around slowly, searching for the source. To her side, a different entrance from where she came in, a knob was twisting. She paused, unsure if this was real or fake, an act of her mind playing tricks or the impossible manifestation of dreams coming true.

      The entry swung open, and there he stood. Commanding. Taking up the entire frame of the doorway, hair just as bright as Jinji remembered, eyes just as sparkling.

      All breath left her body and she stood speechless, still not sure if she was awake.

      Rhen looked at her with an expression Jinji couldn't read. Confusion. Horror. Sympathy. Longing. All of them or none of them, she couldn’t decide.

      Jinji watched, waiting for him to disappear, to wink out of existence just like her illusions. But he seemed so solid.

      Seconds ticked by but the room felt frozen in time.

      Why was he just standing there? Jinji silently commanded he step forward, but Rhen didn’t move. Stubborn.

      He must be real, she thought and bit her lower lip, almost afraid to find out the answer. But Jinji had waited a long time in the dark, and she would wait no longer.

      Stepping cautiously forward, she approached Rhen. He watched on, impassive but not moving away. She stopped close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, but far enough away to keep herself composed.

      There were so many things to say, but her lips would not open. So many words that would not come.

      Jinji wanted to collapse against him, to fall into his arms and let them catch her, protect her, convince her that it was all real. But she wouldn't, no matter how much her body protested against her. If this Rhen were real, he did not trust her. He did not view her as a woman to comfort. He did not ache for her in the way she ached for him.

      To Rhen, she was a liar. A stranger. Without Jin, he didn’t know who she was. In time, she might change that. But now was not that time.

      Still, she needed to touch him, to feel his strength, his solidity.

      So instead, Jinji simply reached her hand up, cupping his warm cheek—peachy against her dirty fingernails. To her surprise, his eyes softened and his hand followed, holding hers tightly against his freckles.

      "You're alive?" she asked, her emotions hanging by a thread. There was one thing her illusions could not do, one thing only a real person could create—noise.

      Rhen smirked, left side of his lip raising slightly, and responded, "Barely."

      Joy flooded Jinji's body, filling her up, and spilling over into tears that she could not contain. Just as she thought her legs could hold her no longer, that it was too much and she would fall against him just to feel his embrace, it was Rhen who faltered. Clutching his stomach, he slumped, stumbling as one leg gave out beneath him.

      Against all of her predictions, Jinji was the one who caught him.
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      Rhen opened his eyes to a world he did not recognize.

      It was white, bright, filled with blurred colors he couldn’t quite make out. He blinked, trying to clear his spotty vision. But it was more than that.

      There was an emptiness inside of him.

      A hole that had not been there before.

      "Get the king regent," a low voice said.

      Rhen shifted his head, trying to see, but it was useless. Memories flashed before his eyes, raining down on him, a flood. The Naming. Little Whyllean. And then after, the banquet hall…

      Rhen gasped, his body convulsing as the fissure filled itself. He remembered. The fight, a terrible fight against the lords of his homeland, against people his father would have named friends.

      His father.

      Gone.

      The king was dead. His eldest brother Tarin was dead.

      Rhen had not been fast enough. He had not uncovered enough information. He had been unable to convince his father of the truth. And now, the Ourthuri were on his homeland, fighting with his people against the crown.

      Jerking forward, Rhen sat upright, coughing. But his stomach burned, unable to hold his weight, and he fell back again, clutching his wound.

      "Whyllem?" He forced the words through gritted teeth, trying to hide his pain.

      "He is coming, Prince Whylrhen." A shadow fell over him, a face he couldn’t see clearly, but the voice sounded familiar. Frenetic.

      Rhen nodded, trying to push past the ache in his muscles. But instead, one more image slipped into sight. The face of a girl, a copper-skinned girl with closed eyelids, passed out on the ground surrounded by broken glass.

      Jin.

      Jin, the woman.

      A sting pierced his heart, punctured it just enough to be painful, to make him wince. All of the lies. All of it lies. Their friendship. Their trust.

      Rhen was a fool. He had not seen past a false face. He had not seen past King Razzaq's treachery. He had not seen his best friend's father for what he truly was—a traitor.

      The Lord of Roninhythe? More like, the Lord of Rebellion.

      As if his mind knew the truth to his thoughts, Rhen's vision finally cleared. A canopy came into view overhead, red velvet with a tear down the middle and hole in the upper right corner—a side effect of Rhen's overactive imagination as a boy. He was in his own bed, in the castle, home. Which at least meant the kingdom had not fallen—not yet.

      Rhen looked to the side, through the cascading curtains surrounding his bed, and saw his servant Liam pacing nervously before the fireplace. He knew he’d recognized that voice.

      "Liam," he said, his tone scratchy and soft. Liam stopped moving and spun around immediately, unclenching his hands.

      "My Prince?"

      "Water, please." Rhen coughed.

      Liam rushed to his side, lifting the pitcher that had been waiting full next to his bed. He filled a silver goblet, then paused, put it down and turned back to Rhen.

      "Pardon," he said, wrinkling his eyebrows and twitching his fingers.

      Rhen sighed—the man had been his servant for years, would he ever just relax? But Rhen knew what he was getting at and held back the roll in his eyes. There was punishment after all, for touching a royal without first receiving permission. "Yes, Liam, please help me sit up."

      The man's shoulders visibly relaxed, and he reached his arm behind Rhen's back, using surprising strength to arch it higher. Rhen waited, trying to ignore the growing ache in his stomach while feathery pillows were quickly rearranged. A moment later, Rhen was released to sink back into his perch.

      "Thank you—" Rhen started to say, but in that instant, the wooden door of his bedroom was thrown open, snapping against the white stone wall with a loud bang.

      Whyllem, Rhen thought, laughing silently to himself. Typical entrance from his brother, but it didn’t matter. Because it was his brother. Alive. Healthy. One person Rhen had been able to save.

      A smile spread across his dry lips as loving warmth sprouted in his heart.

      "Leave us," Whyllem pronounced. Rhen looked on, amused to see his normally playful brother so commanding. He wore the red robes of the king, almost bright enough to match his hair. But no crown rested on his head, and no ruby seal decorated his finger. A king regent, not a king.

      More so, Rhen noticed that his overcoat was black, decorated with golden threads. A little bit of glitter that could not outshine the mourning. Dark circles dipped from his brother's weary eyes, and his entire person slumped as soon as the heavy doors closed behind him. Older. That was the only word that came to mind. As though his brother had aged years rather than what Rhen hoped was only days since he had last been awake.

      "Rhen," Whyllem said, excited in a way that was almost heavy. He walked over and gripped Rhen's arm, tight and clenching, while his lips wobbled and his eyes filled with moisture. "You're finally awake."

      Rhen lifted his weak arm, bringing his free hand around to clasp his brother's grip. They remained still for a moment, Rhen basking in the affection he rarely received, until his brother blinked and stepped back, sniffling.

      "Are they gone?" Rhen asked. He did not need to clarify. Whyllem looked at the floor and reached behind for the chair by Rhen's bedside—a reach that looked familiar, as though second nature by now.

      "Father and Tarin have both passed," he said, throat tight, as though he had to fight to get the words out. "We held the death rites little over a week ago."

      Whyllem looked up, meeting Rhen's stare. His pain was echoed in the eyes of his brother—one set hazel, one set emerald, but both clouded over and gray. "I wanted to wait," his brother's voice cracked slightly, "but we couldn’t. No one knew when or if you would wake, and Mother, Awenine… The women needed it, needed to be able to say goodbye."

      So did his brother, Rhen knew, taking in the exhausted tone. Still, his blood boiled slightly. Rhen could be angry if he let himself. Could be furious that they did not wait for him to wake, did not give him the chance to say goodbye to his brother and to his father. But in truth, Rhen was hardly surprised. He had always been the forgotten one. So instead of yelling he just nodded, granting his brother forgiveness for proceeding without him—a small gift, but one he was in a position to give.

      His family had endured much in his absence, especially his brother, adopting a position of power that he had never been groomed for, never prepared for. Rhen did not envy him. King was a role neither of them had ever wanted to play, especially king to a crumbling regime. He would do whatever he could to lighten the load.

      "Whyllean?" Rhen asked, moving on to lighter topics. Grief, he always felt, was better left to lonely times, when no one else could read the pain.

      His brother smiled and a little bit of light reentered his eyes. "The baby is perfect, a bundle of joy in this place that so desperately needs it. He will make a fine king one day."

      "Until then, you'll do," Rhen teased, trying to maintain the bright mood, to make it last an instant longer.

      "I'll try," was Whyllem's solemn reply.

      Rhen paused, unsure of how to proceed. He knew what he wanted to ask, and he knew what was proper to ask—what was right, what was princely.

      "Whyllem?" His brother blinked, refocusing his gaze, retreating from the thoughts that had taken hold. Rhen should ask about the rebellion, inquire about the war, question if the Ourthuri were knocking on their doors. But as usual, his royal side lost the battle and his impatience took over. "My friend, the oldworlder that traveled with me. What happened to hi—" Rhen stopped himself. Swallowed. "Her?"

      Whyllem frowned, leaning back while confusion flooded his gaze. "Why?"

      "Last I remember, she had been lying beside me in the rubble, not quite dead but not alive either."

      Rhen's heart pounded faster as Whyllem's gaze narrowed. His palms began to sweat. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      "Rhen, she tried to kill you," his brother said. Rhen sucked in a breath. No, they would not have… "She stabbed you, she almost stabbed Mother."

      "What?" Rhen gasped, sitting up in protest, even as his body screamed at him to be still. "No, that's not, who told you that?"

      "I saw it, plain as day. You doused the fire and she ran toward you, clothed in some sorcery of a disguise. An instant later, you had fallen to the ground, and a knife was at Mother's throat."

      Rhen grabbed his brother's shirt, half threatening, half holding himself upright. But what could he say? That he was wrong, that it had been a phantom shadow, that their own mother had stabbed him? The ramblings of a mad man. Rhen loosened his hold, but did not let go. Settling on the one thing he desperately needed to know, he asked, "Did you kill her?"

      Whyllem detached himself, forcing Rhen back to the pillows with one hard shove. Still older. Still in charge. "No," he said, and Rhen instantly relaxed, allowing himself to breathe. "She was locked up with the other traitors, waiting for questioning. I believe she waits still."

      "In the dungeons?" he asked, horror making his voice shallow. He had seen people in the dungeons, heard them beg for mercy, covered their lifeless bodies when their will to survive had given out. Every knight in the kingdom had spent his share of time down there—on the side of the victor. A memory strong enough to keep grown men in line, to keep rules from being broken, for no one wanted to visit those dungeons on the side of the defeated. "For how long? How long have I been asleep?"

      "Almost three weeks."

      "The gods!" Rhen cursed softly, lifting his hands to his face, rubbing hard, trying to wash the reality away. Three weeks? A lifetime in the dark, enough to drive a man insane. But she was a woman, he remembered, a woman who had been through more already than one person should, and it still had not been enough to break her.

      "Bring her to me," Rhen ordered, uncovering his face, meeting his brother's hard gaze with iron of his own.

      "Rhen," Whyllem warned. And he understood what that tone entailed, but his brother had it all wrong. This was not romantic. This was not about her being an oldworlder not fit to wed a royal prince. This was about saving the life of someone who had saved Rhen time and time again, no matter the state of their friendship—or current lack thereof. He owed her…everything.

      "Whyllem." There was no budge in his voice, no relenting. His brother would heed his command, king regent or not.

      Whyllem sighed and leaned back, turning away from Rhen to the door, recognizing his younger brother's unbreakable stubbornness.

      "Guards," he shouted. The door immediately opened and a member of the king's guard poked his head through.

      "My Liege?"

      "Get the girl from the prisons, the oldworlder, and bring her to—"

      "My sitting room," Rhen interrupted. Whyllem nodded his consent and the guard bowed, swiftly closing the door and moving into action.

      "Rhen," Whyllem began, but Rhen was in no mood to talk about Jin any longer. Not when he knew exactly what his brother wanted to say.

      "What of the war?" he interrupted, changing the subject. "Have the Ourthuri landed on our shores? Do we know where their armies gather? What has been our response? Do we know which cities of Whylkin still align themselves with the crown?"

      Questions rolled off his tongue, quick and sharp. His body might be ill, but his mind was not. The fight was not over—quite the opposite in fact. It had just begun. At least, he hoped so.

      Whyllem leaned back in his chair, weary, taking a deep breath. "I'm afraid, Rhen," he said softly, almost so Rhen could not hear, but he did. And he heard the defeat in his brother's voice.

      "Tell me," Rhen urged. Whyllem and Tarin had always had minds for politics, but it was Rhen who had always had the mind for war. Why would his older brothers have studied it? In a strong, unified kingdom there was no need. But Rhen, somehow in the back of his mind, had always known this day would come and had prepared for it.

      "Roninhythe, Fayfall, and Lothlian have unified with the Ourthuri against us. Ostemeade, trapped geographically between Roninhythe and Lothlian, has declared neutrality and will not fight for either side. Airedale remains silent, as does the mountain city of Brython. I doubt we can expect aid, but I have sent messengers nonetheless. I'm waiting to hear if they will at least help guard the Straits against a sea attack, fighting only the Ourthuri and none of our own countrymen."

      Rhen sighed, letting the words sink in. "The Straits still hold?"

      Whyllem nodded. "A small victory. I sent men to the watchtowers the morning after the Naming, and thus far the Ourthuri have not tried to break through."

      "So where are they?" Rhen asked in disbelief. A small set of men would not hold the Straits for very long, not if the Ourthuri really wanted to attack.

      "At Lothlian." Whyllem exhaled and then pursed his lips, rage flickering across his features, shadowing them. "The Ourthuri gather there, along with the armies of Roninhythe, Lothlian, and Fayfall, preparing to march on Rayfort." He looked up, eyes hooded. "They outnumber us, Rhen, three to one at least and maybe more. Our men are more skilled, more experienced, but I'm not sure what that means against size."

      "If we can hold the city, it will mean everything," Rhen said, reaching out to rest his palm on his brother's shoulder, feeling nothing but tension in those coiled muscles. "But we must be prepared."

      Whyllem set his lips in a thin, determined line, and met Rhen's stare. Hesitation passed between them. This was new territory, a new relationship sprouting to life. Without Tarin, it was just the two of them. And suddenly, it was Rhen's words that held weight, his advice that would guide the kingdom.

      Rhen could read the apology in Whyllem's hollow look. Because Rhen had been right, and his family had chosen to ignore him. But he could tell it would never happen again. The ultimate price had already been paid. Two kings dead—a brother and a father. Their family could not afford any more mistakes, could not afford to overlook him any longer.

      Whyllem blinked and the moment passed. He swallowed once, as though he understood the transfer that was about to happen, understood that with this one question Rhen would take Tarin's place, and asked, "What would you have me do?"

      A lightness entered Rhen's chest, lifting him up and dulling the pain. For a brief instant, he truly felt like he belonged. In this room, in this castle, in this family. An invisible chord somehow linked his heart to his brother's, uniting them for the first time, the way a family should be connected. Tarin was there too, his memory connecting them, a common cause to fight for, an honor to uphold.

      "We must put ships in the harbor," he said, pressing past his emotions, "our captains and any merchants that will fight for the crown. The Ourthuri will come through the Straits, it's only a matter of time. And if we want to keep the city, we must hold the White Stone Sea."

      "What of the land?"

      "The city will fight for itself," Rhen assured, remembering words he told Jin not too long ago. "We have three walls of defense, a landscape that works against foreign invaders, and a complete garrison ready to defend us. Put men on the walls night and day, ready to sound alarm when the enemy becomes visible. Start a mass production of weapons, arrows especially, and swords if we have metal to spare. Collect whatever oil we have and keep it stored near the gates. See what commoners will join us, offer them money or affluence, whichever holds more weight."

      Rhen paused, watching Whyllem tick his fingers, counting off chores to do, intently listening to and heeding Rhen's words. Despite the wound cutting his stomach, Rhen felt strong, empowered.

      "Whyllem?" His brother looked up, slightly startled at the interruption of his thoughts. "You are king regent. You must relax, even if it seems impossible, you must hide behind a face of ease. Be confident or else we have already lost. Our soldiers must believe we can win, and the only way they will believe that is if we believe it first."

      "Do you really think we can?" his brother asked, eyes wide, expression hopeful.

      Maybe, Rhen thought to himself. There was always a chance. But he knew what his brother needed to hear. He knew what his people needed to hear. And thoughts of his perfect baby nephew, far too young to be buried underground, made him push all doubts to the side.

      "I know it," Rhen said, unwavering and strong. His brother might be king regent, but Whyllem had always been the second son, groomed since infancy to let someone else make all of the decisions. With Tarin gone, it seemed that only Rhen was left to lead him.

      His brother smiled, comfort loosening his body. He was back in a role he knew how to play.

      A knock sounded, startling them both.

      "Enter," Rhen shouted the command. The door opened and one king's guard stepped through.

      "The prisoner has been taken to your sitting room, my Lord."

      A flurry energized Rhen's heart.

      "Good. Thank you," he said, ignoring his suddenly awakened body and turning back to Whyllem.

      For a second, Rhen thought Whyllem might speak. Might utter some protest. The urge was in his gaze, Rhen sensed it, the caution. But it passed.

      His brother stood, straightening out the red robes around him, and looked down with a soft glance. Trust and slight admiration glinted in those eyes.

      "Feel better, brother. I'll be back again soon."

      Then he turned, leaving Rhen alone in his bedroom. Alone with his suddenly pounding heart.

      Easing slowly up, Rhen's entire side burned. But he did not stop until he slid his feet from the bed and rested his toes on the ground, halting his movement. Cautiously, he lifted his shirt. Which was, he noticed, freshly cleaned and black for mourning.

      Inches from his belly button, a red, ragged scar cut across his formerly unwounded stomach. No longer than his finger in size, slightly raised with inflammation, but mostly healed. Such a little thing to cause so much pain, to create so much damage.

      But I survived, Rhen thought, letting a grin lift his lips. The shadow had not taken him. It would not take him. It was luck, mostly, that saved his life—Rhen was sure. He had seen men die from smaller wounds than this, saw their skin turn green with infection from an accidental scrape inflicted during a training session.

      Luck, he thought, and the woman
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