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Prologue-Icen:
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	“This was folly,” Icen hissed. Shifting his weight to free his limbs from beneath his body, he tried to stem the bleeding from several serious wounds. His slippery hands were no match for the free-flowing blood. He moved a fist to his eye, the wound he feared the most. 

	They were too far from the castle for immediate help, and everything had gone wrong. He had come to end the war he waged against the Tersinian kingdom with a final, powerful strike. And he had failed.

	“Kidnapping, foiled. Ambush, foiled. Invasion, foiled.” Icen could hear his best friend, Regan, complaining in his deep voice, somewhere in the darkness off to his right. “Who knew the Tersinian prince would show up and turn the tide?”

	Breathless, Icen wanted to lift his voice in response, but he was exhausted. Maga flowers bowed above him, glaring down at him. The ocean lapped at his legs, and the salt water burned the wounds gifted him by his Tersinian equal. Prince Kole had flowed from weapon to weapon as though each were an extension of his arm: bow, javelin, sword, dagger. Kole, the son of a traitor, had bested Icen.

	“Prince Icen, where are you?” Regan called. “Dead yet?” 

	“You only wish.” He reached up to smooth back his mane of textured black hair from his face. The ocean dragged the curls past his shoulders with its greedy, heavy hands.

	Regan knelt at Icen’s side, spitting blood into the rising tide. “I almost couldn’t see you here in that black tunic.” The prince looked at the deep brown of Regan’s skin, nearly hidden in the dark. Regan could have passed for Icen’s brother, with similar long, curly black hair and dark skin. The fresh, disfiguring wounds across their faces would forever remind them of their failure tonight. “I tried to bandage myself. I’ll get your worst wounds tied up and head for help.” 

	The strips of cloth did nothing to stop Icen’s pain, especially as they soaked up the ocean. Soon, he was more bandage than flesh. “I hope I do not lose this eye,” he growled, using his good arm to feel the bandaging.

	“I will go for horses, my lord,” Regan said. “I remember seeing a farm not too far from here.” 

	“Yes, go,” Icen urged. He knew that Regan would have to steal them. Any blow they could strike against the Tersinian Queen Nari, no matter how petty, was worth it. “If you run, you will return within the hour, and we can ride for the capital.”

	“Do you think you are safe here for that long?” Regan asked, rising to his feet. He looked first to the ocean’s horizon and then back to the thick jungle behind them.

	“They’ll take the prisoners back to somewhere more defensible. We should have time.”

	Regan towered over the weakened Prince. Like Icen, Regan's face wound was frightening, splitting his mouth wider into an inhuman maw. “I’ll run.”

	Grunting, Icen managed to pull himself up. Bracing himself against a root, he watched with his one good eye as Regan sneaked away into the foreign jungle.

	A cold chill of realization shot through Icen’s heart. Perhaps Regan would not return from the darkness that consumed his departure. Deep in Tersine, enemies were everywhere, and neither he, the warmonger Xahamenian prince, nor his soldiers would be welcomed with palm fronds. If Regan were discovered, he would be killed.

	Icen waited, slipping in and out of consciousness. The tide came in like a fish slipping into the waves, slapping ever closer until the stinging warmth began soaking through Icen’s bandages. Willing himself to move, Icen gripped another root with his good arm and pulled himself into a sitting position. Lights sprang before his eyes. He continued blinking frantically, his concern growing as the lights did not disappear. Raising his good hand, he scrubbed at his good eye, dislodging clots of blood, but the lights drew closer and hovered above the ground like torchlight.Icen shuddered. Tersinians. They must be looking for him. He paused. The approaching enemy was too silent—no boots splashed through ocean water. No footsteps thundered on the shore. No armor clanked. Digging his heels into the grinding sand, he attempted to shove his heavy body deeper into the shadows of the mangrove roots. He knew the incoming tide could be loud, but there was no way it would be loud enough to cover the sounds of many people approaching. 

	What is coming after me? 

	The lights clarified from one large light into two and then three hanging orbs. Icen couldn’t look away, nor could he make sense of what he was seeing. There was no flight left in his muscles. His world began to spin. 

	Are these torches of the enemy? 

	His ragged breathing was loud. He tried to hold it, to silence it, but unconsciousness threatened. Flashing colors, pink, black, and blue, filled his vision. The lights encircled him, and he knew he couldn’t get away. He was surrounded. Captured. 

	His good hand gripped the only weapon he had left—a six-inch ice-crystal dagger, endowed with ancient magic. He would go down fighting if he had to, but his mind couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing. One of the lights lengthened and took form, slowly shaping itself into a human-like body. The angular face of Queen Jozefina of Xahamen—his deceased mother—appeared.

	He whimpered. “Am I dead?” 

	Smiling, the relucent figure stepped closer, placing her hand on his head, pushing it back so he could meet her gaze. His chin trembled. Two almond-shaped eyes with red irises crinkled with joy. Her rich, warm skin stood out against the pale sand. The orbs of light danced and bobbed around her as she stood before him.

	“No, my most precious son.” Her voice a quiver. “You cannot die today.” She gestured to the lights around her. “That is why we are here.” She took her son’s hand, holding his fingers tenderly. “I want you to know that there was nothing Nari could have done for me.” 

	Nari. The Queen of Tersine. The woman who betrayed my mother to death. 

	Icen’s face contorted in disgust at the woman who had abandoned his mother in her time of need.

	Jozefina squeezed Icen’s hand, noticing his sneer. “She was the best friend I could have ever asked for, and she gave me everything she could when she left Xahamen.”

	“But Mother—”

	Jozefina smiled. “I know she went on to have four children. Her body was much stronger than mine.”

	“She could have—”

	“She gave me more strength than she should have. You don’t understand. You cannot. Not without asking.” Shaking her head, Jozefina continued, “The strength of her body comes from the strength of her will and her endless kindness.”

	“But Mother, is that why you are here? To tell me I blame the wrong person?” Icen nearly pulled from his mother’s grip, betrayed. “That I am warring with Tersine for nothing?”

	“I came to tell you that there is no one to blame for my death. My body was weak. Now my spirit is free.” Jozefina stroked her son’s face, her eyes soft, the touch of her fingertips light but insistent. “And I am here now to help you become strong. To help you become the man you are supposed to be.”

	She stepped away as the other lights pressed into him. Each struck his body, though he did not feel their touch—his pain vanished. One by one, his wounds ceased throbbing, and the saltwater’s burning caress ebbed. Pulling off the bandage that had bound his eye, he clearly saw his mother now. The edges of her smile pulled down.

	“There is a woman who is so true, her goodness can see through this curse. The very princess you sought to kidnap today,” she said. “This is justice.”

	The lights beside his mother faded into the night, leaving Icen and Jozefina alone in the pensive starlight.

	“The woman of Tersine can give you the mercy to end this curse which will carry you into your joint destiny.” Jozefina looked up at the three moons. “Through your efforts, you can heal your bodily curse. Until the curse is broken, you will be unable to move forward to fulfill the prophecy together.”

	“What curse, Mother?” Icen asked, anxiously rising to his feet. He flexed his sword hand with renewed mobility. “What are you talking about?” A feeling of strength filled his previously trembling thighs, a strength that scant minutes ago had abandoned him.

	With a wave of her hand, Jozefina directed Icen’s gaze to the water around his calves. It pooled in unnatural stillness. He looked and cowered at his beastly reflection. Unbidden tears of horror desecrated Icen’s eyes. 

	“You did this to me?” he asked, his voice and hands shaking. The skin on his face was lost under the shiny, black scales. In desperation, he looked to his mother. He refused to look at his own reflection again or even look down at his physical form. 

	“You did this to yourself, Icen.” Jozefina choked back grief. “What you see on your face—on your skin—is the canker you allowed to infest your body. This curse is a gift if you will let it be. Fight the darkness, and you will win. Succumb, and this will be your face and form forever. All hope of healing this world’s magic will be lost.”

	“But you said the woman can undo this.”

	“No. Only you can undo this. Once you have, her mercy will finish its work. You are responsible for healing the black blight of hatred you let fester in your soul. The princess in turn, is responsible for her destiny. I only pray that she will let you retain your part in it.”

	A long descending note of despair ripped from Icen’s throat. “How can I do that? How can I earn her mercy? I cannot forgive her mother for abandoning you in your weakness. She won’t give me mercy when I have tried to kill her father, brother, and people.” Apprehension filled his soul.

	“You must or remain a beast forever.”

	Icen winced. I must do something. But admit I was wrong? Another groan tightened his chest. “The princess couldn’t possibly let go what I have done to her and her people.”

	“She has a willing heart.” Jozefina smiled and took Icen’s trembling hands in hers. “It is your job to win not only her mercy, but her love.”

	“Love?” Icen scoffed. “But you have turned me into a beast.”

	“Dear son, you have made yourself into this monster. The mark you see on your skin is a direct reflection of the darkness in your heart.”

	Icen’s shaking began in earnest. His muscles, recently strengthened, betrayed his inner turmoil. “Mother, I . . . I . . .”

	“You must remember that you cannot make the princess love you. It is entirely up to her.”

	“Then what do I do?”

	Jozefina began to fade before Icen’s eyes, and he snatched at her in desperation.

	“You must heal, Icen, my most precious child.” Jozefina melted into the darkness. 

	Icen’s ears perked up—he heard horses, a fading whisper of his name, and Regan’s approach. His knees quivered in fear. Regan could not see him as he was now. No one could. He wouldn’t allow it. Regan would surely kill him.

	“Icen!” a muffled call came.

	“I am here, Regan.” His slithering voice was no longer his own. Reaching up, there was a rasp of scale on scale as he grabbed at his throat. “Do not come any closer.”

	“But I have horses,” Regan called back, though his forward progress stalled.

	“Ride home, Regan. I will do what I can for myself. Leave me the horse, and do not come back.”

	A long pause stretched between the men, but finally, Regan departed. The pounding of hooves echoed against the roots and packed sand until there was no sound left but a quiet nickering from the horse waiting in the dark. 

	Stepping carefully in his approach, Icen moved to where the nickering animal was. His newly enhanced eyes shirked the darkness to look through the trees and ensure Regan was gone. The horse panicked when Icen touched it, kicking up sand and shooting off through the mangroves back in the direction from which it had come.

	The beast prince steeled himself and ran home.

	

Chapter 1-Axen
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	Axen shifted her youngest brother behind her as she drew her bow string. Little Matteus clung to the leather strap of the quiver, ducking behind his sister’s shoulder. With an arrow notched at the ready, the two stood in the attitude of stillness and silence, waiting for Axen’s prey to move into position. 

	She grinned. Through the dense jungle undergrowth, Princess Axen watched as their eldest brother, heir to the throne and target, Kole, reached into the sack resting on the ground at his side and withdrew a bright red pomarrosa fruit to lift to his mouth. As his teeth closed for a bite, she released the arrow, striking the fruit from between his teeth before he could sink them into the juicy flesh.

	Matteus and Axen high-fived as the pomarrosa tumbled to the ground. Little bits of the juice flew into the air and splashed their brother’s astonished face. In the next heartbeat, Kole flew to his feet, fists up, head whipping around to find his opponent. A grin split Axen’s face. He couldn’t find them. They were too well-hidden and far enough away to make discovery impossible.

	Axen tossed her bow back over her shoulder and gripped tiny, eight-year-old Matteus tightly to her side. She meandered along, bouncing her brother playfully with her hip, zigzagging along the game path through the jungle until they came upon the tall grasses and endemic Tersinian maga flowers. The princess drew her sword. The shiny silver flashed as she cut her way through the grasses, shrubs, and then the dangling air roots that made an impassable wall beneath the canopy of umbrella-shaped trees. Axen stopped. The foliage-concealed rocks and roots were often slick with moisture and could send her sprawling or break her ankle easily if she didn’t have secure footing. Helping her brother, she lumbered along awkwardly until they came upon their special tree. As the tallest tree around, with its dense cluster of soft pine needles on each branch, it afforded the best view of the surrounding valley while providing a comfortable place to rest. 

	Matteus scrambled up first, jumping from branch to branch, searching out the small platform Axen had built in the topmost branches. She pulled her body up from vine to vine and bough to bough until she caught up with Matteus. He wrapped his arms and legs around her from the back, a well-practiced pose for both. At the top, they lowered themselves to the platform. 

	Matteus grinned. A breathy laugh escaped his mouth. “We got him,” he said, pumping a fist up and down. “Do you think he knew it was us?”

	Smiling back, Axen reclined into their hidden haven. “Probably. I mean, who else would it be?” 

	“Do you think he saw where we went?” Matteus took up his position, belly flat on the platform, fingers and eyes peeking over the side to the jungle floor far below. 

	Axen’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “Not a chance.” But she knew Kole would find them eventually. All her brothers knew this was where she would go, especially if she had Matteus with her. The siblings looped their arms over each other’s shoulders. They watched the afternoon sky grow more dynamic in its coloring, lighting the jungled hills with celestial fire, until little Matteus nodded off beneath Axen’s encircling arm.

	A great, suffocating, and swelling embrace rose and tightened across Axen’s chest as she looked at the cherubic face in the dimming light. His skin tone paled next to her sun-kissed hue—he was a sickly child. But their dark brown, copper-tinged haloes of hair exposed them as siblings. Thoughts she had tried to avoid came in a torrent. Terror. Indignation. Hope. Heartbreak. The contents of the letter she had received that morning lowered on her like the twilight.

	In her memory, she recoiled at the blood red wax of the fanged lizard stamp outlined by traditional Xahamenian roses that had sealed the letter shut. The horrifying seal of the beast prince. As a child he had chosen the ferocious creature for his personal crest, and it left no doubt of the originator. The proposal was from the land of Xahamen. Unrolling the parchment had revealed her likely future and set her mood into a hurricane of anxiety. The neatly written words from the king and prince of the northlands declared a desire for a truce.

	The beast prince wanted to trade her freedom for his surrender.

	A darkness filled her mind. Since her birth, she had known that her marriage had been prophesied to be important for the future of the world’s magic—the enchantments that governed the way the world changed and grew. Tersine had been cut off from the magical source long before Axen had been born, and magic was foreign to the princess, merely a fairytale her parents had spun for their nighttime stories.

	So many outcomes hinged on this marriage: a treaty, the spreading of the magicless curse on the world, and her future happiness. Axen took in Matteus’ features. His dark eyelashes and brows rested on cheeks that sagged beneath their cherubic weight.

	Three brothers, one father, and her future. Could she trade potential happiness for their lives and prospects? Even if her marriage was prophesied to save the world from magical collapse. Her love for them surged in a sudden tide, choking her. Human flesh for a treaty. Her life for theirs. 

	A sound broke her trance of concentration. Despite not being able to get an immediate visual, Axen knew it wasn’t Kole. With his direct inheritance to the throne and the ongoing war with Xahamen, Kole wouldn’t dare go into the forest alone. Prince Icen had marked him repeatedly as a target. 

	Holding her breath, she withdrew Matteus’s sleeping form as far from sight as she could. The same pressure that bound her to stabilize magic for the Five Lands now sharpened her vigilance–fear once again driving her duty. Long moments of tranquility and the lowering sun set Axen into suspicion. She needed to go down for a look before moonrise, or whoever, or whatever, was down there may have set a trap for those who would come to collect her. 

	Tucking her sword and bow close to her sides to eliminate their sharp edges from sight, she flipped her hood and lowered herself down a few rows of branches. Her eyes roved the area. Her ears perked to receive any sound of anything that approached. She held her body perfectly still. Her clenched muscles screamed and trembled. 

	Axen saw nothing, but the hushed bugs and frogs made her uneasy. The world was windless and noiseless with what her mother called ‘the magicless void.’ While the princess had never known the existence of magic, her mother had, and so had the rest of the Five Lands. 

	Matteus, having grown cold from the darkening of the day, whispered something down to his sister. Looking up, she brusquely held a fist to her lips and shook her head. He retreated obediently into the hidden space of the platform. She knew her other brothers would be coming soon. The recognition brought a surge of relief and a wave of grief. Her brothers. Her home. 

	She didn’t know if her parents would expect her to marry Prince Icen, but she knew without a doubt they wouldn’t force her. Neither would her brothers, despite their lives being wrapped up in the treaty. It was her decision alone. She didn’t know if she could sacrifice her own future for the futures of those she loved—especially for a lifetime with a beast. 

	A soft groan from below reignited her vigil, followed by a sharp bugle cry. Axen’s brothers converged on their platform in the tree. She still searched the ground below, lowering herself a few more branches.

	After her earlier teasing attack, Kole certainly believed they were playing a game, but the fact that he brought a guard eased Axen’s anxiety. The darkness grew heavy, making it harder to see. She stiffened. Not ten feet below her, at the base of a tree, a man was sprawled unconscious on the jungle floor. His tunic bore the colors of Xahamen: a pale blue and a vibrant rose red. Yet something was odd. While his nearly comatose eyes stared up, he didn’t see her. He wasn’t really looking through his eyes. They remained open out of habit.

	She whistled, drawing her sword and dropping to the ground. The shrill noise jolted the Xahamenian to consciousness. His eyes focused and found hers as her brothers whistled back. 

	The sound of metal on sheath caused the disoriented man beneath her to draw his sword, but before it was even halfway out of its scabbard, he released it, turning his palms up and reaching them toward Axen—a sign he meant no harm. Then his hands fell, and he slumped back against the tree, head lolling to the side. The tip of Axen’s sword drooped as she approached the enemy.

	“Axen?” Kole yelled. Matteus dropped to the ground beside her. 

	“Here, brothers!” Axen hollered. “Please hurry.” 

	Panicked voices broke through the noise of the jungle around them. Axen looked at Matteus and chuckled when the rushed steps stopped and were punctuated with a solid thwack and a loud curse.

	“Can’t see a branch at face height, huh?” Kole’s lilting voice came through the trees. “Hopefully, there are no enemies nearby, or they will simply wait until you take us all out, brother.”

	Axen pushed Matteus behind her, keeping the Xahamenian at swordpoint until Kole and Sunder flanked her. Kole’s guards surrounded them. The man didn’t stir with the new company.

	“What did you do, sis, tree a Xahamenian soldier?” Kole teased, elbowing his sister in jest. She caught his lowered eyebrows and narrowed eyes. He, too, was suspicious of trickery. When Kole had made it to the unknown man’s side, he placed an ear to the motionless chest. “You beat him senseless?” he asked with a note of pride in his voice.

	“If he was senseless, Zen, why didn’t you haul him in?” Sunder asked, rubbing the branch-shaped bruise already blossoming on his face. “It’s dark, and I’m hungry.”

	“He’s a spy!” Matteus declared, chest puffed out. “And Axen captured him first.” 

	The soldiers, dragged along by Kole and Sunder’s need for armed chaperones, still wielded weapons. Some faced inward toward the siblings and the intruder; others faced outward. 

	Axen, now secure that the battered human before her was indeed not a current threat, sheathed her weapon. The man was older, perhaps twice her age, with graying hair, wrinkles, and black moles covering his dark skin—skin a shade darker than hers. Beaten badly, the Xahamenian soldier’s face took on a purple, bruised hue.

	She noticed the man’s listlessness and moved to take him into her arms. “If we lay him down, I am sure he will be more comfortable,” she said, her voice strained as she staggered under his weight.

	“I’ve got him,” Kole interjected. He and Sunder stepped up to assist the staggering Axen with the man’s weight. The four siblings looked at the man. Axen trembled from adrenaline and fear. 

	“Use my cloak to make a stretcher,” Kole barked, one arm gesturing to the guards.

	The crown prince’s guard each took up a corner and bore the man back through the undergrowth toward the castle. Once the soldiers were gone with the potential spy, the four siblings followed, ducking their way through the plants.

	“What did you think you were doing, shooting me like that?” Kole asked.

	Axen cast a sidelong glance at him and smiled sadly. The resistance of the branch bending against her lift squared her shoulders and set her jaw. She stared at the ground as her thoughts were once again captured by her impending future. Her tears would have been a dead giveaway that something was wrong. Earlier in the day, she had sought relief—the reason she had bothered antagonizing him in the first place. But now, she shook her head. Life felt much too real with a Xahamenian in Tersine.

	“You could have hurt me—” Kole started.

	“Yeah, she could have,” Sunder countered, stumbling into a shrub, “but she didn’t. She doesn’t make mistakes.”

	Axen made no reply as he dusted the bits of broken branch and leaf debris from his hair and shoulders. The three brothers looked at her, concern evident in their faces.

	“I am competent,” she said reluctantly. Her stomach twisted in knots. “I wouldn’t have hurt you, Kole. But that man?” she said, trying to unclench her jaw. “And that letter today? It’s becoming too real.” She fell silent. Matteus’ little hand slipped into hers, causing the cage around her heart to relax its chokehold. 

	Kole caught on to her trepidation and spoke first, extending a maga flower for her to take. “Because he’s from Xahamen, and their beast prince wants to marry you?” 

	“You always outsmart and outwit anyone, Zen,” Sunder said. “You will find a way out of the terms of the treaty unless you would rather outrank all of us except Kole.”

	“The senseless violence will end. Dad and Kole have fought for that,” Axen whispered into her footsteps, tucking the maga flower behind her ear, but her brothers still heard. “And maybe I can fulfill the prophecy of healing the magic and stopping the decay? What if I can keep the people from starving? What if I can actually stop the rivers from drying up, the children from crying to their mothers in hunger?”

	“I hate that it has to be you,” Matteus pitched in.

	A gust of guilt blew through Axen as she reached for her baby brother, tucking him into her side once again. “Matty, do you know I love you?” She had directed her words at Matteus, but hoped all three brothers knew she spoke these words to them individually. Matteus’ little face looked up at her, round and trusting in the moonlight. Axen looked to each of her brothers in turn. The golden light softened their set jaws and hid wrinkles of consternation, wiping away time and harsh experience. This is my safe world. The only world I have ever known.

	“Matty?” she asked, softly but firmly. “Cross your heart and promise me that you know.”

	Each of her brothers took their pointer fingers and solemnly crossed their hearts. Little Matteus paused a moment to gather his words. “I cross my heart and promise you that I know.” His words carried years of memories. 

	


Chapter 2-Icen:
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	The returning Xahamenian prisoners of war marched along the main thoroughfare toward the capital. Mediation with Tersine had been successful. Hundreds of soldiers had been released after a series of successful negotiations—the last remaining men from the battle at Tersine. Icen shuddered at the memory of the night he had been cursed. He tried to keep his chin up and his back erect, even though no one could see him within the dark shelter of his carriage’s interior. 

	“Are you sure you want him up there?” Nic hissed through the window, breaking Icen’s brooding. An excellent swordsman, brown-black-haired, short-tempered, solidly stout, honorable, Nic was Icen’s only guard. Icen’s gaze followed Nic’s pointing finger to the man on the raised dais in front of them. Clouds of frost puffed around the passionate orator as he spoke. He wore a traditional wreath of roses around his neck.

	“Who else do you think should be up there?” the prince snapped back. “Regan is my best friend and second in command. No one else would have been an acceptable substitute.” Icen wanted to strike him, but the smirking Nic stepped sideways out of Icen’s reach. The elite sentry knew Icen wouldn’t leave the carriage. 

	Icen hissed in a breath, wishing he could dismiss Nic as his armed escort, but he couldn’t. His father, King Caissidde, held the highest power in this instance, and Icen’s shame at his unwillingness to stand before his people made him testy.

	From where Icen sat, he could see Regan standing on the podium, arms set in a stately manner behind his back. The troops marched past and disappeared from the prince's line of sight. Once all were past, only Regan’s rallying voice and form reached Icen. 

	Flicking a finger, Icen used his fae—invisible creatures of wind and mischief—to draw the curtains closed over the carriage windows. The crimson velvet rippled as the breezy energy danced around the fabric, hesitant. His fae swirled around him, settling into their invisible, but undeniable, position around him. 

	Sonorous tones from Regan’s speech reached Icen’s ears, though the distinct words were indecipherable from this angle. The anger-filled prince didn’t need to hear the discourse. 

	I wrote it. The words spoke of his regret for the war and his gratitude for the sacrifice of the men loyal to him and the crown. While the regret was an outright lie, the gratitude tugged at his heart.

	“No mention of the treaty yet, I see,” Nic commented, breaking Icen’s trance. The sentry stood, facing the crowd.

	“I don’t want to give the country false hope. It will take a miracle to get the king to agree to the terms,” Icen responded coolly. “Not that it is any of your business.”

	“Does Regan know?” 

	Icen bit back his retort. It really should have been him, the prince, on the podium delivering the eulogy to the fallen warriors, but at the last moment, he had balked. Regan had been all too willing to step up. 

	“Ah. I guessed not,” Nic continued. “Are you ready to marry the Tersinian princess?” 

	Icen turned to hear his guard better. “I hope the royal family received my father’s treaty proposal, yes. If all goes well, she will accept the proposal of marriage.”

	“Is this an alternate kidnapping attempt?” Nic asked. His eyes never stopped scanning the narrow street around them. It was the guard’s job to keep Icen alive—even if, in his current cursed, invincible, and lizard-like state, Icen didn’t need any help. 

	“No,” Icen ground his teeth. “I already told you that.”

	“So, what is your purpose? Why are you forcing her here?”

	“I don’t like your tone, Nic.”

	“I don’t like your deceit, Majesty. Answer directly, or I will send an envoy myself. Do you still intend to imprison her?” 

	Icen’s conscience burned him at Nic’s words. Most would not dare address him in such a familiar manner, but Nic was special. Icen hadn’t picked Nic for the guard—he wouldn’t have picked anyone so young—the choice had been out of his hands and placed in Maarten’s, the king's advisor and head of the royal guard. 

	“I intend to bring peace to both of our people. There is no ulterior motive,” Icen lied. “The rebel activity at the border has been concerning too. It will be beneficial for both our countries.

	Nic scoffed, “Are you going to let your people see you?” 

	“I dare not.”

	“It would honor the soldiers who lost their lives and assure these men that you still hold the power and not Regan.”

	Regret for his selfishness pinched Icen’s heart. “I know you want me to,” he muttered. “I wish you would mind your own business.”

	Nic’s lighthearted chuckle rumbled in his throat. “I care about the soldiers who are loyal to you.”

	“As do I.” No defensiveness tinged Icen’s tone, just dejection. He didn’t know how much more rejection he could take. He hadn’t even been able to muster the courage to show Regan his transfigured face. “I don’t think their living families would want to see . . . this.” Icen looked down at himself. 

	“I am sorry I didn’t take it well,” Nic murmured. 

	He spoke of the night Icen returned, when his transfiguration had taken both him and Maarten by surprise. Nic’s reaction had stung. So had Icen’s father, Caissidde. The older men had cried. Nic had turned away in fear and disgust. Hours had passed before Nic returned to Icen’s company.

	“I don’t want to frighten them,” Icen said. If only he believed he could let people see his face without them turning to run. The rejection he had felt—still felt—shook him.

	“I understand, Prince. I do. Maarten was right, I think. If you show them your face sooner, it will give them time to get used to it.”

	Growling, Icen wanted to reply, but Nic asked, “Have you shown Regan your face yet?”

	Icen’s anger cooled instantaneously, and he pulled the curtain back a fraction of an inch to peek out. Regan gestured grandly to the soldiers below him as he spoke.

	“No.”

	Nic hummed thoughtfully. “I don’t like him. I never have. Has he convinced you to hide your face?” 

	Icen laughed a mirthless laugh. “Regan is like my brother.”

	“What a brother he is. I don’t think he will stop fighting in some way or another until he rules Tersine.”

	Irritation at the implied disloyalty almost made Icen open the carriage door, but the thought of being seen held him back. “You don’t know him. Or me.”

	“He was my commander for a long time, my prince. I know that I don’t like him. Even if he ends up ruling Tersine, I don’t think he will stop until he takes over Xahamen too.”

	“Regan would never do anything to hurt me,” Icen said. He wanted to believe in his best friend, but the words Nic had said worried the edges of the prince’s anxiety. 

	“Sure, sure. In the same way he wouldn’t hurt Maarten?” Anger filled Nic’s voice. 

	“He didn’t hurt Maarten.”

	“Then why isn’t Maarten here?”

	Icen fell silent. He couldn’t betray a confidence, even if Maarten was missing by design.

	“He didn’t tell you?” If Maarten hadn’t said anything, there was no way Nic would believe that Maarten’s absence came of his own volition.

	“No?”

	Loud drums broke up their conversation. Together, they watched as the remembrance ceremony began. 

	Every battalion captain raised his ceremonial gourd. Light flashed and enchanted knives sliced shallow notches into the peels, one for each man who had been lost in battle. The notches transfigured the fruits into an instrument symbolizing that the lives of the fallen now contributed to the magic and music of the world. 

	Too many notches rested on Icen’s conscience. Regan read each name of the fallen as the marks were made. The reading should have been my job. 

	“I wish I hadn’t sworn to serve you. I am a man of honor, and serving a prince of deceit wasn’t how I planned to spend my life,” Nic muttered.

	“I wish you hadn't either,” Icen agreed, his temper taking control of him. But when a hush fell on the crowd outside, Icen’s anger cooled.

	He didn’t speak, and neither did Nic. Their mutual silence honored their fallen men, who had died for Icen’s revenge and Regan’s ambition. 

	At the conclusion of the moment of silence, Nic asked, “Do you think the Tersinian king will allow you to marry his daughter?”

	“I don’t care if the king consents or not,” Icen growled. Regan had finished the speech and walked toward the carriage. “I am more worried about letting my people down.”

	“Because you refuse to rule your country? Or because you have waged war for years with no good reason?”

	Icen swallowed a retort, and Nic straightened as Regan stepped to the carriage door. 

	“The prince requests that no one enter,” Nic relayed. The rise of his shoulder indicated that his hand had moved to his sword.

	“I have no desire to enter. I will ride my horse.” The snarky tone in Regan’s voice took Icen by surprise. Has Regan always behaved this way toward Nic?

	Icen surveyed his best friend. Regan’s dark eyes grieved, making the prince certain his snappish words came from the heavy loss they both carried. 

	“We need to proceed to the memorial. Is that agreeable, Icen?” Regan addressed the carriage door with a bow, his tone cordial.

	“Yes, Regan. Please lead the procession. I would like my carriage to follow you in line.”

	Regan sized up the guard, his eyes running the length of Nic’s form. He sneered. The men squared off before Regan thought better, whipped around, and stepped into the stirrup of his horse. Something tainted his friend’s behavior a dark gray. Why is Regan so defensive, so aggressive? Has he always been this way? Icen remembered them play-fighting as children. Regan had frequently utilized Icen’s shielding fae to block his blows, but it had all been in fun. Hadn’t it?

	“You won’t even play the ceremonial güiro with the other
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