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About the Book

HOUSE
OF THE
RAVEN

ESPIRITU, THE POWER TO USE MAGIC, IS ALMOST DEAD IN THE REALM . . .

For two decades, Rífíor of the Veilfallen has thought of nothing but vengeance against the man who trapped him in the human realm. Desperate to return to his fae home, his relentless pursuit leads him to the key to reopen the veil: his enemy’s youngest daughter.

Princess Valeria Plumanegra has always pushed against the limits of her world. Desperate to discover more about her heritage, she soon finds herself entangled in a maze of politics and retribution that she could never have anticipated.

Rífíor’s plan relies on his ability to never be distracted from his goal, but he never expected to come up against Valeria’s fiery spirit. As the stakes grow ever higher, he realises that he may have underestimated the princess . . .
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1

VALERIA


“The Realta Observatory, a marvel to my old eyes, rose in days under the weaving of hands and the melodic hum of espiritu. I watched its creation—a sight that, before the veil, would have been deemed a miracle. I often wonder how Castella would be without magic.”

Diego Fontana – Erudito de la Academia Alada – 1327 DV



Espiritu, the power to use magic, is almost dead in the realm. Many things in Castella are a constant reminder of how life used to be a mere two decades ago. The collapsed glass walls of the old observatory are one example.

Enormous shards of glass rise from the ground like icebergs. They refract the early afternoon sun, shooting rainbows onto the arid surrounding ground, while smaller shards sparkle in the dirt, fooling the eye with the suggestion of lost treasure. I feel like an insect in the presence of towering gemstones.

I’ve seen paintings of the structure as it stood back then, a magnificent building with a large cupola, a clever design held up by spells, the espiritu of long-gone fae immigrants, though they would simply call it magic. Humans never had enough espiritu for such grandeur, but at least we used to have some. After the veil disappeared, however, it all went away. Now only a few of the stranded fae possess the gift.

I stroll through the destruction, but the echoes of its past beauty don’t escape me. Not for the first time, I wish I had seen the city before the veil disappeared and took all espiritu with it. Well, not all. Not yet.

“Val, home,” Cuervo croaks from the top of the large shard where he’s been perched.

Jago, my first cousin on my father’s side, sits below Cuervo, making a show of looking exhausted. “You should listen to the chicken.”

“Not chicken!” Cuervo croaks. The insult never fails to make him mad, just the reason Jago doesn’t relent in its use.

They are both right. I shouldn’t be here, but I’m tired of being locked up behind the palace’s walls. This is the first time I’ve snuck out in weeks. Besides, Father and Amira, my oldest sister, think I’m attending my Tirgaelach lesson while my maestro thinks I’m down with a stomach ache.

I shake my head. Tirgaelach . . . what is the point? Even the fae still living in Castella don’t speak the ancient language. Just like we don’t speak Castellan. Over the two thousand years our cultures have been in contact, our languages evolved into what we speak now: Tiran.

Cuervo flaps his wings and flies down.

“Treasure,” he croaks as he digs a hole in the ground with his sharp talon.

Cuervo’s feathers are beautiful. They look like polished onyx, glimmer blue and black and purple, and oddly enough, even white when the light hits them just so. His beak is curved and sharp. Shiny too. He has perfectly round eyes that watch everything. He belongs to a rare breed of ravens that came from Tirnanog, the fae realm.

“What did you find?” Pushing away the rapier strapped to my waist, I kneel next to him as he uncovers a multifaceted piece of glass in the shape of a teardrop. This is not a broken-off piece of the observatory. It’s not sharp. It is smooth, maybe a remnant of a chandelier or something similar.

I pick it up and hold it to the light between my thumb and forefinger. All the colors of the rainbow refract in the middle.

“Good job, Cuervo.”

“You shouldn’t indulge her, chicken.” Jago comes up behind us.

Cuervo tries to peck Jago’s foot, but my cousin moves out of the way, hands up. “Sorry. Sorry.”

Sometimes their bickering drives me crazy, but these two are my constant companions. My days would be unbearable without them.

I stretch to my full height and place the piece inside my satchel. I’m making a necklace for Amira’s birthday. I was missing the centerpiece, but I think I’ve found it.

Well, Cuervo found it. Clever bird!

I also found a pea-sized blue piece of glass that, once smoothed, can make a pretty ring for Nana. Blue is her favorite color.

Sighing, I decide it’s time to get back before anyone notices my absence. I throw the hood over my head. I don’t think many would recognize me, but better safe than sorry.

With Jago by my side and Cuervo flying overhead, I make my way out of the dilapidated site and into the streets of Castellina, the capital city. The broken observatory lies to the east of the palace, and it’s about a thirty-minute walk back. I keep my head low and my pace brisk.

“Mind if I take a detour from here?” Jago asks halfway to Nido, the palace.

I give him a narrow-eyed glare. “Where are you going?”

He shrugs.

Likely, he’s after some man or woman or another. With his dirty blond hair, honey-colored eyes, and cheerful mood, he’s popular among the single people of Castellina.

“Fine,” I say, rolling my eyes.

He points a finger at the sky. “Cuervo will keep you safe.” He leaves with a hop in his step, whistling a happy tune.

I’m sweating under my cloak, so I hurry my step. It’s the peak of summer. Assaulted by an odd feeling, I halt as the hairs on the back of my neck bristle. Frowning, I look over my shoulder. The cobbled path is lined by a few businesses and official buildings. People mill about, immersed in their own affairs. No one is worried about me.

I keep going, but this time, my eyes dart in every direction. I wait for the uneasy feeling to pass, but it remains. Something is familiar about it. I’ve felt this way before, but when?

As I reach one of the nearby plazas, my eyes are drawn to the source of music and rhythmic clapping. Two men sit on low stools, one playing the guitar, the other one singing and keeping an intricate clapping pace—something known as palmas. A few members of the audience have joined him, their hands moving with practice. What is most enthralling, however, is the singer’s voice, so full of longing and pain. The duo is good, only missing a dancer tapping her heels and twirling in a red dress.

Despite the light atmosphere, my entire body is on edge. The area is busy with street vendors, people sitting outside crowded cafés, and denizens going in and out of the adjacent buildings, conducting business. Nothing looks out of the ordinary, so why do I feel this way?

A little girl runs toward the fountain in the center of the plaza. The performers finish their act, and cicada calls in the distance replace their song.

My ears begin to ring, and my mouth goes dry. I take several deep breaths. My heart pounds, and people walk past me, oblivious to my state of alarm.

Oh, gods! What’s wrong with me? Am I sick?

A deafening explosion sends me flying backward. I land flat on my back with bone-crushing force. Dust chokes the air along with the panicked screams from people.

“Veilfallen!” someone shouts.

Coughing and disoriented, I sit up. My back protests in pain. Someone steps on my hand as they run past me.

“Ow.” I yank it back and shake it, then pull my shirt over my nose, blinking at the floating debris.

“Saints and feathers!” I mutter as I peer through the dust and contemplate the madness: splintered wood fragments, brick chunks, overturned carts, the severed head of a statue, the severed arm of a person.

I look away, nausea tearing through my gut.

Cuervo’s desperate croaks sound above my head, well past the thick cloud of dust that hangs above, choking the sky.

“Call for help, Cuervo,” I shout, unsure of whether or not he can hear me over the screams and anguished cries.

A man stumbles by me, his eyes wide within a mask of caked dirt. His right arm is a stump dripping with blood.

I recoil, stand, and clamber toward a nearby wall, wiping muck off my face. Through the settling dust, I see the little girl by the fountain. She’s curled up on the ground, a woman lying broken next to her. People run in every direction, and the girl doesn’t dare move.

Without thinking, I rush to her, crouching low until I reach her. Wet streaks cut through the dust on her face.

“Are you hurt?” I ask.

She shakes her head and looks down at the woman, whose eyes stare blankly at the heavens. One side of her head is bashed in, probably due to a flying piece of stone.

“Is that your . . .? Do you . . .?” I don’t know how to ask her if the dead woman is her mother, but the girl understands.

She shakes her head and sobs, “I don’t know her.”

I nod, relieved. The woman might still be someone’s mother, but at least her kid didn’t have to see her die so horribly. Not the way I saw my mother die.

“Let’s get you out of here.” I put my arms out, and the girl jumps up and hugs my neck tightly.

I’m about to run the way I came when I hear the organized marching steps of what must be Castellina’s Guardia. Cuervo did as I instructed, I presume. As they round the corner, the neat lines of uniformed guards break apart and disperse through the plaza.

Thank the gods! Help is here.

However, my relief dies suddenly as arrows fly, making targets out of the helping guards.

Bastardos! When are the veilfallen going to stop killing innocent people?

I hold tightly to the girl and run away from the center of the plaza. When we reach the bordering buildings, she wiggles out of my arms and runs parallel to the wall.

“Come.” She beckons with one small hand as she disappears through the door of a tavern.

I follow her in and come to a halt. A group of startled people blink at me, looking anything but friendly. The little girl runs into the arms of a bulky man.

“Nina.” He crushes her to his chest. “I thought you were upstairs.”

“I was feeding the fish in the fountain. She helped me.” Nina points at me.

The man looks at my hood, gives me a distrustful nod. “Thank you?” It sounds like a question.

I throw the hood back to reveal my face, my ears. Everyone needs to see they aren’t pointy.

“Princess Valeria?!” A woman says.

Wait, what? She recognizes me? Fantástico!

“Veilfallen are out there,” I say to distract them, but also because we’re still in danger. “Everyone, hide until the guards clear the plaza.”

“Damn fae!” the burly man curses, taking Nina behind the bar counter where they duck out of sight.

Everyone else scurries behind furniture and closed doors. I walk to the window to take a peek outside. With a yelp, I jump back. Figures wearing heavy cloaks and cowls are headed this way.

“They’re coming,” I warn as I try to find somewhere to hide. There are many tables, but they will provide no protection.

The door bursts open. I whirl and draw my rapier.

Three veilfallen pile at the threshold. All I see are their eyes. Their cowls leave only a narrow gap between their brows and the bridge of their noses.

The one that stands in front glares at me, dark eyes feral. A scar cuts down his right eyebrow and across his eyelid, its trail getting lost under the cowl. He is massive, his shoulders as wide as the door, his hands long-fingered and strong. They curl into fists as his eyes flick down to my weapon and sparkle with amusement.

He takes a step forward as if I’m not there.

The conceited bastardo!

I take a step to the side and block his path, the tip of my rapier grazing his middle. “Where do you think you’re going, veilfallen?”

“Let us pass, girl, if you value your life.” His deep voice is calm, and it sends a shiver up my spine.

Girl? I’m not a girl. I’m twenty years old.

I stand firm. “You will not pass, and you will answer for your crimes.” I don’t know where the conviction in my voice is coming from, but I’m glad for it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I try to see if anyone in the tavern is coming to my aid, but it seems I’ve landed in the lower echelons of cowardice. Or is it the highest? No matter. I only need to thwart these criminals long enough for the Guardia to get here.

“We have to get out of here,” one of the other veilfallen says, a female with violet eyes that shoot daggers at me. “I’ll take care of her.” She steps forward, but the leader puts a hand up.

“No need,” he says as, with one callous finger, he pushes my rapier to the side.

Annoyed, I point the weapon back at his middle.

He pushes it again in the same manner and says, “You look familiar. Have I met you before?”

“No,” I snap. “I don’t associate with criminals.”

“They’re coming, River,” the female warns.

I gasp, even as I try to hold back my surprise. River is the leader of the veilfallen. He is ruthless and has killed more innocent people than I dare count. I can’t let him escape. Capturing him would be a huge blow to the veilfallen.

I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to stop him. If I have to—

He pushes my rapier out of the way once more. Though, this time that’s not all he does. Moving faster than I can track, he steps forward, grabs my wrist, and squeezes it with viselike strength. The sword falls from my hand and clatters to the floor. Shifting to stand behind me, he twists my arm and wraps his other arm around my neck. I end up with my back flush against his hard torso as he walks backward, pulling me along.

My feet drag as I fight. “Let me go, bastardo.”

I kick my legs desperately.

We move past the counter, and I see Nina and her father crouching there. She gives me a little wave.

Going limp, I become dead weight. Undeterred, River drags me down a long hall toward what I presume is a back exit.

“Slice her throat and be done with it,” the female with the violet eyes says. “We do not need a hostage. We need to get out of here.”

“Slicing Princess Plumanegra’s throat would be unwise when we can use her as leverage,” River responds.

What? He knows who I am, too? Dammit!

I suddenly hear my father’s words echoing in my ears: One of these days, someone will kidnap you for ransom.

I always thought he was exaggerating, always thought I was too clever to get caught. Now, my ass is in the hands of the most feared criminal in all of Castella. Figuratively . . . the ass part, not the most feared part.

“Princess Plumanegra?” the female repeats, incredulous. “The future queen?”

“No. Not that one. The other one.”

She leans down to look at me better. With a growl, I try to kick her but miss.

The other veilfallen, the one that hasn’t said a word, throws a door open, and we spill into a narrow alley. He motions with one hand, urging them to hurry.

“That’s not her,” the female declares.

Whenever I sneak out of the palace, I hide my most recognizable characteristic, a streak of white hair that sprouts from the top of my forehead. A bit of a paste made from ground walnut hulls to match my natural golden brown color, and it’s gone for a few days. Maybe I am clever enough, after all.

“That’s right, you idiot. I’m not a princess,” I bite the words out.

Within the blink of an eye, River whirls me around, pushes me against the wall, and grabs a section of my hair between his thumb and forefinger. He slides his grip along the strand, then shows his cohorts his stained fingertips.

Damn! I always thought I could blend in. I look just like any other Castellan woman: brown hair, brown eyes, olive skin. What gave me away? I bet it’s that damn portrait they hung at the Biblioteca de la Reina. I told Father it was a bad idea, but he never listens to me.

“Help!” I scream.

He squeezes my throat, and my voice dies out.

“Will you look at that?” the female smiles with satisfaction. A lock of blond hair peaks from under her cowl.

I do my best to memorize her eyes, her height, and her build. I do the same with the others.

“Knock her out and throw her over your shoulder,” she says.

River pulls his fist back, ready to do just that, but I’m not going down without a fight. If they take me, I may never see my father and sister again.

Using all my strength, I stomp on River’s toes with the heel of my boot. Any normal human being would curse and holler, but not a damn fae. Still, his grip around my throat loosens just enough, and I’m able to reach down for the dagger sheathed at my thigh.

I don’t hesitate. Instead, I let my instincts take over and cut at his wrist. When he pulls back, surprised, I drop to one knee and go for his leg. He jumps back as I try to stab him. Instead, my weapon slices as it travels downward, tearing through his trousers and opening a long gash.

He barely lets out a grunt. Anger flashing in his eyes, he tries to grab me again, but I slash my dagger from side to side, keeping him at bay as I back away.

Just as I think all three of them are about to jump me, the sound of footsteps comes from one end of the alley, and a group of guards appears. They come running down toward us without hesitation.

“This is the leader of the veilfallen,” I scream, pointing at my would-be kidnapper.

There is a big reward for his capture—nothing wrong with giving the guards a bigger incentive to catch him.

River narrows his eyes at me. I stick my thumb between my index and middle finger and give him the fig sign.

“Fuck you,” I mouth.

He reacts not at all. The male has ice in his veins. Instead, he turns around and sprints in the opposite direction, followed by his allies. He doesn’t even limp. They’re gone and out of sight before the guards even make it to where I kneel on the ground.

They stare at me.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I demand. “Follow them.”

A couple of them bristle at receiving orders from a random citizen. The idiots don’t recognize me. Really?

I pull out the chain that hangs around my neck and show them the Plumanegra key, my family’s symbol. It’s a key shaped like a raven’s feather. When they see it, they salute me.

“Never mind that. Capture them!”

As they rush down the alley, I’m not holding my breath for their capture. I know those cold-blooded criminals are gone. And there’s one more thing I know. I’m in a heap of trouble.
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RIVER


“This night the fear of never seeing her again devours my bones. I long for your embrace, Radina, my beloved mate.”

Kadewyn Zinceran – Fae Trader – 3 AV



My steps echo across the narrow passage. I would know these musty catacombs even blindfolded. The dank smell comforts me, the same as the torchlight reflecting on the ancient stone walls.

The others walk behind me, keeping their distance, carrying the loot. I hurry my step, eager to see what we got. We need funds to keep financing our efforts, to keep us fed, but I would be lying if I said that is my priority.

At the end of the passage, I walk into a concave chamber, remove my cloak and cowl, and cast them on top of an empty barrel in the corner. A table sits in the middle with many items already strewn on top of it. Obviously, others got here before us. Swiftly, my eyes rove over every single piece of what we’ve plundered.

The disappointment hits me, a familiar jab in the chest. I push it away as, one by one, everyone dumps their takings onto the table. I search once more, and once more, but I don’t find what I’ve been looking for these last twenty years.

“Excellent plundering.” Kadewyn, my second, pats everyone on the back as they pass by and walk deeper into the catacombs. He makes a mental calculation, then asks, “Where are Unmenar and Elassan?”

Besides him, only Calierin and I remain in the alcove. We exchange glances.

Kadewyn used to be a trader before the veil fell. He has a wife and daughter in Tirnanog. He hasn’t lost hope that he’ll see them one day.

“I didn’t see them,” Calierin says, her violet gaze turning dark, the way it does when she fights. She’s an accomplished warrior, a member of the Tuathacath, one of the best fae warrior tribes in all of Tirnanog. She possesses magic capable of toppling buildings, which is useful more often than I’d like to admit. She was stranded in Castella while on a perimeter search of the veil. She was the only one of her regiment to be on the wrong side when the veil disappeared.

Everyone here has a similar story and lives before the veil’s collapse, before we became pariahs in the human realm.

Kadewyn shakes his head, long silver hair swaying. “By the gods, they must be all right.”

Calierin punches a fist into her hand. “We can’t lose any more people. If only we’d gotten that stupid girl. We could have changed so much.”

I grunt in agreement. The Plumanegras are my next target. I’ve been working on a plan to infiltrate their palace for some time now. I’ll get to them sooner rather than later. Though Calierin and Kadewyn know nothing about what’s coming. It is too risky to share.

My head snaps toward the entrance. I hear steps in the distance, but only one set. Some moments later, Elassan stumbles in, hands to his gut, blood seeping through his fingers. Kadewyn catches him and slowly eases him to the floor. We both kneel at his side.

“Get him some feyglen,” Kadewyn says.

Calierin finds a bottle inside a hole in the wall and hands it over. I tip it to Elassan’s lips, and he takes a labored sip.

Kadewyn lifts the male’s shirt and examines the wound. He throws me a wary glance and shakes his head slightly.

“They . . . g-got Unmenar,” Elassan says hoarsely.

“Dead?” Kadewyn seeks to clarify.

Elassan nods his head once, then goes utterly still. Dead, too.

Kadewyn closes the dead male’s eyes. “May the winds carry your essence to the Glimmer.”

I stand abruptly and turn toward the wall. How many more of my people must die in this godsforsaken, accursed realm? How can I feel guilt over those we kill when they do the same to us?

“Damn humans!” Calierin pounds a fist on the wall. She wears her anger on the surface.

Kadewyn leaves, then comes back with help. “See that Elassan is taken care of.”

They gather his remains and take him further into the catacombs. They’ll have no trouble finding a place for him, but he shouldn’t have to sleep eternally in this rotten land. He should be laid to rest in Tirnanog and be forever protected by Faoloir, god of all creatures.

The excitement over today’s plunder will be bashed by another friend’s death. There is so little to enjoy.

When will we get out of here?

It’s the same question I’ve asked myself for so long.

We sit quietly for an entire hour, passing around the bottle, wishing it actually contained feyglen instead of the cheapest human wine. Feyglen is made from grapes that only grow in Tirnanog. It is sweeter and stronger, what I need right now to put me out of my misery for at least a few hours.

“How do we divide it?” Kadewyn asks, breaking the silence. He points toward the trinkets on the table because that’s what they are: jewels and gold from the human nobility who think strongboxes in guarded keeps can protect their gaudy accessories. But no lock is safe from Kadewyn’s kind of magic.

“Rífíor?” he presses when I don’t respond.

The humans call me River, mispronouncing the name I chose for myself when I stopped wandering this realm and came to the capital. The veilfallen correctly call me Rífíor, a common enough name in Tirnanog, but a fake one, after all. I will soon go by a third name. Will it suit me better?

“Same as always,” I respond.

He nods.

After half of the pile is taken away and distributed amongst the poorest fae families in the city, every veilfallen will receive an equal part. They risk their lives every day. It’s the least they deserve.

After paying everyone, Kadewyn returns with food and drink. I guzzle the rancid-tasting wine in one go and ignore the chunk of bread and dry meat.

I stare at the ground and run a hand down my face, feeling the jagged edges of my scar. I’m still feeling annoyed that a human girl bested me. Fate put her in my path, and I allowed her to slip through my fingers. But that’s all right. My new plan is already in motion, and perhaps this is the one that will ultimately lead me to the escape I yearn for, although I still fear my quest may not conclude anytime soon.

It’s not that I’m jaded. It’s simply that I’m beginning to think I deserve this curse.
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VALERIA


“I yearn for peace in the realm, but the other tribes remain resistant. If only there were a means to unite us all.”

Lorenzo el Valiente (Casa Escalante) – Tribal Leader – 100 BV



Father hasn’t said a word. He sits in his favorite chair in his study, arms crossed, jaw set. Amira stands behind him, looking just as stern. They are unified against me, as always. Against Jago, too, who shuffles from foot to foot next to me, making this a repeat of many past occasions.

Rey Simón Plumanegra the Third is a man of fifty with graying blond hair, olive skin, and clear blue eyes. He wears a closely cropped beard and is as fit as an ox. He likes hard labor and has never shied away from it. He practices with the Guardia Real in the lower courtyard every morning, rides his stallion in the palace woods in the evenings, and mucks up his own stall afterward.

Amira Plumanegra, my older sister, is twenty-five and the future queen. She acts as if she were my mother sometimes, but it’s Father she resembles more and more as time goes by—not physically, mind you, temperamentally. He’s shaping her to be the monarch Castella needs, which is taking all the fun out of her.

“I almost killed him,” I say.

It’s not an exaggeration. I was aiming for River’s femoral artery when I tried to stab his leg. If I’d only been a little faster, we would be having a completely different conversation—not that this is much of one. It’s more like a let’s give Valeria and Jago the meanest glares we can muster type of situation.

Don’t they realize I’m already immune to their evil eye?

“You have betrayed my trust. Both of you,” Father finally speaks, his words lacking the anger I’m accustomed to.

This controlled lecture is far scarier than even that time he went blue in the face screaming at me.

I clear my throat. “Father, I—”

He cuts me off, putting a hand up. “I don’t want to hear it. I’ve been working all day to ensure the injured are taken care of and those responsible for this attack pay for it. I have neither the time nor the desire to hear empty explanations about your appalling lies.”

Amira winces. That is how harsh the last word sounds. It cuts me. Deep.

“I will deal with you later, Jago. Leave!” Father flicks a hand toward the door.

Jago rushes out without a backward glance. The coward!

Father goes on, “You promised me you wouldn’t leave Nido without the Guardia Real again, and today you nearly got yourself taken by the veilfallen.”

I consider denying it, but that would be another lie and not even a good one.

“From now on, you will be guarded from the moment you wake up till the moment you lay your head to rest,” he decrees.

“What? Within Nido’s walls? You can’t confine me to the palace. You—”

He looks back at my sister. “Find a couple of guards who can watch her day and night. Inform them they are responsible for her safety.”

I take a step forward. “I’m not a child. I don’t need constant supervision.”

“Your actions today make those words yet another lie.”

“You can’t keep me locked up. I’ve tried to respect your wishes, but life within these walls is not enough for me. I’m not allowed to go anywhere.”

“That is untrue. You’re welcome to accompany your sister and me.”

“You know I have no interest in stately affairs.”

“Instead your interests include dressing like a boy, playing in the dirt in dilapidated sites, and filling your head with things of no consequence.”

“Father . . .” Amira rebukes him in a quiet tone.

Tears prickle in my eyes. He has never talked to me like this, has never called me out on any of my interests. It isn’t fair, not when he’s always encouraged me to be myself.

“It’s time she hears it, Amira,” he says. “She turned twenty this year. She is most definitely not a child, even if she insists on acting like one. She is to marry soon. Don Justo Medrano has made a fine proposal.”

I do my best not to appear disgusted. “I have not agreed to that.”

“Your acquiescence may become unnecessary.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“I may not have a choice.” Father runs a hand down his jaw, smoothing his graying beard, a distracted motion that means he’s done with me. He stands up slowly and leaves without another word.

Amira sighs. “You really made him angry this time.”

She looks tired and her golden brown hair, the same shade as mine, is not as neat as usual. She probably pulled at it in one of the endless council meetings she and Father attend almost every day.

“He has no right,” I protest. “I’m practically a prisoner here. Hells, with a guard at my heels at all times, I will be one.”

“You know the veilfallen have grown more dangerous this past year, and it’s only getting worse. Today’s attack is proof of that.”

Damn veilfallen! A year ago, rumors that they were more organized began, and soon after that, news of a leader who had galvanized the once-dispersed groups of fae rebels was all anybody could talk about. Where did this male, River, come from? It’s as if he sprouted out of the ground. The veil disappeared over twenty years ago. Why did he come to Castellina now? To ruin my life?

“I know how to take care of myself, Amira,” I insist. “I don’t need guards to follow me around the palace. What is everyone going to say?”

“You should have thought about that before you snuck out.”

“You can’t be in agreement with him. You have to convince him that a guard is unnecessary.”

“You know well that when he makes up his mind, there are few who can convince him to change it.” She stares pointedly at me.

Since I was little, I’ve always been the one able to cajole things out of him: a later bedtime, one more piece of cake, a birthday ball for my sister. With her expressive eyes, Amira is asking me, in no uncertain terms, that if I’ve failed to change his mind, what hope could she have if she tried?

“If I were you,” she adds, “I would keep my head low for a long while. Maybe he will remove the guards if he notices good behavior.”

I shake my head. “Do you hear yourself? Good behavior? I. Am. Not. A. Child. Whether or not he likes my behavior, I’m a grown woman. I’m not his puppet. He can’t make me dance around to his tune.”

“Valeria, please don’t do anything stupid.”

I huff. “I’m sure it doesn’t matter what I do, you two will think it’s stupid.”

I march out of the study. I want to run to Nana to cry on her lap, but she doesn’t need the anxiety my situation would cause her. Her health has been fragile lately. Besides, I need time to think about what to do next. My life can’t continue this way. What Father wants for me—marriage to a lord with a fortune large enough to befit a princess—can’t be the only path for me. There has to be something more.

There is no way I’ll marry Don Justo Medrano or any of the other men Father has volunteered. I’d rather die.

My heart beats hard as I enter my room. I climbed to the fourth floor practically running. Shutting the door, I notice Cuervo perched on the balcony’s marble railing. He flaps his wings when he notices me. The curtains sway in the summer breeze as I walk past the open balcony doors. I lean my elbows on the railing and peer beyond the palace walls toward the observatory.

The larger pieces of broken glass are still visible from this distance and sparkle like the lost jewels of a giant.

I sigh.

“I wish I had seen it,” Cuervo croaks.

A sad smile stretches my lips. “I do say that a lot, don’t I?”

He hops closer and bumps my shoulder with his head, his way of comforting me.

“I think you understand how I feel better than anyone,” I tell him.

He bobs his head up and down in agreement.

“I was born twenty years too late, my friend.”

What I wouldn’t give to see Tirnanog, to visit my mother’s village, to experience espiritu. Every time I think that this part of my heritage is lost to me, I feel a deep void in my chest, a space that will never be filled. I feel not only half-human and half-fae, but also half alive.

Not for the first time, I wonder why Amira doesn’t feel the same way. I’ve asked her multiple times, and she says it’s all in my imagination, that if I stop reading all those old history books, yearning for a world that may forever be outside our reach, I would feel much better. I often wonder if she wishes our mother wasn’t fae, if she’s tired of keeping that secret from everyone.

Either way, she’s wrong. Some of those old history books, as she calls them, were relevant only two decades ago, for all the gods’ sake. More than that, they describe the place where our mother was born. How can she just . . .?

Frustration mounting, I whirl and stomp back into the bedchamber. I sit at the edge of my bed for a long moment. My nose itches due to the dust still embedded in my clothes. I rub it back and forth with the back of my index finger, trying to suppress a sneeze.

My mind whirls like carriage wheels, turning over and over and over. My whole future seems to flash before my eyes as my imagination flies with itself. Married to a stuffy, overweight, older man with a twisted mustache (I’ve never seen Don Justo, but this is how I imagine him.) Shipped to a faraway villa to keep house for him. Expected to part my legs every time he deigns to pause his duties for an obligatory visit to his burdensome wife. Required to pop heirs, preferably male and on the clock. Forced to ignore his many mistresses and illegitimate children.

At the brink of vomiting what little sits in my stomach, I leave my room, the seed of a decision embedding itself in the fertile soil of my tilled mind. With every step, my conviction grows. This idea has lived in the back of my head for a while now, but I’ve been afraid to look it straight in the eye. The further I walk, the fear that has kept me from taking action seems to peel off like dead skin and fall away in large strips until I feel lighter, and my steps gain a spring I’ve not felt in a long time.

I approach Father’s private study. Here, the absence of guards is deliberate, as the room lies nestled deep within the heart of the palace. Instead, the guards are posted further out, protecting the perimeter doors that lead to this inner sanctum. This is the only way to have true privacy, he says. Secrets can’t be kept if you have guards or servants roaming around, no matter how loyal.

The closed study doors are made of solid, dense fae blackwood, bearing an intricately carved depiction of a raven’s nest resting on the branches of a tree. A vigilant mother raven stands watch over her chicks, silhouetted against the backdrop of broad leaves and a waning moon.

“So they are right then?” I hear Amira say on the other side of the closed doors. Her voice is raised, upset.

“Of course they aren’t right,” Father responds.

I press my ear to the door.

“Why did you decide to tell me this now?” Amira demands.

“You will be queen sooner or later. You need to know.”

“And what about Valeria? Are you going to tell her?”

“Saints no!” Father exclaims. “With that bleeding heart of hers, who knows what she would do.”

“But—”

He cuts her off. “You know I’m right.”

“It isn’t fair to her.”

“Yes, but I’m protecting her.”

Protecting me from what?

“When I’m gone,” he continues, “it’ll be your job to protect her.”

“She is not a child, and you need to stop treating her as such. I think you cling to the idea that she is your little girl, and you’re not allowing her to grow up, at least in your mind, but if you haven’t noticed, she is a woman now.”

He grunts in displeasure.

I want Amira to keep going, to tell him he can’t keep treating me this way, but I also want to burst in and demand what secrets they’re keeping from me. Except if I do, I know they won’t tell me anything. Father will chide me for eavesdropping and send me on my way, without supper . . . if he still could. My best bet is to keep listening, and afterward . . . accost Amira for all the answers.

“Perhaps I will tell her one day,” he says. “You know she sympathizes with the fae.”

What? This has to do with the fae? Now I’m really confused.

“Not with the veilfallen, Father. Some live in peace among us. She feels for them as I do.”

“Not as you do. You understand that our people are the priority. She does not.”

Of course, we are the priority, but that is because we are the majority. We make the rules and control everything. But the fae have voices too, and they need to be heard. I wish he was as just to them as he is to humans, but there is no equality between us.

“Perhaps she’s not so wrong, Father,” Amira says.

I nearly gasp. Did she really just say that?

“Offering them a seat in the council may alleviate tensions,” she adds.

“You know well we have attempted that already.”

“But that was ten years ago. Maybe it’s time for another try. Maybe a reasonable leader will emerge and—”

“There is no reasoning with outlaws, Amira. Have you learned nothing from what I’ve been trying to teach you?”

She says nothing in response.

Father has tried to make peace with the fae. It’s true, but one should never give up on peace. There are plenty of fae who only want to live their quiet lives, even if that means doing so in our realm. Pointing fingers at us for the disappearance of the veil solves nothing, and a big majority of them understand that. Even if there is a group of bloodthirsty fae who don’t. Father should keep trying, but maybe he’s too stubborn for that.

Would Amira succeed where he has failed?

I shy away from the question as soon as it enters my mind. The only way I would find out the answer is if something happens to Father, and I would never wish for such a thing. I love him. He is a good father, and I think once we are past our differences, once he understands he has to let me carve my own path—even if it is not the path he has envisioned for me—we will get along just fine.

“I have to go,” Amira says.

Shit! I tiptoe away from the door and hide behind a wide column, peeking out carefully.

“Please remember to keep this between you and me,” Father calls out as the door opens and Amira glances back, a hand on the knob.

She huffs. “You made me promise, so you don’t have to remind me.”

She closes the door and heads down the hall at a clipped pace. Once her steps are but an echo, I come out of my hiding place and stand there, staring at the floor. Lost in my thoughts, I try to imagine what the secret could be.

“So they are right then,” Amira said. Based on the rest of the conversation “they” refers to the fae.

The fae are right.

Right about what? That we are taking advantage of them? That we don’t care about their well-being? That we hate them and want to expel them from Castella? That it is our fault the veil disappeared? The veilfallen accuse humans of all these things and more, so any guess is as good as another.

Still, none of these topics—no matter how delicate—feel like the kind Father should guard so jealously from me. It has to be something else, but what?

Snapping out of it, I walk past Father’s door and go after Amira. At the end of the hall, I pause, wondering where she’s gone. I check the time on a timepiece sitting on a narrow polished table. It reads half past thirteen hours. Also, today is a Wednesday so . . . I think for a moment.

Petitioners. She will be receiving petitioners at fifteen hours. I’m itching to talk to her, but I would just be wasting my time if I go searching for her now. Instead, I decide to go back to my room, take a quick bath, and change out of these dust-ridden clothes.

After that, I’ll get my answers, then let Father know my decision.

I am leaving Nido. It’s time I start living my life the way I see fit.




4

VALERIA


“A deafening boom rose at my back, and an instant later, a wave of white energy rippled through the forest and knocked me to the ground. I got up, dazed, and when I walked back the way I’d come, I couldn’t find the shimmering veil. It was gone!”

Calierin Kelraek – Fae Warrior – 1 AV



After my bath, I feel human again. Half-fae and half-human, to be precise.

A simple tunic and worn leggings have replaced my dirty clothes. They are of an earthy hue that blends well with the walls. A worn leather belt cinches my waist and provides a place for my dagger, which I carry with me at all times. It was a present from Father. The hilt is shaped like a raven’s body, and the cross-guard is its wide-spread wings.

I run a finger over the pile of books that sits on my desk. They are all old history books, like Amira likes to call them. They discuss Tirnanog, espiritu, the veil, and how life used to be in Castella before our connection with the fae realm was severed for unknown reasons.

The veil’s disappearance is the crux of my fascination with the fae. Why is it gone? Did the fae close it from the other side? They were the ones who opened it, after all, the ones with the knowledge.

Two thousand years ago, Aldryn Theric, a fae king from a long line, stumbled upon a split in the fabric of the ethereal plane. It is said he used his espiritu to widen the tear and cross to the other side. Right away, he knew he’d found something special and soon returned with his retinue to explore the new lands.

These fae pioneers remained in Castella for nearly two years, visiting the small tribes that dotted the land. It is well documented that King Theric befriended the members of one particular powerful family, my Plumanegra ancestors, who joined Theric and developed a human/fae alliance. In their minds, they foresaw two united races, working together to mutually benefit. They promoted trade and migration, a well-intentioned strategy that didn’t anticipate the animosity that would eventually arise between the two species as the novelty of their acquaintance faded. Not surprising, really. Humans, even among themselves, find meaningless reasons to hate each other. For two races to quarrel seems only natural.

It was from King Theric’s line that the Plumanegra’s ability to shift into ravens came. In fact, my ancestors, at the time, went by the surname Escalante before they changed it to Plumanegra, which in the old Castellan means black feather.

I sigh. If only I could find a way to reopen the veil, then all of those fae who are trapped in our realm would be able to go back home and all this unrest would be over. The humans on the other side of the closed veil would also be able to return and stop their suffering. Unlike the fae, who can live for centuries, they’re likely losing hope of ever reuniting with their loved ones. They are running out of time. Some probably already have.

Sadness sits heavily on my chest.

I open one of the books and trace the map that lies before me. Tirnanog used to border Castella to the west, but now they say that if one walks past the border, there is nothing but arid land. Beyond is the Eireno Ocean, and together Castella and that empty landscape form the Emerald Iberis Peninsula. To the south, the Jabaltariq Sea stretches eastward, its tranquil blue waters kissing the Eireno Ocean at the Strait of Jabaltariq. To the east, a vast mountain range separates us from Frankecia.

Some say Tirnanog is gone and all that is left of it is that dead land. However, most people believe it exists in a different plane. This is what I choose to believe. After all, two thousand years ago another country used to border Castella to the east. According to the history my sister trivializes, its name was Portus, and it’s thought to have died out when their territory was cut off from the rest of the continent by the veil’s sudden appearance.

I’ve read these books multiple times. The fae have always fascinated me. I have Mother to thank for that. Not many know she was from Tirnanog, specifically a small village called Nilhalari which she missed dearly and yearned to see again.

“Mother,” I whisper, remembering her long brown hair and eyes, her gentle voice and tender touch.

I was eight when she died, but I still remember her beautiful face. She always used a glamour to disguise her fae features, except at night when we sat in our private quarters where only Father, Amira, Mother, and I were allowed after twilight. Then she dropped the glamour and became the most radiant being in existence.

I always wonder how it was for her to hide her true identity, to pretend she was human. Father says my grandfather would have never accepted the truth. He didn’t like my mother from the start because she didn’t come from an aristocratic family that could be traced back for at least a century.

A sound outside my room brings me back to the moment. I wait for a knock, but none comes. After a pause, I walk to the door and open it. I’m startled by the sight of a man standing right in front of me. He stands at attention across the hall.

I frown. “Who are you?”

“Princess Amira sent me,” he says in a deep voice that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. “I am to guard you.”

He wears the Guardia Real uniform, tight-fitting black pants stuffed into black knee-high boots, and a black velvet doublet with leather straps to keep it tight to his wide chest and the House of the Raven coat of arms: a raven with its wings outstretched, painted over an ornate emblem. The standard issue rapier hangs from his narrow waist. He stares straight ahead at a spot above my head. He’s tall, around six-foot-three, and has short jet-black hair and onyx eyes that seem to hold a million secrets he would kill to protect. His presence feels like a disturbance in the atmosphere, a palpable force of nature, as if he’s harnessed the very lightning from the skies and will unleash it at the least provocation.

I’ve never seen him before, and despite myself, he commands my attention by just standing there.

“I . . . I don’t need you,” I say. “You can go.”

Those dark eyes lower and meet mine. They go lower still and stare at my chest. I’m about to declare him a pervert when I remember my Plumanegra key is out in the open, hanging from a chain around my neck. I palm it and stuff it under my tunic.

“I said you can go,” I repeat.

“I don’t take orders from you,” he responds with an effortless confident air, as though the realm itself bends to his will. Then he goes back to staring over my head.

“How dare you talk to me like that?!”

No response.

“You’re fired.”

Nothing. He just stands there as straight as if he swallowed an obelisk. His expression is blank.

“What’s your name?”

Nothing.

Infuriating fool!

I march down the hall in search of my sister. She won’t be in the petitioners’ hall for another twenty minutes, but I’m determined to find her. The guard’s steps follow behind me. I whirl around and glare. He stops, his expression as lifeless as the moles Cuervo sometimes leaves on my balcony.

“Who the hells are you?” I demand. “I’ve never even seen you around?”

“I’m new.”

I wait for more, but he goes back to looking like a corpse. A damn good-looking corpse, but still, I might kill him, or Amira, or Father. Maybe all of them.

“Val!” Jago rushes in my direction as he sees me crossing one of the many Nido tapestry halls.

I wait for him to catch up. He looks chagrined. I feel chagrined.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

“I’m sorry,” I say at the same time.

We smile at each other like idiots.

“It’s really my fault, Jago.” I continue walking.

He keeps pace beside me. After a minute, he glances over his shoulder, noticing the guard following us.

“Who’s your brawny beau?” he asks, his voice dripping with innuendo and his mouth stretching widely. The smile disappears when he takes in my displeased expression. “Um, on second thought, he looks like they dropped him on his face when he was a babe.”

“Don’t lie,” I whisper.

“Well, who is he?”

“My personal guard.”

“Since when do you have a . . .” He trails off. “No, he didn’t!”

“Yes, he did.”

“What a
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