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To my son, Elijah Gregory.
May you one day realise the boundless potential 
that I know lives within you.
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Chapter One

				
Elijah


				“You may not know, but I do…” 

				Her eyes were like purple fire, bearing deep into his soul as emotions barraged against his thundering heart. He knew her words to be true as they left her lips.

				“I know who you are... Eliverus Herington.”

				Through the haze and through the pain, Elijah knew that he was in the centre of a cataclysm of his own making. Electricity whipped around him, silver eyes open but unseeing. The doors to his memory flew wide – an unrecognisable past cascading across his mind’s eye like the waters crashing beneath the golden castle of Viridya, so swiftly that he could hardly register them.

				Pain was a vengeful beast inside Elijah’s chest as memories of iron claws, sorrowful screams and rivers of crimson assaulted his mind, accompanied by the faint smell of copper and salt. Then there was the sickly-sweet taste of magic on his tongue.

				It was all too much.

				Power, there was so much power.

				It ripped through him like a violent tornado, shocking its way through his limbs as his body jerked against his will. 

				Faces flashed before his eyes, his parents, his siblings, dancing through the mist. His mother – her hair like curtains of silk the colour of raven’s wings, her eyes wide and gentle in a heart shaped face. His father – sharp jaw shadowed by beard and his dark brown hair flecked with grey, eyes the colour of moss, a face so similar to his own but touched by time. His brother, Brohem – an unruly mop of dark hair over expressive green eyes and a wide and wicked grin. His sister, Ghila – long black tresses like their mother, large eyes the colour of storm clouds and a face that – once she came of age – would cause men to weep at her beauty.

				Ghosts of his past, brought back to life from one uttered sentence.

				Memories assaulted him, that of the screams of his parents and those around him as he fled the golden castle halls – the crashing of an enraged animal behind him. Clutching his blanket and sprinting as quickly as his little legs would carry him, Elijah’s bare feet slapped the stones as he ran across the bridge towards Amberbourne. He had not a clue where he was going, all he knew was that he needed to get away, as terror caused his mind to fog. Gravel tore at the soles of his feet, but he did not care. He had to escape the thundering beast behind him, the drone of alarm bells rising in his wake.

				As he hit the trees and clambered over logs, he remembered his blanket being torn from his grip, and then there was pain.

				Incredible, horrendous pain. 

				It cleaved along his back as something immense slammed him to the dirt – white hot agony tearing through whatever thought was left in his young mind. Water-filled eyes darted to his attacker, and he was met with a jaw full of glittering, serrated iron teeth and hot breath that smelled of carrion. He screamed as the agony tore through his little body, his vision darkening at the edges as his fingers scrabbled at the dirt.

				Then there was white noise – and something snapped within him.

				All he knew, all he was – was no more.

				Eliverus Herington, the last remaining heir to the throne of Fythnar, was lost to the world that night, and now, just over twenty years later, he was returning. 

				How he had survived the Kryvern attack, he did not know. He was just a boy with no hope of surviving a mauling, and yet here he was. Fear, pain, denial, agony – all the feelings he had been shielded from for so long erupted within him now, the caged beast within him roaring and tearing through a moonlit strip of light as it cleaved forth – its bellow of fury mirroring his own as Elijah dropped to his knees upon the dais of the throne room. 

				He returned in a flurry of magic so violent that it imploded before shooting out with such force that it shattered the glass above and around him, toppling heavy furniture and bodies alike. Pain sheared through him, and Elijah was not sure how much time had passed between his magic awakening and the moment Ariiaya appeared before him. She clutched his face between her palms, her eyes wide and burning violet. Her lips moved, and as his hearing returned, he heard her yell, “We have to go – now!”

				He remained numb, distracted, mind barely registering the golden walls of the castle hallways as Arii fought their way to escape. She was relentless, taking no prisoners as she took the burden of his weight while carving a path to freedom.

				As they plummeted towards the raging waters of The Sapphire Depths below, Elijah felt the haze begin to lift from his mind. He heard a swift intake of breath beside him, and he followed suit before the water slammed into them, vision blurring as they sank beneath the surface.

				

Ariiaya


				Arii’s lungs were beginning to burn.

				Water compressed her chest as she gripped Elijah’s muscled arm. Bubbles burst from her nose as she moved her head, eyes squinting at the dark form beside her. Slowly, her head tilted up to the white mist above, thousands of tiny bubbles formed a thundering shield above them as she tugged at his weight, pulling Elijah closer in the dark water. They had to resurface – but she was certain the Red Guards on the castle landing above would be waiting.

				Sure enough, her eyes darted to a flash of silver to her left, then her right, as arrows pierced the water, spearing past as if in slow motion. Pulling on Elijah’s arm, she began to swim, legs beating with as much strength as she could muster, slowly propelling their two forms through the liquid world.

				Beside her, Elijah finally moved, and she saw bubbles erupt from his mouth as he twisted, black hair floating around his face as his eyes met hers. Arii motioned with her hand, pointing above and then ahead as another arrow broke the surface, narrowly missing her shoulder.

				They swam, spearing through the darkness blindly. She prayed to the Gods that they would not encounter any hungry lake creatures. Unexpectedly, a recollection from her early years sparked in her mind. Legends claim that a dragon was felled over this lake, its body so massive and its bones so solid that it plummeted to the bottom. The remains had never been discovered. Her chest tightened at the prospect of what might lie below, so she turned her focus upward and forwards. Neither of them had the strength to fight off an attack now. She knew that when Elijah’s magic awoke, the entire North Court – and perhaps all the other courts in Fythnar – would have felt the disturbance, no matter how little attuned to magic they were.

				He was far more powerful than she could have imagined, and she knew that what she had witnessed in the throne room was just a flutter on the surface of his true strength.

				Frowning, Arii let go of Elijah and placed all her power into propelling forward, determined to see any sign of shallow waters. So far, all she could see was murky darkness.

				Arii felt that the lake was much like her life up until this point. For as long as she could remember, darkness had clutched her in an embrace that she could not escape. Beaten down, belittled, silenced. Her voice trapped within by years of being told how to think, how to act and how to feel.

				Until the last month – when Ariiaya had begun to question everything she knew and everything she believed. Too long had she been shaped to be what others wanted. Too long had she been forced to suppress all that she felt inside, a tide crashing against the banks of her heart.

				No longer would she allow others to shape her.

				Now, the only hands to weave her fate would be her own.

				Scales flashed suddenly across her sight, and before them floated a figure. Arii’s arms pinwheeled around her as she fought to come to a stop. Fins drifted around the woman, silver hair fanning out around her as her dark eyes regarded them with hardly a flicker of emotion. 

				A Water Nymph. 

				Arii’s hand reached for her dagger on her hip – but a gentle touch from Elijah halted her.

				Her eyes flicked to him as he motioned to the woman before them. The nymph lifted her hand, her long fingers curling in a beckoning gesture, fins drifting around her like lengths of tulle.

				Arii realised then that this was the same woman they had allowed to escape during the attack on the castle during the night of the full moon. 

				Gods, that night felt so long ago, and now they had little choice but to trust that she was not leading them into a trap.

				After brief glances at one another, they began to swim after the Nymph as the creature speared through the depths – pausing every now and then to watch as they moved slowly after her, as if making sure they continued to follow. That decision Elijah had made to spare the creature’s life now seemed to be working in their favour.

				Finally, Arii felt she could no longer hold her breath. Her lungs felt close to exploding, bubbles rippled from her lips as she clenched her eyes shut. She could not go any further. The dark depths around her pressed in, squeezing her like she was within a liquid vice. 

				Hands clutched at her arms, and suddenly she was being lifted through the water. Her arm brushed scales, but her mind was so preoccupied with desperation for air that she hardly flinched as the sea creature propelled her towards the surface.

				Their heads broke through and Arii’s hair flew back as she breathed in a sharp, ragged gasp. Air, cool and precious, rocketed down her throat and into her lungs as she inhaled deeply. Beside her, Elijah did the same, his head bobbing as he turned to the silver haired woman across from them.

				Onyx eyes regarded them coolly, her lips curling into a smile. “A life for a life, partly paid,” she whispered, before adding, “Within the depths is where you shall find me – when your hour of need grows dire. Then my debt shall be repaid in full.”

				With that, the creature dropped below the surface with hardly a ripple in her wake.

				Arii blinked water from her eyes, mulling over the woman’s speech as they waded towards the bank. The creature had brought them to the far east lakeside, just beyond the view of the castle above. Under the cover of trees, Arii and Elijah emerged from the water, drenched and spent.

				Elijah was first to drop to the dirt, rolling to his back with teeth clenched in a pained grimace. Arii cleared her wet mass of hair from her eyes and panted, hands braced against her knees as she spat lake water. Her eyes drifted to him and then she realised.

				He was hurt.

				She dropped to her knees beside him as he pressed a hand to his side. His leathers were drenched, black to the eye – but she could smell the tang of copper on the air. She whipped out her dagger and pinched his clothing where a tear was evident, cutting open the leather and cloth to reveal a large shard of glass embedded in the flesh of his stomach.

				Elijah’s breath was a swift snap. 

				“Hold still,” Arii said, her voice gentle as she surveyed the glass, glimmering in the moonlight with hues of blue and red, mixing with a steady flow of his blood. A shard from the windows above the royal dais. His skin was pale, and she guessed he had lost a good deal of blood in the water. 

				She had to be swift, as by now guards would be breaking from the castle with orders to search for them.

				Her hands moved to grip the glass shard, and Elijah’s hand clutched her wrist. Her eyes snapped up to his, and her breath almost left her lungs as if she were once again under the surface of the Sapphire Depths.

				His eyes were glassy, pained and confused. His black hair was a wet mass, pushed from his face to reveal his pointed ears and strong jawline. Never had she seen him look so… exposed. 

				Vulnerable.

				Fae. He was a Fae, just like her.

				Arii willed strength into her expression as she spoke. “This is going to hurt, but trust me… alright?” 

				He could not face on his own what was to come– not just this injury but what she did not doubt was on the horizon for them all. What was brewing in Bonemire was the first of their worries – and whether he liked it or not, Elijah was the only hope she could see now. 

				Years ago, Arii would have leaned back on the stone wall of The School of Fate, overlooking the burning land beyond with a shrug of contempt.

				Let them all burn, she would have sneered.

				But that was before a handful of faces weaved their way into her stone-cold heart. Now, looking down at one of those faces, Arii willed magic to lace through her fingers as she stared with determination into eyes that were desperate for guidance in a world foreign to him. 

				A world of magic.

				With hesitation and a small nod, his grip eased and Arii braced herself for the shadow of sympathy pain. She had to make this quick.

				Then she yanked.

				Elijah’s eyes snapped shut and a bark of pain broke from his lips as she dropped the shard to press her hands to the gushing wound. Starlight rose from within her and glittered through to her fingers as she willed the magic forth, a pale light emanating from her hands as she narrowed her eyes in concentration. She could feel the flesh slowly knitting together beneath her palms, the flow of blood gradually staunching as the wound healed. As the magic worked, she felt her own energy slowly draining.

				Magic invoked such fear in those who did not understand it. It could be devastating and destructive just like Elijah’s explosion in the throne room. But it could also be beautiful, weaving miracles from nothingness. 

				Magic was a blessing, and a curse.

				After what felt like many minutes, Arii’s hands slowly broke away from Elijah’s skin – leaving just a pink scar beneath. She felt like her muscles were slowly being replaced with jelly as she leaned back on her haunches and surveyed her work. “Almost as good as new. Add that to your story of scars, I guess.”

				Her voice held a flicker of her usual bravado, albeit forced due to their strange situation. Elijah huffed, and her eyes met his, wide and staring.

				Despite everything they had been through, Arii once again felt self-conscious under his heavy gaze. She had to remember that this man had been raised to fear magic, just like the humans in the court where he had grown up.

				Arii’s stare did not falter from his as Elijah propped himself up on his hand, leaning towards her. 

				“You can heal wounds?” 

				When Arii’s brow quirked, Elijah’s breath whispered between his teeth. “You continue to surprise me, Ariiaya…” He paused, brows narrowing as his words trailed into the night air. They were close now, so close she could see beads of lake water dripping from his hair. One bead dripped onto his temple, and she found herself tracking the droplet as it rolled down his stubbled, strong jawline. 

				Sweet goddess of darkness, she needed to get a hold of herself. And fast. Now was not the time to ogle his rugged, drenched beauty. The air was heavy between them as they stared at one another, before Arii moved to sheath her dagger. 

				“There is much for you to learn about magic, Eliverus.”

				Elijah’s expression warped from awe back to stoicism.

				“Don’t call me that.”

				“It is your true name, is it not?”

				With a sound of frustration, Elijah stood slowly to stand before wringing water from his clothing in silence. Well, it seemed not all had changed. Despite the reveal of his true identity, he was still the brooding, grumpy, stoic Elijah Wolfe she had come to know.

				“We must head east to Evergrave. No doubt Valdis has ordered for search parties to find us, and my gold is on groups of guards heading to each town in the immediate area, and along the water’s edge.” 

				She straightened, twisting her hair to wring out the water before weaving it into a swift braid. “Freya Bloom will give us guidance on what to do first.”

				When she turned to look at him, Elijah’s face was harsh. “Freya Bloom will hand deliver me right back to Viridya,” he growled, mistrust lacing his words.

				“Do you have a better idea? I trust Freya,” she snapped as she tipped lake water from her boots.

				Elijah was silent, and she took that to mean he did not have a better idea. 

				She could see it on his face… he was lost. She guessed for the first time in his life, he was without clear direction and true purpose. She wanted to tell him that she had chosen by herself to follow him back to Viridya and confide the truth about him. For once, no one had made that choice for her. She was not about to lead him from one cage to another.

				“The Shifters can help teach you about the magic in your veins, and how to control it,” Arii continued, pulling on her boots and straightening, hands resting on her hips. 

				“I do not need help. I do not need anyone.”

				“Gods, are you going to continue to be difficult? We need help, Elijah. We cannot hope to stop Valdis on our own. You saw with your own eyes what is happening in Bonemire.”

				Elijah ran a hand through his hair in frustration, turning to gaze across the rippling water towards Viridya. Arii watched as the moonlight tinged his strong profile, highlighting his dark hair. As before, she felt the pull towards him, her fingertips tingling at the thought of the night they buried in his hair when they’d kissed. She could still remember his scent… his taste. She did not blame him for his sour disposition now. In fact, he reminded her much of herself.

				It was now, as she studied him, that she found herself imagining what kind of ruler Elijah would make.

				Her thoughts faded as he turned to her, his expression softening ever so slightly. 

				“You came back to Viridya, despite the risk that Valdis and his army could have taken over the castle.” He paused, features hardening before he added, “Why?”

				Arii’s brows lifted at the odd question, before she answered carefully. “I placed the pieces together about your identity. That small hope was enough reason for me to risk returning.”

				“What makes you think I can defeat an army of undead?”

				Arii motioned at his form, hand fluttering from his head to his toes. “You were deadly enough before I knew you were Fae. Now, with powerful magic and some training, you could be our last hope in having a slither of a chance against Valdis.” She motioned a hand, “It won’t be just you in this fight alone, Elijah. You can be the beginning of a beacon of hope – the spark that will start an entire revolution. This land needs hope, no matter how small.”

				Elijah pinched the bridge of his nose as she approached him, her expression softening. “Just one string of hope is worth fighting for. What other choice do we have?” she whispered, pausing at his side. 

				His eyes slid to hers. “For an unfeeling killing machine, you sure do care a lot about the fate of this land, Arii.”

				Hearing her nickname on his lips caused birds to take flight in her stomach. Her mouth twitched in a half-hearted smile. “Sometimes all it takes is one person to make a difference. This land, with all its problems, is my home.” Her head tilted to better look at his face, and he angled his own to survey her, his expression unchanged. His eyes paused on her lips before skipping to her eyes once more.

				“Fine, Evergrave it is then. Best we stay off the roads,” he said, but reluctantly. Despite everything, Elijah was still deadly and incredibly strong, even without magic. If he felt threatened in Evergrave, she knew they could not keep him contained there against his will.

				If he wanted to leave, he would.

				She hoped he would not make that choice.

				“To Evergrave,” she confirmed, and they turned from the water’s edge and began heading east up the banks, leaving Viridya behind.
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Chapter Two

				
Lorch


				Never had he felt so powerless.

				Lorch gazed upon the people bustling about the throne room as they repaired the damage to the glass windows or righted and cleaned the furniture of the stained shards.

				Powerless. He had been powerless against the wildness of Elijah’s magic.

				He would not feel that way for much longer.

				Nexus Crystals, and a lot of them, were on their way to the castle from Bonemire and if what his father said was true, the stones allowed humans to use the magic just like the Fae.

				Lorch had a feeling that what he had witnessed in this room was but a flicker of the power that Elijah had simmering in deep inside.

				No… not Elijah… Eliverus.

				His best friend was Eliverus Herington, true heir to the throne of Fythnar.

				For years, Elijah had watched over him as he occupied the very space that was by right – his. Lorch now knew that Elijah’s memory of his past was nothing but haze – if that was indeed true of course. What if he had known all along? Why wait twenty years to expose his true self and take back what was his? If claiming the throne was Elijah’s intention after all.

				Lorch chewed his lip as he watched the people hurrying to restore the room back to its former glory. His arms crossed over his chest, oceanic eyes remaining as hard as diamonds. 

				On the outside he retained a look of boredom.

				But on the inside, his emotions were a riot.

				His father sidled up beside him, his expression dour like he had just consumed a lemon. “Search parties have been organised,” the man said as he tilted his head to survey his son. “Every town in the north will be searched, as well as the banks of the lake. If they are alive, we will find them.”

				“And if the fall killed them?” Lorch asked.

				“The fall would not have killed them, son. They are Fae. Their kind is not so easily squashed.” The man’s voice dripped with the acid of hate.

				It was strange, if the Fae were not so easily killed, then how had humans culled them so near to extinction over the last two hundred years? Lorch’s mind was suddenly distracted as the throne room doors were thrown back on their hinges and Commander Hawke entered the room.

				His eyes swept what was left of the chaos, before resting on the King.

				“Did you find anything?” called Valdis as he turned to the Commander. The man bowed at the waist, before straightening under their gazes. 

				“No, no sign of them yet. Once day breaks, I believe our search parties will have better luck looking for tracks on the riverbanks,” said Hawke, his eyes never leaving Lorch, their depths shadowed with sympathy.

				It infuriated Lorch.

				“Tell the men that those who deliver Eliverus Herington alive will be awarded five hundred gold crowns as a small incentive.” Lorch saw a smirk spread across his father’s face at his words. “And whoever brings me the Fury – Ariiaya Trillia – will be brought to the rank of second to the Commander.”

				Hawke’s mouth opened to protest, but Lorch continued. “Emphasis on the alive part of those instructions, Commander, because I plan to kill them myself.”

				The Commander’s expression was unreadable before he bowed slowly. “Noted, Your Highness.”

				“Come, son, I have much to show you,” said Valdis, motioning for them to exit the throne room.

				Lorch nodded, before following his father down the golden halls towards the courtyard. Just before he had discovered Arii and Elijah in the throne room, his father had returned from Bonemire with a procession of covered caravans under heavy guard. It seemed that now he was to discover the secrets held within them.

				Valdis approached one of the caravans, the canvas lit in the moonlight as he paused, twisting to look at his son. His hand grasped the material, before throwing back the cover to reveal the contents hidden beneath.

				Within the cart was an iron cage.

				And within that cage were two men.

				Lorch’s brows narrowed, and he stepped forward – but not before Commander Hawke’s hand halted him in his tracks. He had not even realised the older man had followed them.

				The men in the cage began to twitch, their movements jerky and strange. Their jostling rattled the carriage beneath, sounds of metal scraping wood. Suddenly they slammed into the bars, their lips curled back as angry cries of rage split from their mouths, causing Lorch to step back. Their chests glowed faintly with a blue light beneath their thin, dirty cotton tunics. Beside him, Hawke tensed, reaching for his sword. 

				Were these men like the creature Arii had faced in the castle caverns?

				Before anguish could pierce his heart, he erected his walls once more against the memory of her. He wanted to forget her, forget all that had transpired between them, but his stupid weak heart still clenched at the mere thought of her name. 

				Did he truly wish her dead? 

				Yes. No. Perhaps. 

				Part of him wished to hear her side of what happened, part of him wished not to know at all. He could not deny that part of the reason he had ordered their capture was that he did not want them killed before he had a chance to alter his mind.

				Lorch had little doubt that if it were left with his father, the man would have them slaughtered before even considering his son’s feelings, though he couldn’t quite get a handle on those feelings at the moment, his emotions a muddled mess.

				Valdis stepped forward and lifted his hand, a glowing amulet clutched in his palm. The men in the cage struggled and snarled against the bars, frenzied in their pursuit to get at the people just beyond their reach. Their faces – although somewhat human – were pale, gaping mouthed and frenzied, looking like rabid animals rather than people. Slowly Valdis turned, lifting the amulet towards the creatures before uttering one word. 

				“Stop.”

				Suddenly the men ceased their struggling, their flailing limbs returning to the depths of the cage, heads bowing as if they had lost the will to fight. Motionless they stood, only their chests rising and falling quickly and shallowly.

				Valdis was in complete control of them.

				“How? What are they?” murmured Lorch, eyes wide as he surveyed them. Creatures who were human, but also not.

				As his father turned from the cage, Commander Hawke stepped forward, hand hovering over the hilt of his sword. Lorch turned to see his rugged features twisted into an angry snarl. “You! You are the cause of the affliction on the Princess’ handmaid, Ingrid Polaris!”

				When Valdis’ expression remained unchanged, Hawke took another step, before drawing his sword from its scabbard.

				The guards around them drew their own swords in a chorus of singing steel.

				Valdis’ lips quirked. “Now now, Commander, lay down your sword. I would not wish for you to excite our guests.” As if to emphasise his point, the cage behind him shook with a sharp rattle.

				The Commander’s stance did not change as he pointed the sword at Valdis’s chest. “This is unnatural, what you have done to these people – it is wrong!” 

				Lorch remained silent as the Commander turned to him, his dark eyes roving over the King before sliding across his men.

				They all had their swords trained on him.

				“What you see here is just the beginning, a new age for humanity,” drawled Valdis as Hawke turned back to him. His face slowly morphed into a wide, deranged smile – a hint of madness shining forth. From behind him, one of the animated corpses groaned as if in agreeance.

				Valdis turned, motioning to the small sea of carts behind him. “I have thousands more on the way from Bonemire. Soon, we will have a near unstoppable army – the likes of which Fythnar has never seen. Too long have we lived in fear, too long have we been at the mercy of magic wielders–”

				“There are no magic wielders left that pose a threat, Valdis!” snapped Hawke, cutting Valdis off. “You raise an army out of fear of something which our forefathers wiped out many of years ago!”

				“Eliverus Herington hid among us for over twenty years. Who knows how many more of his kind are doing the same thing – lying in wait, preparing to strike!”

				“You are mad!”

				“Mad? No… No I am not mad, Commander. I have foresight – foresight that will ensure the survival of the human race.” Valdis strode up to the Commander, their faces inches apart as they stared at one another, the air tense around them. “One Fae, all it takes is one Fae to plant a tiny seed of rebellion in their minds. I have no doubt that word of Eliverus’ existence has reached the other courts already.” His voice began to rise, laced with a hint of paranoia. “It is what they have been waiting for – and when they come, demanding my son be removed from the throne, we will be ready.”

				The Commander spun to look at Lorch. “You aren’t buying into this madness, are you?”

				Lorch’s expression was unsure and Hawke latched on – his hand motioning towards the carts. “Innocent people have been turned into mindless… things! Taken from their families and slaughtered, for fear of a long-gone threat!”

				“Commander, perhaps we should not disregard what my father is showing us without more information–”

				“More information? What more is there to know? This is insanity!” Hawke exclaimed.

				His gut told him that Hawke was right, but Lorch’s heart was broken, and in that moment it drove him to sway in favour of his father.

				Lorch looked down at Hawke’s boots, before bringing his attention back up, expression hinting resolve. “If what we witnessed in the throne room was a hint of the kind of power a male Fae can possess, then maybe we should prepare ourselves. What if my father is right? What if with his discovery, more Fae emerge in support of him – and this land is once again swallowed in a tornado of untamed, destructive magic?”

				Hawke’s eyes were wide as he took a step back. “He has gotten to you. Your Highness, think about this – think about what he is doing here. If he loses control, who is to say these creatures will not become a bigger threat than the one you hope to shield us from?”

				“It is a risk we must take, Commander.”

				“Is it a risk you are ready to take, Lorch?”

				Lorch’s brows narrowed, his expression becoming dark. “It is.”

				Commander Hawke’s sword began to rise as his face twisted with pain. “Well, I cannot allow it.”

				The Commander spun, sword singing through the air – aimed directly at Valdis.

				Blue light erupted, and the sword halted in mid-air, a hair’s breadth from Valdis’ face. Raised in the air beside him was the Nexus Crystal amulet, the stone within pulsating with power. Valdis’ lips curled, scar stark against his face as he bared his teeth.

				Hawke’s eyes widened, shooting to the sword as it shuddered in mid-air – as if gripped in the hands of an invisible enemy. His arms trembled, sweat glittering upon his brow as the blue light caused his eyes to squint. Suddenly, magic flared, and Hawke was sent flying across the courtyard, hitting the stones a few feet way. 

				Valdis held the amulet higher and it flared anew, then Hawke began to cry out in pain.

				“You dare raise your sword against me? Against your king’s wishes?”

				Magic pulsed, causing the man to writhe in agony. Magic thrummed in the air, and Lorch noticed the guards around him had begun to twitch – their eyes darting to one another. Uneasiness, as well as fear mixed with the cool night air.

				Nearby, a woman screamed.

				Lorch turned to see his mother as she pushed through the crowd that had begun to gather, making her way to the Commander. He watched in shock as she dropped to the man’s side, clutching him desperately. 

				“Hawke!” she called, her hands fluttering to his face.

				Lorch’s expression turned to confusion. What was she doing?

				Valdis snarled from behind him. “Lynnera, move away from him – now.” His voice was a hiss as he stalked towards them.

				Golden hair twirling, Lynnera stared at her husband, her eyes wide. “Valdis, please, stop!” She moved her body to shield Hawke. 

				Behind her, Hawke’s voice was a whispered cry. “No, Lynn.”

				Valdis swiped his hand through the air once more. “Move!” he snarled again.

				When Lynnera’s jaw clenched and she shook her head, her eyes never leaving his, Valdis raised the amulet again.

				“What is this? Mother?” said Lorch, confusion wavering his voice.

				“Now, son, you can see what has been happening behind our backs! We cannot trust them,” he announced as the amulet flickered with light.

				Lorch swiftly stepped forward. “Take the Commander to the dungeons, and my mother to her rooms,” he said before further damage could be done. In his peripheral, the guards shifted. “This war is not between them and us, father. Save your energy for what is to come.”

				With reluctance, his father’s hand dropped as he slid the amulet into his pocket. The guards around them seized Hawke, before following with his mother. Lynnera struggled, her hand twined with the Commander’s as the soldiers pulled them apart.

				Lorch’s eyes were fixed on their backs as they were taken away, his face a mask of shadow.

				

Nemesis


				Nemesis raised her eyebrows and watched Valdis warily as his voice boomed around the room.

				“When were you going to reveal that the true fucking heir to the throne of Fythnar was directly under my nose?” bellowed Valdis, his voice ricocheting off the stone walls of The School of Fate.

				Etropos winced, glancing at Lakhesis as the silver-haired sister tilted her head towards the Tapestry of Life hanging on the wall behind them. Klotho descended the dais, her brows narrowed and hands on hips as she faced the man. 

				Valdis had arrived at the school at first light, his fury palpable as he stormed through the gates to the crumbling castle with a small procession hot on his heels. The Sisters of Fate had felt the waves of power rolling from him as soon as he entered the grounds, as did all of the women in the castle. 

				Nemesis had watched his procession enter through the front gates from her vantage point across the courtyard, holding back a shiver as fat droplets of rain pelted down, soaking her cloak and boots. It was not just the snap of cold that had her feeling jittery, it was also the strange feeling that followed Valdis’ arrival, like the foreboding of a storm. She knew it, as did her sisters as they stood sentry, hackles raising and bodies shifting with the uncomfortable feeling upon the wind.

				Valdis was in possession of magic.

				Now, as he paced below the shimmering tapestry like a restless wolf, the sisters watched with an air of caution. To the sides of the room stood leather-clad women, armed to the teeth and with hair and eyes ranging in many colours and hues. 

				Furies.

				Nem leaned against a cold stone wall, glittering aqua eyes tracking the man with an expression of cold anger. She had been summoned by the sisters with a small spark of magic, and that small spark had told her all she needed to know. 

				Be on guard. 

				How dare he speak that way to the Sisters of Fate, in their own home.

				The man spun, finger spearing at Klotho as she paused before him. “You knew – you all knew, and you did not tell me!”

				Klotho’s lips curled yet her composure remained calm. “We did not know.”

				“Bullshit!” he spat.

				“You are angry, and rightfully so. All you have worked for is under threat, all because of the existence of one Fae male.” Klotho’s voice was calm and cool. “But we assure you, Valdis, we had no knowledge of his survival. When you discovered him is when we felt his awakening also.”

				Valdis stared, his chest rising and falling in anger. 

				He was silent for a moment. “You speak the truth?” he asked, voice low.

				Klotho nodded; her eyes unblinking as the man speared a hand through his hair. Every woman in the castle had felt the moment Eliverus Herington’s magic crackled across the land. It was like a thunderclap – snapping across their senses and causing their hairs to stand on end.

				Such immense power. Nem had felt it to the core of her being, and she had no doubt every being attuned to magic in the land had felt it too. It did not take long for news of the situation to spread. Nem wondered how long Arii had known of the man’s true identity. When they next spoke, Nem had a handful of serious questions for her friend.

				That was if she could get to her fellow Fury before Valdis did.

				“If it were not for your assassin seedling, Eliverus would not have escaped,” continued Valdis, towering over Klotho. The woman did not flinch under his anger. “She is a traitor to the crown, and I will have her head. Tell me, where would your little Violet Assassin go if she wanted to hide from me?”

				Nem suppressed a visible flinch at the quiet venom in his words. When Klotho remained silent, Nem saw a shadow move in her peripheral vision. Her eyes flicked to Devina as the red-haired assassin’s lips curled in a smirk. Before Nem could stop her, the woman was striding forward, hips swaying. 

				“I would try where she grew up – in Evergrave,” purred the woman, hands hitching on her hips. “It is where I would look first.”

				Anger bubbled in Nem’s blood. How could she sell out a sister? Gods, Devina was truly conniving. Did her petty hate run so deep that she would hand over a fellow assassin to her death, without first hearing her side of the story?

				Valdis turned his head, expression guarded. “The East Court?” He paused, eyeing the Fury before his expression registered with mild surprise. “Ah, Devina Divine,” he said, his mouth curling in a sly smile. 

				Devina waved a hand in a theatrical display, before dipping into a low bow. “My Lord, I am a big fan of Viridya, and I think this is obvious with how frequently I visit your lovely home.”

				Valdis’ brow rose as Devina stepped forward, her expression changing from bold to eager. “Send me. I will bring her back to you – besides, I have a score to settle with our little Violet Assassin.”

				Fucking traitorous bitch. Nem’s thoughts were livid, flames of rage flickering into an inferno, but on the outside she was as cold as stone, features giving nothing away. Her poker face was perhaps better than Arii’s. 

				Valdis considered for a moment, his eyes sliding thoughtfully across the women lining the walls before turning back to the Fates. “Ariiaya and Eliverus will not be easy targets. Perhaps sending a small legion of Furies will save me losing a few tens of men.” He turned to face Klotho again. “Send your best assassins to Evergrave – bring the traitors back to me alive. Do this, and you can consider yourself spared.”

				Spared? Spared from what?

				Klotho’s throat bobbed, before she nodded swiftly.

				Nem could not hold back any longer.

				“Since when do we take orders from him?” she snapped, taking one step forward. 

				“Our alliance is simple. I bring you whatever Fae that my forces find, instead of killing them, and in return you lend your aid when needed. If not for me, your school would be half the size it is today.” A tiny quiver moved in Valdis’ brow, his eyes darkening in a way that told Nem that he would much prefer to slay those Fae as soon as they were found rather than sparing them. But this was a man made of cunning, a man who did not do anything without gain. Words hissed from between his teeth like slithering snakes. “Small favours in exchange for small mercies.”

				So, the sisters had help finding their recruits. This was news to Nem, and by the small shifts and coasting eyes around the room, it was news to some of her sisters too.

				The room stood silent for a tense moment, before Etropos’ fair voice drifted across the space between them all. “Nemesis, stand down. Our alliance still stands, Valdis. We will send word when we find them.”

				The man bowed swiftly, before twisting and heading to the doors. Every eye was fixed on him as he exited the room, the air becoming lighter in his wake. His guards quickly followed, tossing the women sour glances in their retreat.

				“You don’t really expect us to turn on one of our own, do you?” said Nem as the room began to bustle into activity around her. “Ariiaya must have good reason to have done what she did, we must hear her side of the story before handing her to him.”

				Etropos finally moved from her position, her face drawn with sadness. “Your sister has acted against the crown, Nemesis. She defied the orders given to her from the Gods.”

				“Those orders proved to be false, her target untrue.”

				“Be that as it may, we must comply with Valdis’ wishes. If not, we lose a very powerful ally.”

				“But you sent Ariiaya to kill his son!”

				Etropos paused with lips parted as Lakhesis spoke from the dais. “Nemesis Rion, hold your tongue!”

				Nem bowed her head. Anger rippled through her body in waves, boiling her blood. 

				A Fury must not think, a Fury must not feel… 

				A Fury must always obey.

				No matter how Nem felt about Arii, the woman had gone against her orders. Nem knew that. Arii had chosen her heart over her duty. She had chosen feelings over fate.

				Klotho’s eyes slid to Nem, then to Devina. “Devina, Nemesis – prepare to travel to Evergrave. You have your orders.” The woman’s eyes fixed back on Devina. “Remember, they must be brought back to Viridya alive.” The woman emphasised the word as she eyed Devina. Devina had the gall to snort.

				“Anyone else aiding them,” Klotho paused before a slow smirk cracked her beautiful features. 

				“Kill them.”
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Chapter Three

				
Ariiaya


				
				Birds chimed in song as early morning light pierced the clouds above, painting the tall trees and thick underbrush in saturated gold. Arii lifted a hand, hovering her open palm before her as they walked through the dense forest. A little sphere of magic formed, shimmering on her palm like a crystal ball. She turned and trotted backwards, holding the glowing sphere out to the man who trailed silently behind her. He hadn’t spoken much over the hour or so since they began their path to Evergrave, and the silence had Arii feeling edgy.

				When Arii was edgy, she tended to use her hands.

				Elijah slowed, eyes lifting to her offering, before he paused mid step, brows drawn in a look of mild agitation and wariness. 

				“What are you doing?” he murmured, uneasy.

				“You could do this too – all you need to do is will the ball to form. Watch,” she added a second palm to the first, another sphere rippling into existence beside the first as she cupped her palms together.

				Elijah’s voice was a low snap. “No.”

				“Just try! You have to learn to control your magic, Elijah.”

				“I said no.”

				Her eyes lifted to see the man stopped dead, arms folded across his chest and his lips drawn in a deep frown. 

				Stubborn bloody brute.

				“Look, magic is like a muscle. The more you use it, the easier and stronger it gets.” 

				When his expression did not change, she lifted her palm, willing the two spheres to meld as one before bouncing the ball upon her palm. Her eyes slid from the magic to Elijah’s face again.

				Elijah huffed and she saw a tick of frustration forming on his jaw. “I… What if I…” He paused, glancing away, his silver eyes fixed on anything but her. “I cannot risk causing another explosion – a repeat of the destruction I caused in Viridya.”

				Arii bit her lip, fighting back a very inappropriate giggle as his eyes slid slowly back to her, his face turning incredulous. “Did you just… laugh at me?”

				Her brow quirked as she placed a hand on her hip, continuing to bounce the ball of magic upon her palm. “I understand you have been raised for the majority of your life to fear magic, Elijah, but it isn’t as scary as you think.” Arii inhaled loudly before she suddenly grabbed the ball and threw it hard and fast, right at Elijah’s head.

				The man ducked as the sphere whizzed overhead, slamming into a nearby tree with a light crack.

				As he slowly recovered, gazing at the smoking black mark left on the tree, Elijah’s head turned back to her. Arii bit her lip, sucking in another giggle as it bubbled up from within – taking in the look on his face.

				His expression was livid.

				Gods, perhaps lake water had leaked into her brain. Rarely did she giggle. Actually, she was not sure she had ever giggled in her entire life. She raised her hands – palms up – as Elijah stormed the small space between them like an enraged bear. 

				Suddenly, magic rippled in the air, and the taste of syrup doused the back of her tongue – causing the hairs on her nape to stand on end. Elijah’s dark hair danced as a breeze picked up, and Arii swore she felt the ground beneath their feet shudder. The trees swayed above them with a little more vigour than what she would deem as natural, branches creaking as they rubbed together.

				His anger was a weight on the air around them and the feeling was now all too familiar.

				If he would not willingly explore his magic, perhaps she would annoy him until he had no choice but to use it. The hope of the land lay on his shoulders now, whether he liked it or not. There was a possibility he could kill her in the process, but that was a risk she had to take.

				Magic crackled between her fingers, blue sparks igniting as her lips curled into a slow, sardonic smirk.

				“Don’t you fucking dare,” he hissed, raising a warning finger – but too late.

				Another small ball of magic flew past his head.

				Then another.

				“Arii!”

				Crack.

				“Hah ha!” Arii chuckled.

				He ducked another sphere, which narrowly missed his head again. “By the gods–”

				Crack.

				Arii whipped up a large ball, before snapping out a hand like lightning, aiming for his chest. The ball speared through the air, and she was sure she was about to land a hit.

				The sphere suddenly halted in mid-air, an arm length away from Elijah’s chest.

				His hand was outstretched, fingers splayed as if to catch the sphere. His arm shook, little ripples vibrating down his broad shoulder – teeth clenched with a hissed breath as his chest rose and fell with anger, and possibly a smidge of fear.

				Her eyes lifted, and she was met with a look of pure silver rage.

				Uh oh.

				The sphere fell and disintegrated on the forest floor, and suddenly within a blink he was before her. His hands gripped her upper arms, and before she could protest, he slammed her back against a nearby tree.

				“Ow, what the fu–”

				“Shh.” Elijah hissed suddenly.

				“Don’t tell me to–”

				“Arii, listen!”

				His tone had her halting. She heard the leaves around them rustling, birds chattering in the distance, and then she heard the heavy thump of his heart. He was so close, his fingers tight on her biceps, his face inches from her own. She felt sparks ignite in her stomach as she gazed up slowly, eyes tracking up from the rip in his fighting leathers, up his lightly bearded neck, then to his strong chin – finally resting on his eyes. They were narrowed and dark, like rolling storm clouds over the sea. The anger in their depths had dissipated as quickly as it had appeared, his fingers loosening around her arms yet he still remained close. His palms pressed against the tree either side of her, and she swallowed harshly as his scent drifted over her. Salt, lake water, pine and musk. 

				Her eyes fluttered closed, and she pressed the back of her head to the bark. She thought back to the night they had kissed at the School of Fate after he had rescued her from Bonemire – and he had revealed his scars. He had shown a side to himself that she was sure he had never revealed to anyone else – a vulnerability she knew he hid like she did herself. The moment was raw, and she remembered the look in his eyes as he had turned to her after she finished placing kisses upon his scarred back. She wondered if he felt a flicker of the same warring emotions she had been battling with since that night. In many ways, they were much the same – both brought up being told how to feel, how to think.

				Being manipulated into lying to themselves.

				He shifted, causing her eyes to snap open and she saw him tilt his head, his voice low as he said, “We have company.” 

				She felt her spine stiffen as he glanced around the tree.

				Footsteps, more than one pair in the distance, stomped through the foliage without a thought of being stealthy. She felt Elijah’s glare on her, not needing to meet his eyes to know it was accusatory. 

				“Red Guard soldiers, at least six of them. No doubt they heard your little show of magic. What were you thinking?”

				Arii rolled her eyes. “Or perhaps it was the mini earth tremor that you caused!”

				“I didn’t cause any tremors!” he hissed defensively as the footsteps grew closer.

				Arii leaned back against the tree, eyes narrowed as she slid a dagger from her belt, twirling the metal through her fingers. 

				“Bullshit. It’s your untamed magic, Elijah – it happens when you grow angry. Haven’t you noticed the strange weather anomalies that suddenly appear around you? Thunderclaps, earth shakes?”

				He was staring now, lips downturned as usual, but he remained silent.

				“Your magic is so powerful, it could hurt innocent people! Another reason why you need to learn to control it,” she muttered, chancing a swift peek at the oncoming soldiers before unsheathing her second dagger and offering it to him. Countless times when she was around him in the castle had she noticed sudden booms of thunder when there were no signs of a storm in the sky. A hint, she now knew, of the colossal power hidden inside him. He had admitted to her in the library when she had first gazed upon his face that he had trouble sleeping during thunderstorms. Perhaps it was his suppressed magic keeping him up at night, the storms a reflection of his inner turmoil.

				“Stay here,” he said as his fingers curled around the hilt of the offered dagger, brushing her own and causing warmth to slither up her arm. How could such a tiny touch incite such strong reactions from her body? Never had anyone coaxed so many conflicting emotions, so many feelings from within her. It was confusing. Naught a few months ago, the only feeling within her was cool indifference – hardly a ripple fluttering against her walls of stone as she watched the world through a haze of grey.

				Not even Lorch had brought forth such a storm of feeling from within. It was as if Lorch had begun to thaw her defences – like a candle to ice. Elijah was a heavy silver mace – poised to shatter her wall completely. The question was, was she ready to allow that to happen? She wondered if he had any inkling of her own thunderstorm raging beneath the surface when she was in his proximity.

				She pushed those thoughts aside. After a few drawn-out seconds, their gazes locked until he moved away and his expression became emotionless as the footsteps approached closer. They were being hunted after all. Now was not the time to fixate over how she felt or guess how he felt about her, like some sort of chaotic, hormonal teenager. As far as she was concerned – he probably hated her for what she had done. She had shattered all he had known, opened the door to the flood of his memories he had spent years suppressing.

				What she should be fixated over was why he had not slit her throat yet, and not the trained, languid grace of his body as he silently moved away, taking on all the signs of a trained warrior. 

				Arii estimated they were just on the outskirts of Amberbourne now, a short stroll to the gates of the town. Their clothing was still damp from the lake water, and they were in need of weapons – Elijah having been unarmed somewhere during their escape from the castle.

				All they had were her daggers.

				It was all they needed.

				The soldiers stopped to survey the clearing, and one of the men halted by the base of the tree where Arii’s orb of magic had singed the shadow of a perfect circle in the smoking bark. The man moved his hand towards his sword – just as steel pressed against his throat.

				“Lower your weapons, back away and return with your men to Viridya. Do this without a fight – and we will let you live,” whispered Elijah, his voice low and dangerous, his form materialising from the shadows of the tree that the soldier had been surveying seconds ago. The man’s eyes widened in surprise, and then narrowed in anger as his hand hovered over the pommel of his sword.

				“Wolfe! You traitor,” hissed the soldier, swallowing thickly as the steel pressed deeper into his windpipe. The other soldiers were all tense, swords drawn, eyes fixed on the hulking, dark presence behind the leader of their small search party. The man, despite the threat, continued to speak, “There is a pretty hefty price on your head, Elijah, one that will set us up for years. The King wants you alive – and your little Fury bitch too.”

				“You keep talking, Sykes, that is unwise.”

				“We no longer take orders from you, Fae scum.”

				Elijah’s shoulders tensed. His lips curled back from his teeth, unbeknownst to him showing his fangs, as his silver eyes skipped over the five soldiers staring back at him. All men he had once worked with, all men he had spoken with over maps and strategized with in the council chambers. Some he had trained himself as recruits.

				Five soldiers, not six…

				Weapon raised, the sixth soldier dashed from behind a nearby pine tree, letting his poised arrow fly.

				Several things happened in that moment. Silver flashed across the archer’s neck – larynx opening to the air – red spraying in a bloody arch over the nearby ferns.

				Then she was upon them like death riding the wind. Silver speared through the air, dagger embedding in the fifth soldier as Arii streaked across the clearing – her body a blur as she threw out a hand…

				And halted the arrow in mid-air with a ripple of magic – inches from Elijah’s face.

				The arrow dropped to the forest floor as she dashed at the fourth soldier, hand snapping to swipe the dagger from the previous soldier’s chest – before lodging it in the next man’s throat.

				She was like a blur, golden tipped tresses a fan around her as men died before they could scream.

				Then she was before the second last soldier.

				Her hands grasped the man’s skull, her eyes like purple fire as her lips pulled back over her teeth in a feral snarl – a look of rage causing her features to twist as she moved to snap the soldier’s neck.

				“Stop.”

				It was Elijah’s voice – the only voice that could snap through her blood rage in that moment. Arii paused, her nails lightly indenting the man’s cheeks as he froze in terror, legs quaking and causing his metal armour to rattle.

				Her head tilted, a lock of hair sliding behind one delicately pointed ear as she stared at Elijah, breath hissing through her clenched teeth. Her eyes flashed as they met his, challenge glimmering in their depths.

				Perhaps the humans were not wrong in fearing a force such as her. 

				“I told you to wait.”

				“And miss the fun? Unlikely…” Arii purred against the soldier’s neck, earning her an audible swallow of fear which stoked her inner beast.

				“It didn’t have to be like this, Sykes. Agree to leave now and you can save this man’s life, as well as your own. All you have to do is deliver a message to the King.”

				Sykes’ eyes were fixated on the Fae female before them, their depths watery with fear. When he did not respond, Elijah removed the blade and jerked the man around, before shoving him back towards his companion.

				“Tell Lorch that we can talk about this and come to an understanding without any more bloodshed.”

				“Is it true, what they say about you? Are you truly a Herington?” Sykes croaked, rubbing at his neck.

				Elijah bristled, his shoulders lifting. “What or who I am does not matter, my long service to the King should count for something. Tell him that I am willing to speak – peacefully.”

				Arii’s head turned back to the soldier in her grip, offering him a slow, full-toothed smile – showing her fangs. The man whimpered as her fingers slipped from his face and she took a step back. 

				“I do not want his throne. Tell him that.” Elijah added.

				Arii felt her spine straighten, her brows narrowing as she stared at Elijah once more. He may not want the throne – but that did not change the fact that he was the one who was supposed to be upon it. 

				She was sure it was his fate.

				Perhaps Freya Bloom could convince him to pursue his birthright. They could not allow Valdis to reign any longer – using his son as a political shield. The Courts had been divided for too long, the land and its people in chaos. Her head hurt at the thought of the massive task ahead of her. Not only did she have to try to convince him to believe he was good enough, and that it was his destiny to sit upon the throne and rule – but she was sure the other courts would need convincing too. The land of Fythnar needed balance – needed a strong leader upon the northern throne.

				They could not face Valdis and his army of undead alone.

				“Go,” snapped Elijah, his words causing Sykes to flinch before he turned to the last remaining soldier and the two men fled from the clearing.

				And then his heavy gaze was upon her once more.

				“What in the world is wrong with you?”

				“A thank you for saving your life would be more fitting to this situation, would it not?”

				Elijah sheathed the dagger in his belt before growling, “They would have retreated had you not set yourself upon them like a crazed animal!”

				“Hah! Crazed animal? Elijah, they were going to kill us – despite the reward on offer. Those men live to kill our kind.”

				“No wonder that is so – when you are upon them like a shadow and slitting open their throats!”

				Her shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Old habits die hard, I’m afraid.”

				“Gods, you’re truly unbelievable!” Elijah hissed as he shouldered past her, stomping in the direction they were headed before the interruption.

				“I know,” she grinned, dipping to remove two swords from the fallen soldiers before skipping after him. At least they now had some weapons, she supposed. 

				She held her palm out to his back, asking, “I’d like my dagger back now, please.”

				“You’ll get it back when we reach Evergrave. Or perhaps when you show that you can be somewhat reasonable.”

				Jerk.

				She cocked a middle finger at his back, bottom lip slipping forward in a mock pout as she followed in Elijah’s heavy, anger-laced footsteps. “I tried being reasonable once… I didn’t like it.”

				“Fates help me,” the man muttered as they began picking their way through the shrubs.

				

Hawke


				Shackles clinked against one another as Hawke sat up, his back propped against the stone wall of his cell. He winced, aches blooming all over his body as he blew out a breath. He felt as if he had fallen and been trampled by a stampede of horses, and the slightest shift had his body flaring with pain.

				Valdis was mad, truly and twistedly so. Hawke had always had a feeling that the man was off – but he had never thought he would stoop so low as to practice necromancy, using the very magic they all feared so much. It boggled Hawke’s mind, causing nausea to roll. He had already been sick once and knowing the mess would not be cleaned up halted the bile halfway up.

				Across the cell, he heard a light moan, causing his eyes to snap open.

				Lynnera.

				Shock jarred his body. He thought she had been taken to her rooms, not dragged to the dungeons with him.

				As quickly as his howling body would allow, Hawke stood, moving to the bars to gaze across the small space between cells to where Lynnera sat. She was in the middle of the cell, her eyes squeezed closed and her hands pressed against her temples. 

				“Lynn,” Hawke whispered, shackles clinking against the bars as he strained to see her in the dim light. “Lynn, are you alright? What are you doing down here?”

				“I fought them, Hawke, as best I could. Rather than deal with me, Valdis had me sent down here to ‘reflect on what I have done’.” the woman whispered, her voice light… broken. 

				“My son, how could he…” she groaned, and Hawke felt his heart squeeze. He should have gotten her out long ago, along with Sybell and Lorch – before Valdis had the chance to sink his claws into them.

				Now, he feared he was too late for Lorch.

				Sybell, on the other hand, perhaps there was still hope for her.

				“Lynn, listen to me. We need to find a way out of here. If what we saw in the courtyard is any indication – something is about to happen and I fear we may not survive it.” He swallowed, cheek pressing against the bars. Gods, he felt twice his age in that moment, but he would rather die than let what had happened to Ingrid happen to Lynnera and his daughter. Suddenly his thoughts drifted over Arii and Elijah, and he did not blame them for fleeing the castle. It was still registering in his mind that the man who had stood by the King for so long was a Fae – and the rightful heir to the
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