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      Only a dragon prince and a disgraced healer can save the kingdom…

      When Prince Tagaris shows up on Gwen’s doorstep asking for help, she’s tempted to shut the door in his face. After all, the dragon lord banished her from court—alongside her mentor—when they failed to heal the dying king five years before. But Gwen can’t deny his request.

      Tagaris’s niece, Comnena, has been stricken with the same mysterious disease that killed the king. And Gwen soon realizes the young woman isn’t sick—she’s been poisoned. The dragon queen insists her daughter’s condition be kept secret, so Tagaris devises a solution to hide Gwen’s true purpose: a fake courtship.

      He’s the last person on earth Gwen could ever love, but he’s the only one she can rely on to help her cure Comnena. And there’s more to Tagaris than she imagined. As she finds herself getting closer to him, their fake courtship begins to turn into something dangerously real.

      But can Gwen truly forgive the dragon lord? And can they work together to stop the kingdom from going up in flames?
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      Basilicos (ba-SILL-i-cos)

      The Learned Bibliocracy of Storringhythe (STOR-ring-hythe)

      Rhymney (RIM-nee)
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      Basilican Names

      Eupraxia (yoo-PRAX-i-a)

      Tagaris (ta-GAIR-is)

      Comnena (com-NEE-na)

      Prisca (PRISS-ca)

      Destasia (de-STAY-ja—the -stasia portion is pronounced the same as it would be in Anastasia)

      Diocles (DIE-oh-cleez)

      

      Rhymnian Names

      (A general note: Rhymnian names follow Welsh pronunciation rules. The emphasis is always on the penultimate syllable. Additionally, f sounds like v, y sounds like uh, and while there is no perfect English equivalent to ll, the closest is the hard th in thing)
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      “Hurry up, girl! Where’s that potion?” Abertha barked at Gwen, dodging the limbs of the wiry young man that lay on the treatment table. The humidity of the treatment room had twisted her mentor’s peppery hair into tight ringlets, and as she scowled in Gwen’s direction, her wizened face became a map of deep lines and wrinkles.

      “We could just touch-heal him and not have to bother ourselves with a pain reliever,” Gwen muttered under her breath as she continued to work on the potion. Brewing it wasn’t difficult, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant—nor was it quickly finished. As a healer, she hated to see her patients suffer a moment longer than they needed to. Though this particular patient did seem to be making things worse for himself, refusing to sit still despite his injury.

      “Gwen?” Abertha said impatiently.

      “I’m coming,” she told the old healer. “Give me a second.”

      “Stop moving!” Nesta, Abertha’s young apprentice, squeaked. “I thought owl shifters were supposed to be stoic.”

      “You try sitting still while the royal company is approaching! I have to get back out there to see what’s going on,” he insisted.

      He’d been dropped on their doorstep this morning, restless and in pain after dislocating his left shoulder in a fight with some other shifters. Gwen worried he might have hit his head as well—why else would he be ranting so much about seeing the royal company traveling the road to town?

      No royal had any reason to be out here, in the far reaches of the kingdom. That was why Gwen and Abertha had chosen to move to this tiny village in the first place.

      “You probably mistook a small military contingent for the royals,” she said, trying to push down a creeping sense of unease. We’re safe here, she reminded herself. We’re safe.

      The shifter craned his neck to look at her. “I know the royal guards when I see them. And they weren’t traveling alone. They were with the prince!”

      Gwen caught Abertha’s eye. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t. Her hand started shaking, and she hid it in her pocket, not wanting her mentor to see. It brushed against sprigs of rosemary and soft, fuzzy lemongrass leaves—she’d been foraging earlier and had, as usual, stuffed her pockets with the ingredients common to so many potions. In fact…

      She poked around in her pocket until her fingers brushed against something sharp. She smiled, retrieving the fragrant, green needles that were needed to finish the potion.

      Gwen torched the needles in the flame beneath the beaker. They started to hiss and pop, crackling the way she imagined a wizard’s spell might. When the ends were crisp, she dumped them into the beaker and took a long metal spoon, stirring the concoction together.

      She stifled the flame beneath the burner, grabbed a strainer, and emptied the liquid contents into a tin cup before rushing over to Abertha. Gwen leaned against the treatment table, offering the cup to the young man.

      The shifter was petite, no more than fifteen—almost the age Nesta was now—his face still marked with the spots of youth, though most bird shifters remained tiny even as they aged. Hollow-boned, Abertha called them. It made them light and fast and difficult to pin down. He had bright, round eyes that darted around the room like he was looking for a perch where he could escape.

      “Drink this,” Gwen ordered, attempting to tip the contents of the cup down his throat. The shifter turned his aquiline nose up at the cup, spluttering as the pain-relieving potion touched his lips. “I know it’s not pleasant, but it really will help. Otherwise, it’s going to hurt when Abertha pops your arm back into place.”

      “It’s vile,” he cried, sitting up so quickly that Gwen almost dropped the potion cup while Nesta stumbled against a shelf filled with old parchments and healing recipes. “Can’t you just magic me back together? This is going to hurt more than when I dislocated it!”

      “You know that’s not how we do things,” Abertha said sternly. “Keep him still!” She struggled a bit as she removed her boot one-handed. Her right arm ended in a stump—a “gift” from the royal family of Basilicos after Abertha had failed to save the ailing king. Gwen had still been her apprentice back then, and the sight of Abertha’s stump always made her shiver with memory.

      “What are you going to do?” Nesta wondered.

      “If you get the heel of your foot in their armpit, it gives you leverage,” Abertha said, sitting on the edge of the table and setting her stocking covered foot down. “Then you grab their dislocated arm and pull hard while pushing in with your heel.”

      “You’re going to rip my arm off!” the shifter exclaimed.

      “I’m doing no such thing,” Abertha said. “Now drink your pain tonic and stop whining.”

      “I don’t think so!” He curled his knees up to kick at them, finally succeeding in knocking the pain reliever from Gwen’s hand. The tonic splattered across the wood floor, seeping between the crevices.

      “Hey!” Nesta cried.

      Before they could stop him, the young man shifted, his limbs contracting almost instantly as feathers sprouted through his skin. His cry became an aching screech as his human form was replaced by a small barn owl with dark eyes and golden wings. With his injured arm converted to an injured wing, he couldn’t fly away from them, but his much smaller form was perfectly able to tuck itself into a gap under a cabinet where he’d be difficult to reach.

      “That’s quite enough!” Abertha bellowed, putting her left hand and her right stump on her hips. “Get back out here this instant.”

      The owl screeched at them.

      “I think that means no,” Nesta said.

      “I don’t see why we couldn’t have just touch-healed him,” Gwen said loud enough for Abertha to hear her this time. “We could have already finished.” Touch-healing wasn’t an option for Abertha anymore, of course. Not without her healing hand. But Gwen and Nesta both had the gift—and Gwen had already started teaching Nesta how to use it. Treating this boy could already be over and done with, letting them move on to the next patient in the long line waiting outside their door.

      “Some things should be done the old-fashioned way,” Abertha reminded her. It took every ounce of Gwen’s self-restraint not to roll her eyes as the healer started in on a familiar rant. “Magic is a gift, not a shortcut. And your supply isn’t infinite. You should reserve it for when it’s truly needed. A simple dislocation like this should be easily remedied without magic.”

      “But it takes far longer to properly heal.”

      “Good. Then he’ll have plenty of time to think about how stupid it was to start squabbling with shifters twice his size all because he claims he saw the prince,” Abertha said. “Maybe this way, he’ll learn to be wiser in the future.” She paired her words with a sharp look toward the corner that hid the owl. Abertha had little patience for foolish behavior. Actually, she had little patience with most things. No one would ever call Abertha a soft woman. She was honorable, capable, and enormously skilled—with or without her healing hand—and she was even kind in her own gruff way, not to mention generous toward Gwen, the orphan she’d taken in as a baby. But soft? No, never that.

      Gwen pursed her lips, accepting the scolding that was meant for her as much as for the shifter. She still thought healing the boy would be best…but this was Abertha’s infirmary, not hers. Abertha’s decisions ruled. “Very well,” Gwen said, taking off her apron. “We’ll do it your way.”

      Using her apron as a net, she managed to get it wrapped around the shifter, dragging him from his hiding place. He hooted in protest and tried to scratch her with his talons, but her apron was thick and sturdy, and he was wrapped up too tightly to have much leverage.

      She dumped him unceremoniously back on the treatment table. “Excellent,” Abertha said, unwrapping the owl from Gwen’s apron and pointing her stump at it. “I’ve faced more terrible things than you, boy, so I’ll warn you against trying anything like that again. Now, I can attempt to fix you in this condition, but it would be much easier if you were human.”

      The owl gave a soft hoot just as a harsh knock sounded in the front room, startling them all. On their healing days, everyone knew they weren’t to be disturbed. Healing was a delicate business, requiring attention and concentration. A loud, unexpected noise at the wrong moment could botch a potion or interrupt a touch-healing midway through, which wouldn’t be comfortable for the healer or the patient. Those in need of their services waited patiently in a line outside until it was their turn. Who would have the audacity to pound on their door this way? Abertha’s gaze landed on Nesta. She flicked her head and the girl hurried down the hall to answer the door.

      Abertha sat the owl on the treatment table. He hooted again, tilting his head, those black eyes studying them. “I know you’re in pain,” Abertha said. “Two minutes and this could all be over.”

      The owl tried pecking her stump.

      Gwen couldn’t help feeling a little sympathy for him. She didn’t like it when Abertha treated her like a child, either. Maybe it was time for her to seriously think about striking out on her own. Her apprenticeship was finished, and she was a healer in her own right. Abertha had Nesta to help with the tasks that would be difficult without her hand, including touch-healing—when and if Abertha agreed it was truly necessary. Gwen wasn’t needed here, not really. She just…wasn’t sure where she would go, out in the world all on her own. Abertha was the closest thing to family Gwen had. And even if she never said the words, Gwen knew Abertha loved her. Walking away from that wouldn’t be easy—especially when she didn’t really have anything to walk toward.

      The owl shifted back suddenly, his limbs lengthening at alarming speeds, the feathers retracting back through his skin. What was once a soft, heart-shaped face with a beak became the bony prominences of a human skull. The young man clutched his dislocated arm, squinting in pain.

      Abertha tutted. “See what happens when you do a ridiculous thing like shift in the middle of your treatment? Now lay down.”

      “Gwen!” Nesta shouted from down the hall. “I need you!”

      With a sigh, Gwen marched off down the narrow hall toward the wooden door that Nesta leaned against. “What’s going on?” she asked. “We just got him to shift back. You’re about to miss Abertha relocating his shoulder.”

      Nesta’s expression was frozen, her teeth clenched, a deep line between her brows. Whatever was on the other side of that door clearly wasn’t pleasant.

      Gwen’s concern skyrocketed. “Is it a patient? Someone in a serious condition?” No, that couldn’t be it. If there was an emergency, Nesta would have already brought the patient inside. Was it someone looking to make trouble? There could be tensions sometimes between the shifters and the other humans throughout the nation of Basilicos—and their infirmary, focused on the treatment of shifters, was an easy target.

      Nesta scurried out of the way, and Gwen wrenched the door open, expecting something terrible, but what she saw was worse.

      Oh stars! she thought as her jaw dropped. Nesta’s panic suddenly made perfect sense. She automatically dipped into a shallow curtsey, her heart in her throat. “Prince Tagaris,” she bit out, staring at her feet. The shifter had been right. It was the royal company he saw traveling on the road. And now she was face to face with the man—the dragon shifter—she had hoped to never see again.

      The man who had taken Abertha’s hand.

      The trembling in Gwen’s hands was back, but she clenched them into fists, not wanting him to see her fear. She straightened, taking the prince in like a bad dream. He was taller than she remembered, towering over both her and Nesta, with the powerful musculature that dragon shifters were known for, even in their human forms.

      He was still the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      It seemed wrong that someone so harsh should have those lush, soft-looking waves of black hair—that someone so cruel would have such angelic features. The most striking thing about him were his eyes, a shade of blue so icy they almost looked silver. She’d always had trouble meeting those piercing, penetrating eyes. When she was younger, living in the palace as Abertha’s apprentice, she’d get flushed and embarrassed when their eyes met. Now, the sight of them sent a chill down her spine.

      It took a minute before she even realized there were others with him—a royal contingent of guards. Each of them bore the crest of the house of Basilicos on their armor and their shields: a flame-spitting dragon etched in gold with a small blood-red ruby for an eye. It was a sign of both the wealth and the power of the royal family. As if anyone needed a reminder. The royal court was composed entirely of magical shifters, but it was always dragons who ruled—with fire, razor-sharp teeth, and iron fists. Currently, it was Tagaris’s sister who sat on the throne rather than Tagaris himself, but the power he held was terrifying all the same. In part because he headed the army—and in part because of the sheer strength he held.

      The last thing she wanted to do was speak to him or entertain his reasons for being on their doorstep. Frankly, she would have been happy to never see him again. But apparently, that wasn’t an option. “Your Grace, I apologize, but we have patients to see,” she said curtly, shoving Nesta back into the infirmary. “If you could excuse us⁠—”

      She tried to close the door, but the prince threw his hand out, catching it so forcefully that Gwen had to marvel at his strength. From the corner of her eye, she swore she saw a flicker of smoke seep beneath his hand where it touched the wood. Was he doing that on purpose? It was impossible to say. Dragons had control of fire…but in her experience, they rarely had control of their tempers, and when they were riled, things tended to catch aflame.

      “I am in need of assistance,” he said brusquely.

      “As is the shifter we have on our treatment table,” Gwen replied, wondering what the prince could possibly want from them when the palace was equipped with its own royal healer—the one who had replaced Abertha when she was relieved of her title and her ability to touch-heal.

      “I have traveled a long way in search of help,” he said. “You will hear me out.”

      “Abertha!” Gwen called, taking a step back. If he wanted anything from them, then he could go ahead and speak to the woman whose hand he took.

      Abertha hurried down the hall. “What is taking you two so long?”

      Gwen stepped aside, letting Abertha see just who had interrupted their morning. Abertha hid her shock well, but Gwen had been living with her long enough—all twenty-two years of her life—to know when the healer was rattled.

      Abertha lowered her head and gave the prince a perfunctory curtsey. “Your Grace,” she said. “You’ll have to excuse us. We’re in the middle of a treatment.”

      “I am here to speak with you about an urgent matter.”

      “Are you injured?” Abertha asked.

      His eyes narrowed. “No.”

      “Are you actively dying?”

      “No,” the prince repeated, his lips curling back over his teeth.

      “Then I am bound by my oath as a healer to focus on the others who arrived here before you.” Abertha gestured down the side of the building where a snakey line of patients—mostly shifters since that was their specialty—waited for care. “I’ll have to ask you to join the queue.”

      “This is the Prince of Basilicos,” one of the guards barked.

      “And we are one of the only infirmaries in this region,” Abertha pointed out. The healing oath bound each healer to treat all patients equally, whether they were members of the royal family or the lowliest creatures in the land. Tagaris knew that too, which was probably why he scowled at Abertha instead of forcing the issue.

      “If you are truly in need of our assistance,” Abertha continued. “You can wait your turn like all the others.”
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      “The prince!” Nesta whispered, hardly containing the squeal of excitement that rattled between her teeth as they walked back to the treatment room. “Here! On our doorstep. Can you believe it?”

      Gwen didn’t want to believe it. That was half the problem. By all the stars in the sky, what was the crown Prince of Basilicos doing here? She took a little comfort in the fact that she and Abertha hadn’t been immediately arrested or attacked. In fact, the prince had actually seemed as if he needed help of some sort. But what could he possibly want of them?

      Nesta grabbed her arm and squeezed. “It’s him. It’s really the prince!”

      “It’s not the kind of honor you think it is,” Gwen said, taking the girl by the shoulders and steering her down the hall. “Trust me. It’s much better to stay away from the royals and the deceptions of their court.” Not to mention the danger and the violence. That type of power was a messy, bloody thing, the likes of which Gwen hoped Nesta would never experience.

      But from the enraptured look on Nesta’s face, it was clear to Gwen that her words were falling on deaf ears.

      “I knew the prince was said to be handsome, but I didn’t know he would be that handsome,” the girl gushed, and Gwen fought the urge to roll her eyes.

      “Poisonous snakes are sometimes beautiful,” she pointed out. “That doesn’t make them any less deadly.”

      “So you think he’s handsome too?” Nesta asked, wide-eyed. “But you never think anyone is handsome.”

      Gwen sighed. It wasn’t that she never thought anyone was handsome, it was just…she didn’t care how any of the men in town looked. Her studies and her work were all that mattered. They were how she earned her keep, how she proved her usefulness. Wasting her time on a silly romance never seemed worthwhile compared to that.

      “How long do you think he’ll wait out there?” Nesta asked, still babbling as they entered the treatment room. “Will he think us very rude if we don’t offer refreshments? I could brew some tea.”

      The young owl-shifter sat on the edge of the treatment table, clutching his injured arm which was now immobilized in a sling. Abertha had obviously popped it back into place while Gwen was gaping at the prince. “I told you, didn’t I?” he boasted. “It really is the Prince of Basilicos!”

      “You were right!” Nesta squealed as if opening the door to find royalty was the most fantastic thing that had ever happened to her. Nesta had no idea how truly lucky she was to have lived her life sheltered in the tiny village of Kala’s Well. She’d been spared the ruthless scramble for power that came with life at court—and she’d never had to fear the long, terrible shadow of the royal family’s anger falling on her head. Gwen could only hope that, no matter what the next few hours held for Gwen and Abertha, Nesta would be spared.

      “Did you see the guards?” the owl-shifter asked.

      “Six of them,” Nesta said, grinning now that someone was indulging her excitement. “They have rubies on their armor and swords longer than my arm!”

      “I heard the royals only employ predator shifters in their personal guard.”

      “What else could possibly defend a dragon?” Nesta said.

      Gwen lost track of the conversation as she watched Abertha poke around the supply shelves. The old healer hadn’t said a single word about the prince after slamming the door in his face, and she was deliberately avoiding looking at Gwen. If she was trying to hide her worry, there was no need. Gwen was fretting enough for the both of them. She wondered if Abertha’s right arm ached with the phantom pain of her healing hand. All Gwen could think about was the sharp sound the heated metal ax had made as it sliced through the air, severing Abertha’s hand from her body, and the rancid scent of scalding flesh. The blade of the ax had been so hot it immediately cauterized the wound and there had been very little blood. But Gwen remembered the scream that had ripped from deep in Abertha’s chest and the endless pain that had followed. She remembered foraging for willow bark to keep the fevers and infection away as they traveled away from the capital. They’d been on the road for days when a man with a wagon had finally taken pity on them and offered them a ride. Gwen had sat in the back of the wagon for two days, Abertha’s head in her lap, as she tipped a pain reliever into the old healer’s mouth drop by drop.

      Gwen shook off that memory and went back to racking her brain, trying to come up with a scenario that the prince would consider an urgent matter.

      “Here,” Abertha said, finally turning around. She handed Gwen a small packet of herbs. “Finish up with this patient and bring in the next.”

      Abertha’s fingers lingered against Gwen’s palm, and she felt a sudden rush of devotion for the older woman. She was the closest thing Gwen had to family. She hadn’t known enough all those years ago to help Abertha save the king. If she had, she might have been able to save Abertha’s hand.

      “What are you waiting for?” Abertha said, as brusque and impatient as ever.

      “Nothing,” Gwen replied, turning toward the treatment table.

      The owl shifter looked up at her, his wide, studious gaze full of wonder. She could tell he was entranced by the thought of royalty in their town, eager to flee to the streets and discuss the happenings with his friends. No doubt the prince had marched in through the town square with his golden banners flying. It wasn’t a market day, so the square would have been quiet, meaning the sound of rattling chainmail and steel-plated boots would have echoed down streets and alleyways, attracting the attention of every household in Kala’s Well. The entirety of the town was probably already whispering about the visit, poking their heads out of shops and leaving their fields just for the opportunity to bow at Tagaris’s feet. Only Gwen and Abertha knew the true danger of eliciting a dragon’s attention.

      “Take this,” Gwen said, smoothing the pack of herbs between her thumb and forefinger before pressing it into the owl-shifter’s hand. “Brew it into a tea, no more than once in the morning and once at night, to help with any pain. Submerging your shoulder in cool water can also help with the dull ache.”

      The shifter nodded, jumping down from the table. “Thanks.”

      “No strenuous activity,” Gwen continued. “Not until you’re fully healed. That means no shifting. No flying. Or else you run the risk of reinjuring yourself and⁠—”

      He groaned. “For how long?”

      “You should be able to remove the sling and resume most activities in about two weeks.”

      “But shifting?” he said pointedly.

      Gwen sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to like her answer. “It can take up to three months for a dislocated shoulder to properly heal.”

      “Three months!” he cried. “I think I’ll just accept the risk of reinjuring it.”

      “Suit yourself,” Gwen said. She knew from experience that arguing would be a waste of her breath. He’d learn caution and good sense on his own or not at all. There was nothing she could do about that. She steered him toward Nesta. “Can you please walk him out and bring in the next patient?”

      Nesta nodded and the pair fell into immediate conversation about the prince, scurrying down the hall to go spy on the royal company. Gwen stared after them, losing her train of thought as she spotted Tagaris through the window. He’d shed some of his armor as he waited, though with his powerful muscular build, he appeared to be just as intimidating as he was when he was wearing his chest plate and leather spaulders. His hands dropped to his hips and he shook his head, his mouth moving as he likely spoke to one of his guards. He was probably giving orders. Suddenly, Tagaris surged forward and pressed his head to the glass to peer in the window. This time Gwen knew she wasn’t mistaken—two spirals of smoke bled from the space beneath his hands.

      Gwen ducked out of sight. The prince was clearly unimpressed with having to wait. Maybe even a little anxious to discuss this urgent matter.

      “Get your head on straight.”

      “What?” Gwen said, turning on her heel to face Abertha.

      “We have a full day’s worth of patients lined up outside. I need you to focus.”

      “I am focused,” Gwen insisted. She followed after Abertha as she wiped down the treatment table. “What do you think the prince wants?”

      “You’re focused on the wrong things,” Abertha pointed out, tossing a rag at her.

      Gwen caught it, helping to tidy the treatment room as they waited for their next patient. “You really have no idea why he’s here?”

      “I’m as clueless as you,” Abertha said. “But at least I’m not letting myself get distracted, staring at the prince.”

      Gwen tossed her rag down and tucked the loose hairs that dangled by her face behind her ears. She wasn’t distracted. And even if she was distracted, it certainly wasn’t because she was staring at Tagaris. It was because she was worried about what he might do to them. Even if he was there because he needed something from them, that was no guarantee he’d be polite about demanding it when the time came. “I’m just trying to be prepared. Aren’t you the least bit concerned that you just slammed the door in his face and told him to wait his turn?”

      “No,” Abertha said thoughtfully. “That part felt rather good.”

      The corners of Gwen’s mouth twitched. Okay, so they were in agreement about that. A giggle sounded from the hall. She turned to see Nesta carrying a small child on her back. Nesta carefully deposited the girl on the treatment table, and Gwen swept to her side. “How can we help you?” she asked, bending to look the girl in the eyes.

      The girl ducked her head shyly.

      “Her mother said she fell this morning as they were crossing the market,” Nesta whispered like they were all playing a game. “She’s complaining of a sore ankle.”

      “Oh,” Gwen said, trying to get the girl to smile. “The market square is full of those pesky stones, isn’t it? They can be hard to walk on.”

      The girl nodded.

      “Can I have a look at where it hurts?”

      The girl stuck her legs out and Gwen chuckled. She inspected both of the tiny ankles, comparing one to the other. It was clearly the girl’s right foot that had been twisted in the stones. Gwen could see the swelling right away. The lower part of her leg had ballooned up to twice its size.

      “Can you walk on it at all?” Gwen asked.

      The girl shrugged, wrinkling her nose.

      “I bet it hurts when you do,” Gwen said. “But you’re being very brave. Can you wiggle your toes for me?”

      The girl did.

      Gwen prodded the swelling with the most gentle of fingers. The little girl held impossibly still, hunching over like she was preparing to jump off the table if Gwen pressed too hard. Gwen kept her movements soft and slow. There was no major bruising. No bony deformity. She was almost positive that they were dealing with a sprain and not any kind of fracture. Surely Abertha wouldn’t begrudge her the small amount of magic it would take to touch-heal this child. It wouldn’t leave her drained in the slightest. And it wasn’t as if the girl needed to learn a lesson from her injury. She was so tiny—still getting used to walking at all. Of course there would be some falls. If she could spare the child from having to suffer through her recovery, then surely that was the right thing to do. Just in case Abertha would disapprove, Gwen glanced over her shoulder, making sure Abertha was occupied at the workbench. “Well, I think there’s only one thing to do,” she said.

      The little girl’s eyes widened.

      “We’ll have to make Nesta carry you everywhere.”

      Nesta flopped down on the end of the treatment table, feigning exhaustion. The little girl finally laughed. Gwen took her foot in her hand. If she hurried, Abertha wouldn’t be able to stop her. The sprain would be healed, and the little girl would be on her way, as good as new.

      Gwen felt a familiar tingling sensation start at the top of her head, dripping down her neck and along her spine like a water droplet over uneven tree bark. The tingling became a warmth that coursed through her entire body. All she had to do was channel the warmth through her hand. Gwen closed her eyes, guiding the healing energy.

      A loud knock thundered at the door, and Gwen’s eyes shot open. Nesta ducked out into the hall and returned a moment later.

      “There’s smoke billowing under the door!” she said breathlessly.

      “What color is it?” Abertha called over her shoulder.

      Nesta shrugged. “White?”

      “Pay it no mind, then. We saw this all the time in the palace. It’s black smoke we need to worry about. The prince needs to learn to keep his emotions in check.”

      Nesta grimaced, flitting to Gwen’s side. “It’s not just the prince. It’s the guards, too. I heard them talking,” she whispered.

      “What did they say?”

      “That this impertinence would never have been allowed in the capital.”

      The prince was getting testy, which worried Gwen. But the patients came first. She wouldn’t budge on that, and she knew Abertha wouldn’t either.

      “Gwenllian!” Abertha snapped, and they all jumped, finding the old healer beside them suddenly. Abertha rapped her knuckles against Gwen’s hand.

      Gwen recoiled automatically, releasing the little girl’s ankle to sooth the back of her own hand. Startled, the little girl started to cry.

      Abertha wrenched Gwen away. “You’re using the wrong hand,” she hissed.

      Gwen stopped massaging her hand and looked down. She had started to heal with her left hand instead of her right. For her part, it made no difference to her—she could heal equally well with either hand. Yet Abertha was militant about insisting Gwen heal with one hand only. Gwen honestly wasn’t sure whether it was superstition, or custom, or something more serious. Abertha rarely was inclined to explain herself.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Abertha said. “You know the rules.”

      Gwen frowned at Abertha, stepping forward to comfort the child that was now sniffling into Nesta’s shoulder.

      Gwen touched the girl’s ankle again with the right hand, and summoned her magic, ignoring Abertha when she called the magic an unnecessary waste. It flowed from her as easily as water over the lip of a bowl. Gwen felt the swelling in the girl’s ankle deflate immediately.

      Gwen pulled away, nodding in satisfaction. This had hardly used any energy at all. The little girl gasped, inspecting her foot and wiggling all her toes. “Better?” Gwen asked.

      The little girl hugged her and smiled. Nesta held her hand out and the girl jumped off the table, following her out of the infirmary. Gwen tried not to let her gaze be drawn to Tagaris and his retinue as the front door opened and closed, but she found it difficult.

      “Stop fussing over them,” Abertha said.

      Gwen didn’t turn away this time. There was no use in denying what had occupied her attention. “Nesta said the guards were complaining about having to wait.”

      “Let them complain. It’ll be good for them to learn a little patience.”

      “Could someone have sent a complaint to the palace about us, angry about all the shifters who come here to visit our infirmary?” Not every town had an infirmary—and not every infirmary was willing or qualified to treat shifters, whose anatomy sometimes blended human and animal characteristics in subtle and unusual ways. But since that meant that there were many miles between them and the next closest healer for shifters, shifters came to them from all over the region. It was possible that there were some in Kala’s Well who disliked the influx of shifters into their town.

      Unease between humans and shifters wasn’t uncommon in Basilicos. Places where the populations were more evenly mixed were usually fairly calm, but when one side outnumbered the other significantly, it was common for fighting to occur. “Do you think they’re here because of the anti-shifter riot that broke out in the next town the other day?”

      Abertha waved off her concern. “Tensions rise and fall. They may be high right now, but a healer’s job is to care for her patients in whatever form they take—a call that transcends politics and factional squabbling. The royals also lost the right to control our patient population when they banished us.”

      Gwen nodded her agreement, then signaled to Nesta to bring in the next patient.

      For the rest of the morning and into the early afternoon, they tended to dry coughs and fevers and aches of every kind. Tagaris waited, practically steaming with impatience the whole time. Frankly, Gwen was surprised he hadn’t bullied his way to the front of the line or shifted into a dragon and blasted their door down. True, Gwen and Abertha were technically in the right in adhering to their healer’s oath, but since when did dragons care about technicalities? Tagaris’s sister, the queen, was known for shifting into dragon form and eating anyone who annoyed her, whether she had just cause or not.

      When it was Tagaris’s turn, Abertha admitted him to the treatment room herself.

      He walked in, wearing a black silk tunic tucked into leather pants. His armor had been left outside with all but the one guard who accompanied him indoors. Even without all the extravagance, he was still intimidating. He made the burly guard next to him look like a child.

      “Now,” Abertha began. “What can we do for you, Your Grace?”

      Tagaris stood so straight it was like he had a metal pole hammered in place of his spine. He tucked both hands behind his back. It was the way soldiers stood. “I am here to seek your aid, but before I do, I must ask that our conversation be kept confidential. The matter I speak of is relating to the security of the entire kingdom.”

      Nesta gaped, looking from Gwen to Abertha.

      “All conversations between a healer and their clients are confidential. We wouldn’t have the trust of our patients otherwise,” Abertha pointed out. She crossed her arms, showing off the end of her stump.

      Gwen didn’t miss the way Tagaris avoided looking at it. “Very well. To save us the time,” he said, the words almost a growl, “I’ll get right to the matter. An important member of the royal court is ill with a disease that has baffled the current court healer.”

      Gwen raised a brow.

      “And every other healer we have summoned to the capital,” he added, “they’ve attempted touch-healing with poor results. Coming here, to the practice of a disgraced former court healer, is a last resort. But I am out of options. Abertha, you once had a reputation as the best shifter healer in all of Basilicos. We require someone with your depth of experience to come up with a different treatment plan.”

      Nesta’s eyes were so wide they might have popped out of her head. Gwen felt the same as she took Abertha by the arm, hauling her aside. “You can’t consider going back to the shifter court,” she whispered under her breath. Whispering likely didn’t matter. Dragons had heightened senses, even in human form. Anywhere they went in the infirmary, he’d be able to hear Gwen’s desperate pleas, but she didn’t care. Let him hear. Let him know what she truly thought of him and his royal court. “It’s a vicious, treacherous place, and the cost of failure last time was your healing hand. This time it’ll be your head!”

      “Don’t fret,” Abertha said, dropping her stump onto Gwen’s shoulder. “I’d never go back there.”

      Gwen let out a relieved breath.

      “My time has passed,” Abertha continued. “This time I’m sending you.”
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      “Me?” Gwen said, sputtering the word like scalding coffee from her mouth. “You want me to return to the shifter court?”

      “Is she even capable?” Tagaris interrupted.

      “Excuse me?” Gwen rounded on him, glaring at the prince. He lifted his jaw, regarding her in a way that made Gwen want to squirm. His eyes flicked up and down, likely taking in her shabby dress, each of her pockets stuffed with foragables that she briefly contemplated hurling at him. She wondered what the punishment would be for hitting the prince in the head with an acorn.

      The prince’s lips flattened into a thin line. He’d inspected her and clearly found her to be a disappointment. “I’d much prefer a fully qualified healer over an apprentice,” he finally said.

      “I’ve already finished my apprenticeship,” Gwen replied, fighting to hold on to her temper. Did he not remember her from before? She was always standing at Abertha’s side or running errands or foraging on the palace grounds. She certainly remembered seeing him more times than she could count. And of course, she’d been there right by her mentor’s side the moment Abertha lost her hand. He couldn’t really think that she was still in training—Gwen felt like she’d studied at Abertha’s side long enough to last her two lifetimes.

      Was she so insignificant that he hadn’t bothered to notice her at all? The thought stung—more than it should. It wasn’t as if she wanted his notice or attention. Of course not. Not as the seventeen-year-old she’d been when they were cast out and not as the twenty-two-year-old she was now. Being beneath his notice was probably the best and safest place to be with this…monster. For only a monster would punish someone for something that was completely out of their control.

      The art of healing was tricky and imprecise. Even with common ailments, the body could have an unexpected response to treatment. And with an unknown disease, like the one that had killed the former king, there was no guarantee anyone could have healed him. Abertha had done everything in her power to save the king. For her efforts and education to be repaid with a maiming was disgusting. Only a beast would take a healing hand meant to save other lives. Tagaris had robbed Abertha’s future patients of her full talents. For many weeks and months after Abertha’s maiming, Gwen had looked to the stars and wished Tagaris would fall in battle. As far as she was concerned, it was the least he deserved for ordering such a vile punishment.

      “Aren’t you rather young to have finished your apprenticeship?”

      “Haven’t you heard it’s rude to assume a lady’s age?” Gwen shot back. If his intention was to secure their help, he was doing a poor job of convincing her that his request was worth her time.

      “It wasn’t an assumption,” Tagaris said. “Merely an observation. Dragons live especially long lives.”

      “I am well aware of that,” Gwen said. It was one of the first things she’d learned about dragon shifters when Abertha had accepted the role as the royal healer.

      “Then you’ll have to understand that everyone seems especially young to me.”

      The prince had lived more than one hundred human years, but because dragon shifters aged so slowly, he was still considered about twenty-six in dragon years if her calculations were correct. Still, that was surely long enough for him to understand the lifespan that applied to most of his citizens. A healer of her age and experience was certainly not a child. Her years hadn’t been long, but they’d been more than full enough to age and mature her. “I have trained at Abertha’s side my entire life. I would be more than qualified to accompany you back to court.”

      “Very well then. So it shall be.”

      “Wait,” she said. “That’s not what I meant.” She was qualified for the job—that didn’t mean she wanted it.

      “But it’s what you said,” Tagaris argued. His thick brows met in the middle of his forehead. “Are you now telling me that you’re unqualified? That you lied to me?”

      He knew very well that the last thing she ever wanted to do was set foot in that place again. Nor did she want Abertha to go. No amount of money or promised recognition was worth losing what they’d re-built here. The town might be dull at times, but at least no one was threatening to cut off their limbs.

      “Please excuse us, Your Grace,” Abertha interjected, wrapping her hand around Gwen’s wrist and tugging her toward the hall. Nesta scurried after them. “We’ll only be a moment.”

      They didn’t go far. At any rate, it was close enough for Gwen to watch Tagaris over Abertha’s shoulder. He studied the wall of herbs and foragables before turning to the workbench. He prodded at the glassware on the table, disturbing a set-up where Gwen had been distilling lavender for a sleep tonic.

      “Stop touching that!” she called before Abertha could hush her.

      “What has gotten into you?” Abertha hissed.

      “Don’t tell me you actually want me to go with him?”

      “Someone will have to go with him. We’ve little choice in that matter. Whoever takes this post should have every tool at their disposal, and I am limited in what I can do. Nesta is far too young and untrained. Do you think I want to send you there? Of course I don’t. But I’m not going to waste time pretending we have options when you and I both know that we don’t.”

      Nesta stared between them, drumming her fingers against her lips. Gwen hoped she truly realized the kind of danger the royals posed now.

      “Listen here,” Abertha said, lowering her voice. “If you don’t agree to accompany the prince back to the capital, the company of soldiers outside will have your head, my head, and Nesta’s. They might even skip that and roast us under a flame of dragon fire in the middle of the square instead.”

      “I don’t want to be roasted,” Nesta said, alarmed.

      Tagaris cleared his throat. Gwen glanced down the hall toward him. He wasn’t looking their way, but she could see the corner of his mouth quirk. He turned his head suddenly and his gaze found hers. Instead of the icy blue depths she expected, she found only heat. It prickled uncomfortably across her skin like a warning.

      Abertha was right. They couldn’t flat-out refuse the Prince of Basilicos, and Gwen was the only one capable of possibly completing this task. She let out a heavy, resigned breath.

      Abertha put her hand on her shoulder and squeezed. It was the closest thing Gwen ever got to affection from the old woman. Abertha turned then and strode back into the treatment room with Gwen and Nesta trailing her. “Gwen would be more than happy to accompany you to the capital to tend to this important member of the royal court,” Abertha announced.

      The prince didn’t look surprised. “That is excellent news. I’ll leave you to prepare. We depart for the capital at dawn.”

      He turned, summoned his personal guard with a flick of his head, and marched from the treatment room. Gwen waited until she heard the front door thump closed before she untensed, steadying herself against the wall as her legs went a little weak. She hadn’t realized how truly afraid she’d been that the encounter would end in bloodshed until it was over and they were all right…for now, anyway.

      But who knew what tomorrow would bring—or the days after it, when they finally arrived at the palace?

      “Where will I even begin?” she muttered to herself. While she and Abertha sometimes tended patients separately on particularly busy treatment days, she’d never been truly on her own before, without Abertha there to give scoldings and advice in turn. She wanted more independence—had been thinking about it all the time, lately—but this wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

      “You’ll begin by focusing on the patient,” Abertha said sternly. “Same as always. This illness has perplexed multiple healers. You’ll need to find out more information as you journey back to the capital. Give yourself some time to consider possible treatments. The last thing you want is to look like you’re grasping for answers in front of the royals.”

      Abertha pulled out the travel case that they sometimes used when visiting patients whose injuries were too serious to allow them to be brought to the infirmary. “Stop fretting and start working,” Abertha said, dumping the case into Gwen’s arms.

      It was a phrase that Gwen had heard so many times, she could recite it in her sleep. That was Abertha’s solution for all of life’s troubles. Whenever Gwen, as a child, had gotten caught up in feeling sorry for herself, Abertha had pushed her to focus on helping others instead. It distracted her from her own troubles and made her feel useful. Hearing it now had an immediate impact. Her shoulders straightened automatically, and she put the case down so she could start gathering the standard supplies to load inside.

      “You’ll need your clothes,” Nesta said. “I’ll help pack your trunk for the journey.” She hurried off down the hall.

      “Pass me that stopper,” Abertha said.

      Gwen did, watching her cork a small glass tube of the distilled lavender oil the prince had almost upended, and pack it away in the chest, where Gwen had already placed another bottle.

      “Do you really think I’ll need that much?” Gwen asked, surprised.

      “Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.” Abertha shrugged. “There’s no telling how long this could take. It could be months.”

      “Months?” Gwen repeated, horrified. “I can’t be gone for months. You and Nesta will need me here! And our patients⁠—”

      “Our patients will be fine,” Abertha cut her off. “As will Nesta and I.”

      “But what if there’s a serious case? You can’t touch-heal your patients without your healing hand, and Nesta still hasn’t fully mastered that yet.”

      Abertha waved her off, collecting cuttings of dried rosemary that hung from the ceiling. “I understand that you don’t want to go—but don’t use me as an excuse. I’m limited in some ways, yes—but I’m far from helpless. I’ve learned to live with this,” Abertha said, lifting her stump between them. Gwen stared at the scarred, melted flesh. “It’s time you did too.”

      Gwen chased Abertha up the twisting staircase to the second floor where they slept, coming to a halt in her doorway to stare wide-eyed at the mess in the place of her always-tidy room. Nesta had a trunk thrown open at the end of the bed, tossing everything out of Gwen’s wardrobe. It looked like a tornado had blown through and ravaged her room. It took all three of them the next hour to wrangle everything into neat piles that could fit inside the trunk. When they were done, Gwen looked around with more than a little dismay. They’d just packed up pretty much her whole life—as if she was never coming back.

      “You’ve got everything you need, right?” Nesta said timidly as the trunk’s latch finally fell into place. “Everything to cure this noble…and then come back home?”

      Gwen looked over at the teen who had become like a little sister to her. Nesta’s eyes were huge and filled with uncertainty. Gone was the excitement she’d shown earlier at the idea of seeing the prince and his guards. Now, it seemed, she finally appreciated the danger that Gwen was going to face. Gwen forced herself to smile, relieved when Nesta mustered a wobbly smile in return.

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ll cure the patient in no time at all, and then I’ll come right back.”

      Hopefully.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen never wanted dawn to arrive, but it did, the soft light stretching across the thatched rooftops of Kala’s Well, turning the chimney smoke gold. She stood outside the infirmary, waiting while two guards hoisted her ridiculously heavy trunk onto a horse-drawn wagon.

      When the time came to say their goodbyes, Nesta threw herself into Gwen’s arms. It was hard to let her go. “I’ll be back soon,” Gwen said.

      “Promise?”

      Gwen nodded against the top of her head. “Take care of Abertha for me while I’m gone. You know how stubborn she can be.”

      Nesta rolled her eyes. “She says the same thing about you.”

      “Well, where do you think I learned it?”

      Nesta chuckled, though it sounded a little watery. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      “Remember, don’t leave solutions unattended overnight no matter what Abertha says or you run the risk of burning down the infirmary.” Nesta snorted, but Gwen plowed on. “And don’t let the stores get low. You have to forage at least once a week to keep up the supply.”

      “The girl will be fine,” Abertha said, separating them. Nesta turned toward the infirmary, waiting by the door, sadness and fear caught in the turn of her smile.

      “But will you be okay?” Gwen said to her mentor. “Really?”

      “Don’t fret over me. It’ll be nice not to have someone arguing with me all the time. I don’t think I’ve known a moment of silence since I took you in all those years ago.”

      Gwen snorted, too used to Abertha’s back-handed affection to feel stung. “I think you underestimate how annoying Nesta is going to be without me to run interference.”

      Abertha wrapped her arm around Gwen’s shoulders, walking her toward the travel party. “When you arrive, keep your wits about you. You know better than most how fickle friendships can be in the palace.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Gwen said.

      “Remember a healer’s job is to heal. And compassion will always transcend politics.”

      Gwen nodded. “Of course.”

      “Most importantly of all,” Abertha said, stopping and turning to face Gwen directly, her expression grim, “Don’t slip up when it comes to using just one healing hand. Don’t draw attention to yourself. You never know who might be watching.”

      Gwen automatically flexed the fingers of her left hand. “I’ll remember,” she said quietly.

      “Good.” Abertha squeezed her shoulder, then stepped away as the wagon started to move.

      With no other option, Gwen hiked her satchel onto her shoulder and fell in line among the horses and burly guards that flanked Tagaris. Two of the guardsmen positioned themselves ahead of the prince, acting as the forward patrol. The last two stayed on either side of her, blocking her in as she climbed onto the horse they had saddled and waiting for her. As a group, they rode through town. The market square was filled with townsfolk. Children tugged eagerly at their parents, pointing at the prince. Tagaris marched his steed proudly through the square, chin up, soldiers back. He almost seemed to glide through the air, his horse’s pace smooth but brisk, and Gwen had to urge her horse into a trot to keep up. Today Tagaris was clad in all his armor but for his helmet. The rising sun caught the gold dragons etched onto his shoulder plates, dazzling the crowd even more.

      The further away from town they got, the louder the sounds of their travel party became. Gwen could hear the rasp of her own breathing, the uneven clip-clop of the horses, and the soft scratch of chainmail rubbing against a sword sheath. Wind rustled through the trees as the forest thickened on either side of them. The gravel road was packed and worn, a well-traveled route between Kala’s Well and the next town. There would be a fork up ahead, but instead of turning left—as Gwen usually did when she traveled this way—they would venture right, heading for the coast.

      One of the guards beside her removed his helmet, wiping sweat from his brow. Gwen’s eyes widened in surprise. She recognized the man from her time at court: Diocles. He was older than the other guards, but just as sturdy, maintaining the athletic build of a predator. It was widely known that all of the prince’s guards were predator shifters. Only the biggest and strongest shifters would be chosen to protect the royal family. Of course, they didn’t really need protection. There was no beast in the kingdom that could hope to overpower a dragon. Still, appearances had to be maintained.

      When Gwen had last lived in the capital, she’d been friends with Diocles’s daughter, Prisca—a servant in the palace. Like everything else, that friendship fell apart when Abertha failed to save the old King. Diocles hadn’t changed much these past five years. There was a bit more gray by his temples, and deep, pensive lines running across his forehead. He kept his eyes on the road ahead, scanning the woods every so often. Around one of his gloved hands were the horses’ reins. He kept the reins tight, urging the animal forward as Tagaris set a rapid pace, and the wheels of the wagon squeaked as it rolled along behind them.

      They stopped a few times to let the horses graze and drink from the stream. Gwen had emptied her canteen twice already and made her way down to the water to refill it again. A few times she tried to engage the guards in conversation, questioning them about this mystery patient, but they were standoffish and hesitant to speak with her.

      Gwen wasn’t ready to ask Tagaris directly. She could tell herself all day that the prince needed her—that he had no reason to harm her and very good reason to keep her safe until they reached the capital. But she couldn’t entirely suppress the instinctive dread that twisted her stomach into knots and made her want to keep her distance. By the time night fell, she needed a break from the sight of him so badly that she followed Diocles into the trees as he went to gather firewood while the others set up camp.

      She purposely stepped on a twig as she approached so as not to startle him.

      Diocles didn’t jump as a regular human might have. She suspected he knew she was there all along. “It’s not wise to follow predators around in the dark,” he commented as he bent down to retrieve a long branch. He broke it in half over his knee, then turned and handed her the pieces.

      “It didn’t feel particularly wise to sit around in the middle of a camp full of them, either,” Gwen pointed out, and Diocles tilted his head, conceding the point. “Want to tell me why the other guards are so unfriendly? It’s not as if I’ve infiltrated your travel party. The prince specifically came inland to request my help.”

      Diocles hummed, handing her a branch. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      Gwen stopped walking, adjusting the wood in her hands. “Yes.”

      “The shifter court is wary of the anti-shifter sentiment growing among the humans in Basilicos. That’s why the other guards won’t talk to you. You may treat shifters, but you’re still a human.”

      Gwen shrugged. “Abertha says there is always tension between shifters and humans. We just have to wait for it to die down.”

      Diocles looked confused by her answer. “You’ve not heard the rumors all the way out in Kala’s Well, have you?”

      “No,” Gwen said. “What rumors?”

      “There are some in the capital who suspect that Abertha, a human, let King Hagiodor die on purpose.”
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