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      I wrote the Court of Bones and Ash series in serial format. Fae King’s Claim and Fae King’s Throne are books five and six in the series and complete Gauron and Sersha’s storyline which is included in this volume.

      Subsequent “volumes” will feature one fae king and his fated mate. Spinoffs are in the works for other characters introduced in this world.

      All books in the Court of Bones and Ash series take place in a medieval fantasy world and contain explicit content and themes that may be triggering for some readers.

      Elements include, but are not limited to, cursing, violence, kidnapping, death, war, child abuse, political conflict, explicit sex, and trauma (past and current).

      Thanks so much for reading. I hope you enjoy Gauron and Sersha’s story as much as I loved writing it!
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      Dear Reader,

      Gauron’s story is told in two parts, Fae King’s Claim and Fae King’s Throne. The storyline picks up where book 2, Fae King’s Hunger, leaves off.

      I tried my best to write this story without spoiling too many of the plot twists from the first four installments, but since this story intersects with books 2, 3, & 4, there are certain revelations in this telling that MAY ruin your enjoyment of the first four books.

      One major plot twist comes to mind.

      If you haven’t read the earlier books, intend to read Rogar’s story, and hate spoilers, may I suggest you stop here and read Volume I (Of Temptation and Vengeance) first. You’ll get maximum enjoyment of this volume, and the surprise nuggets (or author oopses) dropped along the way will have added value.

      However, if you’re like me and love your spoilers, proceed ahead at full speed.

      I’ve enjoyed getting to know Gauron and Sersha, and I really hope you do too. Thanks for following me on this journey!

      
        
        Happy Reading!

        Layla
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            Sersha

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lithyr, two days before reaching the Doors of Argomar

      

      

      “Over my dead body will I let you and Ilearis ride off to the portal without me.”

      My voice cuts through the clamor of thuds, rattles, and muffled curses. Heads jerk and swivel in my direction. 

      This is not the first time Rowena and I have quarreled publicly over matters affecting our people. Ordinarily, the looks cast in my direction are filled with amusement. There is usually a whoop or two to goad me on.

      But today? 

      Today there is unease and fear. It rains down around me, cooling the emotion stinging the back of my throat. 

      “Sersha.” Rowena takes my arm and leads us several feet away. “Mind your tone.”

      “Either I go, or you leave her in my care.” I lower my voice. “Listen to reason.”

      “Reason?” A biting wind stirs the vibrant red hair spilling over Rowena’s shoulders. “You know naught of what you speak.”

      “I know there is more to this story than you are willing to reveal.” 

      She snorts but does not refute my comment. Instead, she nods toward the fae watching us with wary eyes. “Your place is with the Lithyrians. Ensure they reach Drengskador safely.” 

      Once upon a time, I obeyed. I accepted my fate and asked for no more. She taught me to question, to fight, to look beyond appearances in search of the truth. 

      I owe her my trust. 

      My loyalty. 

      So why does every bone in my body rebel against the one thing she asks? How can she expect me to follow her command blindly without issue?

      Without question?

      Around us, the sounds of activity resume as our people continue the work of hauling what little supplies we have from our ruined keep onto several large wooden wagons that were hastily constructed by Princess Daenestra’s guards. 

      Winter elves. 

      Here. 

      Assisting the disavowed. 

      I shake my head and wrangle my arm free of Rowena’s grip. “The Sands of Dodd will empty before I allow this arrangement to proceed.”

      “Sersha.”

      “I will not be silenced. I do not fear the orc king, or his posse. This⁠—” 

      “Sersha.”

      “—accord is preposterous. One I refuse to accept.”

      Fire flares in Rowena’s dark eyes. “You have no say in the matter.”

      “Obviously. Because if I had, you would not be running off to the Wastelands in the company of two orcs and an elf pretending to be a shaman.”

      Her lips purse, and I sense, more than feel, the anger building behind her regal facade. 

      I sigh. While Rowena is many things—shrewd, cunning, resourceful—she is not impulsive, or trusting. She would not drag Ilearis, a child she loves like a daughter, into a dangerous situation. 

      But this plan… 

      “As your friend, I will support your efforts to free yourself from this cursed oath binding you to the orc king, but this scheme is madness.” 

      My words bounce against the chilly armor my dear friend has cast around herself. Her mind is set. There is nothing I can do to alter her course. 

      I squelch the panic rising in my gut. “Think this through. If you have no care for yourself, then think of the child. Think of Ursa.”

      Think of me.

      A flicker of doubt flashes in Rowena’s eyes, quickly chased by the dogged determination I have long admired. “With each word you breathe, Sersha, you endanger a hard-won treaty drawn to protect the very creatures you beg me to protect.” 

      “By dragging us into lands cursed by the gods? Lands the world has forgotten?”

      “Enough.” Her gaze snaps across the field to Rogar. 

      The mighty orc king is involved in a heated discussion of his own. His second, a massive red-haired orc named Gauron, stands shoulder to shoulder with his king. 

      Tension flares in Gauron’s arms, his long fingers curling into his palm. My eyes are drawn to the scar on his face. The puckered flesh carves a jagged path across his gray flesh, from jaw to sharp cheekbone, disappearing into a mane of thick red hair braided in the style typical of his kind. 

      The force of the blow birthing a scar of that degree would have killed a lesser creature, but nothing about this orc conveys weakness. Even impaled as he had been by a baobhan sith’s claws, he had wielded his sword against us in the Forest of Night like a Berserker of old. The Otherworld should have called him to her murky shores, yet here he stands, fierce and proud, holding his own against a male he calls king.

      As if sensing my perusal, his eyes, an arresting shade of amber resembling the Endarian jewels of my homeland, lift. They burn when they meet my gaze, but not with the interest I feel for this fierce male. 

      No. 

      They burn with irritation. Like I am a pest he needs to squash. And instead of being riled by his reaction, I am… 

      Intrigued.

      “Sersha,” Rowena hisses, reclaiming my attention. “Do not antagonize the orc. Remain with the Lithyrians. Your place is with them.”

      “My place is with you,” I remind her.

      “Suns above. Will you not hear me? You have no cause to doubt my word or that of the king.” 

      “No cause?” I sputter. “You gamble with our home. With our way of life. With the trust we have built between us and the disavowed who we have sworn to protect. For ten years we have lived free. Unencumbered. Unpursued. Forgotten. Until her.” 

      I jut my chin to the human woman gathering our young with a bright smile. “The goblins ripped through our defenses and destroyed our village in a quest to capture her. She is not our responsibility.” I point to the orcs, air rushing into my throat. “She is theirs. And now, after five days of destruction and turmoil, our people”—I squeeze my eyes shut, Gerd’s death a sharp pain in my chest—“have agreed to cross into the Forest of Night en route to Drengskador, not on the hope of refuge. No. They agree to risk their lives again because you have asked this of them.” 

      She says nothing. 

      “Elves, Rowena? Since when do we trust the word of elves?” And not just any elves, but Forvarra’s finest acting as pacifists instead of the murderous tyrants and oppressors I know them to be. I would sooner believe the old gods walked among us than to believe the reality unfolding before my very eyes. 

      Across the dusty field, Ursa weaves a path between the Forvarrian guards harnessing wagons to horses, a line of worry creasing her brow as she rushes toward us. 

      Ursa, forever the peacekeeper. We are two sides of a coin, she and I, but I could not adore her more. I cross my arms and search for the patience that has eluded me all day.

      “I know that look,” she tells me, coming to a standstill at my right. “Although I must admit, I’m a bit surprised you two haven’t crossed swords to settle this dispute. I’ll take it as a good omen your weapons are still sheathed?” 

      Good omen, my arse. 

      “There is still time for bloodshed,” I grumble.

      Ursa ignores my scowl and surveys the camp. “We’ll be ready to travel on your order, Rowena.” 

      To my left, a defeated sounding sigh escapes my old friend. “I am bound by my oath.”

      I snort. “You made an oath to me and Ursa too. Or have you forgotten?”

      “She hasn’t forgotten.” Ursa’s golden eyes flash with annoyance before softening. She squeezes my arm. “We can’t blame the orcs for saving an innocent. We would do no different. But this trek⁠—”

      “Our destiny is interwoven with this king and his queen.” Rowena’s words silence my objection.

      His queen? 

      “But the king is unwed.” I catch the shy glance the human woman casts in Rogar’s direction as he assists with the final preparations for our journey. 

      It cannot be. “Kyra is to be his queen?”

      Watching the woman, Rowena remains silent, neither confirming nor denying my suspicion. Her visions are seldom wrong. If a human outlaw is to be Rogar’s queen, it is only a matter of time before word spreads to the other kingdoms. Wars have been fought over less. 

      “I am done arguing, Rowena. It is settled. You will fulfill your oath to the king, and I will accompany you and Ilearis through the Doors of Argomar.”

      “Agreed,” Ursa interjects before Rowena can challenge me. Her grip tightens around my arm. “I’ll oversee the journey to Drengskador.” 

      Since our paths crossed many years ago, we have been inseparable. Three women running from their pasts who learned they are stronger together than alone. We formed a triad—unheard of in Alfhemir—to guard and protect us from the hate and bigotry that has long existed both here and in our respective kingdoms. 

      Separated, we will be at the mercy of the fae, spread across two continents, our power weakened. I do not need to turn my head to see the apprehension brimming in Ursa’s eyes. It is the same emotion snaking around my chest, slowly squeezing the air from my lungs. 

      “Very well.” There is a finality to Rowena’s tone that makes me question my decision. “Say your farewells quickly. We can tarry no longer.” She marches into the fray like a general leading her squadron into battle. Signaling Ilearis to her side, she joins King Rogar and his . . . future queen?

      A human.

      The idea is inconceivable, but if anyone can sway the opinion of Alfhemir’s denizens, it is this spunky human with her sharp blue eyes and warm smile. I pray the fates are with her. 

      The roar of the sea hums in the distance. I force my gaze forward, memorizing the rugged terrain rolling into granite cliffs. A voice inside me whispers I will never again set eyes upon my beloved Lithyr. 

      I grind my teeth and shove the thought from my mind.

      “This is reckless, Sersha.” 

      “And what would you have me do?” I lift my arms in the air. “Leave her to her own devices?” 

      Ursa opens and then closes her mouth, her gaze sliding from mine.

      I groan. Me and my foolish tongue. Will I never learn?

      “Forgive me.” I reach out to her. “I did not mean to imply you could not⁠—”

      She holds up a hand. “You’re better suited for this mission than me. I know my limits, sister.” Smiling, she gestures to the two orcs perched upon massive steeds. “Perhaps the fates will be kind to us. The king and his second seem to be males of honor.”

      “I will not hold my breath. In the past, the fates have been anything but kind. I give it a day before misery lays her icy fingers upon us.”

      Ursa makes a face. “Be vigilant, then. Without us near to dampen your lure, you’ll be exposed.”

      “I can control my magic.” A wisp of the fear I have struggled my whole life to contain escapes. “I am not the only one with gifts to hide.”

      “No, you’re not.” Ursa shakes her head. “But you’re the one with the most to lose if discovered.” 

      “That is not true.”

      Ursa wraps her slender arms around my shoulders. “Isn’t it? I’ll miss your fire, my fierce, fierce friend.” Her body trembles against mine. She gives me a final squeeze I return and then steps away, her golden gaze glistening beneath the glare of the dual suns. “May Ulda guide and keep us safe until the day we all meet again.”

      Unable to speak, I nod and vow to the gods to do just that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Gauron

          

        

      

    

    
      Aelinor guides her Elven horse through a narrow pathway between the Forest of Night’s eerie silver-veined foliage. The air is stifling. Occasionally a breeze blows, lifting locks of her blond hair from her back to reveal the Dwarven-forged sword—her favorite—sheathed between her shoulder blades. 

      Sharing a saddle to her right is Rowena and the strange child, Ilearis. The girl’s head is tucked inside a large hood pulled tight over her face to hide the intricate black marking soaring up one side of her neck. My king and Kyra follow several paces behind them, while I, the other norn, and Lorien, the Winter guard’s captain, bring up the rear. 

      The elf is the only one among us to have traveled to the Doors in the past, and with Princess Daenestra’s blessing, he has promised to provide passage to the cliffs since the Doors are under Forvarra’s control. Six days ago, we barely survived the first round in these infernal woods, chased by perpetual darkness, a magical mist, and a murderous group of baobhan sith. We escaped to fall prey to the norns and their illusion magic in an ambush that took me completely by surprise. 

      My failure allowed the norns to capture Aelinor and Kyra, and left Rogar unprotected and vulnerable to Rowena’s whims. And if the witch hadn’t had ulterior motives of her own . . .

      Shame scorches the back of my throat. 

      I swallow. I can’t—I won’t—make the same mistake again. 

      “I don’t need to warn you of the dangers present,” I tell the stoic elf at my side. The gloom blinds our senses. All but smell, and even that ability is blunted. “Stay vigilant.”

      Lorien nods. “We are well versed in the forest’s lore.”

      Good. 

      Sersha slows her horse, and I immediately tense when the norn maneuvers the animal into the tight space between me and Lorien, forcing the elf captain into the area she’d previously occupied. 

      Something about this female puts me on edge. 

      “Some say it is the Dark One’s dead who haunt these woods.” Sitting astride her mount, she passes for a conquering queen. Her hair, a lustrous, pure white, hangs loose over a thick cloak she wears around her shoulders like a royal mantle. She’s forgone her traditional garb of loose, flowing skirts in favor of a tunic and brown leather trews a shade darker than mine.

      The urge to admire the outline of those shapely legs makes me grind my teeth. 

      She leans in closer. “The ancient magic draws the Andar to this place. I suppose they seek the freedom Myrkur denied them at death, poor souls.” 

      An unimaginable horror. To an orc, there’s no greater punishment than to imprison one’s spirit to the physical realm when his heart no longer beats. 

      “Do you not believe in such tales, orc?” 

      “Whether I do or I don’t is none of your concern.”

      Feigning confusion, she twists her body and views her backside in a mock examination of her rear that fuels my annoyance to another degree.

      “Is it my hair? My unusual eyes?”

      Yes, and yes. “I’m not interested in your wiles, norn.” 

      “You do not like me, do you?” She curls her lips into an enticing smile, a mischievous glint lighting her pale eyes. “Pray tell, what is it about me that riles you so, orc?”

      Suns above, everything about this female riles me. From the long tresses I yearn to touch, to the throaty voice uttering each word like a sultry blade she wields against me. Her kind can’t be trusted, but Rogar’s right. Whatever doubts I hold about her and her accomplices, now isn’t the time to act on those feelings. It behooves us to have Rowena and her triad as allies rather than enemies. At least until we reach our ancestral lands.

      And then all bets are off.

      “Save your games for another male. Your flattery won’t find its mark, and I’ve neither the time nor the patience for your antics.”

      “I have not yet begun to play, orc.” A smile explodes across her face, and if we weren’t masked in darkness, it’d light up the thicket. “Imagine the fun we will have when I do.”

      Oh, I can imagine. It’s all I’ve done for the past two days. 

      I shift against the horse’s back to relieve the pressure building in my groin. “What do you want?” 

      “Come now, War Master. Save the scowl for another. I am not your enemy. I care for this jaunt no more than you.”

      I snort.

      “We are not so different, really. Do we not share a common goal, you and I? The protection of those we treasure most?” 

      She’s not wrong. “Go on.”

      “Perhaps instead of wasting our energies with tit for tat, we should pool our resources and derail⁠—”

      I stiffen.

      “—this quest. Temporarily. At least until my people reach your kingdom. Provided, of course, that we find a solution benefiting both our charges. No one can deny this journey to the Wastelands is beyond foolish.” 

      She brushes a strand of hair from her face, and the memory of those slender fingers pressing against my chest fires without warning. 

      “Surely a mighty warrior such as you can survive this paltry wound? Pfft. A vampire’s kiss? Come now, orc. Show me what you are made of.”

      Ursa’s healing magic cured me, but it was Sersha’s sweet voice that broke through my delirium, luring me from death’s door. And now it’s her delicious scent that haunts my every breath. 

      Mava and night bloom misted by an ocean breeze. 

      Suppressing a growl, I turn my focus to the perimeter, angling my ears to catch movement beyond the deep gloom. The endless night hangs, blanketing my senses until all I smell is the sweat of horse flesh, damp soil, ivy, moss, and her.

      I hate this blasted forest. I should’ve worked harder to convince Rogar against seeking the witch’s help. I can’t alter the path we’ve taken, but I can damn well ensure my king survives the portal and arrives at Balor’s Ridge unharmed. 

      Norns be damned. 

      “What are you suggesting?” I bark.

      Before she can answer, Rogar’s laugh rumbles in the distance, drawing my attention away from the pale gaze probing mine. Wrapping his arms around Kyra’s waist, he leans left and presses a tender kiss to her cheek. His profile is relaxed, almost serene, a side to my king I’ve rarely seen. 

      If ever. 

      He cares deeply for this human woman. Too deeply.

      Dread hits low and hard, raking a fist across my gut. This journey is about more than procuring the rare plant Rowena requires for Kyra’s potion. Rogar wants Kyra, and he may not realize it yet, but every decision he makes forges a road back to Drengskador.

      With her. 

      And with her scent concealed, there’ll be nothing stopping him from making her his concubine. She’ll be protected behind Silver Hill’s granite walls and defended by the greatest army in all of Alfhemir.

      Ours.

      I wipe sweat from my face. I like the human, I do, and I can’t deny it does my heart good to see my king happy. The last decade has been filled with constant warring and the incessant squabbling that’s part and parcel of Elven politics. It’s taken its toll. 

      On both of us. 

      And I’m not too proud to admit I envy my king the peace and happiness Kyra brings him. He’s earned contentment. There was a time when I thought I’d found the same as well. 

      Rogmesh.

      I brace myself against the pain her name always brings, reminding myself I’m no longer young, stupid, or foolish enough to believe a warrior can serve his king and his wife.

      I’d been proven wrong.

      As will my king. This pairing with the human was doomed before it began. The Reckoning banished her kind from Alfhemir, and although Rowena’s charm might thwart the Wild Hunt, the remedy is a short-term solution to a much larger problem. The Hunt will persevere until she’s found. And when they do, they’ll destroy everyone who stands in their way. 

      Yet Rogar is blinded by this certainty. Where this woman is concerned, my coolheaded, reasonable king is feral, protective, and possessive, like an orc courting his . . .

      Càirdeil.

      No. 

      It can’t be. 

      My claws puncture the reins, and the panicked beat of my heart fans the suspicions I’d dismissed since arriving at Lithyr. 

      How? 

      How would Rogar know this female is his when the High Queen severed the mate bond from orckind?

      Jatta.

      He won’t petition the queen to send Kyra back to the mortal plane. He’ll request she grant the human refuge. 

      Here. 

      The Elven kingdoms will revolt. Of that, I’ve no doubt. And all Rogar’s achieved these last three hundred years, all the dreams and hopes he spent a lifetime building, will come crumbling down. 

      For her.

      Is one female worth a kingdom? 

      “Orc, are you listening?”

      Slowly, I drag my gaze from Rogar’s dark head to the female at my side.

      Sersha frowns. 

      I retract my claws from the reins.

      “Have you taken ill?” Wary phantom eyes pierce through my armor. “There is no need to be angered. It is a fair request. The potion is, after all, your doing and not ours.”

      Our doing? 

      The force of my fear morphs into a sudden rage. I laugh, the bitter sound more growl than anything capable of holding mirth. “Ah, I see. It was our doing that forced us to provide your people with refuge? Yes? And it was our doing that manipulated my king into amending a life debt owed him by your commander, who conveniently neglected to inform him that she no longer held the one ingredient needed to fulfill her part of the bargain.”

      “Minor details.” I catch the faint flush of pink across her cheeks. “It does not change our current predicament.”

      “No deal, norn.” I grind my teeth and scan the perimeter again. The gray fur of Rogar’s warg, Gray, is visible at the forest’s edge. The tension in my back recedes slightly. “I thank you, though.”

      She startles, casting me a sideways glance. “For?”

      “For reminding me of the futility in negotiating with your kind.” 

      “My kind?” She draws out the first word, eyes narrowing. 

      “Aye, your kind.”

      “Be careful, orc. Alfhemir is no kinder to my race than yours.” Her eyes flit briefly to Rogar before landing back on my face. “And Elven alliances are weaker than the parchment they are scribed on.” She trots ahead to reclaim her spot beside Lorien, leaving me stewing in the truth of her words.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, we’re a half-day’s ride from Skuggar’s Edge, the last village we’ll pass before reaching the Doors. 

      Rogar signals a halt. Scanning the area, he quickly dismounts from his horse and lifts his arms to help Kyra do the same. He takes her hand and then leads her to the fringe. 

      I’m not alarmed. A day into our journey with the human woman, we quickly learned her body burns through food and water faster than ours, requiring frequent stops at inconvenient times. 

      Like now. 

      I move to the edge of the forest, but the quick shake of Rogar’s head stops me in my tracks. Clamping my jaw, I swallow my protest and withdraw. I have no physical interest in the female—if that’s what concerns him—nor do I understand her distress over modesty. To an orc, nature’s call is nature’s call. If my king wishes to honor her strange customs, so be it.

      But Rogar? 

      He’s my responsibility. This cursed forest is filled with hidden dangers we’ve yet to discover, and I’ve already failed him once. I have no intention of doing so again. 

      But to defy him?

      No, that I can’t do. No matter how much the urge to do so grates against my honor.

      Grinding my teeth, I peer into the darkness where he’s disappeared. Glowing amber orbs shine back through the misty gloom. A measure of relief threads through me. 

      Gray. The king’s warg. 

      Rogar will have no better protection than the fierce beast at his heels, but still . . . his dismissal rankles.

      She must be his mate. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. 

      Lorien takes watch over the southern perimeter of our camp. The norns are situated north of him. Sersha sits in the middle of a fallen log, Rowena on one side and the girl on the other. She passes Ilearis a canteen. The girl drinks greedily before passing the flacon to Rowena. 

      The norn, whose pale gaze stalked me mercilessly the last two days, now avoids mine like the plague.

      I grab the reins of the last two remaining horses with more force than I’d intended and stride across our makeshift camp to join Aelinor at the stream. 

      I’m frowning when I reach her. We quickly tend to the horses, setting them loose to graze. Elven mounts are known for their tenacity, and these animals are no different. Burying their noses into the vegetation growing along the stream, they aren’t spooked by the forest’s magic or the gloom swathing the bank.

      I envy their indifference.

      Aelinor leans a shoulder against the lys trae tree, the light from the silvery leaves bouncing off her pale skin. “I have not seen you look this glum since I pulled you screeching from the Smeath.” She arches a blond eyebrow. “Tell me you do not fear this paltry current.”

      “I didn’t screech,” I object, pride wounded.

      “No, you did not. You were too gorged with river water to make a sound,” she teases.

      I grin. “Afraid you’d have to fish me out and wet that pretty head of yours, elf?”

      She snorts and gestures to the muddy water. “Fall in and let us see what I decide.”

      I laugh, the sound swallowed by the gloom. Aelinor had saved my life that day. Fighting on the banks of the Smeath River, I’d slipped on a boulder, hit my head, and fallen in. The current carried me, and because I’d never learned to swim, I’d been defenseless against the raging waters.

      Aelinor pulled me from the river’s depths and later taught me to swim. Up until that point, our relationship had been rocky. She was an elf, a princess, and a member of Regnir’s royal court. And I was an orc biased against all things fae. 

      I grin. Now there’s no one I trust more than her, Rogar, and Khao. I’d give my life for any one of the three without question.

      I sigh. “I didn’t foresee us back in this blasted forest so soon.”

      “It is odd not to hear the rustle of leaves. Or the gurgle of the stream.” Aelinor ambles over to join me by the bank. “Thank Ulda we are not completely deprived of our senses.”

      “Do you notice anything strange?”

      She laughs and motions to where we are. “Define strange. I see much that boggles the mind.”

      I rub the back of my neck. Sharing my concerns about Rogar and what I suspect Kyra means to him without first speaking to my king feels wrong. Yet . . .

      I shrug. “I have misgivings about this mission.”

      “As do I.” She twists and reaches for her pouch. “For decades, the Summer Court has attempted to lure Rogar to her shores. It would take a royal decree from the High Queen to get that orc on a ship to Glynynore, never mind attempt the Doors.” She frees the flask from the pouch and yanks the cork from its neck, raising the bronze bottle to her lips. “Yet within minutes of meeting this human, here we are.” 

      I scrub a hand over my face. I know where this conversation is headed.

      Squinting, she offers me the flask. “You see. That look on your face is exactly what I am talking about. She has you all fooled.”

      I suck down the brew, relishing the burning path it takes to my gut. “Not fooled, no, but you can’t deny her deeds, and where humans are concerned, actions speak louder than words. Besides, I see no plausible motive. Kyra saved Rogar. The female could’ve run, or taken cover, but she nocked her bloody arrow and killed the baobhan sith who’d attacked him, then wounded the one tunneling into my chest. We owe her a debt of gratitude, not our mistrust.”

      Aelinor harrumphs. “Mark my words. She has ensorcelled our king.”

      “So now you’re accusing her of witchcraft?” I hand her the flask. “And how does that come to pass when humans are incapable of magic?”

      She looks at the flask in my hand as if it were the cause of all our problems. “I have not figured it out yet. But I will. She could control the mist.” Her gaze narrows into the gloom. “And she has a hand in this charade with the norns. Keep those orc eyes open and alert. Even now she schemes.”

      The desiccated remains we’d discovered after the baobhan sith’s attack matched those found previously in Drengskador at a location not too far from where Kyra had been discovered. 

      Is it possible? 

      Could Kyra somehow be involved with the mastermind behind this plot with the goblins?

      A shiver that has nothing to do with the dropping temperature passes over my back. 

      “Aye, I’ll keep my eyes open.” I chug another mouthful of the brew and return the flask. “Perhaps the answer is to keep Rogar here. Delay the crossing to Argomar.” I can’t bring myself to call our ancestral lands by anything other than the name our ancestors had chosen.

      Aelinor’s head jerks to mine. “Why would we do that?” She shakes her head. “No. The sooner the norn can create this potion, the sooner the human can be sent back to her world.” 

      It wasn’t the answer I’d expected. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I am.” Her expression goes tight. “We do whatever it takes to get Rogar safely to the Wastelands.” She corks the flask and puts it back into the leather pouch cinched at her belt. 

      “Nothing is more important than ensuring the success of this mission. Nothing.” She presses a palm against my shoulder, pivoting my body until we’re face-to-face. “The lives of fae—all fae, including you, orc—are my priority. Everything I do, I do to protect our way of life. Do you understand?” 

      I step back and stretch my neck, feeling my vertebrae crack beneath my palm. There must be a way to protect Kyra without endangering Rogar, but what it is, I can’t divine.

      “Gauron?” Aelinor’s voice carries a sharp edge. “Do not foil this plan.” 

      Running a hand through my hair, I look back at camp. I’m not sure I could stop this mission if I tried. 

      I meet her narrowed gaze. “Rogar has my loyalty. Never doubt it, elf.”

      She considers me for a long moment, then grabs the reins of the three horses closest to her. “I will meet you back at camp. The king will be eager to be on his way.”

      She’s already walked several feet when I call out, “Aelinor.” 

      She turns slowly. 

      “I have your back too, friend. Never forget.”

      Her body goes still. A fleeting look, one I can’t name except to say it tugs at something inside me, crosses her perfect features before being replaced by a somber smile. “I know.”

      I watch her turn away, melancholy twisting in my chest when I realize she never said the words back.
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      Late into the night, we arrive outside the small outpost on the outskirts of the Forest of Night’s northeastern border. Four main buildings line the center of the small village—if it can be called that—with several smaller homesteads interspersed in between. 

      Smoke rises from the chimney of the larger of the two structures on our left. The Ole Slugs and Ale Tavern. How delightful. 

      By the scattering of wares arranged on a table beneath a storefront window, the building beside the tavern must be a merchant shop. Candlelight flickers from the other side of the dingy glass, and a form appears between the curtain panels.

      We are seen.

      Typical, law-abiding fae do not frequent outposts like Skuggar’s Edge. By its location alone—the Forest of Night to the west, the Winter Kingdom to the north, and the Bay of Teeth to the east—the outpost will attract a different caliber of fae. Pirates. Assassins. Beings who cater to the shadows to avoid discovery. 

      Rowena closes the gap between our horses. “We stay together. Do not lose sight of the human.”

      I nod and pull the hood over my head. We have cast illusion to hide our appearance. Yes, as norns we are scorned and reviled. We are feared and shunned. But we do not hide out of cowardice. We do not hide out of fear. And we do not cower. 

      We hide because of the secrets we carry. 

      I summon a pulse of magic to strengthen the illusion shimmering over my skin. Through a play of light, or a whiff of scent, the spell will trick the beholder’s gaze to skip over my form. And should an intrepid fae dare to peer closer, he or she will see what their mind least objects. A frail woodland fawn. Or an elderly fae. An image of the least dangerous species they have encountered to date. 

      And although this is a simple weave to cast, unlike the charm hung around Kyra’s neck to disguise her as fae, the illusion costs me. Very little, yes, but energy is energy when I have yet to recover from fighting the Furious Army. 

      I peer over my shoulder into the darkness at my back. We left no survivors, but I know the Hunt follows. 

      Trailing their prey.

      A shiver skates over my spine. Rowena, what have you gotten us into?

      The elf captain dismounts. Lorien is tall with an elf’s slim build and the white-blond hair and brilliant blue eyes of the Winter Court. The gold insignia embroidered on his crisp blue uniform glints under the moonlight. With a confident stride, he moves to the merchant’s shop where a figure awaits on the darkened porch.

      After a bit of back-and-forth between him, the shop owner, and Rogar, we dismount and make our way to the tavern which also serves as an inn. Before stepping foot onto the wooden stair leading into the building, the body of a goblin flies out the door, landing with a loud thud on the soft dirt at the village center. 

      Standing on the deck is a massive bald orc. When he takes notice of us, the male’s expression widens into one of shock. He descends the stairs, gaze swinging from Rogar to Gauron like he cannot make sense of what he sees.

      He slaps a fist over his heart and drops to one knee. “My king.”

      Rogar walks over to the orc. “Rise, Yurag of the White Wolf clan. It gives me great pleasure to see you alive and well.”

      Up until this moment, I had ignored the king’s second, but a laugh sounds from his throat. Joy lifts Gauron’s firm lips into a breathtaking smile, and then he lowers his head and tackles Yurag to the ground.

      For the next several breaths, I am lost to the display of strength and power dancing across Gauron’s limbs and the hearty, genuine laughter he reserves for all but me. 

      He is . . . magnificent. 

      What would it be like to see those amber eyes spark with warmth when I approach? To have that exuberant laugh directed at me? To feel those strong and powerful arms clasped around my hips? 

      Would his touch be firm? Or gentle?

      For the first time in my long existence, I crave a male’s attention. 

      Not any male. 

      Him.

      The tight hold on the part of me I keep locked from this world breaks. My lure rushes to the surface on a euphoric roll before I catch myself and force the magic back into its cage.

      “Sersha?” Rowena’s tone is laced with a worry I have not heard in ages.

      “I am fine,” I say. But my reassurance only deepens the V between her brows. “I would not lie to you.”

      Not purposefully.

      My words seem to bear some relief, because she moves to stand near Kyra and locks Ilearis’s hand firmly in hers.

      Have I lost my mind?

      I release a shuddering breath. I have no business desiring this infuriating orc, especially knowing how he feels about me. “Your kind.” Bah. I will teach him to respect my kind with a thrust of my sword up his fine arse. 

      The king grabs hold of Kyra and joins the other two towering orcs as they jovially enter the tavern, arms clasped over broad shoulders. Inside, the cacophony of voices, music, and the ding of tableware comes to a screeching halt. 

      Scanning the hard faces in the crowded space, I take hold of Ilearis’s other hand. It is as I expected. Pirates. Assassins. Fae from all walks.

      Lovely.

      Lorien remains by the door as Yurag leads us to a large circular table by the fire. At his signal, the occupants scatter from their chairs like rodents. The table is quickly cleared and we take our seats, ensuring Ilearis sits between me and Rowena. The king and Kyra occupy the chairs directly across. Aelinor sits on the king’s left and Rowena’s right, leaving the chair between me and Kyra empty.

      Somewhere in the Otherworld, my mother laughs. Only she would know the strength it takes me to keep my expression neutral when Gauron’s virile frame grudgingly occupies the chair beside mine. 

      Surtr’s fires. Why does this male smell as good as he looks? Can the fates not grant me one ounce of mercy? 

      The only bright side to this situation is the fact that the orc commander looks as miserable as I feel. 

      My lip quirks. Perhaps the fates have not completely abandoned me. I do so enjoy riling this massive warrior.

      When the scent of roasting meats wafts by, my stomach rumbles, and I forget about torturing the king’s second. Soon, pitchers of wine and platters loaded with meats, breads, and cheeses are set upon the table. 

      Hand squeezing Rowena’s amulet, Kyra’s gaze darts from table to table. Her eyes grow wild, and although Rowena’s charm is a powerful cloak giving the woman the appearance of a Winter elf, the herbs alone will not camouflage a scent now amplified by fear.

      The king braces an arm behind her chair and leans into Kyra’s ear. Whatever he murmurs has the mortal melting into his body. 

      Gauron watches the two carefully, an indecipherable expression on his handsome face. That is until Yurag returns with a female orc at his side. Then the giant warrior sucks in a harsh breath, and his face pales. 

      I lift my eyes to the orc woman leaning over the table to place a cluster of spoons beside the serving bowl she had set at the center. Tall and muscular, her dark hair is braided in a tail she secures at the top of her head. Large hoops hang at her ears. Her dark eyes are stunning, contrasting against her ash-colored skin. 

      She is beautiful. 

      Who is she?

      “King Rogar,” Yurag says in a low voice. “My wife, Rogmesh.”

      Beneath the table, Gauron’s hands fist.

      For a moment, her eyes lock with his. Something akin to shock and then affection warms the depths of her dark orbs. Quickly regaining her composure, she turns her attention to the king and bows her head. “Your room is ready. I will show you, yes?”

      Gauron lowers his gaze to the goblet in his hand with an intensity I have not seen in all the time I have known him. And there his stare remains, never lifting when the king and Kyra rise to follow Yurag and Rogmesh through the tavern to where I assume a flight of stairs will lead to the rooms on the upper level. 

      Ilearis bites into a piece of meat, the juices running down her chin. She wipes her face with her palm and then signs excitedly. “This is all for us?”

      “Yes.” Rowena laughs. “Eat your fill, child.”

      The smells. The sounds. The exotic meats and cheeses we rarely see in Lithyr. A world of excitement for a child who has been sheltered her entire life. 

      A pang of guilt twists in my heart. No child should live in a cage, no matter how beautiful the bars.

      The fae nearby seem oblivious, conversing animatedly among themselves, yet I feel their curious stares slithering over my illusion. The cowardly urge to take Ilearis’s hand and run nearly overwhelms me. Alfhemir’s abhorrent laws are clear where wizards are concerned. Should she be discovered, they will execute her. 

      And we will hang.

      I suppose a noose is a blessing compared to the punishment I will receive should my family find me.

      “I wish Ursa were here,” Ilearis signs.

      I smile. “As do I, but imagine the tales she will have to tell when we reunite. Now eat quickly. You will need your rest for the journey.”

      “The child shouldn’t be attempting the crossing.” Gauron curls into the table, his big hand reaching for the pitcher. “Reconsider, norn.”

      Shaking her head, Rowena adds more of the succulent meat to Ilearis’s plate. “She remains with me.”

      Ilearis’s somber eyes settle on my face.

      My heart drops. No amount of pleading on my part has changed Rowena’s decision.

      Aelinor waves Lorien to the table. The elf takes the seat Kyra vacated, and then the king’s adviser flicks her fingers in my direction. “Wield your deceptive sorcery, witch, but have a care. There are some here sensitive to your brand of trickery.” 

      Arrogant female. 

      I grit my teeth and throw an illusion to buffer our immediate area and the map Lorien carefully places on a clean section of the table.

      He points to an area north, in Forvarrian territory. “We will access the Doors through a cave in the cliffs here. There are two pools. The king, the human”—he raises his eyes to Rowena and Ilearis—“and two others will travel through the first portal. The rest of you the second.”

      After the Reckoning, the portals became too unstable to transport over four beings at one time. Since the king is adamant Kyra remain with him, and Rowena refuses to release Ilearis into my care, the shaman, Gauron, and I will travel through the portal together. 

      “Where you emerge is anyone’s guess.” The elf runs a hand over the parchment, smoothing a crease down the center of the map. “The best scenario is anywhere north of Azgagh, Argomar’s former stronghold, and the mountains. Expect desert conditions. Heat, exposure, and the predators occupying this part of the Western Continent will be your greatest danger.”

      Beside me, Gauron sits silently, rubbing his thumb across a chip on the table’s polished surface. 

      “And our worst-case scenario?” I ask.

      “Everywhere else.”

      Wonderful.
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      Rogmesh.

      Here.

      I suck in a breath and head down the narrow hallway, searching for Yurag. We’ve another list of provisions needed before we travel to the Doors, and I pray I catch my old friend before I do his wife.

      Wife.

      The word rips into my heart. She’d been mine once. I’d proven myself through the Rite of Courtship. She’d accepted my claim. We completed the ritual, the equivalent of a fae marriage, and although neither of us could truly feel a bond—not like our ancestors did—she was mine in every way.

      Until she wasn’t.

      I turn the corner and the bloody organ dying in my chest seizes at the sight before me.

      Rogmesh startles. “Gauron.”

      Cursed fates, it’s too late to turn around. I halt and acknowledge her greeting with a tip of my head. “I’m looking for Yurag.”

      “He sought Elrand, the blacksmith you encountered earlier, to procure the herbs and tinctures you require.” She comes to a stop an arm’s length away, and I force air into my nose to keep from inhaling her scent.

      Her brow quirks. “You keep very strange company these days.” 

      The soft curve of her mouth lifts into a sweet smile. It was one of the first things I noticed about her when we first met, followed by the genuine warmth in her expression, which eased the loneliness inside me.

      I say nothing. In the time we’ve been apart, she’s grown more beautiful somehow, whereas I stand before her in a body scarred and mutilated by war. Life has treated her well, and for that, I’m grateful. With Yurag, she’s gained all she deserves. Status. Security. Wealth. Everything a soldier’s salary couldn’t buy me then. 

      I turn to leave.

      “You are the king’s second.” Her dark eyes skim the left side of my face. “This news lights my heart. The ancestors have blessed you.”

      “Tell your husband to find me when he returns.”

      “You will not look at me, my rebel?”

      “Don’t. Don’t say those words.” Relinquishing my claim nearly broke me. “You have no right to call me by that name any longer.” Stepping back, I stab my trembling fingers through my hair and will my lungs to work. “You chose well. Yurag is a fine male.”

      “He is. As are you. Gauron, our parting was never about⁠—”

      I step back. “I can’t do this.” 

      “Please.” She grips my arm, her touch sending gooseflesh crawling up my skin. “I have missed you, my friend. Sheltered as we are here, I have long wondered what became of you. It is so good to see your face.”

      I remove her hand from my bicep. “I have patrol. Your husband will find me outside performing my duty.” The same duty that tore us apart.

      She snaps back at the vehemence in my tone. 

      Turning, I stride through the kitchen door, startling staff preparing meals or cleaning pots.

      I don’t regret a single bitter word I’ve uttered. Not one. I haven’t changed. I’m still a warrior. I’m still the same waif who forged his way, tooth and claw, into the queen’s army. 

      When I step outside, I close the door and slump a shoulder against the wall. My insides are a raw, quivering mess. “My rebel.” With two words, she’s taken a mallet to my chest and pounded until the thing I carry inside me is no longer whole.

      “War Master.”

      I straighten and acknowledge Lorien. “All quiet?”

      “For now.”

      “I relieve you of your post. Get some rest, Captain.”

      The elf responds with a slight tilt of his head. I know he’ll remain outside watching for the Hunt. As will Aelinor. 

      I move away from the wall, my heart still battering against my rib cage. Later, at the end of my shift, I’ll pilfer a bottle of brew and forget Rogmesh. Forget the pain her memory causes. Forget my part in our breakup.

      But for now, there’s duty. My loyal and erstwhile mistress.
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      A crash sounds from outside. 

      I set down the tray of bread and cheese I filched from the kitchen pantry and extinguish the candle I lit when I entered the room.

      Drawing my dagger, I direct my focus to the giant oak door four feet from where I stand. I hear a thud, barely audible, like a sack of grain falling against wet soil. 

      The tavern’s help has retired for the night. Yurag and his comely wife delivered Rowena’s herbs hours ago. Whatever is out there is outside their supervision.

      Have we been found? 

      My heart skips several beats before reason leverages its weight. If the Furious Army were outside this door, the tavern would be in flames. My best guess is there is an animal loose, foraging for food. 

      Or a fool of a goblin attempting to lure a hapless servant outside. 

      I smile. 

      Let him try. 

      Whatever is out there thumps against the door hard, rattling the iron latch. A muffled curse follows. Male? 

      So, not an animal. 

      Marvelous.

      I crouch beneath the table, hand tightening around the hilt of my dagger. I have nothing but darkness and the element of surprise at my disposal. My goblin theory might not hold, for I doubt the creature would make it past the king’s guard.

      At that thought, my concern deepens. Why have one of the three not intervened? Surely the racket this creature is causing would have earned their notice by now. They are orcs and elves, for Ulda’s sake.

      The door latch jiggles.

      I eye the distance to the hallway. One intruder I can disarm and kill, but should there be more… 

      I decide to sound an alarm and race to the room. Ilearis and Rowena are my priority.

      A creak and then moonlight filters into the darkened space. Then a large form blocks the light and closes the door. Heavy footsteps slide against the stone floor. A table by the hearth holding fruit baskets and large wooden bowls lurches, apples and plums spilling onto the ground. 

      “Jatta.” The male stumbles and collides into the pots hanging above his head. “Cursed fates,” he slurs. “That one hurt.” 

      Gauron?

      I peer out from beneath the table. The orc has a hip against the edge, one large hand rubbing the back of his head. He pushes off, sways, staggers another step or two, and trips over the large basket of yams and roots propped against the opposite wall. His body tumbles to the floor with a tremendous thud. 

      Air rushes from his lungs. He stills and those amber eyes pivot to meet mine. 

      I arch an eyebrow. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      His lips part. He groans and scrunches his face, then hangs his head, flinging a meaty arm over his eyes. “What blasted entity did I piss off this night?” 

      “The god of turnips and yams?” I offer sweetly.

      Another groan, this one louder than the last. “As would be my luck.”

      A giggle bursts from my mouth, one I struggle to contain as I stand and sheathe my weapon before lighting the candle I had left on the table near the stove. “Do you plan on mopping the floor?” 

      He opens one bleary eye. “No.” He seems to think better of his answer. “Mayhap.” He laughs, the sound throaty and rich, capturing me in its allure until I cannot help but join him. 

      “Shh,” I say. “We will wake the patrons.” The food will have to wait. I offer him my hand. “Come, War Master. Let us get you off that cold floor before you catch your death.” 

      He snorts and swats my outstretched arm away. “I’m no booshlung, female. I can stand on my own. And know this.” He waves a thick finger in the air. “’Twill take more than a cold floor to kill me.”

      Of that, I have no doubt.

      I watch him roll to his side. Beneath the flickering candlelight, muscles flex against his tunic, the fabric pulling taut over his wide back. He manages to stand—barely.

      We stumble out of the kitchen and make it to the foot of the stairs before he staggers. I catch him and heft my shoulder beneath his armpit, but the momentum takes us, spinning our bodies until I am flattened against the wall by seven and a half feet of glorious orc muscle. The heat of his body sears every inch of mine.

      Moon and stars, this male weighs more than an ox. 

      Bracing one hand by my ear, Gauron pushes back and lowers his head until those bright amber eyes catch mine, ensnaring me in their gold-flecked depths. His lashes are lush and thick, sweeping over lazy, hooded lids, and I am suddenly all too aware of his body. Of the hips pinning me to the wall, leaving me breathless. Of the warm breath scented in Devil’s Brew and honey.

      He runs a finger down the side of my cheek, the touch lighter than the stroke of a feather. 

      Gentle. 

      I knew he would be gentle.

      “Perfect,” he murmurs, gaze lingering on my mouth. “So perfect.” A sad smile flicks across his lips, and his eyes lift back to mine. “But your magic is lost on me, norn. I’m dead inside. A husk not even those pretty lips can revive.” 

      As if on command, my lure leaks from my pores, curling around the wall of male flesh locking me in place.

      He steps back, and I want to sink my fingers into the fabric of his tunic and pull him back against my chest.

      “If you hurt my king, I will kill you.”

      Surprise flushes my skin cold. Gauron did not respond to my lure.

      My lure. 

      Fates. 

      With my heart pounding for an entirely different reason, I wrench back every last tendril of magic before the whole inn wakes. Shock forces my body to move, and I duck under his arm.

      “Rightly so,” I say. “Consider it a good thing your king’s death is not on my agenda, although I may consider scalping that fine red hair of yours. It would make a lovely afghan and fetch top coin at the merchant shop. Do you not agree?”

      Gauron barks out a laugh. “I’d like to see you try.” 

      “I would like to see you climb these stairs. We need to get you sobered up before your king wakes.” And I need to consult Rowena. Never has a male been unresponsive to my lure. 

      What can this possibly mean?

      “I doubt my king sleeps, the lucky rascal.” A playful grin plays over his mouth. 

      My, my, my, this male is awfully pretty when he smiles. Scars and all. 

      Shaking myself free of Gauron’s appeal, I focus on the staircase before us. Without the strength of an elf, it will be impossible for me to lug his massive frame up these narrow steps. “Do you require assistance?”

      He snorts. “Now there’s a question.”

      Grasping the banister, he pulls himself up. One step becomes two and three. I follow him, hands at the ready to shove against that powerful back should he lose his balance. Thank the fates we reach the top without incident and with no soul the wiser.

      Gauron leans against the wall and glances right and then left. His lopsided grin has my heart fluttering against my chest, angering me to no end. I am no child. Nor can I afford to be lost in this male’s charm.

      But here I am, grinning back like a pubescent girl. 

      His forehead crinkles, the tightness tugging at the jagged lines of his scar. “I seem to have for⁠—”

      “I am taking you to Rowena. She should have something to counter the brew.” Fates help us, I hope I am right. “Come, orc. My room is right this way.”

      For such a large, inebriated male, he is surprisingly quiet. 

      Outside my room, his body towers behind, crushing me to the door. I turn and shove against his chest. He falls against the wall, tugging my hand with him. The scent of night air mixes with his natural musk and a hint of the honeyed brew. 

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from burying my nose in his neck. 

      Gauron takes a lock of my hair between his fingers, eyeing the strands with an intensity that stops my hands from reaching for the latch. 

      “So pure.” He inhales. “Mmm, mava,” he murmurs, his voice low.

      He thinks I smell like a rare fruit with a poisonous peel? They say the flesh compares to the food of the old gods, ambrosia. The realization makes me uncomfortable for reasons I cannot pinpoint.

      He laughs softly. “Sweet and deadly.” Lowering his mouth until his lips nearly brush the tip of my ear, sending a shiver down my spine, he asks, “Why is it the most dangerous predators wear such beautiful guises, hmm?” 

      Before I can string two thoughts together, the door opens.

      I jolt and vault from between the arms of the towering orc turning my mind to mush with a single breath.

      Rowena gives me a sharp look. “I sent you to retrieve food, not an intoxicated warrior.”

      Ilearis ducks shyly beneath the hand Rowena uses to brace the door to stare at Gauron warily. 

      I shrug. What was I supposed to do? Leave him lying on the floor? 

      “As you can see, I had very little choice in the matter. Now help me get him inside before the noise alerts the king.”

      Between the two of us, we guide Gauron into the room and sit him on the small bed. When Rowena drags me to a quiet corner of the room, his ardent gaze trails after me.

      “I felt your lure,” she accuses.

      My face flushes. “Yes, but… he is not susceptible.”

      “How can he not be affected? Look at him.” I keep my eyes from straying to the orc in question. “And who knows how many others you have roused from sleep.”

      Hopefully none.

      Ilearis signs, “He watches you. Always he watches.”

      “It is the brew. Trust me. When he sobers up, he will be back to despising my existence.” Why the thought hurts so much is beyond me. 

      “You like him,” Rowena says.

      My first instinct is to scream “Are you mad?” But the blunt force of my denial gives me pause.

      Do I?

      Bah, I have no time to “like” any fae, let alone a male in line to be king. “Perhaps the war master is not the only fae imbibing the tavern’s brew.” 

      Rowena snickers. “Careful, Sersha. If the king’s hand sets his sights on you, there will be no escape. Look at the example his liege sets.”

      I wave away her concern. “You worry for naught, but there is another matter I need to discuss with you.” I look over my shoulder, my gaze clashing with Gauron’s. Would she have an answer for why this orc is immune to my lure? “But first things first. You must undo the gallons of brew he has clearly consumed.”

      “Must I?” she asks incredulously. 

      “Who else?”

      Rowena shakes her head, frustrated. “I am a norn, not a goddess or a mage. You expect too much, my sister.” 

      “We set off for the Doors at daybreak, and in his condition . . .”

      She sighs and then scrutinizes our disheveled visitor. “Very well. Ilearis, fetch a glass of water. You”—she points to me—“grab the aspa seeds from my bag.”

      I retrieve the seeds. Rowena quickly crushes the aspa, mixing it with water. All the while, we huddle around Ilearis, sheltering her from Gauron’s view. We have spent years hiding her abilities, and I will not jeopardize her life in order to save one warrior’s honor.

      No matter how striking I find him.

      Ilearis quickly infuses the potion with an amplifier spell to enhance the seed’s potency.

      At the bed
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