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For the ones that feel unseen, unheard, or unworthy.
You are a spark waiting to be noticed.
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​PROLOGUE

				



				The sky darkened, though night had not yet come.

				Branches split and snapped as a soldier tore through the brush, chased by screams, by the clang of steel against tearing flesh. What was meant to be a simple scouting run, a measured look at the strange pulse of magic that had unsettled every magic wielder in the kingdom, had unravelled into slaughter.

				There was blood. Too much blood. So much blood.

				The scout ran, lungs ragged, breath sawing out of his throat. He was young, far too young, but youth gave him speed. Small for his years, quick of step, his mother had said he was built like a hare – easy to overlook, almost impossible to catch once he bolted.

				“Go! Ride for the castle, tell the–”

				The command ended in a scream. His officer, helmet lost, eyes stretched wide with fear, vanished sideways into the brush. The sound of bone crunching, armour twisting, and a single gurgle of breath.

				Numb with horror, the boy kept running, fear giving his feet wings as he vaulted a fallen log, jagged spikes of bark tearing at his palms. Leaves and dirt clung to his blood-slicked hands. Behind him, the forest erupted in chaos – branches snapping, claws tearing, voices that had once been human howling like broken instruments.

				Something caught his cloak. Bony fingers raked across the fabric, tugging, ripping seams. He tore free, stumbling forward. The moans followed, thick and guttural, the sound of teeth grinding too close to his ear.

				Leathery wings beat the air, sending his hair whipping into his eyes. A scream rent the clearing, half his own, half the beast that struck. Talons plunged into his shoulders, hot pain exploding as he was lifted from the ground. His feet kicked at nothing, boots lashing empty air.

				He clawed at the thing, fingernails scraping against hide like old parchment stretched over bone. The smell of rot filled his nose, a stench so strong it burned his throat.

				The creature shrieked, jerking him higher, dragging him toward the droning light of the portal. It pulsed and flared like a violent cut, its song a low, grinding thrum that rattled through his ribs.

				The boy’s dagger slipped into his palm – training, instinct, anything to keep him alive. He drove it backward, steel crunching through brittle ribs. The thing howled, wings folding, and they plummeted.

				They hit the ground with a brutal crash. Air burst from his lungs. Bones cracked, his and the creatures’ both. He rolled, dazed, dragging himself forward, his broken legs trailing in the dirt. The forest swam and blurred. Ahead, the portal hung open like torn flesh, its sick blue light bleeding through the canopy. 

				More shapes spilled from the rift. Twisted silhouettes, claws raking earth, the gleam of silver scales and iron links. Hollow, hungry eyes locked on him.

				They closed in, and the boy had no breath left to scream.
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​CHAPTER ONE

				
Nemesis


				“Have you never felt true happiness before, Nem?”

				His words echoed in her mind, the question she had been asking herself since the night Nemesis Rion had learned she was Goddess-touched. The moon had hung high, draped in velvet night sky, stars winking like curious spectators as the wolf Shifter, Krepth, lay his hand against her glowing skin. The discovery of her heritage on the rooftop of Ayrith castle was still vivid in her mind, though a year of time had stretched on since.

				Nem’s memories were clouded, but she struggled to recall a time before that rooftop moment when she had genuinely felt happy. It was difficult to even think of a time when she had felt anything other than a simmering blend of rage, curiosity, and self-loathing. Her amnesia left her in a state of longing, yet she was unsure if her heart was holding her back, fearing the pain she might uncover. 

				No memories could be dragged to mind, not enough to make her skin glow again… not enough to bring forth the fire to her veins that she’d felt with him.

				With the kingdom’s master of spies.

				A man who was supposed to be her enemy.

				One of those she had been bred to hunt.

				The wolf Shifter, Krepth Hallier.

				Gods, so much had happened since their time on the rooftop.

				War had swallowed Fythnar, with Valdis’s reign causing the north to be blanketed in black ice, freezing the large body of water circling the golden castle of Ayrith. With the skies dotted with portals to another realm, horrible, eyeless, winged creatures fell to the earth like acidic rain, tearing through humans, Fae, elves and Shifters alike. The battle had been bloody, unforgiving, wretched. Valdis’s experimenting with forbidden magic had nearly destroyed their nation, driven by a craving for power and an acute love for someone he had lost long ago.

				Many did not make it out alive, and those who did were left with permanent wounds and scars, running deeper than flesh, deeper than bone, wounds that would never truly heal.

				Without thinking, Nem found her fingers tracing the lines of her own battle scars. The puckered skin started at her hairline near one of her pointed ears, curved down over her high cheekbone, and ended just shy of her chin. Unsightly… a marring of her skin that she knew many now shared, along with the memories embedded with the wound in her flesh. A reminder of what she had survived… and what others had not.

				One particular loss weighted the room where she stood and had continued to be a phantom lingering on the shoulders of those whom Nem now watched. 

				The late copper-haired king and son of the usurper, Lorch Kruel, was the reason they were still here today, breathing the sweet, moist air of the caverns beneath the castle. Wielding Elijah’s Sword of Power, he had driven the blade through his father’s heart, creating an opening for Elijah. As the tyrant was weakened, Elijah seized the chance to attempt a life bond, hoping to sacrifice himself and take down Valdis in the process.

				But then Elijah’s sister had taken the connection unto herself, right on the verge of death, while simultaneously utilising her Mind Wielding ability to bring Lorch to peace as they died. Instead of regaining his long dead love, Valdis lost his own son – the one he had ultimately loved the most – before losing his own life. Necromancy was a tainted magic, one that poisoned the mind, and weaved dark fates ending with death.

				Love caused blindness…. it was weakness.

				Since her earliest days at the School of Fate, Nem had been steeped in the Sisters’ mantra: love was pain. The crumbling castle on the bluff had trained Fae assassins in the Gods’ name, and Nem had never thought to question it – until she left with Ariiaya.

				She saw then how love could give strength, bind hearts, inspire hope, and drive back fear. She saw it transform her violet-eyed friend, whose fated bond, gifted by the Gods, had carried her through war. Though love had aided in ending the war, it had also been the reason why it had begun.

				Nem thought she was beginning to feel love, until love turned to pain.

				It was the day Krepth, shadows deep beneath his eyes, confessed he could not shift. They had been on the clifftop with their friends only hours before, hands linked, remembering the one they had lost. Her touch, the touch that severed his magic, had left him defenceless, cut away from his wolf.

				Nem let her fingers fall, brushing the cool metal of her armour, self-loathing a hot bloom in her chest.

				Her skin hadn’t glowed since he left.

				Was it truly he who made her shine? Was the glow the shape of her happiness, or merely the gift the gods had pressed upon her – a gift she did not understand and couldn’t control?

				Often Nem wondered if things might have been different had the Gods been present in flesh, not just in spirit. Instead, they left mortals to fate and chaos. Now, they were nothing but names in dusty tomes. Weak, absent, forgotten.

				She held no reverence for the bloodline that tied her to them. How could she, when their neglect had left the land in ruin?

				A throat cleared across the room, drawing a sliver of her attention back from her internal musing. Drips of water pattered on the cavern floor, filling the spaces between speech as the small council gathered in the caverns below the castle. As soon as they’d begun to meet again after the battle, they had moved to the caverns to allow space for their largest member to attend.

				Lysander, the King’s grandfather’s dragon, rested on her haunches nearby, golden eyes watching their gathering, an ancient shine in their depths. Scales shifted against one another as she crossed her claws, neck curving, nostrils flaring. The dragon’s knowledge was invaluable, that of their own world and the ones beyond it.

				The space had changed since Nem had last been down here, since their run in with the very first undead, Sybell’s poor handmaiden, Ingrid. Beneath the huge royal blue rug, Nem knew there were gouges in the stone, remnants left by the Kryvern they’d fought here too. Now, a large circular metal chandelier hung over the heavy war table, fixed by chains from the jagged stalactites. Sconces dotted the walls, casting flicking light over the otherwise untouched and rugged natural structure around them. The waterfall raged; its boom muted to a drone by magic while sunlight attempted to chop through the water, mixing in dappled sprays across the damp cavern mouth. Unlike the last time, where the cavernous space had been damp and dark, now it held a cool, strangely intimate feel.

				Nem drew her gaze to the voice in the room, a strong tenor that commanded all to it.

				“Tell me where they were last seen.”

				King Eliverus Herington stood at the head of the war table, arms crossed over his chest in familiar stance. Draped in dark blue – the kind that clung to the edge of midnight before surrendering to dawn – he wore the weight of his lineage stitched into every golden seam. His hair had grown, just slightly, the dark strands falling in a careful sweep over his stern brows. Eyes like molten silver swept over the council, as heavy and unreadable as ever. His beard was thicker now, though still kept in sharp order. The dragon-head crest of the North gleamed at his breast, bold and unyielding, stamped proudly where once the serpent of the Kruel family had reigned.

				Magic was a consistent hum around Elijah, the sweet taste of it like a branding. His power had taken time to return, and when it had, it ingrained itself into every fibre of their city, as if burrowing under the soil of the land. Returning and making itself at home.

				“To the south, just beyond the Wastes and on the border of the Ivory Plains,” answered one of the council members, Yarn, a solid man with close-cropped brown hair and a beard salted with grey. He was a new member, a Fae, one whom had once headed the resistance, father to the crown healer, Celadine. Nem had heard that Cela had continued to tend to their people as healer, while telling the story of how Lorch Kruel had joined their resistance, despite the heavy prejudice he’d been taught. Rather than wallow in grief, she poured herself into reshaping the world’s opinion of him. Through it all, her daughter, Mia, remained steadfast at her side, quietly learning the art of healing. The last time Nem saw her, Mia had grown nearly a foot taller, her body finally starting to catch up with the quiet, steady maturity in her eyes. For someone so young, she’d already seen and endured more than most do in a lifetime.

				Nem’s thoughts slid from the apothecary and her daughter as Yarn continued. 

				“The same location where the last were sent to investigate the strange magical pulse.”

				Elijah’s lips thinned, brows knotting in concern.

				Nem recalled the disturbance, a tremor upon the air unfelt since the end of the war. Magic had returned to Fythnar slowly, settling upon the continent as if it had never left. Those who were magically inclined felt the hum constant through the earth, in the streams, in the air. But what was felt two weeks ago was different – a jolt that sliced the peace, like a door slammed in the dead of night.

				Steam cloyed the cavern air as Lysander said, “There are dark forces in the air – tainted blood and corrupted magic.” The dragon’s deep voice echoed in their minds, a strange mix of tenderness and power that Nem was still adjusting to. The beast’s serpentine head tilted in the King’s direction. “This is beyond mere soldier scouts. We need more magic. We need warriors.”

				“I will go.”

				Nem tilted her head slightly, to the ring of another voice, one which she knew almost better than her own.

				Queen Ariiaya Trillia, once her life-bonded partner and still her best friend, stood beside her husband, chin held high. Her former Fury comrade had embraced the role of Queen with the same vigour she brought to any mission, stepping into it seamlessly. Despite the doubt she’d shown about ruling, her love of the land was obvious, and her love of the male beside her even more so. She was loyal, just, and fair – her upbringing had taught her to consider all sides of a story. But one thing remained unchanged: her instinct to place herself in harm’s way before letting danger reach anyone else.

				Today, under the speckled light of the cavern, she looked as regal as ever. She was draped in a gown of deep purple, so dark it nearly appeared black. The corseted bodice hugged her figure, accentuating her curves with elegant precision. The fabric flared out dramatically at her hips, cascading in smooth, flowing folds that swept gracefully along the floor. The rich colour and intricate design of the dress radiated both power and sophistication, as if she wore not just a gown, but an extension of her commanding presence.

				The light softly highlighted the honeyed undertones woven through her dark brown hair, elegantly swept into a crown braid. A few loose curls escaped, delicately framing her face, adding a touch of softness to her otherwise regal appearance. Perched atop her brow was a simple gold coronet, drawing attention to her furrowed brows, which hinted at her fierce determination and stubborn resolve.

				From what Nem had gathered from Arii, being Queen was a far cry from her previous life as an assassin. There were endless rules, protocols, and traditions to follow – an invisible web of expectations that confined her best friend. Nem could see how these constraints weighed on Arii, the frustration simmering just beneath her composed exterior. Despite being an excellent queen, the rigid structure of the role clashed with her instinct for action and freedom, leaving her feeling trapped by the very duties she excelled at. Her quickness to volunteer now wasn’t a surprise to Nem .

				Though Arii carried a fierce presence in all she did, it did not faze the solid, towering figure beside her. Elijah stood with his hands resting on the table, inspecting the map, his silence speaking louder than any words could. Arii tilted her head slightly, as if reacting to something Elijah had said telepathically. Her lips parted to respond, but before she could speak, one of the council members cut in.

				“We cannot send a monarch to investigate a small matter like this when there is larger discourse brewing along our trade routes. The path from the south has been the harshest it’s been in many years with snowstorms raging in the Ivory Plains. Valuable resources that we can only source from there are facing steep delays. Fresh water stores are delayed from the east, too, and supplies for the healing bracelets to stem the spread of Dragon Fever are also absent from the west.” 

				Another councilman, running a finger absently along the map, eyes downcast, added, “Tensions are too high with all other courts for our King and Queen to part.”

				Arii was silent, though Nem could see the twitch in her tense jaw that betrayed her displeasure, even if all knew the councilman was right.

				Silence hung in the air, broken only by the soft scrape of Lysander’s scales against the stone as the dragon shifted cautiously.

				At the end of the war, what was once off-kilter had begun to balance. The weather patterns across each court had returned to normal as the black ice melted, restoring the natural climate unique to each region. That balance had lasted until just a week ago, when anomalies began to appear once more. Heat waves scorched the northern lands, while worse than normal blizzards ravaged the south. In the east, the wet season stretched unnaturally long, and in the west, erratic currents caused chaos. All of this unfolded in unison after the strange magical disturbance.

				The councilman finally lifted his head, his eyes soft beneath the steady scrutiny of violet. “You might consider a hired party. Perhaps even call upon our finest soldiers. The army is stronger now than it has ever been.” He paused, his throat working as though the words weighed heavy. “If it please you, my lady.”

				Nem’s thoughts once again drew back to Krepth, chosen as the ambassador between courts. They’d hardly spoken in the year that had passed, swept up in their duties. Yes, duties. She wouldn’t allow herself to think they’d been deliberately avoiding one another. Though they most obviously had been.

				Nem’s turquoise eyes slid over the group which she flanked, her skin pebbling from the cold, though her discomfort was hidden beneath her armour. As the monarchs and the council continued to speak, she lifted her chin, seeking a reprieve from her thoughts, surveying the cavern ceiling, sharp and dripping like a hungry dragon’s teeth. The chamber stayed cool despite the outside heat. With sconces, chandelier, and sunlight fractured by the waterfall, the amber walls revealed delicate marbling, like lakes snaking across Elijah’s map.

				Though it had been a year since the war ended, it felt like a small stretch of time to Nem, who relived snips of memory of the event every time she closed her eyes.

				Rippling claws.

				Battering wings.

				Pure, blinding light.

				Her fingers trailed her scar, pausing upon her cheek. Nem’s stomach squeezed, lips parting on a breath of speech that left before her mind could catch up from the fog of memories. 

				“Send me.”

				Conversation came to an abrupt stop at her words, all eyes turning toward her. But Nem’s focus remained on Arii’s narrowed violet eyes as she barked, “No!” just as Yarn exclaimed, “Perfect!”

				The dragon dipped her snout in approval. Lysander’s golden gaze felt weighted… a strange knowing shining within. “Send the silver one.”

				Elijah moved a hand to his mate’s, squeezing her fingers, before he met Nem’s gaze. 

				“You willingly volunteer, Nem?”

				The moment she’d let loose her magic to protect the people upon the bridge had been one of the only moments she’d truly felt alive. She recalled the feeling of the magic raging beneath her skin, the currents of light flowing through her veins. The surge of power she’d felt in that moment; after so long feeling lost… trapped within her hazy memories; had been unlike anything she’d felt before.

				And she hadn’t been able to replicate it since.

				For months she’d felt displaced… not truly belonging in the regal setting of the castle, trailing her best friend like a shadow. She hadn’t the desire to investigate her magic further, nor had she felt any desire to do anything but serve. To follow orders, much like her previous life.

				Until now.

				To the bob of Arii’s throat, Nem replied, “Yes.”

				“We have all heard the stories of how Nemesis’s light magic obliterated scores of winged beasts and undead in one charged explosion,” said one of the councilmen, the note of awe not at all hidden from his voice. “A beacon in the darkness, you saved countless lives.”

				Heat rose to Nem’s cheeks in response to the praise, feeling a knot inside at the fact that she wasn’t entirely sure how she’d achieved what she did, that she wasn’t sure she could do it again even if they found whatever was disturbing the balance of their land. She’d been under immense pressure, and he had been by her side.

				Eyes of vivid green, fading to muted tones at her touch.

				“Perhaps to help strengthen the relationships between our courts, each could have the opportunity to send a warrior,” added Yarn.

				Elijah nodded. “Allow each court to have the opportunity to investigate and act.”

				Yarn scooted some pieces strategically along the board as he spoke. “By sending our best warriors, one from each court, we will have a much better chance of investigating what is sending our land once again spiralling, while also using this as a diplomatic strengthening exercise.”

				Arii spoke around the fingernail she was biting. Even after all this time, her anxious habit hadn’t dissipated. “Nem cannot go alone.”

				Elijah gave a silent nod of confirmation, subtly intertwining his fingers with his wife’s as she brought her hand down.

				The scar on Nem’s cheek radiated a faint warmth, a persistent reminder of the war that had left its mark on her. It symbolised not only her past struggles but also the elusive power she had only begun to tap into. 

				Perhaps this mission would give her a chance to understand her abilities. Even if it didn’t, it would at least serve as a welcome distraction from her thoughts.

				Nem’s gaze met Arii’s, violet depths seemingly seeing directly into her soul.

				With the council in agreeance, Elijah said, “Send word to the other courts to select a trusted warrior, while I prepare a spell to open the voids to transport them here. They will set out at dawn in a day’s time.”
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​Chapter Two

				
Nemesis


				Nem’s fist slammed against flesh, teeth raining on the tavern floorboards like loose piano keys. Anger heated her breath, perhaps from the words uttered by the mortal man, whose eyes rolled as she hoisted him off his feet, or perhaps from the fury within her, tamped down for too long. 

				Mrs Mulvany’s tavern was a ruckus of sights and sounds. Cooking smoke from the kitchens clung to the rafters, mingled with the yeasty sweetness of spilled ale. It was busier than ever, humans, elves and Fae mingled over food and drink and memories. But unity was still building; beneath the laughter and music there was wariness, as if at any moment a careless word could peel away the fragile mortar of their peace. 

				Nem used the place as an escape from the castle, somewhere to be distracted by songs and people, to shoo away the beast of her quiet anxiety. 

				Tonight, however, her unusually short tether had snapped. It had begun simply enough – she’d been staring into her ale, watching the liquid ripple, thoughts sweeping to eyes like jade, to a dimple pressed in a smirking cheek.

				A smile that both warmed her insides and set them to boil.

				“Have you never felt true happiness before, Nem?”

				His words haunted her, until another voice had drawn her attention.

				“We sit here, drinking ale amongst those who dragged our land into ruin, with curses and dark magic. And now,” the man’s lips curled into a sneer, “we are expected to bow again, to an ex-assassin, a killer, with no royal blood, who slithered onto the throne!”

				Fate had a strange way of weaving unpredictability into Nem’s days, a fact she had come to expect.

				“You had better still your tongue before you lose it,” she now seethed, holding him away from her. 

				The man, eyes glassy but still feisty, clawed at her arm.  “Or what, pointy ears? From one mad ruler to another, are we truly better off? We all know that magic such as King Herington’s power can pull one into madness, so we are right back where we began!” 

				Feeling all eyes on them in the tense silence that had been filled with music a minute ago, Nem shoved him back, but he flew forward, fists swinging clumsy and wild. Without her armour, Nem felt light in her grey tunic and leathers, freer out of her royal garb. Arii had always been the one quick to spill blood but tonight Nem’s emotions were heightened by the disappearing scout party and the strange shiver left upon the air by the disturbance.

				She caught the blow against her shoulder, the impact hardly moving her frame as she answered with a strike of her own. Her fist cracked across his jaw again, sharp enough to rattle what teeth remained, and he stumbled against the table, sending mugs and dishes of stew crashing to the ground. Patrons were on their feet, some jeering, some urging restraint, others hungry for spectacle. Chairs scraped and toppled. The bard vanished from the stage, leaving only the discordant ring of strings as his instrument clattered to the floor.

				The man roared, face red with blood, fury and shame as he snatched a knife from the table. He lunged. Nem twisted, the blade grazing harmlessly past her ribs, and with a fluid motion she wrenched his wrist aside, slamming him chest-first against the edge of the table. The knife clattered free, skidding into the shadows.

				“You know nothing,” she snapped, cold as winter. “You know nothing of the sacrifices of our new queen!”

				But still drunk on bravado, he spat blood and defiance. “Sacrifices? We have all sacrificed! It will be as before – humans under the magic boots of the Fae. We will all end up where we once were, slaves to magic and madness! With your murderer of a Fae Queen at the helm!”

				The last shred of Nem’s forced composure snapped. She slammed him to the floorboards, the thud ringing through the tavern as though the foundations themselves felt her fury. Kneeling over him, blue eyes ablaze, she struck again, fist splitting skin, the copper tang of blood filling the air.

				Shouts rose around her – some calling for her to stop, others goading her on – but all blurred into noise. In that moment there was only the taste of insult, the name of her Queen and best friend sullied, and the feral satisfaction of silencing it with her own hands.

				“Enough!”

				The word cut through the tavern like a blade.

				Nem froze mid-strike, her knuckles dripping red, as the tall figure of Mrs Mulvany barrelled into the circle that had formed. Her apron was stained with kitchen grease, her hair a frazzled halo of pink curls, but her eyes burned with authority fierce enough to quiet the room.

				She planted her hands on her hips, glaring down first at Nem then at the sprawled, groaning man. 

				“By the Gods, I will not stand for blood spilt in my house. Not by you, Nemesis Rion, nor by any drunken fool with more bile than sense.”

				The man’s mouth popped open as if to speak, but Mrs Mulvany silenced him with a look that could have cowed a warlord. 

				“And you, Torren – keep that rotten tongue in your mouth before I cut it out and toss it to the dogs. Are you truly so witless as to goad for trouble, when all anyone here wants is to eat, drink, and remember how to live side by side?”

				A ripple of laughter and relief broke through the crowd, though wary eyes still flicked between Nem and her opponent. Nem’s breath came heavy, shoulders rising and falling as she slowly uncurled her fists, scars hot like brands against her cheek.

				Mrs Mulvany stepped closer, her voice softening though some steel remained. 

				“I know your anger. I know your fury. But you will not win your battles on these floorboards, Miss Rion. If you wish to defend the honour of our Queen, do it with dignity, not with brawls fit for guttersnipes.”

				The words struck harder than any blow. Nem swallowed and pushed to her feet. The man groaned again, bloodied but alive, and Mrs Mulvany snapped her fingers at two burly patrons. 

				“Drag him outside before he soils my floor any further.”

				As the crowd dispersed back into its clamour, the tavern’s music stumbled to life again. But laughter was brittle, and glances still darted towards Nem as though she were a wolf loose in their midst. Groups drew tighter, humans to humans, Fae to Fae, with only a few daring to bridge the divide.

				Nem dragged a breath through her teeth and reached for her mug, though it lay toppled, contents seeping into the cracks of the table. She cursed under her breath and straightened, only to find Mrs Mulvany beside her. 

				“Come,” the tavern mistress murmured, tilting her head toward the bar. “You need a clearer head than the one you are brewing with ale and anger. Cohesion will take time, and though it doesn’t seem it, most nights, everyone gets along. King Eliverus and Queen Ariiaya’s wishes for a unified court aren’t being completely ignored, young one. There will always be those who have a different opinion.” 

				At the bar Nem sat, shoulders square, gaze fixed on the scarred counter as Mrs Mulvany poured a clean mug of spiced apple juice and set it before her. 

				“I am not a child, I know these things,” Nem said at last, staring into the non-alcoholic beverage, her voice stubborn to her own ears.

				Mrs Mulvany leaned against the bar, folding her arms. “I never said you were, nor did I question your understanding. You are carrying more than most could endure. Grief, anger, memory… they are wild things. They scratch, they bite, they break out when you least wish them to. But if you let every drunken fool drag them from you, they will spend your strength where it is wasted. You’re a Queen’s guard, Nemesis, you normally act like one.” 

				Nem sighed, shoulders tight, blood drying against her knuckles. The tavern matron accommodated her brooding, even offered chances to speak about what was on her mind, but Nem was like a fortress, walls tall and composure fixed.

				Nem’s hands curled around the fresh mug, though she left it untouched. Her eyes lifted, cold fire still alive within them. 

				“He mocked what this land is fighting to rebuild. He insulted our Queen. I can’t allow that.”

				“And so you bloodied his face,” Mrs Mulvany replied evenly. “But tell me, did peace come closer for it? Or have you reminded this room how easy it is to fall back into hatred, when what we need most is healing? You and I both know our fierce Queen does not need defending from the words of drunken fools.” 

				The words gave Nem pause. She drew a long breath, the storm in her chest tempered, though not extinguished. Mrs Mulvany sighed, softer this time, and rested her hand briefly over Nem’s. 

				“I know you would defend this land with your life. You already have, I’ve heard. But sometimes, the greater courage lies in defending it with restraint. Weaving peace through patience.” 

				Nem’s gaze met hers, unflinching. “Perhaps. But there will come a time when restraint alone does not keep the peace we are trying to hold.”

				Nem couldn’t help but feel that her words no longer described just their current predicament but also her own. She couldn’t stand back and wait for things to change, for her past to be revealed. She’d decided it hours ago, under the bright, fiery gaze of her best friend. Her Queen. With the mission to occupy her, it was about time she tried to find out more about her past. 

				She paid her bill and nodded her thanks to Mrs Mulvany.

				The tavern’s noise faded behind her as Nem stepped into the night air. The door swung shut, muffling the music and laughter until only the murmur of the distant waterfall remained, its constant rush filling the silence she carried with her. Cool night mist clung to her skin, a balm against the heat still thrumming in her veins.

				A sudden shadow swept across the cobbled street, vast wings cutting through the stars. The heavy beat of a dragon’s flight stirred the sleepy town below, shutters rattling, dogs barking, a child’s cry breaking through the night. Nem tilted her head back to follow the gleam of scales that caught the moonlight like tarnished bronze. Once, such a sight would have sent the city to its knees in terror. Now the beast arced lazily above, a guardian rather than a harbinger of danger.

				Her eyes followed it until it vanished beyond the rooftops, leaving the hush of the night even heavier in its wake. She turned then, looking upward to the castle on the bluff. Once gold, its towers still bore the shimmer of faded grandeur, though now they glowed pale and silver under the moon. The sight stole her breath and twisted her chest, for it was a reminder of all that had been broken, and of what remained fragile in their grasp.

				Tomorrow she would leave these walls, leave her Queen, and set out on a mission that gnawed at her mind with anxious teeth. To be parted from Ariiaya now, when the land was still tender and the crown unsteady on her brow, felt like tearing flesh from bone. Nem could only pray that her steel, her strength and her unexplored magic would be enough to keep the fragile peace intact.

				Above, the stars wheeled silently, the moonlight spilling down as though the Gods themselves watched in judgement. Nem stood unmoving in the street, glaring at the dark sky, fists tight at her sides.

				Drawing a breath, she turned and began the walk back toward the castle, the moonlit towers rising like both promise and warning against the night.
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​Chapter Three

				
Nemesis


				“Are you sure that you want to go, Nem?” asked Arii for the second time that morning though Nem knew that her closest friend was aware that her mind was made up.

				“It isn’t like you to ask the same question twice, Ariiaya.”

				Arii twisted on her heel, morning sunlight gilding her silhouette in gold, face drawn into a scowl, fists knuckled by her sides. Nem surveyed her friend, noting the stiff set of her shoulders under her simple navy gown, the way her breath came in swift rasps. Her hair was unbound, her skin washed of the cosmetic paints she usually wore in the public eye. Now, in the privacy of Nem’s personal quarters – Queen Ariiaya was just… Arii, with her anxieties plain to see.

				“You look at me now in a way that I used to feel. Cold, detached… uncaring.” Arii said, her voice steely, yet breathless. When Nem’s gaze locked with hers, she saw fire burning bright, and love – deep, endless love. But within those violet eyes, framed by thick lashes, she also caught the flicker of fear, lingering at the edges. “We have come a long way. Don’t withdraw on me now.”

				Nem didn’t miss the way her friend’s gaze lingered on her cheek, on the scar marring her skin there. Nor did she miss the way Arii watched her at times, brows creased. Worried. 

				Leaning against the wall with her arms crossed tightly over her chest, Nem knew that she appeared detached, even aloof. But beneath the surface, she was just as anxious about her leaving as Arii was. The difference was that over time, she had simply learned to mask her fears more effectively than her best friend.

				So, she pushed from the wall, and took Arii’s hands in her own, her fingers grazing the scabs of her friend’s anxiety. There was a beat of silence as Nem grasped for the best words to quell Arii’s fears, for she knew she was still grieving over the loss of Lorch, and all else whom they’d lost over the course of the war. Nem wasn’t the best with emotion in words, only one ringing truth. “I… need to go, Arii.”

				They had once shared a life bond, forged through equal parts bravery and Arii’s reckless foolishness. In those days, Nem could have sensed every emotion the Fae standing before her felt, down to the marrow of her bones. But now, all that remained was silence between them, their life bond long severed by the mating bond Arii had formed with Elijah. 

				There were days were Nem missed the chaos of Arii’s emotions, a constant little fire in the back of her head. However, the tenseness of her jaw and the crease between her brows meant Nem no longer needed the bond to understand how her Queen was feeling.

				The corner of Nem’s lips quirked up. 

				“You have your handmaidens to keep you company. Everyone knows you don’t need a bodyguard when you can easily protect yourself.”

				“My handmaidens despise me,” Arii quipped, a pout forming. Nem stifled a laugh, recognising that Arii wasn’t truly bothered by their opinions – only by the fact that their petty judgments interfered with their duties.

				Arii gnawed her lip as Nem said, “They don’t hate you. They fear you. There is a difference. You know you are hard to work with.”

				Arii did not speak, only clucked her tongue in anxious thought.

				“Your former occupation as an emotionless assassin isn’t entirely forgotten, despite your hand in saving the realm. But with time, they’ll accept you fully, Arii. You need to allow them that time though.” Nem thought back to the tavern brawl, to the bitter words of the drunken human just before her fist met his face.

				Nem couldn’t keep the laugh from her voice as Arii broke from her hold and charged towards the door. Her outburst didn’t catch Nem off guard – Arii tended to lose her composure when it came to worrying about those she cared for. It was a familiar pattern, one driven by her fierce protectiveness and deep loyalty to her friends. Nem knew that, beneath Arii’s sharp words and fiery temper, her fear for the safety of others always weighed heavily on her heart. This had nothing to do with the maids, and everything to do with Nem leaving.

				What did surprise Nem was the next words to leave Arii’s mouth as she opened the door and paused in the archway. 

				“Fine, but if you’re going to go, I have one request… a promise, if you will.”

				Nem’s stomach knotted with apprehension, eyes narrowing. She didn’t need to answer, Arii would be able to see the displeasure written on her scarred face.

				For Nem knew exactly what her best friend was about to say… and it would not be a request.

				It would be an order.

				Though their bond as best friends was unbreakable, a connection forged through shared trials, blood, and years of unwavering loyalty, Nem’s duty would always come first, no matter how she felt. Her allegiance belonged, above all, to the one who had saved her from the brink of death. To Arii. No matter the request, no matter how difficult or personal, Nem would carry out her orders without hesitation or question. That debt bound her as strongly as their friendship.

				Her duty pulled her forward now, her stomach in a tight knot, her footsteps and her Queen’s echoing on the marble floors as they headed towards the receiving rooms.

				Nem swallowed, straightened her spine, steeled her expression for what was to come.

				Finally, over her shoulder, Arii’s chin lifted as she finally said, “You must take him with you.”

				
				***

				
				Him.

				Him.

				Nem knew the reason for Arii’s request, and it was not for added protection. The Queen knew that there was something between Nem and Krepth, and she knew that they’d been avoiding that fact for the past year.

				Nem remained silent as she dutifully followed, their footfalls echoing through the once-golden halls. Ariiaya allowed her the quiet – let her stew in it – as they passed castle staff bustling about, their bows to their Queen low and reverent. After the war, most of the gold adorning the castle was taken and melted down to restore the city and help the people rebuild their lives. Where her reflection had once danced in gilded surfaces, there now stood bare, timeworn brick, the castle’s bones exposed after years of wear. Yet even in its stripped-down state, the grandeur hadn’t entirely faded. Polished marble tiles stretched beneath her feet, their smooth surface gleaming in the afternoon light. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, casting a warm, golden glow that played across the hall, catching on the remaining ornate fixtures and subtle gilding, filling the space with a quiet, persistent splendour.

				Arii glanced over her shoulder. 

				“You’re angry with me.” 

				It wasn’t a question but a statement which snagged Nem’s attention.

				“We have a representative for the north… and the east already. It’s hardly necessary to invite the Spymaster on this mission when he is no doubt already busy with his duties.” Nem said, voice monotone, not allowing her friend’s statement to be confirmed.

				Canines flashed in a crescent moon as Arii grinned knowingly. 

				“Krepth’s influence and knowledge are invaluable, and he won’t be representing just one court, but all of them. As the master of spies, he has his paws in every court’s affairs. He will oversee all of you, as he’s best suited to maintain order while tensions remain high between our courts.”

				That wasn’t the only reason. Like the Fates weaving their threads, Arii was trying to – not too subtly – force them into a situation where they would have to speak again.

				Under her breath, Nem mumbled, “Of course.”

				“I know it’s been a while since you two spoke,” Arii turned as they arrived at the doors to the receiving room, and once again took her friend’s hands in her own. “But he cares about you, Nem.”

				Nem shifted awkwardly on her feet, silver hair brushing her cheeks. She knew Krepth cared for her, and Nem was well aware that Arii understood her feelings for him as well. But things were… strained between them. Awkward. Tentative. Strange.

				The Queen also knew the reason for the growing rift between them, and was fully aware of Nem’s demigoddess powers, not to mention her reluctance to discuss anything to do with them. Or the roguish wolf Shifter.

				Nem was so engrossed in her thoughts that she didn’t notice when they passed the threshold into the receiving rooms adjacent to the throne chamber, nor did she hear the murmur of voices.

				She hadn’t even noticed that Elijah had joined them, hand clasped with his Queen’s. Nem shifted into a quick bow, letting the action hide her expression. She spied Elijah’s hand lift, putting her at ease.

				The receiving room was hazy with candle smoke, rays of daylight cutting through to glint off the dark wood furniture. A deep blue banner bearing the Herington crest hung on the far wall, overlooking a long table cluttered with maps and paperwork. Conversations fell quiet as a small group of travellers stood to attention, offering deep, respectful bows as Nem silently took position nearby.

				Arii lifted her chin as the room’s focus shifted – first to her husband, then to her as she stepped forward. The courts’ chosen warriors had arrived swiftly, their journey aided by Elijah’s portal magic. For now, the King remained back, letting his wife study their guests.

				A head shorter than Arii, the first figure was a woman with short burgundy hair, a thick fringe sweeping across her forehead while the rest was cropped close to her scalp. Her full lips curled into a smile, and thick, winged lashes framed her striking hazel eyes, almost golden in hue, as they creased with laugh lines. Her garb was a mixture of silks and leathers, a getup that was both flowery and practical for travel. Nem got the distinct impression that this western warrior – with polished brass buckles, and a confident stance, one hand on her hip and a grin flashing her teeth – was just as flamboyant as the court she came from. 

				The woman shifted, the clink of metal against marble catching Nem’s attention. Her eyes travelled down to the warrior’s feet, where an intricately crafted limb of brass and polished wood replaced her leg. There was a subtle sound of clicks and whirrs which hinted at the advanced craftsmanship of the limb, enabling it to move with fluid grace in sync with the woman’s motions.

				“Vega Aster of the West Court at your service, Your Highness,” greeted the woman, sweeping into a bow before the King and Queen. Rounded ears and creases at the edge of her eyes hinted at her mortality, a human warrior.

				“Well met, Vega Aster, welcome to the North.” Arii said, offering a nod, before sweeping to the next warrior.

				The man was tall, almost imposingly so, blonde hair drawn back into a bun, accentuating his handsomely rugged, harsh face and pointed ears. Thick brows angled over icy blue eyes; ones that reminded Nem of the glaciers found in the Southern Court. A short beard dusted his cheeks, a shade deeper than the hair on his head. He was dressed in thick furs and rugged leather, giving him a wild, imposing presence. With an awkward bend at the waist, he bowed, his large hands resting on the twin axes strapped to his hips. At his side rested a dire wolf, its fur a shade of corn yellow , with a white mark on its chest shaped like an arrowhead. The beast’s striking blue eyes glanced up at its master, and the tip of its tail gave a subtle flick. 

				As the warrior leaned forward, Nem caught sight of an impressive broadaxe secured to his back, its wide blade gleaming faintly. 

				“Merrick Lightfoot, Your Highness,” he announced, his voice was a cool timbre, like heavy fallen snow, “of the Southern Court. This here beast is Bo, my companion dire wolf.” He swept a hand to the wolf, who blinked in comprehension. Merrick looked far too haggard and wild for the royal space he occupied, especially with a large beast at his side, remnants of dirt on its light paws. Nem knew they’d be feeling the Northern heat, especially in snow clothes and fur. 

				Nem felt a slight twinge of apprehension at the sight of the weapons, but she knew the room was encircled by guards, and the King and Queen were more than capable of defending themselves.

				“Welcome, Merrick Lightfoot,” Arii angled her head at the warrior’s wolf, lips twitching despite her regal demeanour. “And Bo. The North appreciates your presence here.”

				The last warrior was familiar, her keen gaze meeting Nem’s first, before skipping to the Queen, their bright green depths so like her brother’s eyes that Nem felt a small pang of guilt for not checking in with Luc and his husband Emerson for the last few months. Iniq Limus wore the woodland uniform of her kin. A moss-green tunic, perfectly
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