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            SUMMARY OF BOOK 1

          

          THE CUP AND THE PRINCE

        

      

    

    
      Zora lives in the Dark Valley. It’s a secluded place in the kingdom surrounded by walls, and its inhabitants aren’t allowed to leave. In this valley, shadow creatures spawn in the dark, even in the smallest spaces, and they survive even in daylight. Everyone carries a sword and knows how to fight, including 17-year-old Zora, who is a school teacher (equivalent to an elementary school teacher), teaching some kids (9- 11 year olds) about everything, including self defense. Her parents are doctors. 

      Zora’s boyfriend, Seth, is one of the best rangers in the valley. Rangers light up the valley and fight shadow creatures. This year, one representative of the valley will be allowed to participate in the Royal Games and go to the castle, and it’s Seth. They are in his bedroom, saying goodbye the night before he leaves for the games, and he wants her to give him a parting “gift”. Zora is a virgin, quite terrified of doing it, and reconsidering her decision. A shadow creature attack interrupts them, and after the attack she learns he was planning on never coming back and also cheating on her. As revenge, she gives him a sleep draught and steals the letter and the rod that the champion should carry, so that she’ll take his place in the competition. 

      Zora leaves the valley and heads to an inn in a nearby town, where the royal delegation is staying. There, she has an altercation with a stranger and threatens him with her sword, just because she felt he was dismissive of her because she’s a girl. 

      The stranger is prince Griffin. He just started an affair/relationship with Alegra, who’s a princess from a nearby kingdom, and betrothed to his older brother, Kiran, who’s king. He’s feeling guilty and confused, but his attraction to Alegra is stronger than his guilt. He isn’t angry at Zora for having attacked him, just perhaps intrigued. 

      

      Stavos, an assistant to the crown, takes Zora to the castle. There, Zora learns that the young man she attacked is prince Griffin, who is taking part in and helping organize the games. He claims the games are too dangerous for her and that she should participate in the festivities and find a good husband. Zora is angry that he’s underestimating her. Griffin’s older brother, prince Larzen, intervenes, so that Griffin reluctantly allows Zora to compete. Larzen tells Zora he knows she is an impostor and asks her to help him with flirting games so that he’ll help her with the competition. Zora agrees. 

      Zora shares a room with Loretta, who’s friendly. After eating, Zora goes to the library to do some research and meets Griffin again, who’s polite but asks her to quit the competition. She refuses. Later, she finds herself locked in a room in the library, and about to be late for the games. Someone opens the door for her and she barely makes it to the presentation of the champions in time. She learns that the winner will have to defeat a lion and feels sad for the animal.

      

      The next day, Larzen asks Zora to flirt with a young man in a garden. She goes to the garden but mostly challenges the young man. Larzen then shows a dungeon where Seth is being held, and says Zora had better do what he asks or he’ll release Seth, who can tell the kingdom that Zora is an impostor. 

      Thanks to Larzen’s tips, Zora wins the first challenge. In the ball afterwards, she befriends Mauro, a strong and tall competitor who doesn’t have an eye. Zora finds out that she flirted with Kiran, the young king. Kiran and Alegra announce their engagement. Even so, Kiran asks Zora to dance and is flirty with her. Later, a drunk Griffin asks Zora to dance, but he’s so drunk she takes him to the garden where he pukes and collapses. She takes him back to his bedroom and makes sure he feels well. He’s mumbling and she finds out that he was interested or having something with Alegra. 

      

      Griffin wakes up with a pleasant feeling, remembering someone taking care of him. He wakes up and Alegra is there. He tells her to leave, but she sings and then he gets confused and attracted to her. In his confusion, he thinks she was the one who took care of him, but he doesn’t understand why she’s still engaged to his brother. 

      He has a dungeon with magical objects and a basin of truth. He asks if Alegra loves him. He sees Zora instead, quite distraught and in tears, begging someone to stop something. The vision shakes him, and more than ever he wants her out of the games. 

      

      The next competition includes horse riding, but thanks to Larzen, Zora got some lessons.  In the arena, Alegra stops by each competitor and touches Zora’s horse. When she mounts the mare, it goes crazy and Zora almost falls, but thanks to the horse misbehaving, she does well in the challenge. 

      Griffin calls Zora to his office and asks her if she used dark magic in the horse. She denies, and when she suggests it was Alegra who did it, he changes the subject. But he believes Zora, and asks her to come to him if she feels she’s in danger. 

      

      In the second ball, King Kiran dances again with Zora. He invites her to work for him and be his “magical advisor” while subtly insinuating that he wants her as his lover. Zora doesn’t confront him but doesn’t say yes either, and leaves right after that. 

      In the hallway, someone with a knife attacks Zora, but she takes the knife and the assailant runs away. 

      The next day, she goes to Griffin to tell him about the assassin. He’s quite concerned and assigns her two guards. He also suggests that she change the key to her room. Zora is impressed at how thoughtful he is. 

      

      Griffin meets Alegra near some ruins, and asks her to stop trying to harm Zora. He thinks the princess is jealous of the king. He also thinks she might have sent the assassin. Alegra sings and he gets confused and again attracted by Alegra.

      

      Zora goes for a ride with her friend Loretta and her two guards, Natasha and Isabelle. By some ruins, she sees Griffin’s and Alegra’s clothes on the ground and realizes what they are doing, horrified that she trusted the prince. When she comes back to her room at night, Alegra is there, key in hand, saying that those matters concern her too. Zora leaves the castle and goes to the city with Loretta and her guard Isabelle, to stay at an inn, now that she feels unsafe in the castle. 

      The next day, Griffin finds Zora training and showing her guard a motivational cry that she teaches her students. He asks Zora to be careful. Larzen finds her at the inn and reminds her she has a competition in 3 hourse. Without time to train or plan, she starts thinking that maybe the guards were told to distract her. She also starts to wonder if Griffin is the one who sent the assassin. 

      

      Zora barely passes the next challenge. She also learns that Loretta left the city, and feels alone, now that she doesn’t trust anyone around her. 

      The next day Zora goes to a picnic with Larzen, Griffin, Kiran, and Alegra. Griffin starts looking at Zora differently. Zora goes into the ruins with Kiran and agrees to be his “potion girl”, despite knowing that he wants more than just her magical skills. She’s doing it to anger Alegra and Griffin, who had warned her against Kiran. Alegra is caught alone with Griffin, uses her magic singing on him, and asks him to humiliate Zora. When everyone’s back, Griffin asks Larzen if he’s sleeping with Zora and she leaves the picnic, determined not to flirt with anyone anymore and stop playing Larzen’s games. 

      After another challenge, Zora goes out to celebrate with Mauro (the champion who just got eliminated) and his friends. She returns with the guard Isabelle, and is almost attacked by three dogs that turn out to be Griffin’s. Isabelle calls the prince, who calms down the dogs and asks Zora to talk to him. In his office, she confronts him about his relationship with Alegra, says she’s not going to tell anyone, and asks him to stop trying to kill her. Griffin is confused, doesn’t remember much, and doesn’t answer things properly. Zora leaves his office and finds out King Kiran heard everything she said. She is forced to confess she’s seen Griffin and Alegra together. Kiran doesn’t look upset, and says he’ll help Zora win the games. 

      

      Zora agrees to brew a potion to make Griffin slow and confused, so that he’ll lose his challenge against her, which is probably going to be sword fighting. Griffin is outstanding at sword fighting, and Zora knows that she’ll have no chance otherwise. Before the challenge, Griffin takes the juice with the potion, and Kiran asks Zora to sit with him in the stands. She gets nervous because she wanted to get ready to fight Griffin and because the effect of the potion might fade. 

      Zora sees them bringing the lion and realizes they are about to make Griffin fight the animal while partially incapacitated with her potion. She begs Kiran to stop it. It’s just like Griffin’s vision; she’s in tears, distraught. Kiran doesn’t stop the challenge and Zora jumps in the arena and saves Griffin, but then the king orders soldiers to attack and kill Griffin, who’s now unconscious on the ground. Zora stands in the way and is hit on the shoulder by an arrow. Surrounded and outnumbered, she knows she has no chance, but she doesn’t step away from Griffin, determined to die defending him if necessary.  

      Alegra comes into the arena singing and everyone stops, so that she saves Griffin and Zora. Mauro helps Zora carry Griffin out of the arena, take a cart with a horse, and escape the city. 

      On the way, Griffin wakes up. He learns that Zora saved him, realizes his vision and the fear she felt were for him, and kisses her. She likes the kiss and realizes she’d been wanting to kiss him for some time, but she pushes him away, afraid that he’s still in love with Alegra and that he’d want nothing with Zora because he’s a prince and she’s a commoner.

      

      We get Alegra’s point of view. Her real name is Riadne and she’s not sure why she used that much magic, and how she’ll go through with her plan to have the brothers destroying each other. 

      

      Griffin is feeling better and agrees to go to the Dark Valley, where Zora can get medical attention from her parents, as she’s wounded from the arrow. He then realizes what day it is, and that night is about to fall, and gets worried. He tells Zora that there will be a monster tonight, and that the monster’s him. 
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            FACING THE MONSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Zora had imagined her return many times. In some versions, she’d be ashamed of her loss, dreading facing her family, her friends, her students. In others, she would come home as a winner, bathed in glory, proud to have represented the Dark Valley. Her valley.

      But she had never imagined she would be running away, wounded, with Prince Griffin. Until a few days before, she thought he wanted her dead. To be honest, she still wasn’t perfectly sure he had never tried to scare her, and yet, here they were, sitting together on a horse-drawn cart. For all her fears that he could be trying to kill her, she had been the one who’d almost got him killed.

      Griffin was accompanying her to the Dark Valley, which meant he would eventually learn that she had cheated her way into the Royal Games. The thought gave her chills. And yet, she had no idea where else to go, even if she was getting more and more anxious about how people back home would judge her. Now that it was about to become a reality, she wasn’t that sure if technically winning the games would make up for taking Seth’s place, for representing the valley without their consent. Well, actions had consequences, and soon she’d face hers.

      But none of that compared to Griffin’s strange news.

      “I’m the monster,” he said.

      Zora stared at him for a moment. He was serious, head down, with a pained expression on his face.

      She waited for him to say something more, to tell her it was a joke, to explain and make it make sense, but he didn’t.

      Zora shuddered, but she still had a faint hope that perhaps she had misheard or misunderstood him. “Are you going to elaborate on that? Or should I just try to guess?”

      He took a deep breath. Trembling and staring at a distance, he spoke quickly. “Midnight fever. Only when the moon is completely dark. I… become something. Not myself.” He turned to her. “We need to get back to the castle. I have a safe room where I can be shackled.”

      So… it wasn’t some kind of weird joke. Zora caught a breath. But this was time for planning and action, not fear. Returning to the castle would be problematic, considering Griffin’s brother, Kiran, who also happened to be Gravel’s king, wanted him dead. But that wasn’t even the main issue.

      “Night’s falling. We’d take some two hours to get back to Gravel City. Is there… a specific time you become not yourself?” She tried to keep a neutral expression and not show any shock, fear, or worry.

      He buried his face in his hands and sighed. “As soon as it’s night.”

      Zora glanced at the setting sun. “You mean in some thirty, forty minutes?”

      “Yes.” His hands still covered his face.

      Griffin looked so wretched that Zora extended a hand to caress his head, but then retreated as soon as she touched his dark hair, remembering what that touch and their kiss had done to her mind.

      She touched his shoulder instead. “Hey. Hey. We’ll find a solution. There’s a fix for everything. What’s going to happen when night falls?”

      His eyes were misty and wide with fear. “I… don’t know.”

      This was getting more complicated than she had expected. But they needed to act fast, even if she had no clue what was happening or going to happen. “All right. First thing, let’s get far from the road.”

      Zora pushed the cart into the forest as far as she could, then untied the horse and pulled it through the trees. As they walked, she turned to him. “If you don’t know what happens, how come you shackle yourself? And how is it that you can’t open the shackles?”

      “I…” He bit his lip. “Get violent and break things, but I can’t use a key. I can’t do anything that requires precision. I do try to get free.” He pulled one of his leather bands on his wrist and showed red scars, as if the skin had been pressed against metal. He then stopped walking. “Get away. Get away from me. Run. Zora, please run.”

      “I don’t run from monsters.” Then the image of that book with a person turning into a strange horned creature came to her mind and brought chills to her spine. “Do you… change your appearance?”

      “I don’t know. I never remember what happens.”

      That was odd. “But nobody told you?”

      “My mother was the only person who knew about it. All she did was lock me up in those nights. She said she never saw me.”

      “Not even your brothers know about it?”

      He shook his head. “They have no idea.”

      She took that in, then added, “And you’re saying it’s only when there’s no moonlight.”

      “Yes.” His voice was dry.

      She tried to think, tried to find a solution. “Maybe it has to do with the dark. Like the shadow creatures in our valley.” An idea hit her. “We’ll find a meadow, light it, and maybe things will be different.”

      “Zora, you don’t know it! I could kill you.”

      She kept walking. “I’m not that easy to kill, in case you haven’t noticed. I’ll tie you. I’ll take the horse’s, uh, rope thingy.”

      “The harness.”

      “Exactly.” She figured it would be enough to tie him. “And we’ll make a bright fire. It will be fine.”

      He stepped in front of her and took her hands. Her heart skipped a beat. “Please,” he pleaded. “Leave. Go as far as you can.”

      Zora pulled her hands. “No. We’ll tie you and light a fire. If I notice you’re getting weird, I promise I’ll run. But not before that.”

      Griffin closed his eyes and took a deep breath, but didn’t say anything and kept walking with her. Zora followed the sound of running water and found a thin stream, where they drank and also watered the horse. Zora tied the animal and gathered wood as fast as she could. Griffin helped her despite his protests that she should run. His eyes were distant, lost.

      Zora lit a fire, then proceeded to tie Griffin to a tree.

      “This won’t hold me,” he said even as he sat quietly and let her tie the knot.

      “I doubt you’ll transform in one second, and I doubt you’ll break free at the first sign of transformation. This is just so I have time to run.” In truth she was pretty sure it would hold him, but she didn’t want to argue. “I still think the fire might help.”

      His breathing was heavy. “Can you… go away? I’d rather you didn’t see me.”

      “Someone has to tell you what you look like.” She said it as a joke, but he didn’t smile or look amused, so she changed her tone. “If every time it happened, you were alone in the dark, maybe it will be different now.”

      He looked away. “This is the most shameful moment of my life.”

      That didn’t sound right. “Really? But this isn’t your fault. I mean, I would be more ashamed of stuff that was my own doing.” She had been thinking of her own mistakes, her own lies, but he looked down and bit his lip as if her words had been about him. True that he had made mistakes too.

      He then faced her. “You’re right. There are other things I should be ashamed of. If it helps, I am ashamed.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “But… admitting this…”

      Zora smiled, trying to reassure him. “Look at the bright side. I’m not anyone important. And my word is worthless. It’s the same as if nobody knew about it.”

      He snorted and shook his head, then paused as if about to say something, but ended up looking away.

      Those were not Prince Griffin’s eyes, at least not the ones she had seen before. Those were eyes she saw in children when they were afraid. Young children. It was such a contrast to his strong, even intimidating physique. She wished she could hug and comfort him, but the idea of hugging him reminded her of the touch of his lips, which she’d better forget.

      “Look at me,” she said. He did. She continued, “I’m here with you. Give me your hands.” She held them, doing her best to ignore the spark she felt, the softness of his skin, his dark eyes on her. Why did it have to be so complicated? All she wanted was to comfort him. “I’ll let you know if anything happens, but I think this night will be different.”

      He swallowed. “Can you promise to run if I tell you to? Run far away? Don’t try to interact with whatever I become?”

      She didn’t want to leave him there, helpless. Perhaps it was still her guilt. Guilt for having told his brother about him, guilt for the potion she’d given him, which almost got him shredded to pieces by a lion. “You’re not going to say ‘run’ for no reason, are you?”

      He shook his head. “I won’t.” He glanced at the fire and at her hands. “But I’m not sure this is going to work.”

      Zora smiled. “It’s worth a try. Remember I’m from the Dark Valley. We never cower.”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes crouching can help you avoid a blow.”

      It was good to see him being playful. “Oh. I’ll rethink my strategy, then.”

      He looked at her hands, holding his, then looked in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Uh, let me see…” His eyebrows furrowed as if he were concentrated, thinking. “Maybe jumping in front of a lion?”

      Zora trembled. He didn’t know that she’d been the one to brew the potion that made him unfit to face the beast, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to tell him. She decided to be playful. “Nah. That was nothing.”

      Griffin’s breathing was heavy as he looked at the sky. Zora glanced too, noticing its last purple fading to dark blue. Perhaps Zora should be afraid of the so-called monster that he would turn into, but she wasn’t. All she wanted was to comfort Griffin, perhaps make sure he’d never have to suffer again. She wanted to be with him in his dark moment. Perhaps it was still guilt. Perhaps it was something else, one of those unidentifiable feelings from a strange, hard-to-reach place that she couldn’t really translate into words. Or maybe it was just a normal urge to help someone in need. An urge to smile and give him hope. Make him believe that everything would be fine, that everything was possible. Even if it wasn’t.
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      Larzen had been sitting for hours in that meeting room. A lavishly decorated room, with a heavy mahogany table and gold-foiled chairs, with barred doors, nonetheless. A prison for people too important for the dungeons. He’d thought Kiran had sent him there to greet a visitor, just to be surprised when the room was empty and the heavy iron doors were shut behind him. Now there he was, trying to guess the reason he’d been put there.

      Gravel had no threats of war with any neighbor, no rebellion, and even if there was any of that, he should be helping his brother make decisions. He should. He should have watched the Royal Games. Except that perhaps something else was happening and he’d been left out. Quite annoying, frankly. For someone who always strived to be one step ahead, Larzen had fallen way behind.

      He was wondering if he’d been left there to starve to death for some mysterious reason when the door finally opened.

      Kiran stood at the threshold. “Sorry.” He shook his head. “I… I had forgotten you.”

      Larzen walked towards his brother. “So, am I supposed to guess the reason I was locked here?”

      “Nothing much. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t meddle.” Kiran’s jaw was tense. He turned around and walked away.

      Larzen rushed to catch up with his brother, then stepped in front of him and put his hands on his shoulders. “What’s happening?”

      Kiran pushed his hands away and raised an eyebrow. “Careful. Remember who’s king here. I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “Remember who’s your brother!” Larzen protested. “I’m worried about you.”

      Kiran scoffed. “Brother. As if it meant anything. But I’ll tell you. Griffin has been sentenced to death for treason. My men are looking for him right now. They don’t need to bring him alive.”

      The words took a while to sink in. Griffin? Treason? That made no sense. He felt as if someone had stabbed his stomach. Kiran sounded serious, though. Larzen had better keep the same tone and not show any of his horror. “What… are the accusations?”

      “Personal issues.”

      That made even less sense. He had to get the truth out of Kiran. “So you’re telling our guards, meaning Griffin’s men, to hunt him without giving them a reason?”

      He waved a hand. “All they need is motivation. Anyone who disobeys me will be sentenced to death.”

      Sentenced to death? Like that? It was like staring at a stranger. A monstrous stranger. One small consolation was that Kiran definitely didn’t understand how motivation worked. His strategy would only assure that guards pretended to follow his orders. Which was a relief.

      Larzen nodded. “Of course, of course.” It was always better to agree with people who had given up on reason. “Now, can you tell me, brother to brother, what happened?”

      Kiran fiddled with one of his rings. “I’m not… feeling… very fraternal.” He then faced Larzen. “But I’ll tell you. He attempted against Alegra’s honor. Manipulated her. Tried to steal her from me.”

      Larzen trembled. He’d always thought that Kiran didn’t care for the Linaria princess, that he saw her as an unwelcome burden and would give up on her easily. He’d better bury those thoughts and all the wishes now poisoned with this new reality.

      Now, Griffin and Alegra? That made no sense. “Kiran, our brother is interested in the Dark Valley champion. Didn’t you notice it at the picnic?” That day Larzen had realized how much he’d miscalculated, thinking she’d catch Kiran’s attention, when it was Griffin who was enthralled by her. “He couldn’t get his eyes off her. Until he decided to have a scorned lover outburst. Which was quite dreadful.”

      Kiran shrugged. “Possible. That slut protected him.”

      Larzen was horrified at his brother’s choice of word. Still, he shoved down the feeling and tried to push his point. “See? That’s who Griffin is interested in. Anything else must be some misunderstanding.”

      His brother shook his head. “I’ve got my sources. More than one, in fact. Plus, I interrogated some guards. It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past. My beloved is safe now.” He then looked at Larzen in the eye. “All I ask of you is not to meddle with it. Allow a man the honor of his revenge. If you help Griffin, you’ll join him against me. Don’t make me lose another brother.”

      Kiran turned around and went on his way. Larzen was frozen, trying to understand what was happening. Trying to make sense out of this insanity. Seeing his brothers broken apart like that was like his worst nightmare.

      He’d need to get to the bottom of it. Larzen took a deep breath and tried to gather his thoughts. Griffin manipulating Alegra? Absurd. The only thing Griffin could manipulate was his sword. It was as if someone had brainwashed Kiran.

      Could it be the princess? Larzen felt as if someone were squeezing his heart. Alegra had been a spark of joy in the castle, a spark of hope. He was feeling like a fool now.
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      This was wrong. Griffin should be telling Zora to run away, should offend her if that was what it took. And yet here he was, holding her hands, looking in her eyes. Looking at those calm, honey-colored eyes reflecting the fire, it was as if there were no curse. Staring for so long into someone’s eyes was like ripping himself open, letting them see all that he was. And yet it didn’t feel strange or uncomfortable. It rather felt reassuring to let that steady stare peer into him.

      Those were loving eyes, but if it was not romantic then it was some other kind of love so great he was ready to let it swallow him whole. Their kiss came to his mind, that desperate kiss. Which she reciprocated—and then pushed him away. And yet here she was, holding his hands, as if she were ready to go down to the depths of the kingdom with him.

      She glanced at the first visible stars, then back at him, and smiled. “You’re still you, Griffin.”

      He squeezed her hands. “I guess.”

      Griffin wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her that he didn’t know at what time the transformation occurred, and that they were far from safe. He just wanted to keep her there with him, keep looking in her eyes and holding her hands.

      Almost unintentionally, his thumbs circled the inside of her wrists. Zora let out a breath and her lips parted. That was surprising. He’d thought she’d glare at him or make some playful comment that he was supposed to hold her hands, not distract her. But she didn’t. He kept at it, silently telling her how much it mattered that she was there with him in a soft, innocent caress. A hint of fear crossed her eyes just for a second. Or perhaps surprise. Then she exhaled and closed her eyes letting her hands relax as if surrendering.

      His heart sped up. Still caressing her wrists, he wanted to lean over and kiss her. More than kiss her, he wanted to touch, see, and taste every part of her. He wanted to rip out the harness holding him and lay her down. The strength to rip out the leather was coming to him—and the realization that he was about to lose control.

      It took all his effort to let go of her hands and mutter, “Run.”

      She hesitated for a second, then got up and did what she’d promised.

      A tiny part of him tried to remain leaning on the tree, while his entire body ripped the harness.
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      These caves were said to be haunted. Haunted by the ghosts of the people who had lived here hundreds of years before. Tris had accepted that she’d probably end up stuck here forever. Appropriate, since she was no more than a ghost of her former self.

      But the brown eyes staring at Tris were curious—and certainly not dead. For hours and hours, the guy with dark auburn hair leaned on a rock and looked at her, perhaps with the same fascination she once watched colorful carps in the castle’s pond. He had long legs and arms, and always wore leather pants and a light tunic, similar to what many commoners wore in Linaria.

      She’d told him. So many times. He’d never listened. No way her parents would come looking for her or pay whatever ransom these people expected. No way. As to Gravel, it was unlikely that they worried about guests who didn’t show up. Nobody from Linaria had ever come to watch their brutal games, and it wasn’t as if Gravel ever sent a note asking why. Plus, Tris had no reason to want to run. Or fight the weird mountain people, even if they would never tell her their names. She’d named them by their hair colors. The guy was Purple because of his dark auburn hair. But he didn’t listen.

      At least her cage was large enough that she could stand up and walk while looking through the opening at the forest below. A cage in a cave on a mountain. Some exaggeration for a worthless hostage who wasn’t even planning on escaping. If only the guy listened to her half as much as he watched her.

      But there was still some fight in her. Fight for the things that mattered. The things that were worth living for. A bit insane to leave someone in a wooden cage unwatched. She had a splinter. Sharp and long, she hid it under her skirt.

      Nirus, the captain of her father’s guard, had also been imprisoned, but they kept him away from her, probably afraid they would conspire together or some other ridiculous idea. In the beginning she’d told them they could kill him for all she cared, but they obviously didn’t listen. Which was good, considering she didn’t truly want these mountain people to kill him. No. There was a part of her heart still alive. It still cared for something. These people hadn’t shown any intention of harming her, but her mortality stared at her from the gaps between the wooden bars. Would they keep her alive once they realized she was worthless?

      That was why she begged and begged and begged to see Nirus one last time. Perhaps her heart no longer knew what it was like to feel annoyed, but she still had a vague memory of how to annoy people out of their mind. Purple had asked her if she loved Nirus. She’d never given an answer, but that didn’t stop him from coming to his conclusions. Apparently, love was something the mountain people understood. And her wish was about to be granted.
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      Griffin found himself lying down on green moss, staring at a blue and pink sky. He sat up. It had been his first cursed night while not restrained. There was something sticky in his hands. Something brownish red. Blood. Not only on his hands, but on his clothes too. Everywhere, blood that wasn’t his, as he felt no wounds. There were some entrails by him. Then he remembered the last thing he’d seen the previous night. Those calm eyes. A cold chill ran through his body.

      “Zora?” he tried.

      There was only silence. He called again—and got no answer. It was as if ice was prickling him from beneath his skin.

      “Zora!” he called again. A thin hope in his heart. She had to answer, she had to be around.

      He didn’t care if he got defiant, distant Zora or Zora with the calm eyes and soothing hands. He didn’t care if she never kissed him again. All he wanted was to make sure she was all right. He called again. Was it useless to hang onto hope?

      “Zora!” His voice was ragged, desperate.

      He tried and tried, barely able to breathe. It couldn’t be. Couldn’t be, and yet… It was as if all his insides had turned to nothingness, a cold hollowness that would hopefully kill him. Her calm eyes came to his mind, but all they brought was the despair of maybe never seeing them again. He should check the entrails, he should check if there was a body. Perhaps his answer was there, but it was an answer he couldn’t face. Defeated, he fell to the ground and slammed his fists against it, a grunt of pain coming out of his throat, tears running down his eyes.

      He wished the earth could swallow him whole and end his suffering once and for all.

      “Griffin?” a strange voice called him, as if from a dream.

      He looked up and saw what looked like a vision, a miracle washing away his pain. “Zora?”

      She tilted her head as if examining him, “Are you normal?”

      Relief turned into mortification as he realized he must have looked ridiculous crying. Did she really let him think she died? That was heartless. “It’s day. And I was calling you. Didn’t you hear it?”

      Zora frowned. “Well, you were yelling and grunting. And you called me all night.”

      That didn’t make sense. “I called your name?”

      “Yes. That’s why I didn’t know you were you when the sun came up. You were here screaming ‘Zora, Zora’, and I wasn’t sure.”

      He glared at her. “It’s me. And you gave me the greatest scare of my life. I thought I had killed you.”

      “I’m not that easy to kill.” She swallowed.

      He shook his head, unwilling to argue, then approached the entrails and saw a large carcass. He didn’t even want to know what animal it was. “I killed this thing?”

      “And ate it. At least one of us is not hungry.”

      He wasn’t. Just grossed out. He closed his eyes and put his hand on his face, but then felt its stickiness and grunted in disgust.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “Your face… uh, was already dirty. Let’s clean it in the stream. Come.”

      He followed her, then washed his hands and his face. Even his hair was full of blood and his mouth was sticky with it. At least if she never wanted to kiss him again, he’d know why. Her calm eyes didn’t look at him with disgust or horror, though.

      There was a question he had to ask, even if it was painful. “Did you… did you see me?”

      She looked at him for a moment, as if hesitating, then said, “Yes. You looked normal, sort of, just didn’t stand as straight, and… you got disheveled. And your eyes turned green.”

      He frowned, surprised. “Green eyes? What kind of curse makes someone’s eyes prettier?”

      “I mean green, the whole thing.” She made a circle in the air with a finger. “Glowy. I prefer your brown eyes.”

      He took that in. “And that’s it? No horns, or, I don’t know…”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “No, just… surprised. Me with glowing eyes. That you don’t like.”

      “Not my style.” She smiled.

      “How did you escape?”

      “I crossed the spring and climbed a tree. I think you lost the trace.”

      Trace. Like an animal. He closed his eyes and sighed, then looked at her. “So you didn’t sleep.”

      “Neither did you. But we’ll get there soon.”

      “We’d better not take the road. I’m afraid…” It was hard to say these words. “My brother.” He looked at her. “How’s your shoulder wound?”

      “I washed it with water, but…”

      “I’ll get you to the Dark Valley. Let’s just take the horse. And I’m sorry for tonight.”

      She shook her head. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I thought I could, somehow, stop your… is it a curse?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “I thought I could stop your curse.” She looked down.

      He lifted her chin. “Thank you for trying.” These words were weak for what he wanted to express, for how much it meant that she had stuck with him, that she had held his hands in his worst hour. But then, perhaps it had been stupid and dangerous. He’d never forgive himself if he had killed her. And yet, for a moment she had made him believe that everything would be different. And even now, after seeing him bloodied and disgusting, she didn’t treat him differently, didn’t run, didn’t reject him. He touched her face. Oh, no. “You’re hot.”

      She blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re burning with fever.”

      “My wound.” She pointed to her shoulder. “My parents can fix it.”

      “We’ll get there soon. Do you know where the horse is?” He hoped he hadn’t eaten it.

      She nodded, then took him to where it was tied. It was jumpy when it saw Griffin, perhaps remembering whatever he’d been at night.

      “But it has no saddle,” she said.

      “Don’t worry.” He put Zora on the horse, then mounted after her, one of his arms around her waist. “I won’t let you fall.”

      They rode by the stream then a river. It was not the straight path to the valley, but it was the best he could do while avoiding the main roads. Her body was so hot that he could feel it even through her leather clothes. All that mattered now was to get her to her parents soon. Later he would need to come to terms with his own guilt and shame, his betrayal, and how it had ripped him and his brother apart. For now, he just focused on riding fast and getting to the Dark Valley.

      Zora broke the silence, her voice weak. “The Blood Cup… You think it can cure you?”

      That was a big question. So much hope had hinged on that, and it could be all lost. “If I had won it. Probably.”

      She was silent for a while, then said, “Are you sure I won it? Has the competition been completed?”

      “What seals it is the final sacrifice. You killed the lion, you won it.”

      “I’m so sorry. If I had known why you wanted it…”

      That made no sense. “You did nothing wrong, Zora.”

      She exhaled. “I’ll get it for you, I promise. I’ll make up for everything.”

      He didn’t understand why she was acting guilty, but then she was feverish and maybe delirious. True that she shouldn’t have gotten the cup, but that wasn’t her fault. Griffin wasn’t sure if another person wielding the Blood Cup would be able to help him, but he didn’t want to talk about it now. “We’ll see. First we need to get you patched up.”

      She scoffed. “Shoulder. A little lower it would have been the heart. In the end it all comes down to luck.”

      That was true. And horrifying. Horrifying that she could have died for him, horrifying that his brother had ordered their archers to shoot her. Even more horrifying that they would obey that insane request.

      It was dreadful to realize how much his brother had been shaken because of that princess. How much it had affected him. That had to be the reason; Alegra. He shuddered thinking about what had happened between them, something that didn’t make any sense now, and yet, caused so much pain. Even Zora knew about it. About his horrible mistake, his betrayal. He’d been aware of his downward path, but had never realized how much, and had never considered that he could be hurting people other than himself and Kiran. He had never imagined he’d hurt a girl who was nothing but brave, honorable, sweet, and kind; who certainly didn’t deserve to suffer because of his mistakes.

      Griffin held her close. “I’ll get you to your valley.”

      She leaned back on him, perhaps sleeping. He had no right to notice how close they were. In fact, he shouldn’t have kissed her when everything with Alegra had been so recent. But the worst was that now he didn’t think he had ever been truly in love with the princess. Mystified, attracted, entranced, perhaps. And now this mistake cost him his title, his life as he’d known, even his brother’s love. Perhaps rather than trying to break his curse, he should just get it over with. Let it consume him. But then, he could feel the heat of the girl leaning back on him, trusting him, willing to risk her life for him. Perhaps there was something to look forward to.
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      Tris could feel her heart accelerating with the anticipation of seeing her father’s captain.

      “They should be coming soon,” Purple said.

      He never gave her any useful information and never talked about his people or himself, but somehow, he was now trying to comfort her. Maybe he only allowed her to see Nirus because of his curiosity, perhaps interested in seeing her reaction. Hopefully it would be entertaining enough.

      Soon she saw two mountain people dragging something. Nirus. He had legs and arms bound on a net made of rope. One of the people pulling it was a red-haired girl who sometimes watched Tris, but watching in that case meant standing close by, not staring at her for hours. Then there was another guy she rarely saw. But Tris’s eyes were focused on the man lying down. He was her aim. Her goal.

      His head was bound and he was gagged, which explained why he was so inert. Still, he was awake. Awake enough to look at Tris. His expression was unreadable, thoughtful.

      Once he was close enough to her, lying still, with their captors far from him, Tris threw her splinter. For a second she feared she would miss her only chance, but it was pointless fear. The splinter reached him between his eyebrows, its trajectory long enough for her to register fear on his face. Good.

      Like that, Nirus was dead. Her only regret was that it had been too fast, too quick, too painless. Purple and the rest of the mountain people were agitated, yelling stuff she didn’t bother paying attention to. Tris didn’t care. Revenge was the only satisfying feeling left for her in this world.
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      Zora was asleep in Griffin’s arms when they approached the Dark Valley. All he could see were the tall stone walls and the top of a hill inside them. There was a valley outpost near the gates, where guards were stationed to make sure no creatures escaped. In truth, they were there to make sure
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