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			For escapism.

			Without you, I’d be in the real world far too much.

			And let’s face it, who wants that?

			 

			 

			 

			…and to Fig, again.
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-PROLOGUE-

			MAKSIS

			The village is completely wiped out and whoever – whatever - is responsible, is nowhere in sight. The only sound that fills the otherwise eerie silence, is the sound of my feet on the sodden ground.

			Destruction like this is becoming more frequent and more difficult to prevent. While I have my armies spread out, stretched as thin as I dare, as well as recruiting any other able body ready to fight, it doesn’t seem to be stopping the massacres. If anything, it only adds to the casualties.

			I look over to General Alira, who also surveys the bodies and decimated homes. Her typically shiny, chestnut hair is mottled with drops of blood. It’s hard to avoid when it falls from the corpses that are strung from the rafters and structures that haven’t yet collapsed. The village looks as if the buildings have been pulled apart, stone by stone, log by log. As if the inhabitants stood no chance of hiding or finding safety of any kind. I can’t imagine the horror they must have experienced in their final moments.

			“This is the most grotesque display yet,” she says, covering her nose with the back of her hand. The stench of rot and decay is nearly unbearable.

			“I know,” I mutter.

			Two soldiers approach us from their perimeter sweep, grim expressions on their faces. I don’t need to ask if they found survivors; I know they didn’t.

			Alira and I try our best to gather the bodies into piles. Flies and other insects have long since laid claim to the decomposing flesh, making this task even more daunting. Our waiting horses shake their heads and tails, and begin to grunt with impatience. Not that they’ve had much patience to begin with. Sulka, my lovely tan mare, doesn’t hide her dislike for these excursions. She stomps again and gives her head another shake. She’s become ornery in her old age.

			“Soon,” I tell her. She whinnies in response. She doesn’t believe me, as she’s heard that lie too many times.

			I give the nod to burn the village. My soldiers light torches and use elven magic to set flame to timber. We stand back and watch as the once picturesque village goes up in thick, black smoke, with loud cracks and pops.

			Finally, I mount Sulka and wait for Alira to do the same. If we ride all night, we will make it home to Shallow Rock by dawn.

			 

			The shimmering city eventually crests over the early morning horizon. Cut out of the thick jungle, Shallow Rock is made up of hundreds of waterfalls and bridges with shining marble and gold statues slicing into the air. In the late afternoon, the water glows liquid sunshine. Thick vines and other flora drape from the bridges and low-lying structures, and even after living centuries in the sparkling city, it still takes my breath away.

			Alira and I take the high bridge straight to the palace. The fewer civilians to look upon our gore-smeared bodies, the better. The sentries at the gate let us pass immediately and I don’t even spare them a second glance.

			“Clean up. I’ll meet you at court this morning,” I say to my general as we pass the horses to the stable hands.

			“You don’t have to tell me twice. I can’t wait to shower.”

			I watch as she picks dried blood from the ends of her hair.

			 

			Standing under the hot stream as it pours down from the heated rain barrel above my bathing chamber, I wash the last thirty hours from my skin. I am utterly exhausted, but it doesn’t stop my mind from racing.

			How did things get this bad?

			I try not to let my imagination get the best of me. I’m cursed, I breathe out loud. No, don’t be foolish. But what if there is nothing I can do for my people?

			I throw my fist into the shower wall and fracture its smooth, dark surface. Fuck. It’s hard not to let my mind wander at times like this, to think about how the choices I made – the poorer ones – might be somehow catching up with me.

			A knock on the chamber door breaks my self-loathing. I ignore it at first, knowing it’s my sister, Princess Bria, coming to fetch me.

			She knocks louder, this time shouting my name in that shrill tone that I fucking hate.

			I step out of the water, steam billowing off my skin, grab a towel and wrap it around my waist.

			My feet leave puddles as I cross the stone tiles and make my way to the vanity. I run my hand over the foggy mirror, leaving streaks in its wake. Tired but determined black eyes stare back at me. My hair drips down my chest over the black images that paint my torso. I give the onyx strands a quick wring with my towel and tie the damp heap at the back of my head, securing the knot with an old, well-used, leather thong.

			“Maksis! By Valta! Everyone is getting impatient. Hurry up!” Bria’s muffled shouts echo through the door.

			“I know!” I growl. “Tell Alira to start.”

			“She has!”

			I’m not exactly looking forward to addressing the court, so I take more time than I need to get ready. My bed chamber is cold compared to the lavatory, and the brisk air wakes up my senses. A welcome sensation.

			Dressed, and looking every bit the king I am, I open the door, only to find irritated eyes that match my own.

			“Nice of you to join me,” the princess snaps.

			“You do not need to fetch me as if I am some truant child,” I bite back, my tone sharp.

			“Don’t I?”

			Well, perhaps once or twice she has needed to.

			But not now, not when matters are so grave.

			 

			The long corridor to the dais is lined with floor-to-ceiling windows, offering a magnificent view of the aqueducts that run along the city. I love every view the palace offers.

			Bria and I walk in sync, without conversation. The closer I get to the courtroom, the louder Alira’s voice becomes, and I’m glad for the interruption in the otherwise uncomfortable silence. There’s always been a rift between Bria and me. It’s something I can’t truly explain, but it leaves an empty, cold feeling on my skin. She is a stranger with whom I happen to share DNA.

			I roll my eyes as I listen to the lords and ladies begin to argue and balk. Alira is fantastic at her role as my general, but my public voice she is not. Her temper will get the best of her shortly, and only cause more of a situation for me to diffuse.

			I pick up my pace, leaving my younger sister trailing behind.

			The ornate, wooden court doors slam into the walls with a loud bang. Heads turn as I dominate the space with every step, my shoulders back and my chin high. Alira bows slightly as I take my seat at the head of the room.

			“I think I speak for everyone when I say we can no longer double our exports to the suffering villages.” One lord steps forward, his hand outstretched. “With what is happening, I do not want to be left scrambling if the rot should spread to my lands.” His gold bangles clank together as he moves. I am certain he can continue to double, even triple, his exports. However, many agreeable shouts follow his dramatics. I want to appeal to my people of influence, but these outbursts in court are getting out of hand. Every week it’s the same. Every week the lords just want to remind each other how selfish and rich they are.

			I clear my throat to answer when I am very ungraciously interrupted.

			“Easy, sire, you know damned well our hands are tied. Besides it’s for the greater good,” Lord Rylan voices over the crowd. While he speaks truth, he also oversteps his place, undermining my command.

			“Easy for you to say, Rylan, your only role is to keep the blood drinkers within their borders. You’re not being forced to harvest more than you can manage,” the other lord announces. “Ghastly upir,” he mumbles.

			“Excuse me! I should feast upon you for such disrespect.” Rylan’s fangs stretch past his lips as he makes a show for the horrified crowd.

			“Rylan, do I need to remind you of your manners?” My voice fills the large room and silences everyone in it. “Because if you continue to speak for me, out of turn, and threaten the other lords, you will not be coming back.”

			“And you,” I point to the lord with the golden bracelets, “if you wish to keep your title and land, you will sit and refrain from such outbursts and name-calling in my court. I am your king, and you can be replaced,” I remind him. Slowly, I sit back down, my posture every bit as menacing as it can be.

			“As you’ve heard,” I start, “our outer rims are failing. The land is rotting at an accelerated speed, and the villagers are being slaughtered like animals. Women, children, babies, all of them. Your resources will continue to be moved outward to those who are in need, and my armies will continue their efforts in hunting whatever is behind the massacres. The land is a matter in itself. The villagers who do manage to relocate burn the crops to stop the spread of spoiled seeds.” I let out a frustrated breath and stand again. “I ask for your patience and understanding. These last decades have been difficult, but we will find a way. Keep your perimeter checks strong and your studies of the seeds and product thorough. Any sign of something that even feels off could be the difference between success and failure.”

			“You still don’t know who or what is responsible for these attacks? What are we watching for? How can you protect us if you can’t tell us what we are up against?” a different lord shouts this time.

			My mouth is a tight line as I set my jaw. He’s right. But I will not falter under scrutiny. “What I do know, is that it is dangerous. I know there is no pattern, and seemingly no motive. I know we are facing something that thinks this is no more than a game. I know that if we don’t stand strong, as a working unit, we will fall. Now I, for one, refuse to let my kingdom fall. Do you wish to see otherwise?”

			The lord shakes his head, eating his words.

			Court lasts longer than usual. Typically, I’d leave them to their bickering, but today I need the distraction. I also need to maintain a firm grip, remind them whom they serve, and to keep this civil. So, I stay most of the day and listen to not only the lords and ladies, but other travelers and farmers who have sought out the court’s attention.

			Eventually, even the last stragglers file out. All except Lord Rylan. Deep-set, dark eyes train on me as his top lip curls slightly to expose massive, elongated fangs. “So, am I allowed back or were my manners still not to your liking?” he mocks.

			“You should know better,” I say in a cool tone.

			“You are such an asshole sometimes,” the upir says with a sharp smile.

			“Don’t flatter him, Ry, you know he gets off on that shit,” Alira says. I give my general a warning glance, but she does nothing except grin and stride past me, her long braid bouncing behind her with every confident step.

			Rylan turns his head to watch her leave and opens his mouth to retort just as she lifts her middle finger over her shoulder, as if anticipating his actions.

			“That’s not very professional,” Rylan mumbles.

			“Neither are you,” I admit.

			I angle to the window overlooking the center of the city, where the mist off distant waterfalls is glowing with prisms of color in the fading light.

			“What are you going to do?” Rylan steps up beside me, his expression turning serious.

			I wonder the same thing every day. I owe it to not just my fellow elven, but to all the inhabitants of Maristella, to come up with an actual strategy. I can’t quell the lords for much longer. They’re right after all. Resources will eventually dwindle, and we are sitting ducks waiting to be preyed upon. I can’t imagine anyone goes to bed without a trace of concern. It’s not something I want for my kingdom.

			 

			The clicking of heels from the hall draws our attention before I can answer. Princess Bria shuts the heavy doors behind her, and takes her place beside Rylan, pretending not to notice the way his eyes roll over her curvy frame and linger on her freshly painted lips. She takes a heavy breath and stares out at the falls.

			My heart sinks as I close my eyes. Rylan shifts on his feet and runs his hand over his face before balling his fists at his sides. “Fuck,” he breathes. “We need help. We need to appeal to the North. Does the queen there not have a massive army of powerful fae?”

			I look at him out of the corner of my eye. The very thought of Rhianon causes my stomach to tighten. It’s been so many years since I’ve thought about her.

			“Even if, by some reach, she decided to help, how would she get here?”

			“Couldn’t we find the Gatekeeper? Do to her what you did to the others?”

			I huff out of my nose but don’t totally reject the idea. Dasheri is the only god in this realm not in a stasis. Prior to now, I’ve never needed to find her for anything. I never considered that the Gate could fall. I had abandoned my intention with the North long, long ago and accepted things for the way they were.

			“I suppose we may not have a choice,” I say gravely.

			 

			In the privacy of my chambers, I walk out onto the balcony. There’s half of a cheroot in a porcelain dish on the table and I pick it up, placing the tip between my teeth and lighting the other end.

			Closing the glass doors behind me, I take a seat on one of the lounging chairs and allow the sweet smoke to fill my lungs.

			Rhianon. Her sparkling amethyst eyes come flooding back to me. The way she would raise her voice when she got passionate about a certain topic. The way her smile took up her whole face and nearly forced her eyes shut. She was special to me. Hell, that doesn’t even cut it; she was everything to me. In the way that a fae princess can be to a servant elf boy.

			She wasn’t always so malicious. Or was I just blind to her true nature, being young and naïve? I close my eyes and remember back to when I first saw her. We were both barely more than ten. I think of her black-cherry hair that fell like silk to her waist. She looked scared when her father brought her into the courtyard to meet me. She didn’t want to learn how to fight. We spent our first many sessions talking and wandering the shore south of Aigean. She openly wondered why a child was arranged to train her and not someone with more experience. I didn’t have an answer for her, only that my skill and movements should resonate with her since our height and maturity were so similar. Finally, after months, she picked up a wooden training sword, and I’ll be damned if she wasn’t a natural.

			Sparring with her was the highlight of my days. I couldn’t wait to get to the palace and see her each day. It was better than following my parents around the temples and doing the boring work that the child of acolytes was assigned to do.

			Rhianon learned politics, among other things, but it was that subject we addressed the most during our sessions. If not for her, I wouldn’t be where I am now, ruling over the southern realms.

			I like to think she taught me as much as I taught her. Where I taught her to fight, she taught me to lead. We both had so much to benefit from each other.

			I miss her, sometimes. I used to miss her a lot. I felt at one point that I couldn’t get air into my lungs without her near me.

			I wonder how it might be to appeal to her after all these centuries. I wonder if how we left things is going to be a strike against me, or if she can see past her resentment and acknowledge our history.

			Then again, the Gate was built to keep her out – to keep us apart – or so Dasheri claimed. She said she was fearful of our radical ideals. Sealing Rhianon off was one way to curb anything else catastrophic from happening.

			What I did after arriving here, surely struck fear into the goddess. Hence her strict absence. I’ve never minded Dasheri. One might say I was even disappointed in myself when I watched her view of me shift. She saw the ugly things I was doing, and it shattered everything she thought she knew about me. Perhaps it’s one of the reasons I didn’t go after her right away to counter the erection of the Gate.

			Seeking out Dasheri now, after all these centuries, will be a problem in itself. I assume she haunts the east shore that leads to the border, but she’ll never let me find her if she wants to stay hidden. Upholding such a tremendous energy field must be taking its toll by now, even for a goddess like her. It would be draining her already muted powers.

			Perhaps it is time to unburden her of such a weighty duty.

			First things first though: find Rhianon and hope for the best.

			 

			One more pull of the rolled herbs, and I place the rest back in the dish, snubbing out the glowing ember.

			I center my thoughts and focus on my memories of the North. Domhnall was home to all species before the divide. Before the royal slaughter. The Gate protects the realms from one another; however, the gift I possess is a fantastic loophole nobody could have predicted or sensed. It allows me to pass through.

			It makes me an anomaly.

			Nobody in my family was ever reported to have had the gift, nor have I ever heard of it in any other elves. Not even fae - either Elemental or True Born. I know only of the ability to step between the folds of reality and land in any location. I am the only one I know of who can somehow stay in those folds. I can’t step out though; I can only return to where I started.

			I was just a boy the first time I accidentally found myself in darkness. Not just any darkness, but the kind of darkness one only finds in the spaces between. The kind of darkness that threatens to swallow you whole and never let you come back. A darkness where you could get lost, both physically and mentally.

			The void is mostly my secret; only a handful of my most trusted companions knows about it. But it is being there that I’ve come to enjoy the most.

			It’s where I find peace.

			 

			Well, here goes nothing.

			I step into the black void, my breathing steady and vast, allowing myself to be absorbed into the nothingness.

			I scan the North, feeling for the queen’s energy signature.

			Rhianon had interesting energy as a teenager. I always muddled in feeling her out and she always let me. She was keen on letting me explore my abilities and using her as a test subject.

			Right after my violent arrival in the south, her energy shifted, changing into something very different, something I could never quite identify. It was a beacon, something strong, but not something I ever detected in her before. It confused me, and she never bothered to explain. I assumed it was her fae puberty making the changes to her power.

			There was a sadness in her too. It resided throughout her entire essence, but not as regret. At first, I thought she was remorseful over what she – we - had done, but it wasn’t that. I thought I’d give her space to let that sorrow heal, but every time I checked in, it remained.

			There was too much happening in both our lives though, and eventually the visits dwindled. I did promise I’d come back, but before I knew it, months became years, then decades. Promised words became broken whispers.

			Now it’s been centuries.

			Funny how time slips away. It doesn’t carry the same weight on us as it does on mortals. Our years are not precious. Few things are though.

			 

			Her energy, where is it?

			My eyes snap open.

			By Valta! I can’t help but breathe aloud. It shocks the hell out of me, causing a huge fracture, like lightning, in her world. Except she is not the queen. I need a closer look; this is far too interesting.

			There are no more gods in the northern realm, so how is this possible?

			My rational mind struggles to believe what I am feeling, what I am seeing. Rhianon was no god, but this girl most certainly is. But they feel so… similar. Except this girl’s energy is infinite. Her duality reaches every expanse. She is bound only to freedom. How can she be a god though? They’re supposed to be gone. I made sure of it.

			This girl could change everything. Rhianon may have an army, but I won’t have need of it if I can use this goddess.

			But how does one harness a goddess?

			She stops and turns in my direction, allowing the darkness to eat her up. I can taste her fear, and it slides through my ethereal veins like liquid fire. The misty wolf at her side tangles into the vapors, snarling and growling.

			I know that wolf. Faolan. Dasheri’s mutt. Anger curdles through my gut. She knows of the goddess. Finding her has now become even more crucial.

			The girl squints, focusing; she doesn’t just see the void, she sees through it, sees my actual eyes. This is impossible. I can’t help but hold her stare, transfixed on her as much as she is on me. The hazel of her eyes has a depth that grabs me and lures me in. The lure all the gods have. Carefully, I advance further.

			“Who are you?” Her voice is but an echo through the realms; it fills the space, just as mine does.

			“I am a very curious individual. And you, dear child, have very much stirred that curiosity.” She reacts to my voice. Her skin pebbles and her heart rate rises. The predator in me enjoys this a little too much, causing my mouth to salivate. Be scared, darling goddess.

			“What do you want with me?” she chokes out.

			“Nothing,” I answer truthfully. “Not right now at least.”

			“Then leave me alone!”

			I almost laugh at her brazenness. “No, I don’t think I will.”

			Her energy is erratic. She has no control over what’s inside her. I contemplate continuing this exchange, but why? What more could I say? Her fear leads me to think she doesn’t know what she is, what she is capable of. She needs to build herself up into something stable otherwise she could be disastrous. Perhaps, that just might be where I will find my way in.

			 

			I snap back into my reality in a cold sweat, trying to process the interaction. This has certainly proven valuable.

			I will need to keep an eye on that beautiful, chaotic goddess.

			



	

-ONE-

			FINN

			Sleeping is difficult most nights, even next to Ivee. I can’t seem to settle my thoughts. Usually, I just lie awake and wonder what the fuck I’m going to do next, how I’m going to make it through the next day.

			How I’m going to prevent a civil war.

			 

			Rhianon’s death came as a celebration. Relief swept through the land, and for a moment, the oppression was lifted. Life could flourish. Trades and businesses could grow without the Royal Guard storming in for taxes or accusing people of magic use. Those who harness the gift could now use it and train again. Everyone rejoiced.

			And then the Legion ruined it.

			Many factions saw their chance, as I had expected. We were trained to seize the opportunity for advancement. It didn’t matter how it looked, how ugly it was to step over those who were already down – the Legion only knew greed and war. There was never a fight for peace, or balance. Laisren had abandoned that vision long ago. It was all about the fight.

			As Emil and I had predicted, without Rhianon, they waged war among themselves. The morally sound factions stood with the Alliance, but they were still outnumbered. There was only so much that humans could do against us, even with the help they had. It was always a shame that more of the Fire Fae couldn’t see through the bloodshed and view the Alliance as a possible ally.

			Every day there are more reports of rogue factions advancing on innocent civilians. Factions who’d rather see me dead, or die themselves, than ever bow to me. Again, which I expected. What a ridiculous thought. Why would anyone bow to me? I spent years escaping direct attention. Escaping my role. The resentment was palpable in every camp. There were hundreds vying for my place, and here I squandered it.

			It seems I’ve backed myself into a corner and have nowhere else to run.

			 

			Fuck, I can’t lie here anymore. I get up and silently make my way to the lavatory, throwing another log on the fire as I go.

			Keane Island is freezing this time of year. Thick snow blankets the ground, the trails, the balconies and the rooftops. It doesn’t help that the castle is old and drafty, and fires need to be lit in every room to keep the chill down. I’m sure Ivee feels as if this entire castle could be on fire, and it still wouldn’t warm the old stones.

			I don’t mind it though, having grown up here most of my life. So long as I have a few thick blankets on my bed, I’m good. Now though, my bedchamber’s large fireplace is at a constant blaze, solely to keep my little mate warm.

			I watch Ivee sleep, fully naked on her stomach, while I quietly dress. Her fuller ass looks spectacular from the light of the fire dancing off her curves. Steady meals and less travel have done her well. At least, have done her body well. Her hips and thighs have more shape, more to grab. More to sink my teeth into.

			Her mind, though, I know is suffering. She’s not happy here and I truly hate that for her. We were never supposed to be up here this long, but the months have sped by.

			I hate leaving her, even just for the day, and I can’t resist giving her a light nip on the ass. She wakes with a squeal.

			“Don’t you have business to attend to?”

			“You are my business, sweetheart,” I all but growl.

			“Mm, I don’t mind that. How much time do you have?” She rolls over, exposing her breasts to me. I salivate at the sight and lean down to kiss her neck, slowly crawling over her.

			“Enough,” is all I say.

			[image: ]

			The halls are dim, even though it’s midmorning. Windows are scarce in the corridors and much of the castle seems to sit in perpetual gloom. Winter can be a rather depressing time, and although it never got to me when I lived here before, it does now. I got used to the warmer climate of the south and lower east coast. Mild winters, hot summers. I thought I hated the heat, and preferred the cold, but I’ve softened. The cold makes my joints stiff. I pull my black furs up around my neck and crack the very knuckles that ache.

			From an adjoining hall, a large, white house cat with bright emerald eyes comes trotting up beside me.

			 

			Hello, Willow.

			 

			Good morning, my liege. Have you heard the news coming in from the mainland pertaining to Eagla?

			 

			Some. I am on my way to address a few of the faction heads now. I’m sure I’ll get caught up. Is there an added reason for the discretion of this conversation?

			 

			Willow only takes the cat form when spoken words are vulnerable.

			 

			There is unrest in your hallways.

			 

			There is always unrest in these halls. I glance down and give her a slight grin.

			 

			You know what I mean; things are different now. Either way, I was coming to suggest that you join Clouda in Eagla.

			 

			Why? She can handle it.

			 

			There is more going on than she can realistically take on. You, Finn, like it or not, are the leader of the Legion now and need to command like it.

			 

			Thanks for that reminder.

			 

			I pause at the large, glass doors to the snowy courtyard and stare out onto the white landscape. In the distance, small bursts of fire erupt. New trainees at practice.

			I look down at the cat at my feet. She has a point. It was not long ago I was calling Laisren a coward for not leading his troops. I can’t allow that of myself.

			 

			Okay Wil. Grab Ivee, then find Captain Eva. Tell her there will be four more on the ship. If we’re going, so are you and Payt.

			 

			Clouda is not going to like this. Willow clearly does though. I can hear her purring.

			 

			There is more, the cat says. A few more excerpts from the books you found have been translated. There is some interesting information you might want. It would seem that our goddess friend has quite a rich family history.

			 

			Oh? Well, I can’t wait. I’ll check them out in a bit.

			 

			I had almost completely put those books out of my mind.

			I run my hands through my hair and ball it up behind my head, wishing it were just a couple inches longer and could be tied. Ivee likes it longer, so I’ve forgone haircuts, but it’s annoying as hell right now. I let out a huff, resting my hands behind my neck as I watch Willow trot out of sight. I push open the glass doors and trudge across the snow-covered path into the adjacent building, where the great room lies.

			 

			I sit awkwardly and uncomfortably upon the dais. A false idol in every way. Laisren loved his throne. Loved to feel like a king, like something he certainly was not. I hate sitting here; I feel it’s a bad omen. However, this is the only room large enough to host the amicable faction leaders, along with some of the more senior members of what’s left of the Legion camps.

			Payt stands to my right, and Clouda to my left. Both with their shoulders back, faces stern, and sporting dressier garments than necessary. I’m used to Clouda looking the part of my commanding general, in her designated maroon Legion attire with the Fire emblem on her sleeves and back. The triangle wrapped in flames never sat well with me. Though, I suppose since I’m not a Fire Fae, it wouldn’t have suited me anyway. As the Legion was something only the Fires ran, it slowly adopted their insignia. I’ll stick to my black on black on black, as Ivee says. Teases, I should say.

			Payt wears the fire emblem on his maroon jacket as well, but usually wears whatever he wants under it. I don’t care what he wears, honestly, so long as it’s not the old Crown colors, which he was glad to shed anyway.

			 

			“As most of you know, tensions between extremist factions on the mainland are escalating, particularly in Eagla. It was my intention to send Clouda and her lead team to deal with the protests and unwarranted attacks, but after some deliberation, I’ve decided I’ll be joining her.” She shoots me a curious glance from the corner of her eye while quiet and confused murmurs circulate throughout the room. This is something I should have brought up with her before now but didn’t get the chance. I dart my eyes to her quickly, apologetically.

			“Is that necessary?” one of the faction heads asks.

			“I believe it is more dangerous than we originally anticipated, and though I have the utmost confidence in Clouda, the Legion is still my responsibility, and I will not allow a potential - and likely - attack on my second in command. It is my job to protect us all.” I am such a liar. Protect? That sure wasn’t my mentality when I killed half of them. I stand and look at my copper-haired number two. I do want to protect her though. She might be one of the last members of this organization that I wholly trust.

			She tips her head in my direction, and then her light green eyes scan over the crowd once again, not betraying anything. She may not have openly rejected my decision, as I knew she wouldn’t in front of all these people, but I can tell she does, in fact, object. I look over at Payt and he furrows his brow just slightly, wondering why the change of direction. I quickly move to the next item on our agenda, to avoid the uncomfortable feeling this is giving me.

			 

			“What the hell was that?” Clouda scolds, once we are in private. “You undermined my ability!”

			“I’m sorry you see it that way, but I’m not sending you into the heart of the conflict on your own. If something happens to you, the Legion is over. All the scattered rogue soldiers will never cease the pillaging. They’ll have no repercussions and will run rampant. I don’t have to tell you that Laisren created a very dangerous group of people. I was serious about protecting you. You’re a friend Cloey. I came to you, chose you; I’m not going to see you killed.” I soften my tone and continue, “You’re the only one who can do this job. More so than I can by a long shot. I need to know that if something happens to me, this country has a fighting chance.”

			She sighs and crosses her arms, choosing her next words carefully. “I appreciate that, Finn, but you put me in command because you trust my judgment and strength. You said it yourself. Chaperoning me doesn’t exactly convey that.”

			Her words sound all too familiar. They sound like my own, years ago, pleading with Laisren to let me go. Just look how well that turned out. I essentially turned my back on my position. I don’t think Cloey would ever do that though.

			“I hear you. I do.” I pause. “How about this then? I will come with you, but once we land, we go separate directions. I’ll let you do your job, but I’ll keep half an eye on you, just in case.”

			She crosses over to the window overlooking the frozen ocean. I know she’s frustrated but I won’t budge. I refuse to let the Legion get the best of me. I made many enemies by killing Laisren, but Domhnall needs an army, needs defenses, and the Legion is best suited to fill that role. At least by default.

			Turning them into that army presents quite a challenge though. They’d never come together for me. How could they band together when they hate the commander? A commander they know didn’t want the job to begin with. A commander who can’t fully decide his place yet. A commander they think could turn on them, who killed fellow members without hesitation. Hence why Clouda is so important. She’s respected.

			I didn’t think about all the consequences of my actions. Not that I ever really imagined this outcome. But at least I’m trying to make the best of it now.

			I just wish the other factions had stayed out of it and left it between Laisren and me.

			Then again, many of them hated me since I was young, and likely just wanted the chance to fight against me.

			Clouda faces me again and makes her way over to the desk I’m seated behind. She sits on its surface just in front of me, causing me to lean back in my chair, creating distance. I know exactly how this would look if anyone saw us, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let rumors like that start to spread.

			“Does this have anything to do with being king?” she whispers, her soft eyes focusing on mine.

			I take a heavy breath. King. Fuck I hate the sound of that. It’s another title I can’t decide on. Or even come to grips with. How do I rule a country when I can’t even pull the Legion together? Ruling anything seems out of my scope.

			True Borns have ruled Domhnall since the earliest gods, and since I am the last True Born, the role hangs precariously over my head. Something I try to duck and dodge at every turn.

			“I have a lot to juggle, Cloey. One thing at a time.”

			“Okay, Finn.” She smiles. “You’ll be a good king one day. And I will be proud to serve you.” She rises and crosses the rear wall to the window again, her hands clasped behind her back. Her signature stance, I realize.

			“How is Ivee handling the notion of being queen?”

			I let out a laugh through my nose and give a slight shake of my head. “Better than I am.”

			“That’s good.” She pauses. “When will you have your things ready to travel? I was planning to push off after this meeting.”

			“It won’t be much longer. Willow and Ivee are packing now and getting our affairs in order. We’ll still be on schedule.”

			“Good.” She gives me a tight smile and leaves the office.

			I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t looking forward to getting out of this fucking castle and off this island. I am not, however, looking forward to Eagla.

			I’ve never liked it there, and that whole city seems to fucking hate me.

			 

			



	

-TWO-

			IVEE

			I’m always so cold without Finn. His presence warms the space more than any fire could. Every bloody week in this gods-forsaken castle has seemed to render me a permanent icicle.

			Fires grace every room and every alcove, but it’s still freezing. The furs I wear help considerably, but this island is just not to meant to be inhabited during the winter months. Maybe that’s why the Fire Fae made it their home. The cold doesn’t bother them, and it would surely deter others from sneaking into their training camps.

			It suited Laisren’s cold heart. A chill runs through me at the thought of his name. I’ve tried to not think about him, but being in his home is making it hard. I have nightmares of him and what he put me through.

			The sound of his belt sliding through the loops of his trousers still wakes me at night. I still start when I hear similar sounds. This castle only amplifies it. It creaks and groans and is full of sounds that make me jump.

			I know how hard it is on Finn to have me here. Or to be here himself. I guess it haunts us both in our own respect.

			I try to look past the gloom and see the beauty. As one of the last standing castles in the country, it does hold a magnificence that can’t be rivaled. The centuries of stone and the countless faces that the corridors have seen, do have a certain awe-inspiring element. This dark castle dates back to the age of the first castle in Aigean. It’s been here for thousands of years. It was a retreat for the first royal family, who came to worship Cedh and Valta. It morphed over time into what it is now, long after Cedh and Valta fled the country, leaving the royal family angry. I believe witches lodged here before the Fire Fae claimed it as their own.

			Sometimes I wonder what secrets it might be holding, since it has such a rich history. If I were a bit braver, I’d go exploring. I’d just rather not amble down freezing passageways and risk ending up alone with some idiot Hot Head.

			 

			A tapping at the heavy wooden door draws my attention away from the time-stained window and the whiteout of snow beyond.

			Willow enters before I say anything. “Morning,” she sings.

			“Hi.” I turn my gaze back to the frozen forest outside. The castle walls separate a thick pine forest from a small private courtyard, where I used to stretch my legs without the prying eyes of Hot Heads, before it was covered in snow.

			“I have news you’ll like.”

			Now, with curiosity, I direct my complete attention to my friend. “Oh?”

			“I have convinced Finn that it would be wise to accompany Clouda to the mainland.”

			“Why?” I ask Willow as she plops down on one of the wingback chairs by the fireplace.

			“Because it’s the smart thing for him to do. And I know you wouldn’t mind getting out of here.”

			“You’ve got that right.” I wrap a blanket around my shoulders and supress a shudder as I join her by the fire.

			I do hate it here even though I’ve never outright said the words. It’s cold and dark and so very boring. I’ve helped Finn whenever possible and gone through the few artifacts I’ve found but ultimately there is nothing for me here.

			The fae look at me like they want to eat me – both sexually and literally – so, for the most part, I stay tucked away.

			I miss people. I miss purpose.

			“Thank you, Wil.”

			She smiles at me. “Don’t think it’s all for you. I want out of here too. I’m not accustomed to this climate, and I feel as if it is sucking the life from my bones.”

			I laugh without humor. “Yeah, I’m with you on that.”

			She gets up and starts to head towards my door before she pauses and turns around. “One last thing,” she starts, “once you’re ready, stop in at the study. I have something to show you.” She leaves with a smile.

			Oh, well now I’m excited.

			 

			The study is a small room. If it weren’t for the one large window running from ceiling to floor along the back wall, it would be too dim to see anything, since, for whatever reason, this room doesn’t have a fireplace. In its absence, torches line the walls and hot coals are brought in and placed in metal bins around the room. I know that is a formality mainly for my benefit.

			Willow stands with her arms crossed, while another fae talks to her, pointing at some papers on the table. The books Finn rescued from the Aigean castle are stacked about the room and have since been pored over hundreds of times by our small team of scholars. Finding anyone who could decipher the ancient language was no easy task, and even with the cumulative knowledge of everyone involved, it’s been a long process.

			Some of the oldest Fire Fae offered their insights, but the majority of the them have been bled for the Fire Ritual so many times that they have become a little scattered. And I use that term generously.

			“Come see,” Willow calls to me and waves her hand in a hurried manner to huddle me in. The fae opens his mouth to speak when the door opens again suddenly and my husband steps inside.

			“Perfect timing,” the fae says. Finn says nothing as he takes his place beside me, sliding his hand across my lower back. In unison, we all direct our attention to the handwritten translations.

			 

			In the beginning, there was only Cedh and Valta.

			Cedh, the giver. Her power bountiful and beautiful. Valta, the turbulent. His power like the ocean and storms. Both to be revered, to be awed, to be feared. Through them, the True Born Fae were birthed. The fae constructed temples for their gods. They began civilization as we have come to know it.

			Many beings emerged from the springs of the gods. Magic flowed in abundance and was generous in its offerings. Creatures big and small could pull from the sources around them. But good does not come without evil. Balance is required for all things. There is no happy without sad. Love without grief. Visions of how to use the magic varied from being to being.

			The True Borns quickly learned how to split their magic. How to create. Something only the gods were allowed to do. The True Borns were plentiful. Strong in their numbers.

			Cedh and Valta had created a being beyond their control. The True Borns learned omnipotence. They defied their gods. They learned of prayer to other gods, in other realms. Our known realms eventually divided into two. The North became fae inhabited. The South yielded to the elf population. Fairies and other sub-species remained wherever suited them best.

			The South soon became the sanctuary for our gods. A realm which would house their eternal slumber.

			Life changed again when the five gods entered through Enid Lake. They brought with them a new magic. They quickly laid claim to what Cedh and Valta had built. They would become what we know now as the old gods.

			The brother gods, Anyx and Arion, were death and the sky. Juno and the twins, Chassa and Dasheri, were life, the hunt and prosperity.

			The five were war-torn souls, their limits of power and of destruction knowing no bounds. Juno fought with great cost to enact the peace pact. It took a thousand years for Anyx to forgive her. The Sky God fled the realm, tired of the entrapment.

			 

			The fae scholar looks up at us with pride in his weary eyes. It clearly took a significant effort to get this far. We watch as he sifts through more papers and places the newest edition before us.

			 

			Dated 1400 years after Cedh:

			We suspect the goddess Juno is with child. There are no confirmed reports but her sudden absence, and isolation at Enid Lake is worrying. Speculations are running rampant. The peace pact remains enabled, so we know she is well enough.

			Postscript: Further studies and prying into the gods leave us concerned. The birth of a new god could spell war for the realms, as we are not the only realm with gods. No such god can ever be born. Eyes on Juno and Anyx will remain constant.

			 

			“There are scribbles that continue, but most is illegible. We are still working on it,” the fae says, his voice low and disappointed.

			“That’s fine,” Finn says. “Please, carry on.”

			“The next segment, we believe, is written by someone else. The scripture is different, and there is a slightly altered dialect. It’s why we have so little as of yet.”

			 

			Dated 1500 years after Cedh.

			A temple for Juno has been erected on Bronwen Island. The new royal family is there visiting. Concerns are high. The magic stirs at an uneasy level. I am fearful for what is to come.

			 

			Well, that is unsettling, since we know what was to eventually fall upon Domhnall of past, as we are still paying for the outcome.

			Finn wipes a hand across his face and rubs his chin. “I’m glad we have a piece of our history.” He looks at the fae. “You’ve done remarkably well here.”

			“Thank you, my liege.” He gives a slight bow of his head. “There is still so much to uncover, but the pieces are finally coming together.”

			“This is wonderful,” Willow says. She too is proud of the work that’s been done so far. I watch as she runs her delicate fingers over the papers. There’s a sense of accomplishment about the room. For the first time since Rhianon took the throne, we can learn some of the history we’ve been starving to know.

			Finn dismisses himself soon after. Willow and I take a few moments longer, perusing the old books and journals. The room darkens slightly with the onslaught of poor weather. I can’t help but glance out the fogged window and notice the gray world outside. I really do wonder if the island ever sees blue skies.

			“We should get going,” Willow suggests. Gladly.

			[image: ]

			The docks are freezing. Huge icicles dangle from every ledge, threatening to spear anyone who lingers too long beneath them. Thick frost coats the posts, the chains, the buoys - and surely me if I don’t move soon. The wind bites fiercely and seems to pass through the marrow of my bones.

			Loose strands of my hair start to crystalize, but I’m rooted in place by astonishment.

			The ship to the mainland is more magnificent than any ship I’ve ever seen. It stands tall and wide and menacing. Icy waves crash into the sides with groans and low squeals but with no impact on the vessel.

			Coming down to the dock, I initially thought it was a large building, not actually a boat. Growing up in Saoirse, we took ferries and sailed ships to the neighboring islands and the mainland, but never in something this grand. I didn’t even know ships like this existed.

			Most vessels I’ve seen vary in size, but are wooden with tall sails, all of which are beautiful, but they don’t compare to this.

			This craft is made of thick steel and powered primarily by coal and fire. Instead of towering sails, it has stacks that look like chimneys. Rather than the usual layout, where the quarterdeck and galley sit at the rear, it would seem that both bow and stern are open deck, and that the cabins and captain’s quarters are centrally located on two levels.

			There are still cannons that flank the edges, but the grandeur of it all has left me speechless. It must be at least twice the size of the average barque.

			“A wooden ship would never travel through ice like this,” Captain Eva informs me.

			I spin on my heel, having not heard her come up behind me. She reminds me of Clouda by the way she stands with her head held high and her hands behind her back. Her hair is a rich auburn color that is held in place by one braid trailing to her mid-back. Bright sapphire eyes fall on me. “I’ll be sure you get the tour. She is an impressive vessel. One I’m sure you will love to be aboard.” She tips her chin and strides towards the dock.

			Eva, I’m told, is the most experienced sailor the Legion has to offer. She is obviously a Fire Fae, but has not undergone the ritual very many times. Her skills on the icy waters were never to be jeopardized. The ocean around Keane is the most unforgiving in all the realm. It takes a sharp mind and strong body to navigate it.

			Now that I really look around the pier, most of the ships - though none are nearly as large as this one - are made of metal.

			For most of the year, Keane Island is surrounded by thick blankets of snow and ice, so it stands to reason that the watercrafts here are built to break through the surface of the frozen seas.

			 

			Snow swirls down from the sky as I watch some of the crew scurry about the deck making final preparations before departure. From where I stand, leaning against the second-story railing, I focus on the foggy, gray castle in the distance beyond the harbor. I can’t help but wrinkle my nose at the sight. It hasn’t been awful here, but I am more than happy to be leaving. Good riddance. I hope to never see it again.

			An orange glow permeates the silhouette of the training grounds and gives me a sick feeling in my stomach. I’ve seen enough fire for a lifetime, thank you very much.

			I touch my chest instinctively and a phantom cough escapes my throat. I’ll never forget that suffocating feeling.

			“Pardon me, my lady.” I turn and see a cabin attendant behind me. “Your chambers are ready. Sorry for the wait. I can escort you if you like.”

			“It’s no problem; I’ve enjoyed watching everything.” I take one last look at land and turn away, following the attendant down the corridor to the cabins.

			It’s my understanding that the crew and sailors all have lodgings below deck, and it’s only Captain Eva, Clouda and the four of us who are staying up on the second deck. Below us is the captain’s war room, where maps and other sailing documents are stored and referenced, a mess hall and some other chambers that are unknown to me. I’ve noticed only the higher-ranking uniforms are allowed in those chambers, so I don’t concern myself with them.

			The rear of the ship boasts many cargo containers and a passage to the lower decks where the cannons are kept and manned.

			Part of me wonders why they ever needed a warship of this grandeur. The Crown never possessed anything of this size or style. Nothing else could even compete against this ship. It makes me wonder what Laisren knew, since he was clearly preparing for something. And he chose not to share it with the rest of his people. That leads me to wonder if Captain Eva also knows things the rest of the Legion doesn’t.

			 

			



	

-THREE-

			IVEE

			My eyes go wide as I take in the elaborately decorated cabin that I’m to call home for the duration of this journey. A quaint sitting area occupies the front of the chamber and behind it is a small breakfast table. Beyond that, to the right, is a huge plush bed with intricately carved wooden posts. On the far wall, another door leads to a simple lavatory. Portholes punctuate one wall, letting in the natural light. Or at least they would if there were any sun to be seen.

			I keep thinking this is some kind of dream, one I’ll wake from all too soon.

			I pad softly over to double doors and open them to discover a small private balcony overlooking the starboard side, and endless miles of frozen white ocean.

			 

			“By Cedh!” I hear Willow yell. I smile to myself and shut the balcony doors behind me, regretting letting in the chilled air.

			The Air Fae stands with her back against my door, with a huge smile on her face. “Have you ever seen anything so spectacular? Have you felt the bed yet?”

			“Not yet! And I know, this is nothing short of amazing,” I say, and follow her lead. I scamper over to the bed and fling myself down. I sink into the lushest, cloud-like sheets and mattress that I’ve ever touched. She jumps on beside me, causing me to bounce a bit, and we giggle like children. Settling in against a pillow, I roll over to face her, her emerald eyes meeting mine.

			She looks so happy, so much more at ease. Maybe she needed off that gods-forsaken island more than I did.

			“Pretty nice bed for you and Payt to pretend not to do the dirty in,” I tease and wiggle my eyebrows suggestively.

			“Oh stop. We are close, but admit it, it saves on laundry only using one bed. Besides, he’s warm. Perk of the Fire Fae I suppose.”

			“Wil, you’re blushing. You can’t even say that with a straight face!”

			She takes a small pillow and hits me with it, teeny feathers whooshing from the delicate embroidery in the fabric.

			“Oh, YES!” A familiar deep voice booms from the doorway. Willow and I turn to find Payt leaning both hands against the door frame above his head, his silver eyes ravenous.

			“Oh please, ladies, don’t stop on my account. In fact, let me help you out of some of those clothes, as they seem to be inhibiting your ability to swing properly.”

			A pillow hurtles past me and hits him square in the chest. Willow’s eyes twinkle with amusement. Oh yeah, sure, they just cuddle; I believe that. I roll my eyes. I’m not even fae and I can practically smell the chemistry between them.

			Payt strides to the bed and snatches Willow from beside me. She gives a little yelp and puts up a terribly feeble attempt at a fight, as he throws her over his shoulder, giving her a pat on the ass. He gives me a two-finger salute off his forehead and hauls her out of the room, the sound of her laughter trailing behind them the whole way. I smile broadly watching the two of them together.

			A pang of sadness hits me. I miss the days when Finn and I could be so carefree. We seem to have lost some of that playfulness, with him so bogged down by the weight of the world right now. I can see the stress and concern in his eyes. Every time I look at him, he appears to be brooding over something.

			I decide to unpack a bit and make myself at home.

			There’s a small iron stove in the corner of the room with a stack of chopped wood and long matches. After piling some kindling, I strike one of the matches and nurse a flame from it, blowing softly. Carefully, I add logs, one at a time, and the fire soon roars to life. The comforting crackle fills the air, along with a soft glow, and warms my cold skin.

			 

			The trip to Eagla will be just over a week, unless the ice is a problem, but even then, the Fire Fae can help melt it and move things along. In this room though, I could travel for months without docking. Maybe I’ll rule from the sea. Every day a new adventure in our floating fortress.

			Why not? We could do that, right?

			The thought stops me. The idea of ruling takes me by surprise. It’s as if it’s just something to talk about to fill the silence, but then it hits me some days – it’s not just talk. It’s real.

			My heart thumps in my stomach, which is suddenly threatening to rebel. Anxiety belly is no joke.

			In the quiet moments in my head, I wonder how Finn and I got here. We were both so free. I was more so, but he had a free spirit and a wild heart. Our lives were never meant to be confined this way. King and queen? Is there nobody else?

			Simply put, no, there isn’t. Even if he were to abdicate, who else would want to step in? Who else would be strong enough? Trustworthy enough? Domhnall has had a True Born on its throne since the beginning.

			I’ve watched my husband move through life with reckless grace and a smile on his face. I see him now with a crease between his eyebrows, a tight mouth and tense shoulders. I see him examine every angle of every problem. Maybe it’s maturity, maybe it’s the natural progression of his power and authority. Or maybe it’s being shoved onto a path that neither of us predicted. One he particularly didn’t want.

			Doesn’t want.

			Because of this new role, so unwelcomely bestowed upon him, I hold my head
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