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  Chapter 1
A Wee Bit of Shock


Ayla
Inever thought of myself as someone to charge into a conflict—much less a battle. But as I stand here, surrounded by people I love, I realize there’s nowhere else I would choose to be. If the Dark King is coming for my friends and family, he’ll have to face me first. 
The ground quivers beneath my feet as Jordan and I stare toward the hilltop. Dark Fae soldiers, hundreds of them… all on the march, with a frenzied mass of darklings overhead. 
Jordan tugs me deeper into the shelter of the trees. 
My magic tingles at my fingertips, ready to protect him, because if I know one thing in all this craziness, it’s that I cannot lose him. Not again. 
Behind us, our own small army waits hidden in the shadows, watching for Jordan’s signal. Days of planning and preparation, and all the weeks of chaos and heartache beforehand, have brought us to this one moment. The Dark King’s army is marching for Teionyr—and the fate of Upper Faeside depends on whether we’ve done enough to stop them.

      [image: ]One Week Earlier
Isat on the stone floor of what I’d heard them call the vault, still trying to get my bearings. Hadn’t I just been in the middle of a battle in the market square? My memories from after Sevryn grabbed me were hazy—other than the terror, which I remembered too well. 
But now, here I was with Jordan beside me, and with Grandpa, Callan, Madison, Reina, a Fae called Maxim Warwick, and a bunch of LeyGuards nearby. I could see it, now, the Fae in him. He was still my Jordan, but somehow even more gorgeous than before, with a new power rolling off of him… and a dragon peering down over his shoulder. I didn’t even know how to process that. 
Vyrthil was next to me, too—and Kaizyn, who was staring at me.
Kaizyn and I were now so entwined, my every tiny emotion was laid bare to him. He now knew how deeply I cared for him, but also how different it was from what I felt for Jordan. I was back with the guy I loved… and Kaizyn had just lost his kingdom.
Even if I couldn’t feel his heart breaking, I would’ve seen it in his eyes.
“Kaizyn?” I stared helplessly at him, aching to soothe his pain.
His eyes locked on mine, and a wall of jealousy and despair slammed into me. This one man, this Jordan, now held the heart of the woman Kaizyn loved, and the throne of his kingdom. His whole world, shattered in a moment.
I couldn’t change that reality for Kaizyn, even though my own heart was breaking for him. Any words I could think of to comfort him just felt like shallow platitudes.
Jordan leaned forward from beside me and held out his hand. “Kaizyn. It’s an honor to meet you.”
I glanced between them, feeling a glimmer of hope—they were brothers, now; maybe they could be friends—but a new wave of Kaizyn’s anguish slammed into my chest.
He jumped to his feet. “I need a moment.”
“Wait!” I stared up at him, desperate to help. “Maybe there’s still a way, some magic that could undo this. So you—so we can both—be free.”
The slice of pain that lanced out at me told me that had been the wrong thing to say.
I reached for him. “Kaizyn—“
He spun and hurried for the vault door, Vyrthil on his heels.
“Let them go,” Jordan said softly from behind me.
The crowd of Teionyrians in the tunnel parted, and Kaizyn and Vyrthil rushed out.
As Kaizyn’s boot-steps faded off into the tunnel, an awkward hush fell over the vault.
Kaizyn’s grief still crushed in on my chest. I wanted to go after him, to fix things, but my emotions had partly caused his pain. He said he needed a moment, needed space… and chasing after him might have only made things worse.
Jordan knelt next to me and reached for my face. “Are you okay?”
His steady gaze grounded me, returning my focus to the vault—and the people around me—despite Kaizyn’s pain still churning in my chest.
I stared at Jordan for a long moment. He was here—really here, and still alive.
I threw my arms around him.
He caught me against him, wrapping his arms tight around me and burying his face in my hair. “I missed you so much,” he whispered near my ear.
Behind his shoulder, the massive red dragon watched me calmly with her head slightly angled to one side, as though trying to decide what to make of me.
I shivered.
Jordan pulled back to look at my face. “What’s wrong?”
His gaze immediately followed mine to the enormous, shimmering-red snout hovering behind him.
“Oh.” He relaxed. “Don’t worry; she won’t hurt you. She’s safe.”
“She?” I stared at the creature behind him.
Jordan’s mouth quirked up into that half-smile that made my heart skip. “Would you like to meet her?”
Champ danced around the dragon’s front feet, sniffing excitedly. Surely, the dragon couldn’t be that dangerous if Champ wasn’t worried, right?
But I froze as the dragon tilted her face so one of her enormous, dark eyes could stare more intently at me. 
“I—“
Grandpa slapped his hands on his knees beside me. “Well, I’d like to meet her! It’s not every day a dragon saves your granddaughter’s life.”
Jordan laughed, though his eyes never left mine. “You have nothing to worry about, Ayla. I promise.” He squeezed my hand, then pulled back and stood, and tugged me to my feet beside him.
Grandpa moved up next to us, eager to see the dragon more closely.
A few feet away, Striker, Brone, Reina, Callan, Madison, Jordan’s and Reina’s parents, and Maxim Warwick all hovered, wearing expressions that ranged from curiosity to awe.
“The rest of you may as well come over and officially meet her, too,” Jordan said, then turned back to me. His eyes lingered on my face, studying me with concern. “Are you feeling okay? You still look pale.”
Honestly, I couldn’t answer him. I was feeling strange—but between Kaizyn’s churning emotions, the shock of almost dying, the relief of having Jordan with me again, and the startling terror of a dragon staring me down, my brain and body had a lot to process.
Grandpa stepped up next to me and squeezed my shoulder. His gaze swept over my face, and whatever he found there seemed to reassure him. He turned to Jordan with a spark of humor in his eyes. “She nearly died, she’s bound to a Fae former-prince, and now her boyfriend is a Fae king and sear-bound to a dragon. You can hardly blame the girl for displaying a wee bit of shock, son.”
Boyfriend. I glanced at Jordan in concern. We’d never discussed—
But Jordan only smiled warmly, without the least hint of pressure or judgment, and squeezed my hand. “I’m not her boyfriend… yet.”
The mischievous glint in his eyes as he said it sent my heart racing.
Jordan grinned and turned back to the others. “I hope to remedy that soon, but first… Sorcha is demanding I introduce her.” He gestured to the dragon.
“She’s talking to you?” I gaped at him. “How?”
Jordan just smiled wider. “In my mind. I guess it’s kind of like your mind-gift, though she says she can’t speak to others, only me.”
I glanced between Jordan and the massive red beast, who was still staring calmly at me with that one huge, dark eye. “What—what does she sound like?”
It was hard to imagine what it would be like to have a dragon speaking in my head.
A tiny puff of smoke escaped the dragon’s nostrils.
Jordan grinned. “She finds you amusing.”
I looked at the dragon. “That was a laugh?”
Jordan reached for my hand. “Yes. And to answer your previous question, her voice is rich and warm… kind of like a ball of light in my mind.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. Sorcha doesn’t really use words, but I can understand her.”
“Her name is Sorcha?” I asked him, my heart pounding as I met her stare.
“Yes,” Jordan said, squeezing my hand. “She said it means ‘brightness.’”
I took a deep breath, then stepped around Jordan and planted myself in front of the dragon’s enormous snout, fighting the urge to run.
Her head tipped to the side, like a puppy’s, as she studied me.
“Thank you,” I said, forcing myself to hold her gaze. “Thank you for saving my life.”
Slowly, she shifted forward.
I held my breath as her nose came to rest against me.
She was so huge, I fit head-to-toe in the scaly, surprisingly warm surface between her nostrils. Warm puffs of air escaped on either side of me as she breathed out, wrapping me in a scent like charred wood.
Everything in me screamed to run, but before I could swing into full-blown panic, I felt Jordan grab my hand.
Sorcha pulled back, putting space between me and her snout again, and peered at me.
One glance at Jordan, and I could tell something had just been exchanged. “Wh—what did she say?” I asked him.
He gripped both my hands and pulled them to his chest, then looked straight into my eyes, his voice barely audible as he answered. “She said you owe her no thanks, because she and I are bound, and saving you was the same as saving me.”
The world around me fell away as he stepped so close our faces were nearly touching. I didn’t even care that the others must be staring.
He wrapped one hand around both of mine, still held to his chest. His eyes searched mine as he raised his other hand to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.
My heart raced.
“Ayla, if you had died, I—“
A spear of pain lanced through my chest. My legs buckled.
“Ayla!” Jordan caught me before I hit the ground, then carefully lowered me to the floor. His eyes were panicked as he scanned my face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Grandpa rushed to my side. “Ayla?”
Another stab of pain rushed through me.
Kaizyn. 
I could feel him, his anguish, the sharp, piercing grief of loss and despair, so strong it was a physical pain. He was hurting, even worse than before. And I had caused it.
“Kaizyn,” I rasped. The pain was so intense, I almost couldn’t form the word.
“It’s the bond,” Grandpa said. “An entwinement like this—it can create a feedback loop. Her emotion and exhaustion compounds his, which in turn compounds hers, and—“ His words blurred to vague sounds.
A fierce, icy rush shot through my veins, like being dunked in ice water from the inside out.
I gasped. My vision blacked. My body seized in shivers.
“What’s happening?“ I heard Jordan yell. He squeezed my hand. “Ayla?” His hand jerked back. “She’s ice cold.”
“That’s her magic,” Striker said, suddenly beside me. “Something’s wrong.”
“Her magic?“ someone asked.
Puffs of breath swept over my face, carrying the scent of burnt wood.
I was so cold, the warmth felt like hot, stinging needles.
I cried out in pain.
“Ayla!” Grandpa called out, but he sounded far away.
“Sorcha says to get her outside.” Jordan’s voice was sharp with worry.
Arms wrapped around and lifted me. The familiar scent of Jordan enveloped me as he tucked me to his chest.
A new rush of shivers racked my body as memories of the day he’d rescued me in Grandpa’s room flooded my senses. I clutched his shirt with both shaking hands.
“Hold on, Ayla,” he whispered, then his voice hardened. “Do it. Please!”
A hot puff of burnt-wood breath flooded my nostrils, and everything dropped away into blackness.






  
  Chapter 2
Always Liked Honeysuckles


Rory
By the time I made it to the archway at the east barrier of the Arcvale dome, the pain in my ribs was so bad I could hardly breathe. I kept running. If Keyja was right about this attack, I had to warn the Hub, and fast. 
As I covered the last few steps, I shifted the satchel under my arm and shoved the stone Keyja had provided out in front of me.
The air inside the archway shimmered, then split open right ahead of me.
I stumbled through.
Darkness swallowed me.
I sucked in hitching breaths against the pain in my side and tried to look around. This Gate was supposed to take me to the Hub. Where was I? Everything was black.
Dread seeped in as I realized I must be back in the Void. But how? And how would I get out?
I turned around slowly, hoping to find the Gate behind me.
There was nothing, but in the darkness to my left, suddenly I heard low voices.
“Did anyone see you come through?” The voice was thin, reedy, and croaky, like how witches talk in movies. It could’ve been a woman’s voice, or maybe an old man’s.
“No.” The answering voice was smooth as silk and definitely a woman, the kind of voice you’d hear from a sultry bombshell in an old black and white film—except that this woman’s voice stirred a cold wrongness in my chest, though I wasn’t sure why. The sultry voice laughed. “Why? Don’t you trust me?”
“You know I don’t, Miravel,” the croaky voice answered.
“You don’t trust anyone.”
The voices were coming closer.
If there had been anything to hide behind, I might have. Instead, I clutched the stone and the satchel to my chest, quieted my heavy breathing as best I could, and listened.
A small, golden glow appeared in the direction of the voices. It was bobbing in mid-air. A lantern?
The light was getting closer—and fast.
Instinct told me I couldn’t let these two catch me here, though I still wasn’t sure why. I moved backward, but there was nowhere to hide. Maybe if I stood still, they would just pass right by me.
“Exactly,” the croaking voice snapped, far too close for comfort. “I don’t trust anyone. That’s why I’m still ali—” Her words halted, and so did the bobbing glow. “Do you smell that?”
The glow swung my way, and the glare of a lantern was suddenly right in my face. Behind it, just barely as tall as my shoulders, was the ugliest old hag I’d ever seen, holding the lantern up in the air with a gnarled, clawed hand.
I froze.
The hag sniffed the air—sniffed it, like a dog—then stared right at my chest with a vacant expression. “Miravel, come here. Do you see anything?”
The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen stepped into the lantern’s glow. Her hair fell in dark, glossy waves over the shoulders of her long, sweeping dress, and her face was gorgeous—full lips, the perfect cheekbones, eyes rimmed with dark lashes, skin that looked soft as silk. I couldn’t have dreamed up a prettier woman if I’d tried, but when my gaze moved to her eyes, the strange glint in them immediately turned my stomach. She was pretty; no one could argue that… but there was a wrongness inside her, the same one I’d felt in my chest, and the longer I watched her the more I could see it.
Her mouth twisted in concentration.
I held my breath and stood absolutely still as she stared right at my face, but seemed not to see me at all.
She shrugged and turned away. “I see nothing. Let’s go. You’re wasting time.”
I almost sighed in relief.
The hag huffed, still staring straight through my chest. “But I smell something.” Her voice was whiny, like a begging child.
I could almost hear the other woman roll her eyes. “I said let’s go.”
The lantern pulled away from my face as the pair turned the other direction.
Desperate to breathe, I slowly exhaled.
“Wait.” The woman called Miravel turned back around, and this time her eyes locked right on mine. A chilling smile spread across her lips. “There you are.”
A cold, icy feeling spread in my chest, just as a blinding pain shot through my head.
“Gah!” I cried out, gripping my head with one hand.
The woman yanked at the satchel under the other arm.
“Stop it! Let go!” I yelled.
“Easy,” I heard a very different voice say, and the dread and ice immediately faded. Hands were gripping my shoulders, gently steadying me. I heard a little gasp. “You’re Rory Kane, right? How did you even open that Gate? It’s been inactive for years. Rory—are you okay? Rory, look at me.”
The pain in my head eased. I blinked my eyes open and found a pretty girl around my age, staring at me with large, dark, frightened eyes.
“Rory?” Her voice was bright and kind, even in her concern—almost musical. Compared to that thick, sultry voice threaded with evil still echoing in my mind, it was the most beautiful sound in the world.
With that voice, her strange clothes, and those big, dark eyes, I wondered for a second if I’d stumbled across some kind of magical woodland pixie. But then I noticed the surrounding room—polished floors, doors along the walls, bright overhead lights, stairs leading up to a second level. Was I in some kind of mall?
I glanced around. No, I must’ve reached the Hub. But everything felt so bright, still, like my eyes couldn’t quite adjust.
The girl’s delicate hands tightened on my shoulders. “Are you all right? What happened?”
I blinked at the ground beside her, where a massive cat stared up at me, twitching its tail.
I looked back at the girl. “I don’t know. I—”
A strange ringing swelled in my ear, and the girl’s face blurred.
“Rory, did something happen when you came through the Gate? Are you okay?”
Pain surged through my head again.
The girl’s hands tightened on me as the room swayed. “Someone help!”
My knees gave out.
I felt the girl throw her weight against me to try to hold me up as I sank to the ground, and as the room faded from my vision, I had the strange realization that she smelled like honeysuckles.
I had always liked honeysuckles.






  
  Chapter 3
Can I Hold Her Again?


Jordan
Ayla sagged in my arms, unconscious. Her skin was rapidly growing colder, her lips turning blue. Panic seized my chest. I spun toward Sorcha. “What do I do?” 
The sun will help me warm her, Sorcha said in my mind. Hurry.
I rushed out into the tunnels with Ayla still in my arms.  
Sorcha followed me with her head ducked and her wings tucked in tight, barely fitting through the doorway.
The Teionyrians clustered at the cavern entrance jumped aside to let us through.
I neared a junction. Which way was the surface?
“Left!” Maddox yelled from behind us.
I took a sharp left, grateful for his sense of direction.
Maddox continued to call directions until finally I burst out into the open courtyard of the palace.
I rushed out the palace doors onto the hilltop and skidded to a stop in the blazing heat of the sun.
I’d scooped Ayla up on instinct, like I had that day at her house, but this was different—the thing harming her was part of her, that blasted bond, and I didn’t know how to fix it. “What now?” I asked Sorcha.
Put her down.
I lowered Ayla to the dirt and paced anxiously next to her as Sorcha lowered her nose back to Ayla’s chest. It was stiflingly hot outside, enough to start a trickle of sweat down my back.
Already, the color was returning to Ayla’s lips.
“Are you doing that?” I asked Sorcha.
Not entirely, she answered, with something like a sigh of relief. I am warming from within, with my magic. The sun is warming her skin. Only a little, but it helps. It is doing enough to give my magic time to work.
Her voice carried a note of wariness.
Dread filled me as I wondered whether we might have lost Ayla, if the sun hadn’t given that little extra sliver of time.
After a few more moments, Sorcha stepped back.
“Can I hold her again?” I didn’t care how pathetic I sounded. I just needed to feel Ayla in my arms, to feel her skin warming and know she was safe.
Sorcha nodded her massive head, and I rushed forward to pull Ayla into my arms.
She felt almost normal again, with just a slight coolness to her skin, like she’d been sitting in an air-conditioned room.
Her magic is churning within her, Sorcha spoke in my mind. I cannot prevent this from happening again when she wakes. I’ve only given her peace, for the moment. She will sleep for a time.
My heart sank.
I repeated Sorcha’s words to the others, then turned to Ayla’s grandfather. “What do we do?”
His expression was grave. “We need to find Kaizyn.”
Madison spoke softly, her wide, scared eyes locked on me. “Callan went to find him.”
I glanced around, only then noticing that though everyone else had followed us outside from the cavern, Callan was gone.
I clutched Ayla against my chest where I knelt.
Her face was calm now, her breaths coming smoothly. But what would happen when she awoke?
The pain I’d seen in Ayla’s eyes before Sorcha had sedated her had ripped my heart in two. I hated that she was bonded to Kaizyn, that his emotions could affect her this way, though I knew it wasn’t really his fault. I’d have been heartbroken too, in his position… but my heartbreak wouldn’t have nearly killed Ayla. I hated that she’d intertwined herself more deeply with him to save me. I hated the way he looked at her, like his heart belonged with hers. Knowing Ayla, even if she really did love me, it would hurt her to hurt Kaizyn. I hated that, too. And I hated that I was helpless to fix any of it.
There was nothing I could do to make this better for her.
Except, I realized suddenly, removing myself from the equation. 
My chest clenched at the thought, but what if it was the only way to keep this from happening again? Kaizyn’s broken heart over seeing Ayla and me together had set off this reaction, and my presence would only ensure this happened again and again. But if were to step away… 
That would hurt Ayla too, but maybe not as much as being stuck in the middle, feeling Kaizyn’s heartbreak every time she turned around. Maybe not as much as this.
I brushed Ayla’s hair back from her forehead.
Could I do it? Could I walk away? How would I even do that? I had responsibilities in Teionyr, now. Ayla would know exactly where to find me, and if she stayed to try to change my mind, I’d fold in a heartbeat.
Wouldn’t I?
You could be cruel to her, make her want to choose the other, Sorcha’s voice sounded in my mind.
I spun toward her in shock.
Her warm voice chuckled in my mind. But you would never, I know, because that would also hurt her. I am only helping to whittle down your choices. 
Her large, keen eyes studied me, and I could see a spark of mischief in them, one that rubbed me the wrong way.
“Is this a joke to you?” I whispered. “And how did you even know what I was thinking? You said you couldn’t read my mind.”
Her gaze softened. I can’t, King-of-mine, but I can feel your essence. There is a knowing, between a dragon and its bonded one. I know your heart, and I understand the situation. I simply put the two together with the expression on your face. It was not difficult. And no—I do not make light of this. I only wish to help you see the truth: that there is no way out of this without one or both of you getting hurt by it, even if only for a time. 
Only for a time. I could do that, right? Choose to be the one hurt by this, to remove myself from the equation, just long enough to find a way to break their bond? Because we would break their bond—of that, I was certain. I refused to believe otherwise, no matter what Maddox and Maxim said. I would break this bond, so long as Ayla still wished it to be broken, no matter what it took.
Callan rushed out of the palace, interrupting my thoughts. “The pri—I mean, Kaizyn, is leaving. When Ayla fell unconscious, the ‘feedback loop’ was severed, and he came to. He refuses to stay, knowing he caused her so much pain. He thinks distance may prevent another incident.”
I glanced between Ayla’s grandfather and Maxim Warwick. “Will it?”
Maxim shrugged. “Perhaps. I’ve not had much experience with entwinements like this. It’s possible physical separation may lessen the effects.”
That was a promising option.
“He can’t just leave,” Ayla’s grandfather said, stepping toward me. “His life is still tied to Ayla’s. He must be kept safe. Leaving the palace is too big a risk, especially now. Something dark is brewing; I can feel it.”
His words sent a chill down my spine, but then Callan spoke again.
“Kaizyn is heading for Arcvale as a place to gather his thoughts. Sevryn’s curse lifted the moment he died—Kaizyn just verified it himself with a runed sensing coin. Kaizyn is free now to move where he wishes. He’s already on his way to the Gate that empties close to Arcvale. He will be safe there, with Keyja and Tofa. They’re long-standing friends.”
I studied Callan. I knew of Arcvale, though I’d never been myself. A strange and powerful Fae was said to live there, one usually spoken of as dangerous. “You are sure he’ll be safe there?” I wished my concern were solely for the prince—he was my brother, of sorts—but though I did not wish him harmed, Ayla’s safety was far more on my mind.
Callan nodded. “Yes. Keyja will protect him, plus I am going with him—if you will allow me.” His eyes locked on mine.
Madison tensed. “What?”
Callan glanced at her with an expression of true regret.
At the same time, I asked, “Why in the world would you need my permission?”
A look of discomfort entered Callan’s face as he turned back toward me. “I made a vow to protect Teionyr’s king. My duty is to stay with you.”
I swallowed. “You made that vow to Kaizyn, not to me. I understand there might be technicalities to that vow, but I want you to go where you feel you need to be, and right now, I can tell that’s with Kaizyn.”
“But—”
I waved away his protests. “Keeping him safe also protects Ayla, and I know that matters to you, too. Go with Kaizyn. Keep him safe. That’s my official instruction… as your king.” I couldn’t believe I was saying that.
Callan studied my face. “Yes, my king.” There was a hint of a smirk as he said it.
I smiled back. “Good. Now go. I don’t know how much longer Ayla will sleep. If we really think distance will help, he needs to be gone before she wakes.”
Callan nodded, then turned to Madison. “Can I speak with you inside?”
She followed him into the palace foyer.
Reina hurried over and knelt next to me and Ayla.
“How can I help?” Her eyes caught on Ayla, and she bit her lip. She looked nearly as concerned for Ayla as I was. “Should we wait and see if Kaizyn’s distance helps? Or… is there a faespell we could try, maybe something to calm her when she wakes up?”
I turned to her. “Reina—go with Callan. Please. And your parents, too, if they’re willing.”
Her face paled. “What? Jordan, you’re my partner. I can’t leave you now, of all times. You’re about to take over a whole kingdom, in the middle of a war!”
I met her stare, and I could see the loyalty there. She had been the best partner and friend I could’ve hoped for, even if I now suspected there had been something a bit more from her side that I never reciprocated.
“Reina.” I reached for her shoulder. “Please. I trust you more than anyone, and keeping Kaizyn safe means Ayla is safe. Please.”
She glanced at Ayla, and resolve solidified in her eyes. She looked back at me and nodded. “Okay.”
I let out a relieved breath. “Thank you.”
“Of course.” Reina smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes, then hurried over to speak with her parents.
My parents came near, and Maddox scooted back as my mom knelt beside me.
“Jordan,” my mom said softly, “Take a breath. You can’t carry everything yourself, love. I know you care deeply for Ayla; we all do…”
She laughed at the look I gave her.
“Okay, maybe not the same way you do. But we do care about her, and you know Maddox does, too. This is not all on you.” She placed her hand on my arm.
I stared down at it, glancing between her hand and Ayla’s still face.
Beside her, my dad nodded. “She’s right. You know we’re here for you, but this—this might be something out of your power to solve. We’ll call the Hub, see if they have any ideas. You don’t have to figure this out alone.”
As good as their support felt, something in me knew that part of this was mine to figure out. What if Kaizyn’s distance wasn’t enough? What if Ayla woke up, only to be racked with pain again? Maybe this wasn’t all on me to fix, but there was a part of this that only I could do… the part where I stepped aside, if that was what it took to help her. Was I strong enough to do that?
I tightened my grip on Ayla, then stood and turned to Maddox. “You know this palace. Is there a room where we can take her? Somewhere she’ll be comfortable until she wakes? But not in the prison wings.” There were beds there, but the thought of returning to the prison wings now that I’d finally escaped them was unappealing.
Maddox nodded. “I haven’t been here in years, but I’m sure there are still comfortable rooms in this palace. I’ll help you find one.”
“Actually,” Maxim Warwick interrupted, “the prison wing might be just the place. Its wards against magic may dampen the girl’s connection to the—to Kaizyn. It won’t sever the bond, but she might not feel it as strongly, there. Between that and his distance, she may be able to wake with no ill effects.”
I nodded slowly. I hated the idea, but he had a point. With both Kaizyn’s distance and the prison wards, would that mean I wouldn’t have to keep my distance, after all? My heart latched desperately onto that hope, at the same moment I fought to believe it. I had to be ready to walk away, if she needed me to, at least until we figured out a solution. I exhaled. “Okay… Yeah, that makes sense. We can try it.”
Madison and Callan stepped back outside, Madison clinging to Callan’s arm. She met my gaze with a startled stare. “You’re going to put her in the prison?” She sighed. “I mean… I suppose our room with Etcher, whoever he really was, wasn’t so bad. The bed was decent.” Her mouth twisted. “I would offer to sit with her, but I—I’m going with Callan. To check on Rory. Callan said he’s still in Arcvale.”
From the look on Callan’s face, that had been a reluctant concession on his part, though I could also tell he was partly relieved. I was sure it was a hard decision for him, trying to balance Madison’s safety with his desire to be near her.
I huffed. Join the club.
“It’s okay,” I told Madison. “Ayla’s grandfather can sit with her until she wakes. Right?”
“Of course I will,” Maddox said, turning to me with a look of surprise, “but where are you going to be?” It was clear from his stare that he hadn’t expected me to leave Ayla’s side.
I felt a blush rise as everyone stared at me. I supposed I had made my feelings for Ayla pretty obvious, though I wondered how she would feel about this, were she awake. I didn’t plan to leave her side unless I had to. But if, when she woke up, my nearness triggered some kind of pain loop between her and Kaizyn again… I needed to know someone would be with her, someone she trusted. Just in case.
I didn’t want to explain all that, though. So, I shrugged. “I might have to handle kingdom business, right?” That was true, too—I had been Teionyr’s new king for all of fifteen minutes. I wasn’t sure yet what my daily duties entailed.
Maddox’s shrewd gaze told me he knew it wasn’t my real reason. “O… kay,” he said.
My mind raced. Was I even doing the right thing by encouraging Kaizyn to leave? Would Ayla be unhappy about this when she woke? Would the bond make it painful for her to be away from him? Would me being with her be enough, or even helpful? I wasn’t sure.
Maddox placed a hand on my arm, and his expression melted into something like compassion. “Ayla and I do need to get back to check on her parents, soon. With any good luck, Sevryn was the main conduit for that veilmist and now that he’s dead, my son and his wife have woken, good as new. But if not—”
“Oh,” I said. I was ashamed to admit I’d nearly forgotten about Ayla’s parents. “Of course. Of course, you should check on them. Both of you. I’m sorry; I should’ve—I’m sure there’s a LeyGate nearby you could—”
He chuckled. “It’s okay, son. Let me worry about the logistics. But Maxim here has assured me he can work up a faespell that can help them, if they’ve still not woken. As soon as Ayla’s stable, I need to head back to get it to them, though I hope they’ll already be awake and waiting for me, ready to demand a full explanation of what happened to them and to scold me for letting their only daughter get bonded to a Fae.” He grinned at me, then his grin slipped. “Ayla should come with me, to see her parents. They’ll be worried sick. Besides, with this bond, and now with her new magic, the Hub is the best place for her right now. She’ll be safe there while she learns how to control it.”
I nodded, though my heart twisted when I glanced down at her. Ayla and I hadn’t discussed where we stood yet, but she had her own life. I knew that. She was her own person, and she had a family, other friends, other people she cared about. She needed to go be with her parents… or even with her former prince, if that’s where she was happiest. But I—I was king now. I had to stay here.
I wanted Ayla to be safe and happy, I truly did. It just sucked, really sucked, that somehow the place she’d be safest and happiest never ended up being with me. It was like I never had a chance.
Callan cleared his throat. “I know you’ll need help, getting to know the kingdom, learning the ropes, especially with all the damage to the city. I’m sure the people will be frightened, and a familiar face might…” He trailed off. “Anyway, I’m happy to help you, if you’d like. Once I’m sure Kaizyn is safe and settled, I’ll come back to help you however I can.”
Right—because again, I was a king, now. Of a kingdom in the middle of a Dark Fae war.
I stared at him. “Thank you.”
Callan took Madison’s hand. “We’re heading out. We’ll check in as soon as we can.”
They headed down the hill toward the city, probably to meet Kaizyn at whatever exterior LeyGate Callan had used to get here.
Maddox stood. “Let’s get her to a room, then we’ll figure out the rest.”
He grabbed my arm and helped me stand too, since I was still holding Ayla.
Sorcha spoke in my mind. Go with him. I will wait here.
“Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice even as I turned to Maddox. “Lead the way.”
My parents and Maxim moved behind us, ready to follow.
As we headed for the palace door, Maddox reached over and squeezed my arm.
When I looked at him, he smiled comfortingly.
“I know you don’t want her to go back to the Hub without you,” he said, “but you two will be together again quickly. I know you will. Trust me, I know my granddaughter, and she’ll insist on returning to you the moment she’s able, war or no war. She’ll be back by your side before you know it.”
I smiled back, my heart twisting… because though I hoped with everything in me that he was right, unless I could find a way to break this bond while also saving a whole kingdom from war, I really didn’t know if she would.






  
  Chapter 4
The Distraction Is Mutual


Callan
Itugged Madison’s hand as we hurried toward the LeyGate tucked into the trees outside of Teionyr. The Gate was well concealed, and the short segment of the Void it emptied into before connecting with the Gate to Arcvale was most likely safe, but I still didn’t want Kaizyn attempting to travel it alone. 
Madison lagged behind. When I noticed her arm extended fully, her steps tripping as I dragged her along, I immediately felt guilty.
“I’m sorry.” I slowed my steps. “I’m just eager to catch him before he leaves without us.”
Madison’s words were breathy as she answered, winded from the jog I’d put her through. “Do you think he would?”
“Yes.” I had no doubt. Kaizyn hadn’t wanted me to accompany him—he’d made that clear by leaving while I was still talking to the others.
Madison tightened her hand on mine. “We’re going to the same place he is, right? If we miss him here, won’t we just catch up to him there?”
There was logic to her words, but Madison didn’t know the Void like I did. There were a thousand reasons Kaizyn could vanish between the Gate and our destination—but I didn’t want to worry her. “Probably. Most likely.”
She glanced over at me. “That’s not a yes. What aren’t you telling me?”
I stopped and turned to face her.
Voids, she was beautiful, even with dirt on her face from the battle in the square.
Her green eyes stared up at me, questioning.
I sighed. I couldn’t lie to her. “What do you remember of the Void from when the hound brought you through?”
Her perfect lips twisted into a frown. “Not much.”
I was glad for that. “There may be dangerous things, creatures I would not wish the prince to face alone. But you don’t need to worry, not when you’re with me.”
She smiled. “I know.”
I knew right then: I would die for this woman. Though I’d prefer it if I didn’t need to.
I squeezed her hand, and we continued walking—quickly, but slow enough this time that she wasn’t struggling.
She glanced at me again, her expression curious. “You still call him the prince. Isn’t he… not?”
I shrugged. “He is still the king’s son, adopted or not. He’ll always be the prince, to me.”
Her steps slowed. “Are you against it, then? Jordan being king?” Her voice sounded cautious, wary of my answer.
I smiled back at her. “Not in the least. It is his rightful place.” The magic had made that clear. “Besides, I think he’ll make a great king. But Kaizyn is…” I paused, searching for the right words. “He is family.” I couldn’t help the sadness that came with the words—I could only imagine how Kaizyn must’ve been feeling about everything.
Madison squeezed my hand. “You’re a good man, Callan. A good guard, and a good friend.”
I squeezed her hand back, then increased our pace slightly. “I try to be.”
I’d spent my life serving Prince Kaizyn, protecting him, fighting by his side against every challenge he faced. But now his biggest challenge would be facing his own heart… and in that kind of fight, I had no clue how to protect him.
The edge of the forest came into sight in the distance.
“The Gate is just within those trees,” I told Madison as she hurried along beside me.
“Will it hurt?”
I glanced at her in surprise, then realized she’d never properly traveled a LeyGate before. Of course, she would have questions.
“Not at all. Just keep hold of my hand; we’ll briefly pass through the Void between this Gate and the one that opens to Arcvale.”
Her grip on my hand tightened as we stepped through the row of trees. “Okay.”
The Gate loomed in front of us, dark shadows pooling beneath the arch like an omen of what waited beyond.
When I glanced over, Madison looked far less worried than I expected.
She seemed to notice the shock in my gaze. She shrugged. “I trust you.”
Those words, and the shy smile that accompanied them, made me wish we could have a few moments to spend together besides running from one place to the next. But duty always came first in my life. Always had, always would. It was the life of a guard, the life I’d been born to and trained for—protecting others, keeping them safe. I wasn’t sure I could escape that urge to protect, even if I’d wanted to.
I loved Kaizyn, and I liked being a guard. I liked being useful. I just hoped that one day I could have a life of my own, too. Something of my own to protect.
Madison’s soft fingers grazed my cheek, startling me. “Where do you go, when you stare off like that?”
I stared back at her. “To thoughts of you. Always.”
Her smile could’ve lit the Void.
Yeah—that wasn’t helping with my distraction.
“You must be thinking of me a lot, then.” Her smile turned gentle. “You’re quiet and thoughtful today. More than usual.” She squeezed my hand, and her smile slipped. “I know you’re worried about Kaizyn.”
“I am. But—” A short laugh escaped me. “I’m usually very focused. You seem to be distracting me.”
She gave me a teasing smirk, then stepped forward and threw her arms around my waist in a hug. “The distraction is mutual.” She stared up at me, arms still around my waist. “But let’s go check on our families.”
In that moment, as I stared at her, I wanted nothing more than to offer her that life I’d begun to envision—a home, a family, safety and stability… together.
But that security, that steadfast togetherness—it wasn’t something I could promise. Not now. Not with my kingdom in danger, Upper Faeside still at war, and my friend and prince in anguish. As always, my duty as a guard—as a Teionyrian, and as the prince’s friend—came first. Maybe it always would.
Someone like Madison deserved better. She would want a family, safety, stability—a life I couldn’t offer. And someday soon, she would realize that.
I pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “You drive me crazy, Madison Kane. But yes, we should go.”
I stepped back and laced my fingers through hers, then we walked into the shadow of the Gate.






  
  Chapter 5
I Don’t Need a Babysitter


Kaizyn
Iwas ten steps from the Gate to Arcvale when the air split open behind me. 
Callan and Madison stumbled out, clutching one another.
Madison’s cheeks were flushed.
Vyrthil paused beside me, his tail twitching as he glanced up at me, waiting to see what I’d do.
I turned back toward the Gate. “Go back, Callan. Your duty is to the king, now.”
He grabbed my shoulder.
Vyrthil let out a low growl at Callan’s contact.
Callan quickly dropped his hand. “My first duty is to you, always, brother.”
I glanced back at him. Brother. He hadn’t used that term in years, not since we were children.
The sincerity in his eyes made my heart twist enough that I turned the rest of the way to face him.
He deserved that much, at least.
As I stared at him, I wondered how true the term brother might be. We’d used it rarely, growing up, and only as a term for the closeness of our friendship. I would’ve willingly died for Callan, though my father would never have allowed it. Despite his fondness for Callan, Father would’ve said my duty was to the kingdom, my life too valuable. I would have done it, anyway. Callan had always been my best friend, as good as family to me. But now, knowing I wasn’t actually a royal, I couldn’t help but wonder how closely related Callan and I were. We truly could be family. Not brothers, given our similar ages and that my mother had died soon after my own birth, but perhaps cousins, even if distant ones. The thought arrested me for a moment, taking my mind elsewhere.
“My prince?”
Callan’s hesitant voice brought me back to the present.
“I’m not a prince.” I couldn’t help the resentment seeping through my voice, though I tried to subdue it.
Callan huffed, eyes sparking with impatience. “You are. No more of this nonsense about royal lineages. The king chose you, he adopted you, and in the absence of his original heir, he made you next in line to be king. You’re as much a royal as Jordan himself, so can you stop feeling sorry for yourself for a single moment and look at the truth? Our people need you, Kaizyn. As soon as this fiasco with your and Ayla’s magic is figured out, you have to go back.”
This fiasco with my and Ayla’s magic. That was one way of putting it, I supposed, if by fiasco he meant absolute, gutting misery every time she looked at Jordan. How could I possibly explain that whenever she even glanced at Jordan, my whole chest burned like I’d swallowed acid?
“Go back and do what?” I snapped. “Follow the new king around?” The words came out venomous, but I was too exhausted to apologize for it.
I hadn’t asked to become this, to feel all this. I hadn’t asked to fall helplessly in love and then have my heart shredded, or to be bonded to someone who would never return my feelings. I hadn’t asked to be trained my entire life to take a throne I no longer had a right to, or to watch the people I’d devoted my life to—risked my life for—bow and pledge loyalty to someone else. I hadn’t asked to be forever alone.
“Just leave me alone, Callan.”
Vyrthil bristled beside me at the pain in my tone.
I flicked a finger at him, signaling him to stand down.
I tried to ignore Madison’s startled, green eyes gaping at me as she clutched Callan’s arm, but they pierced something inside me, anyway.
I might not have asked for this, but I chose how I responded to it, and Callan didn’t deserve my anger.
I sighed. “I’m sorry. I just… I can’t go back. I’d only get in the way.”
The truth was, I couldn’t trust myself anymore, not while my magic was like this, while my emotions were like this, and I hated myself for that weakness.
Callan’s voice softened. “He’s going to need you too, Kaizyn. Jordan, I mean. He wasn’t trained for ruling Teionyr. You were.” He paused, studying me a moment. “I can’t help but wonder if your father always intended for the two of you to work together.”
My chest tightened. “I don’t know what our father planned. I just know I need to get away.”
“From Jordan, or from Ayla?” Madison asked.
She slapped a hand over her mouth as Callan turned to her in surprise.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
I blinked at her, then sighed. “No. You’re right.” That familiar pain twisted in my chest.
The fury in me still roiled, eager to lash out. I was doing my best not to aim it at those who didn’t deserve it.
But who did deserve it? Ayla? Jordan? Neither of them had chosen this, either.
The real answer, I’d had to admit more than once during the last few painful hours, was myself. I had been the one to bring the vial to the café, to trigger this bond. I had been the prince too weak to protect his kingdom. Everything that came after, whatever else had happened, was all on me. 
I felt my walls lowering, for the first time in days.
Vyrthil relaxed, sensing the need for a fight had faded—though I wasn’t entirely sure it had.
I ran a hand down my face. “I suppose I am running from her, as much as from anything.”
Madison stepped closer. “I get it—I do. But will running really fix anything?”
I wasn’t sure why I was baring my heart to a human I hardly knew… but Callan trusted Madison, and that was worth a lot to me.
“No.” I sighed. “I know it won’t fix anything, but I also don’t know how to—”
The air split open again, and a red-haired girl in LeyGuard gear rushed out, one I’d seen in the vault.
“Reina?” Madison stared at her. “What are you doing here?”
“Jordan sent me,” she said, her eyes settling on me.
My walls shot back up. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
Reina’s eyes were cold and hard as they locked on me. “I never said you did.”
“Then why are you here?”
She crossed her arms. “Believe me, I don’t want to be.”
I spoke through clenched teeth, my patience gone. “Then why are you?”
Callan glanced between us, then turned to face Reina. “I can protect Kaizyn. You don’t have to stay.”
Under his stare, Reina’s coldness thawed a bit. “I know you can, but these are my orders.”
To my shock, Callan acquiesced and nodded. “I see.” They stared at each other a moment. An understanding seemed to pass between them.
I remembered, then, that Reina and Callan had been friends at school. He’d said she was a close friend to Jordan and Ayla, and that she had shown him kindness, had been warm and welcoming to him, even before she knew who he really was.
She crossed her arms and glared at me. “Well?”
Where was that warmness, now? From the moment this girl had arrived in Faeside, I’d seen nothing from her but bull-headed ferocity, a trait which it now seemed she’d decided to direct at me.
I bit back the sarcastic response I wanted to give and simply stared at her.
There was a flicker of something in her expression—sadness? Uncertainty?—as her gaze shifted to Callan, then to Madison, and back to me.
I decided not to press her further, since she was obviously as unhappy about her orders as I was. This was the LeyGuard girl Ayla said had fought off a mob of darklings while dangling by her fingertips from the side of a cliff. I hadn’t seen much of her in the battle at Teionyr, but what I had seen was enough to make me wary of upsetting her. Between my battle skills and my magic, I could take her down if needed, but she would certainly get some jabs in with that sword or her dagger along the way, and I much preferred my abdomen without holes.
The Gate beside Reina crackled and split open again, and the mystery emotion I’d seen on her face vanished, replaced again by the icy glare.
“My parents are here,” Reina said, and sure enough, two adult LeyGuards who were obviously related to Reina stepped through the Gate into the Void.
The air snapped shut behind them.
“Good, we’re all here,” the man who must’ve been Reina’s father said.
Reina nodded, then turned to me. Her tone was steely when she spoke. “Open the Gate to Arcvale. We’re ready.”
Callan put his arm around Madison, while Reina and her parents stared at me.
I sighed, then reached to open the Gate as they all moved closer behind me.
Apparently, I had five babysitters now. Fantastic.






  
  Chapter 6
Like a Third Wheel


Reina
Iglared at the back of Kaizyn’s head as he reached to open the Gate to Arcvale. How dare he be so snippy with me, when I was only here to protect him? So he didn’t want a babysitter. Who would? I definitely didn’t want to be one. But apparently Jordan and Callan both felt he needed one, otherwise he’d be heading for Arcvale alone.
“This Gate does not open directly into Arcvale,” Kaizyn said in a grumpy tone that sounded as though he wished the rest of us would leave. “It empties at the edge of a village just beyond Arcvale. We’ll have to walk the rest of the way, but it isn’t far.”
My parents nodded.
Callan grabbed Madison’s hand then grunted his assent.
The gate shimmered to life, then the five of us followed Kaizyn through its opening, from the darkness of the Void out into a sunlit, grassy hilltop. To the left, visible at the base of our side of the hilltop, stood a small, abandoned-looking village.
No, abandoned wasn’t the right word. It looked like it had been looted. Carts were overturned in the dirt paths between the tents of what had been the town’s quaint marketplace, and even from the hilltop, I could see clouds of what looked like flies swarming over the spilled and spoiled fruits. The scattered cottages along the roads beyond the market had been assaulted as well—most of them looked like the doors had been kicked in, and others bore dark char marks, as though they’d been burned.
“What happened here?” I asked.
“Dark Fae.” Kaizyn’s tone was clipped. “Come on. This way.” He led our group toward the other side of the hill.
I gave the back of his head another glare for good measure.
When we reached the opposite slope, a massive, transparent dome glimmered in a valley below, encasing what looked like fields of wheat and a small cottage, with another village behind the fields.
“Arcvale,” Callan said, mostly to Madison, while pointing toward the dome. “That’s where Rory is.”
It wasn’t far. Our group could easily cover the distance within a half hour.
Kaizyn glanced back, scanning the group. He didn’t quite meet my eyes. “Let’s go.”
As we walked, I grew increasingly irritated with Kaizyn. He kept glancing back, waving us onward as if we weren’t walking quickly enough, though what the hurry was, I had no clue. He didn’t seem nervous, which I would have understood—in Faeside, dangers could hide even in an open field. Instead, he just seemed impatient, as though arriving in Arcvale would somehow alleviate his need for his guards.
Come to think of it, he wasn’t even acting like we were his guards. He’d assumed control of the entire group, bossing us around. Didn’t he realize we weren’t his servants? Callan might be, and maybe Madison was cool playing along with that, but my parents and I weren’t here as Kaizyn’s slaves. We were here to protect him.
I clenched my fists at my sides, glaring daggers into the back of Kaizyn’s pretentious head. If anyone should be giving the orders in this scenario, it should be the ones responsible for his safety. He had called me a babysitter. Well, since when did the baby boss the babysitter around? I had half a mind to—
“Reina.” My father’s hand settled on my shoulder as he moved up beside me. He spoke low, for only me to hear. “Something is bothering you.”
My mom moved up to my other side.
It wasn’t a question. They knew something was wrong, probably because my knuckles were turning white from me digging my fingernails into my palms. I forced my hands to release.
My dad glanced at me, but he seemed to know I wouldn’t want to talk with the others nearby. Fae hearing was far too keen.
A few minutes later, we reached the dome.
Kaizyn thrust his hand against its shimmering surface. His face went pale, like it hurt him, though the only other sign he gave of pain was a clenched jaw.
A moment later, he yanked back his hand and shook it out at his side, and a doorway-sized entrance opened in the shimmering barrier.
Kaizyn rushed straight inside without even a glance at the rest of us.
Callan turned to me. “Keyja won’t want to leave the doorway open. Come inside, but once you’re in, you can linger here near the barrier for a bit. Join us as soon as you can. I’d rather we all stay together.”
So he had heard, and knew my parents wanted to talk to me. Great.
Madison gave me a small smile, then followed Callan inside the dome.
My parents and I followed close behind them, and as soon as we had all stepped through, the dome sealed shut behind us.
From inside the dome, Arcvale was fairly unimpressive, just ordinary rows of some kind of grain crop next to a grassy field. A cottage stood on the opposite side of the field, with a large, odd-looking tree next to it.
I’d heard that the ArcFae who lived here were strange… and extremely powerful. I was curious to find out more, but my mother grabbed my arm.
“We should talk,” she said.
Callan gave me a nod, then he and Madison headed after Kaizyn, who was already halfway across the open field.
I turned to face my parents.
They both stared at me—Mom chewing her lower lip in concern, Dad with his brows drawn together.
“Reina…” Dad began.
“Why am I being difficult?” I preempted his question; I could see it in his eyes, that same look he gave me as a younger teen whenever I’d talked back or disobeyed.
He sighed. “Well, yes. But this—”
Mom interrupted. “We can see you’re upset, Reina. Talk to us. Heaven knows we’ve all been through a lot these past few days, but this isn’t like you. You’re usually bright and cheerful, a positive force, not…” She trailed off.
“Not what?” I crossed my arms, already rankled by her words.
“Not like that,” Dad answered, gesturing to my crossed arms and stiff posture. He reached for my shoulder, and his expression softened. “Something’s truly bothering you. We can see it. We just want to understand.”
For a moment, I just stared at them, wrestling with my own stubbornness. I didn’t want to talk about it. But it wasn’t fair to them to keep snapping at them, or to shut them out. They just wanted to help.
My gaze fell to my parents’ boots. For some reason, when I had something difficult to say, it was easier to talk to their footwear than their faces.
“It’s just…” I sighed and dropped my arms. “It’s Jordan. I mean, after everything I’ve done to protect him, all the years we’ve trained together, I just…” I drew a breath. “It just stings to be sent away like this, right when he’s facing the most important moments of his life. I mean, he’s becoming king for goodness’ sake. Of a Fae kingdom.”
I raised my gaze to find both my parents watching me intently.
“He could have sent anyone to guard Kaizyn,” I said. “Why did he send me? We’re supposed to be best friends! I mean, doesn’t he want me there?” The words had just poured out, my hands gesturing for emphasis of their own accord, as they always did. I breathed deeply and dropped them to my sides again.
My mom studied me, then she said softly, “You mean, why doesn’t he want you there, too? Instead of only Ayla?”
I blinked. “Wow, Mom. Ouch.”
“Well, that’s what you really meant, isn’t it? For years, it’s been you and Jordan in the thick of things, partnered up, training and fighting together, and Ayla was the other friend, the one you saw at school. Now, Ayla’s slipped into this world, too, and suddenly things are different. He’s clinging to Ayla, and you’ve been pushed aside.”
Dad glanced nervously at Mom, as though wary where she was going with this. “I wouldn’t say pushed aside…”
I interrupted. “No.” I could feel the ache of a sob in my throat, the hot press of tears behind my eyes. “Mom is right. I have been pushed aside, and it—” The tears were rushing forward now, I couldn’t stop them. “And it hurts.”
“Oh, Reina.”
Both of my parents had their arms wrapped around me before I could even take another breath.
They held me like that, sandwiched between them, as the tears slipped out.
“Why is he acting like I don’t even matter anymore?”
I pulled back to look at them.
Mom clasped my face and wiped at my tears with her thumb. “Have you considered that he sent you here with Kaizyn because you are the person he trusts most? Ayla’s life is tied to Kaizyn’s… and it’s clear how he feels about Ayla.”
A huff escaped me. “Yes. That part is clear.”
“Oh.” Mom studied my face. “Is this because of how he feels about Ayla?”
My shoulders sagged. “No. I mean—I don’t know. I love Ayla, I really do. Aside from Jordan, she’s my best friend in the world. I would never stand in the way of them being happy together. I just…”
“It doesn’t feel good not to be someone’s first choice,” my mother said softly. “You feel like a third wheel.”
I sighed. “Yes. And I don’t know how to explain that to where they wouldn’t just feel bad, or… sorry for me.”
Dad gripped my shoulder. “Your mother’s right, Reina. When you have a job that means everything to you, you send the person you can trust with everything. Jordan didn’t send you here because he didn’t care if you were with him for his important moments. He sent you because he trusts you with what matters to him most. With you here, he can focus on what needs to be done, because he knows you’ll have his back—in every way. You are his first choice, just not in the same way as Ayla is. And… I’m sorry to say, you may just have to get used to that. It doesn’t mean he no longer cares about you. Sometimes, things just change. It’s not necessarily for better or worse, it’s just… different.”
I drew a deep breath, trying to process that.
I caught movement at the edge of the field.
I looked past Mom and Dad’s shoulders to find Kaizyn standing a few yards away, staring at me.
Immediately, my guard went up. “Do you need something?”
My tone came out harsher than I’d meant it to.
Kaizyn glanced away. “No, I just—“ He stiffened. “Keyja wants everyone in the cottage right away,” he snapped, then turned and strode off.
Dad sighed. “Reina…”
I stared after Kaizyn, and immediately I regretted lashing out at him. His position was even worse than mine. He was in love with Ayla, and though it was clear Ayla cared about him, she certainly didn’t feel for him the same way he felt for her, and now he’d lost the throne, as well.
Callan and Ayla had both spoken highly of the prince. Surely, he wasn’t a bad person, and he didn’t deserve to be treated like one. He was going through enough as it was.
I sighed. “Kaizyn, wait.”
He glanced back, his eyes scanning my face in curiosity, but his expression shuttered at whatever he found there. His eyes turned hard. “What? You don’t need a guide to find a cottage that’s in plain sight, right? I’m sure you are capable of making it there without me.”
I blinked, stunned.
“Keyja is waiting. Don’t dally.” He spun and stomped off toward the cottage.
Nevermind. It was probably good for the people of Teionyr that Jordan was their king now instead of this jerk.
My father stared after Kaizyn. “When Callan briefed us at the Hub, he never mentioned how moody his prince was.”
I shook my head. “Whatever. Let’s just go to the cottage.”
Mom put her hand on my arm. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I drew a breath, then let it out slowly. “I will be. Let’s just do what we came to do and make sure the moody prince doesn’t get murdered.”
My parents nodded and let me retreat into the comfort of duty—something with which we were all familiar. I’d figure out the rest later.
When we reached the yard of the cottage, Callan and Madison rushed out to meet us.
“Rory isn’t here,” Madison said, her eyes wide and a little panicked. “Keyja says she sent him to the Hub.”
“Why would she have done that?” my father asked.
I opened my mouth to ask a follow-up question, but my train of thought careened off the rails as two insane things happened almost simultaneously:
First, an enormous, shimmering cow-creature emerged
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