
  
    [image: Fae King’s Quest]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WANT MORE?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Be the first to find out about new releases, promotions, exclusive content, and giveaways.

        Join Layla’s newsletter @ www.laylaharper.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Fae King’s Quest

        Copyright © 2022 by Layla Harper

      

      

      Published by Alura Press, LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Please do not participate or encourage piracy as this is both theft, and a violation of the author’s rights.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or establishments, is solely coincidental.

      For rights and licensing information contact: layla@laylaharper.com

    

  


  
    
      To my family, always, but especially these last few months for doing all the things I couldn’t so I could meet my deadline. 

      

      Love you to the moon and back!!!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      All books in the Court of Bones and Ash series take place in a medieval fantasy world and contain explicit content and themes that may be triggering for some readers. Elements include, but are not limited to, cursing, violence, gore, kidnapping, death, war (including imperialism, political conspiracy, bigotry, racism), graphic or explicit sex, and trauma (past and current).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Pronunciation Guide

      

      
        Map

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Glossary

      

      
        Also by Layla Harper

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARACTERS:

      

      

      
        
        Aelinor: ALE-ee-a-nor

        Arwen: AAR-wen

        Dorata: door-AH-ta

        Frinhol Grimsteel: FRIN-hall GRIM-steel

        Gauron: GA-ron

        Khao: KOW

        Kyra: KEYE-ruh

        Lukk: LUCK

        Menora, the High Queen: men-OR-rah

        Myrkur: MERK-ur

        Rogar: ROW-gar

        Talti: TAHL-tee

        Tauriel: TOR-ee-uhl

        Tirian of Forvarra: TIER-ee-an

        Victoria: vic-TOR-ee-a

        Ulda: UL-da

        Waur: WAR

      

      

      
        
        PLACES:

      

      

      
        
        Alfhemir: AL-fa-meer

        Argomar: ARG-oh-mar

        Azgagh: AZ-ga

        Borgs: BOARGS

        Drengskador: DRANGS-ka-door

        Forvarra: fo-VAR-ra

        Glynynore: GLEN-nee-or

        Hulemork: HOOL-merc

        Muspelheim: MOOSE-pel-hime

        Varia: VA-ree-a

      

      

      
        
        TERMS:

      

      

      
        
        Vred: VRED

        Vrou: VREW

      

      

      
        
        CREATURES:

      

      

      
        
        Skygge: SKEEG

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: COBAA World Map]
        

      

      
        
        To see a color version of this map, click here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.

        LAO TZU

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          VICTORIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Glynynore, nine days after the Battle of Azgagh

      

      

      The dark outline of the High Queen’s fortress looms over the tops of twisty green trees, similar yet strikingly different from any specimen found on Earth. Mammoth branches sway in the wind like angry hands waving me toward a fate that can’t possibly be worse than the one I just escaped. 

      Can it?

      I suck in a choppy breath to beat back the chill racing up my spine. Just the thought of the borgs . . . of those goblins touching my skin . . . that witch feeding off my fear . . .

      The chill twists into an icy shudder. The old me laughed at anything supernatural. Ghosts? Magic? Demons? Just stories, right?

      Wrong. 

      So wrong.

      Because the things that go bump in the night are real, and they’ve got claws and teeth, and contrary to what we’ve been taught, magic exists in worlds that are parallel to Earth. Those orcs, elves, and goblins we’d all read about as kids? 

      They’re real too. All fighting for dominion of a world called Alfhemir. 

      Yeah, that Alfhemir.

      A world where we are the myths. 

      Somehow, I and a bunch of other girls were abducted, enslaved, and used as pawns in a territory war we have no stake in. 

      God. I’ve lost count of the number of days I’ve been here. Eighteen? Twenty? Thirty? It feels like forever. I almost can’t remember my life before the borgs. 

      Before he found me.

      Patches of memory surface. The bar. Music. A voice. 

      His voice. 

      I remember stumbling across campus after it, the grass cool beneath my feet. I remember the Doras Ring, the stupid sculpture my father commissioned as a pitiful bid to win over the college board and convince the rest of the world he and my mother weren’t the thieves the media were portraying them to be. 

      I remember a hum. And then nothing.

      Nothing until I woke in the woods blindfolded. In my underwear. Flat on my back. 

      The muscles in my throat constrict. I’d thought my life a disaster, but now I’d give anything—anything—to go back. To wake up in that musty, double dorm, broke, friendless, my reputation ruined. 

      But I’d be free.

      I’ve craved nothing more. 

      The cart jolts, pushing my left shoulder into its wooden frame at the same time Dorata’s knee slams into the side of my right leg. 

      Several loud gasps sound. 

      For four days, the nine of us have been crammed inside this hastily constructed wagon, three to a backless bench, one behind the other. Wide planks of knotted wood run overhead, forming a roof. It’s like a coffin on wheels with slashes of light filtering from the slotted windows on each side of the cart, and what little fresh air enters circulates between our sweaty bodies, offering no relief. 

      “This is a mistake,” Melissa says, for what must be the twentieth time. She’s on the middle bench, between Julie and Ana, and is the most vocal advocate against this trip. She’s also the only person I knew from before.

      We’re not exactly friends.

      Behind her are the triplets, Emily, Shelby, and Kelsey, BFFs who’d shown up at the Doras Ring as a lark, which in hindsight was a serious lapse in judgement. 

      I’m on the first bench. Dorata to my right, and the last girl, Michael, is on the floor by Dorata’s feet, arms wrapped around her knees. Of all the girls here, I feel a kinship to Michael. Maybe because she admitted her parents were so set on having a boy, they kept the name. 

      I know all about shoddy parenting. 

      But it’s more than that. I worry about her. This place affects her differently than the rest of us. It weakens her. Makes her skin sallow. She’s wasting away with each day that passes, no matter how much of my rations I force her to eat. 

      There were others, too. Girls who died before we reached the borgs. Girls who died after. Girls with names I no longer remember. And girls like me who responded to magic. Only I’d lied. They hadn’t. The truth got them sold. 

      At least that’s what I tell myself. 

      To survive, I pretend I can’t see the strange webs of light that are so prevalent in this world. I ignore the sparkly sheen some fae used to change their appearance. Like the big orc and warrior woman who’d helped Amon, a fire demon, break us out of our cells. 

      But it’s getting harder and harder to ignore, and one of these days, I’m going to slip up. I need to get home before this world kills me. 

      The whiny snort of the bull-like beasts towing the cart spills into the cabin, mixing with murmurs, exhales, and the furious tapping of Melissa’s feet against the floor. 

      “There’s still time to fix this,” she says. “We can turn around.”

      “Now?” Kelsey huffs. “I can see the towers through the trees.”

      Ana snorts. “No offense, but I’m not spending another day sweating in this tuna can with you all.” 

      “It’s fine.” From the corner of my eyes, I catch Julie putting her arm around Melissa’s shoulder. “We’re fine.” 

      “We’re not fine.” Melissa ducks from Julie’s embrace, pushing her arm away. “I’m telling you again because you sure as hell refused to listen to me before. Safe is not hiding inside the fucking mecca of this world. Safe was staying with the orcs, completely hidden by the magic that’s protected them for eons. We’re safer with them.” 

      I turn around, my hand grasping the edge of the bench. “Safer? No, we weren’t safer. We were unwanted.” The orcs practically hurled us over their “invisible” barrier first chance they got after days of looking at us like parasites who’d brought the plague into their precious homes. “I’ll take my chances with the High Queen. She’s the one holding the real power in this realm.”

      “Of course, you would.” Melissa’s mouth twists around the word “you” with distaste, her brows doubling down over mocking brown eyes. “That’s exactly where you want to be, isn’t it, Victoria? With the pretty people? But, oh wait.” She cups a hand around the back of her ear, feigning shock. “Robeson? Who’s that? Let’s see how far your fancy name gets you without Bvlgari necklaces and Cartier watches to barter.” 

      The dig hits and I manage not to flinch. We hadn’t exactly gotten off on the right foot when I transferred to Stone Hill. We’d attended a few of the same boring parties, and I did what I always do when someone seems too nice for no apparent reason. 

      I ignored her.

      And yes, on the night of our abduction, I’d tried to bribe my way out of the situation with my favorite Bvlgari necklace. When that failed, I switched to the Cartier my mother had gifted me on my sixteenth birthday. 

      If I’d seen our abductors, I might not have been so arrogant. But I hadn’t. I negotiated with the confidence of an heiress who’s never had to beg for a thing in her life. I offered money. Jewels. Influence. Anything that would spark interest. After all, these ransom plots were always about money. 

      Right?

      They laughed at my efforts. “Will your sire pay for this pretty little creature, too?”

      That was the moment I realized I wasn’t alone.

      “Please,” Melissa sobbed. “Please, I’m not rich, but I’ll pay you back. I swear.”

      Carl Robeson didn’t have a humanitarian bone in his body. He would never extend the Robeson family assets to a stranger. Someone beneath our caste.

      His words. Not mine. 

      I’d sell the necklace, the watch, whatever I could get my hands on.

      I never got the chance to tell her. 

      Our kidnappers ripped off my blindfold, and Melissa took my shock to mean silence. 

      And then there was pain. 

      I rub my thumb over the tattoo branding us as slaves, grimacing at the strange sensation running up my arm. It’s changed since we escaped. 

      Since the witch died. 

      The original tattoo looked like a stamp of the Doras Ring, a series of concentric circles. Now, only two of those circles remain, one inside the other, and at the epicenter of the smallest ring, there’s an inverted capital “A.” 

      The magic emanating from the symbol is different, too. I can feel it. No one talks about why, or what this means, and I don’t worry about who controls it anymore. No, I worry about when they’ll come for us. 

      Because they will. 

      The orcs knew it the minute their scary eyes landed on our hands. So unless we figure out how to remove this mark, or get ourselves back home before “they” arrive, moaning about safety is pointless because we’ll never be free. 

      I shift in my seat and slide my hands under my butt for comfort. 

      “Victoria is right.” Dorata pats my leg. “Better we seek queen, yes? She hold power in this world. Power good.” Her heavy Slavic-like accent cradles each word. I can’t place where she’s from. She skirts around the topic whenever the conversation veers too close to home.

      I guess we all do. 

      Melissa tears her gaze from mine to stare out the window slits.

      “Amon wouldn’t have supported this decision if it weren’t in our best interest.” Julie is a petite blond server from Boston. She’s also the mediator of our group. “We’ll be safe behind the fortress’ walls. He’s positive his commander will offer us asylum if things fall through with the queen.” 

      “Fall through?” Kelsey sputters. “Things can’t fall through.”

      I’ve been too busy trying to figure out how to escape to consider the possibility the queen might not return us home. “No, they got us here. They’ll get us back.”

      Kelsey reaches for her friend’s hand. The rest of us sit in silence, expressions varying from fear to grim acquiescence.

      “Whatever happens,” Julie says, her soft voice cutting through the strain, “I’m staying here. With Amon. There’s nothing for me back in Boston.”

      Personally, I can’t imagine befriending one of the fae, never mind falling in love with a red-winged, eight-foot-tall demon. But Amon is gentle with her. Sweet even. And protective. He’s put himself in harm’s way more than once to protect Julie. If anyone can thrive in this realm, it’s her. 

      “They told darkness no lift from fortress,” Dorata says, voice low so the others can’t hear. 

      I turn around in my seat. “Who says?”

      “I hear whisper. The guards. They talk when I in cell. They say magic different from this land.”

      That can’t be true. 

      Why would the High Queen allow foreign magic to enter her world? 

      “You mean she uses magic from other kingdoms?” 

      “You put doubt my words?” 

      Cheese on a cracker. “That’s not what⁠—”

      “Victoria.” Out of her mouth, my name sounds like Veek-torria drawn out. “Yes. Is. But I no lie.”

      I scrub my face and wipe days old crud from the corners of my eyes, completely unfazed by the amount of filth on my skin. Or the barely there rags keeping my nakedness at bay. It just goes to show how quickly one’s ideals can change after surviving hardship. How the things you thought were important before suddenly don’t matter. 

      Like baths, manicures, designer clothes. 

      I let out a sigh. “I didn’t say you lied.” 

      She bites back a reply, the wrinkles on her upper lip bunching. She’s older than me, maybe in her late thirties? 

      Forties? 

      I’ve never been good at judging age; however, the elements haven’t been kind. Her skin, thick in sections, is an ashen color that highlights every wrinkle. Her dark hair is dry. Course, too, not curly, but straight, hanging past her waist in a thick braid, strands of white poking through the weave.

      She confessed they had held her in a dungeon in the eastern section of the witch’s compound. I never got past the mess hall, so I can’t confirm its location, but she says there were others who were sold to the elves. She also believes someone in the High Queen’s council knew about us, but kept their mouth shut.

      I don’t know what to think about that. 

      In any case, Dorata may have been one of the first abductees, and honestly, I should feel sorry she’s had to endure the borgs the longest, but I can’t shake the feeling she’s . . . 

      Not like us. 

      Different. 

      It’s more than her looks, her weird speech patterns, or mannerisms. It’s everything. And probably normal because she isn’t American, she’s⁠—

      “Where are you from again?”

      Dorata smiles, a faraway look taking hold of her expression. “A village small. Many wars change name, but is home I miss much.” She shakes herself and turns those dark, haunted eyes back to me. “Victoria, you make enemies instead of allies. Why?”

      Her assessment hits too close to home. “I don’t know what⁠—”

      The cart jolts, harsh this time.

      Melissa gasps. “Why are we stopping?”

      The bulls bellow, and the cart shakes from side to side. A minute later, something hits the roof.

      “Stay inside,” Amon orders, his voice coming from the front of the wagon.

      A screech shatters the quiet. Then another and another, the howls advancing from all sides.

      “Oh god,” one triplet whispers. 

      Shadows blur, darkening the slotted windows. A high-pitched shriek forces my hands to my ears. 

      “Something’s out there,” Melissa cries. 

      The wood overhead shudders. An object grates against the slabs, the sound growing louder and louder until a claw pokes through. 

      Several of the girls scream.

      Someone yells. “Get down. Get down on the floor.”

      I drop to my knees and crawl under the bench, blood pounding in my ears. Dorata and Michael huddle with me.

      “No, no,” Melissa cries. “We’re not safe. This is not safe.” 

      “Shh,” Julie consoles. “Amon’s here.” Her voice wobbles. “He won’t let anything in. He won’t. I promise. Trust him. We’re going to be okay.” 

      Another claw splinters the wood, igniting more screams. I hear the whoosh of wings, then the monster clawing the roof squeals. 

      The scratching stops.

      When I next look up, a drop of something dark slides the length of one claw, dripping to the floor.

      Blood?

      I squeeze my eyes shut. It’s fine. It’s fine. It’s fine. We didn’t go through everything we went through to get here to die. Not now. Not when we’re so close—so freaking close—to getting the answers we need.

      Outside, the screeches quiet. The bulls’ panicked bellowing morphs into several rangy snorts, barely heard over the ragged breathing and chorus of soft sobs inside the wagon.

      I open my eyes, waiting, scanning the roof as if I expect a monster to fall through the splintered wood. 

      I release the breath I’d been holding. “I think it’s over.” 

      Slowly, I crawl out from beneath the bench. And that’s when I see it. A thin web spreading from the drop of blood on the floor, zig-zagging across the floor like it’s seeking a host. 

      I scream and shove my body back under the bench, crawling backward on my hands and knees until I knock into a body behind me. 

      Hands touch my back. “Vic⁠—”

      “Out.” I shove into Julie, whose body I’d slammed into. “Let me out.” The magic slivers along the edge of the wall, stealing the breath from my lungs. “We can’t be here.” I choke over the words. “We need to get out.”

      “Breathe, Victoria. It’s okay.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” Air fights with the words trying to get out. “We can’t stay here. We⁠—” 

      “Victoria, breathe.” Julie’s words do little to calm the panic overriding every muscle. “It’s over.”

      The back of the wagon flips down. 

      Light and fresh air funnel into the tight space, temporarily halting the magic’s trajectory. Tiny threads spawn, lifting to hover above the threadlike weave like they’re testing the air. 

      Or feeding. If that thing were to grow . . .

      Stay small. Stay small. Stay small.

      Amon’s yellow gaze locks onto Julie. “Meille, are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m fine. We’re okay.” When his gaze flicks at me, she says, “She’s having a panic attack. She’ll be fine. Give her a moment.”

      The fire demon looks from me to the wall and then lifts his hand to Julie’s cheek. “Take the females, but stay behind me. Do not venture into the woods.”

      She nods and jumps out of the cart, turning to assist Melissa and the others. 

      The black web, now sporting larger tentacles waving in the air like arms, slithers forward, toward Michael. 

      “Michael, off the floor.” On my knees, I climb onto the bench behind her. “Hurry.” I extend my arm, and she clasps my hand with a frown, eyeing me like I’m crazy. 

      Maybe I am. 

      “Feet, all the way up,” I half-scream.

      Wordlessly, she draws her legs to the wood. Hunched over, we make our way to the exit via the tops of the benches. The magic chugs along after us, dragging itself across the floorboards at a steady pace. 

      My sudden fascination with the floor catches the fire demon’s attention. I lower my eyes to my feet and jump out of the wagon after Michael, but Amon blocks my path, preventing me from joining the others. 

      The web slows, coming to a stop beneath the middle bench. Close enough to launch itself at me if it could.

      God, could it? 

      I can’t stay here.

      “Let me pass.” I grip the demon’s arm. “Please.”

      “What do you see? And do not say naught, for I will not believe you.”

      I swallow. “I⁠—”

      Amon’s eyes narrow until his black reptilian pupils drown in a sea of yellow that makes me cringe. His stance hardens. 

      He’s not budging until I talk.

      But no one can know about my ability. Not now. Not ever.

      I rack my brain for another solution. Another lie because it’s not like I can muscle my way through a four-hundred-pound fire demon who I swear can sniff out truths.

      I frown. 

      Fire demons see through magic. Why can’t he see it? Is it all in my head?  

      “Um.”

      “Female,” he growls. “Speak.”

      The “or else” hangs between us, and I know he’d act upon the threat in a heartbeat if it meant saving Julie’s life. 

      “Fine.” I blow out a breath and glance to ensure the others are outside normal hearing range. “There’s magic slithering on the floor. It’s black and currently creeping over the wood like a spider.”

      “Only here?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Look.”

      Being careful not to step on his twitching tail, I scan the ground and the bodies of the dead incubi strewn on the forest floor. My stomach lurches, and I suck in a lungful of air, forcing my gaze to the sides of the wagon. Seeing nothing that resembles the black web inside the cart, I shake my head.

      He grunts and then turns around to the others. “We walk.”

      Julie glances between Amon, me, and the wagon but says nothing.

      “What’s going on?” Melissa asks. “Why can’t we use the cart? Amon, what did she say to you?”

      Ignoring her question, the demon strides to the front of the wagon and unhitches the bulls. Without missing a beat, he marches back to the opening, opens his mouth, and torches the interior with fire. 

      From. His. Mouth.

      A howling screech erupts from inside the wagon. The others are oblivious to its cause.

      I’m not. 

      Amon steps back, scoops his girlfriend into his arms, and strides toward the towering onyx peaks of the High Queen’s fortress. 

      I don’t lend my voice to the protests springing up behind me, or the groans about the long walk ahead. No, I set my feet moving in case the thing wailing in the wagon figures its way out.
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          KHAO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The High Queen’s Fortress

      

      

      The guard post stands deserted. 

      The copper tang of blood hits my nose well before the clash of steel reaches my ears. 

      I leap over the staircase and sprint for the chamber. Behind me, Lukk, my captain and next in the chain of command, skids to a stop at the landing. 

      “Argh.” His frustration lashes at my heels. “Use care, Khao,” he shouts, his voice dimming as the distance grows. “Keep your wits about you.”

      Another anguished moan renders the air. The sound is raw, feral, and I soon forget Lukk. 

      Hastening my pace, I slide two fingers into the pouch clipped at my waist and pinch a clump of herbs. If this remedy fails, Ulda help her, high mage or not, Tauriel will answer to me.

      I slow and make the turn. Midway down the hall, the guard stumbles, his dagger protruding from his chest. Blood coats his torso. His pants. The stone floor beneath his boots. 

      Yet he lives. 

      Relief eases some of the tension brewing in my jaw. With the herbs pressed between the pads of my fingers, I take several measured steps along the stone corridor. 

      The orc throws his head back and bellows a painful howl, halting my advance. 

      “Calm, Balfour.” I extend my free hand. “I mean you no harm.”

      Ignoring me, the warrior drops to his knees before the chamber door and plants his palms flat against the wood grain. 

      The sight of his hunched form wakes a deeper anger within me. If not for Aelinor’s greed, if not for the madness that consumed her, I would not be in danger of losing another orc to his own blade. 

      My jaw clenches. I wish it had been my hand gripping the Surtur-kissed dagger that pierced her heart. Alas, Gauron had reached her first and nearly lost his life. 

      But had our mission failed, had Aelinor raised the Dark One, instead of trying to repair the havoc she left behind, I would be fighting the darkness that brought forth the Reckoning and nearly annihilated faekind.

      Yet despite our best efforts to contain the damage she caused, her treachery reaches from beyond the fires of Hel to the innocent orc striking his head against the barrier keeping him from her ashes and Myrkur’s bones. 

      I will not lose another warrior. Not this day. 

      Never again. 

      With renewed determination, I focus on Balfour. “This is not like you. Come, step away from the door.” 

      His claws delve into the wood. 

      “What reason have you to abandon your post, hmm? Your duty lies there,” I gesture behind me. “Not here.”

      The orc rears his head, and like the downward stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer, bone slams against wood with a crack that echoes down the hall.  

      “Enough,” I command.

      Boom. Another crack. More blood smears the aged wood.

      Readying my arm, I edge closer, shortening the gap between us. “On. Your. Feet. Now, warrior. That is an order.”

      With a slowness that makes my muscles clench, Balfour lifts his head, mad eyes leveling me with a crazed stare. 

      My gaze drops to his hand, to the sharp claws protracting from his fingertips, and up to the expression twisting his face into something unrecognizable. 

      Gone is the warrior who fought side-by-side with his brothers to breach Azgagh. Gone is the male who risked his life to battle the same evil now infiltrating his mind and bending his will. 

      Bitterness stings the back of my throat. The fates may care not for truth, justice, or fairness, but I do. 

      Throwing authority into my voice, I say, “Fight, orc. You are stronger than this. Fight for your wife. Your babe. Your king. Do not succumb. Do not give in.” 

      At my words, Balfour goes deathly still. His hands drop from the door to fall against his bloodied thighs.

      Did he hear? 

      Skepticism forces a lungful of air into my throat. I filter through the myriad of foul scents saturating the space between us until I detect his. Balfour’s emotions coat my tongue, sharp and soured. 

      Regret. 

      Sadness. 

      I flick my tongue. There is resignation, too, and a punch of another emotion that halts my advance. 

      Aggression?

      The dagger clangs to the floor. 

      “Son of a bloody⁠—”

      An ear-splitting roar rents the air. Shifting into his battle form, Balfour leaps. His weight slams into my chest, toppling me backward. The force nearly knocks the herbs from my grasp. 

      I wedge my right arm between us like a shield, and shove at his face with my left to prevent those razor-sharp fangs from feasting on my face. 

      Madness propels his every move. The plunge of his open mouth toward the artery pulsing at my neck. The knife-like claws reaching for my eyes. The unrelenting knee angling for my groin.

      Hooking my left foot over his ankle, I thrust my hips and force us into a roll. Balfour’s back hits the stone floor with a thud, and I shove the herbs into his mouth before he regains the advantage. With no time to spare, I straddle his chest and drive the heel of my palm to his chin to seal the herbs inside. 

      But not before he clamps his fangs on my retreating digits. Blistering pain fires up my arm. 

      “Khao,” Lukk yells from the vicinity of the stairs. From where he stands, he cannot see the chamber. Or me. But he can hear Balfour’s grunts. And he can smell my blood. “Jatta. Answer me.” 

      “Sleep,” I grind out to the bucking orc beneath me. To Lukk, I say, “Hold your position. Let no one pass.” For reasons unbeknownst to the High Queen’s mages, Aelinor’s magic bypasses vrou. 

      I am immune. 

      The orcs, however, are not so fortunate. They, and the elves to a lesser degree, are highly susceptible to its corruption.

      Lukk responds with an uncharacteristic growl, and despite the burning sensation engulfing my hand, the corner of my mouth lifts. 

      Once upon a time, the old Lukk would have defied those orders. Impulsivity was a trait we shared. The fact he holds his position, helpless to aid his commanding officer, is a testament to the fine warrior he has become. Apart from Gauron and my king, there is no other I would trust at my back. 

      Three breaths pass, and when Balfour fails to settle beneath me, I worry. This concoction must work. For as skilled as I am, I cannot hold him. In his fae form alone, Balfour outweighs me. Never mind the added heft and height of a shifted orc.

      If I cannot subdue him . . .

      The alternative spews bile into my throat. I would rather gorge a barrel of rotten eels than be indebted to the vrou of the Furious Army. Besides, by the time they arrived, Balfour could be dead, or worse, successful in his attempt to breach the weave protecting the chamber. 

      I cannot risk either. 

      The herbs must work. 

      They must.

      Muscles straining, I intensify my efforts, clamping down on his airway. When he finally goes limp, I ease my grip of his neck and wait for his jaw to loosen, and the fingers clawing at my face to drop. 

      His hands fall. The slow rise and fall of his chest adds to the proof the herbs have taken effect. 

      Without lifting my eyes from the orc, I withdraw my battered fingers from his mouth. A hiss escapes my throat. 

      “He is sedated.” I roll off the warrior and rise to my feet. “Call for the healers.” 

      “Already done,” Lukk responds.

      Hooking my elbows under Balfour’s armpits, I drag the big orc down the hall and around the bend to the bottom of the stairs. 

      When he sees me, Lukk’s haggard expression is replaced with one of relief, followed by concern. 

      “Flaming gonads.” He moves to assist. “You’re nearly gone a finger.”

      “Stay back,” I bark. “Unless you want these fingers invading your mouth, too.” 

      Lukk grimaces. “Not in this lifetime.”

      “Wise.” Taking another breath, I cinch my right wrist in my good hand, positioning the grip above the orc’s breastbone, and lift. “Feel you any effects of the magic from where you stand?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” I resume the arduous task of heaving the warrior’s heft up the stairs. “Let us keep it thus, yes?” 

      “Has any fae told you your head is as hard as these floors?” Lukk grumbles. “Aye, I’ll wait a safe distance.” 

      He retreats further, backing into the narrow hallway. “Just so you know, ’twas my plan all along. Let you do all the work, so I can share in the glory.” A brash grin takes hold of his mouth. “A bit of bravery rouses the females, eh? Not that you’d notice.” 

      I snort. “You notice plenty for the both of us.”

      He laughs. “That I do.”

      Grunting, I take the last step. Lukk bounds to the landing and secures Balfour’s ankles. 

      “I ordered you to stay back.” Perspiration—or blood—drips into my eyes. 

      His grin turns sly. “What’s a little insubordination among friends?”

      Stubborn orc. “One of these suns, that mouth of yours will bite you in the arse.”

      “It’d have to catch me first.” He grunts as we lift the orcs’ heft. “And you know I run like a Baltic fox with its tail on fire.”

      The visual makes my lips twitch. 

      I jut my chin, gesturing behind him. “Go. There is no telling how long the High Mage’s sedative will hold.”

      Lukk sobers and begins the backward crawl. We make good progress along the narrow corridor until the sound of feet slapping the stone pavers from the opposite direction interrupts our stride. 

      Tirian, Forvarra’s only prince, and the Winter Court advisor to the High Queen, arrives ahead of Tauriel and her band of healers. His icy-blue gaze catches on the darkened blood covering most of the orc’s chest, the color stark against the paleness of his gray skin.

      More than any fae, Tirian understands the perilousness of this situation. After all, it was he who first ferried Myrkur’s bones and Aelinor’s ashes from Azgagh. And when the magic plundered his mind, it was I who found him and wrested the sword from his hand before it tasted his blood. 

      That moment lives between us, creating a bond that runs deeper than camaraderie or friendship. A bond rooted in survival.

      And shame.

      Gently, Lukk and I lower Balfour’s body. Without a word, the healers surround him and set to work staunching the weeping hole. 

      “Will he survive?” Lukk asks what neither I nor the prince can voice.

      Tauriel kneels beside the warrior. Hunching her shoulders, she bows her head. A writing instrument pokes from a nest of thick, unruly blond hair bound in a knot. Closing her eyes, she raises a hand over Balfour’s torso. 

      Several heartbeats pass.

      The silence rolls my gut. If Balfour dies, he leaves behind a wife and an orcling he has yet to meet. The burden of disclosing this terrible news to his wife lies with me and me alone. I will not skirt my duty, yet⁠—

      “Yes, I believe he will.” Sitting back on her haunches, Tauriel lowers her hand to her lap. “But the magic has tainted his flesh.” 

      Large, wire-rimmed spectacles sit closer to the tip of her nose than the bridge. “We will work to remove the contamination, but I do not know the extent of its reach. I will have a better prognosis once I see his response to treatment. It is the best I can offer.” 

      She waves a hand to the elves awaiting her command. “Take him. Quickly. I will meet you in the infirmary.”

      Tauriel grabs a handful of skirt to avoid stepping on the hem. Rising to her full elven height, she ushers me to her with the same wild hand gesture she used a moment ago. 

      “Come, let me assess your injuries.” At my reluctance, she arches a fair brow. “This is no time for shyness. Or have you forgotten it was I who mended those scarred knees so many moons ago?” 

      “I have not forgotten.” Heat rises to my face, causing a whisper of a smile to ghost her delicate features. 

      “I jest, Khao. Although truthfully, I had hoped time would soften your demeanor. Still so solemn, I see.” 

      Her gold eyes sweep from Lukk to Tirian, and I brace myself for the words already spreading fire across my cheeks and up the tips of my ears. 

      “It was a feat of the gods to arouse a reaction from this one.” Her head tips in my direction. “Even as a tiny runt, he was formidable, rivaling only Waur’s forbidding facade. It was impressive for a boy his age.” 

      Waur.

      The great general, like Kyra, the High Queen, and Rowena’s ward, Ilearis, lies in a cursed sleep Tauriel has yet to break. Hearing his name—the male who is Rogar’s father—stirs a tumult of opposing emotions I forcibly shove aside. 

      “Balfour is the priority.” Unlike the orcs, I will heal. Another trait I share with the race I’ve despised my whole life. 

      Lukk’s gaze finds me, and ever so subtly, I flick my head to the elves hurrying down the hall. Without nary a sound, he sets off after them. 

      Tauriel tsks. “I had high hopes your time in Drengskador would finally dispel your mistrust.” 

      With swift steps, she eliminates the space between us and places a palm on each side of my head, tilting it this way and that before moving to my injured hand. “I see I was mistaken. Is this why you ignored my sister’s summons?” 

      She glances up, the honey gold of her eyes darkening with pain? Hurt? “Why you ignored mine?” 

      I want to scrub a hand over my face, but I hold still, my throat burning with each moment I do not answer.

      She sighs. “You of all fae should understand a decision made in battle is often not one we would make under normal circumstances. We are protectors of the realm, my dear Khao.” 

      She sets my hand down. “But the heart? The heart bears no leniency, does it, for efforts made to right the wrongs of the past.”

      “The heart bears no place in war,” I say, restraining the emotion I feel from my voice. 

      “So I am told.” She smiles again, sadness framing the shape of her lips. “Although one may wish it otherwise, too often, the heart is the only thing left on the field once the carnage is cleared.” 

      Then, as she has so many times before, she searches my face for a boon I will never grant her. 

      Forgiveness.

      With a resigned sigh, Tauriel’s gaze drops to my hand. “Tirian, come. Lend assistance.” She pulls strips of fabric from her pocket, handing the stash to the elf watching our interplay with a curiosity he does not bother hiding.  

      Uncorking a vial she retrieves from the same pocket, she places the topper in the elf’s outstretched hand, then uses a knuckle to push back her spectacles. 

      She holds the small bottle over my torn flesh and says, “This will hurt.”

      It could not possibly ache more than⁠—

      “Bloody eels,” I hiss. 

      A smile blooms, but she keeps her gaze on her task, wrapping fabric around the injured digits. 

      “This will aid your natural healing. Should you accept such a kindness, I’ve a poultice that will curtail the inflammation and pain.” She secures the ends of the strips neatly. “As for the rest”—she waves at the lacerations on my face and chest—“bathe and do not tarry. You may exhibit resistance to the magic’s call, but who knows how the bite of an infected fae will impact your immunity.”

      I incline my head. “I will do as you suggest.”

      “Report any irregularities. Anything of concern, be it minor or otherwise. Let me be the judge. Do you understand?”

      “I do.” 

      A heavy silence falls, then Tauriel says, “The blocking spell should have held. The distance between the guard’s post and the chamber should have been enough.”

      Should have? 

      Should-have may have cost Balfour his life. 

      “Cast an aversion spell if you must, but I will not spare another to guard this corridor based on your should-haves.”

      Tauriel’s nostrils flare. “I
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