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To my husband, Michael,

for proving that love in the real world can be magical, too.

And for all of you, this is what I think it would be like to be the morally gray fantasy villain’s adversary.




Adversary to the Villain is a laugh-out-loud, fantasy romance with severed tongues filed neatly in post-torture reports and deeply unhelpful meetings that could have been a raven. In addition, the story includes elements that might not be suitable for all readers. Blood, death, battle, serious injury, discussions of torture, sexual situations described on the page, parental betrayal and abandonment, graphic language, environmental deterioration, discussions of being boiled alive and eaten, discussions of harassment, alcohol consumption, near-drowning, and death of an animal are shown on the page. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.
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Prologue

Once upon a time…

It wasn’t often that one would find themselves dreading the end of the work week, the last grueling day before the welcome reprieve of the week’s end. However, it also wasn’t often that an office was run by the kingdom’s most notorious villain…

And that villain detested the week’s end.

Trystan Maverine was not certain what first brought upon such fast and efficient ire. Perhaps it was the aching quiet that awoke him with the Saturday-morning sun. Or how he’d begun actively avoiding the kitchen and Tatianna’s quarters for fear his old life would bleed into his new one, the only one he’d know until the day of his inevitable demise. It could have been that with the days off for his workers, he wouldn’t get to exercise his new life’s purpose—evil. But as of late, what he’d begun to hate most was the absence… the absence of her.

Evie Sage had not yet been in his employ for more than four weeks. Could it truly have only been a month? It felt like years. Taxing, confusing, mildly agonizing years. But in that time, his assistant had proven herself shockingly capable of catering to his every villainous whim, adapting to his evil ways with a smile so big and bright, he was surprised it hadn’t yet c racked her face in half.

It felt as if it had cracked his.

Melodic laughter filtered in through the open gap of his office door. He knew who the perpetrator was, though how could he not? If the sound itself did not give her away, the very act of laughter would have. No one had dared laugh in The Villain’s office before her, at least not loudly enough for him to hear.

It was enough—on this dreary last day of the work week—to push him over the tyrannical edge.

“Sage!” he boomed, slamming the door all the way open.

The laughter ceased, thank the gods, but when his assistant turned toward him, her smile remained, making him feel a bit like she’d smacked him over the head with it. Surely that was why he felt so dizzy? He cleared his throat, hoping she didn’t notice the way he’d nearly stumbled over himself at the sight, only to realize that Sage was alone. What had made her laugh so? It was then he saw the papers in her hands. “You’re cataloging my torture session from this morning, correct?”

She nodded vigorously, a few curls that had broken loose from her pins bouncing up and down along with her head. “Yes, of course, sir. I will have it done in just a few minutes!”

“It is the one in which I cut out a man’s tongue and force him to swallow it?”

She blinked. “Yes, sir. Was there another incident you wish for me to catalog of the same”—she paused, her nose scrunching as she contemplated— “variety?”

If he were to ever, at any point in time, deign to snort? It would have been right then.

“No, Sage.” He took a beat, then continued. “Though I admit to feeling curious as to what about that endeavor you find so amusing.”

Her cheeks turned so pink he could practically feel the heat of her skin from where he stood—at a safe distance. “Oh, well. It’s very silly.”

He stared.

She began fidgeting with her braid, twirling the end of it around her finger. “Not the torture itself, of course! That isn’t silly at all. I was writing mindlessly of the details, and when I looked down, I realized I had written that the man had been…tongue-tied—” Another haphazard giggle burst out of her, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

He stared again; this time, his lips parted on an exhale of disbelief. “Tongue…tied?”

“You know! The expression about when you cannot think of what to say and your tongue gets twisted around? And then I laughed because this man would not say anything because…you, uh—killed him,” she finished, sounding sheepish, though still battering him with that wide smile.

He could feel his own mouth tugging up at the corners so abruptly he had to turn away.

“I am sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to offend you with my musings.”

“You didn’t,” he replied roughly, hating that she had such an effect on him.

Thankfully, there were few witnesses. Only a couple of workers were lingering, all appearing to be gathering their things. Including Rebecka Erring, watching the two of them with eyes that noticed far more than was comfortable.

“Do you ever get tongue-tied, sir?”

Her unexpected question pulled him from the confines of his mind, floundering, as he couldn’t recall the last time anyone had asked him anything of a personal nature. Even more so when he realized it had been completely unmarred by any sense of fear. No, there was only curiosity in the blue eyes blinking back at him.

“What do you think, Sage?” he drawled, burying the eagerness for her answer so far beneath the earth, it would take splitting it in half to uncover.

She took him in, and he resisted the urge to straighten his shoulders, wondering what it was she saw. “I’m not sure,” she finally said. “To be honest, I’ve never been tongue-tied a day in my life, but I think that’s due to speaking before my brain catches up to my mouth.”

He had come to know this about her. It had, in its own disgusting sort of way, become endearing—if anything could be so to a man born for evil. But her lack of pretense was refreshing…and so innocent he often wondered how she’d made it this far in life without disaster.

Aside from working for him.

“You are nothing if not unwittingly honest, Sage,” he deadpanned.

She beamed as if he’d just said her hair was made of gold, her eyes chipped with diamonds. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

Someplace, somewhere, a pixie just lost their wings, he thought caustically.

Pinching his nose, he let out a sigh. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

Her gratitude may as well have been a boulder for the pressure that slammed into his chest. Generally, he detested any form of joy, but this was a new feeling entirely, her presence placing him in a constant state of sickness to the stomach. He wondered how kind she would think him if he likened her to food poisoning.

“Finish your work for the day, then be gone.” He dismissed her before he did something nonsensical, like comparing her effect to bad fish. Which would have been as dishonest as it was ridiculous, because the blasted woman always seemed to smell like the vanilla candies she ate daily—or, he suspected, hourly.

Turning on his heel, he banished her from his sight, hoping the two days away would at least give him time to rid his memory of this awful interaction.

But then she stood from her chair, scraping it against the stone floor as she called out to him. “Sir? Before I go…may I ask: what is the office policy on romantic fraternization?”

Never mind.

The interaction was currently burning itself into his brain.

Slowly, he turned back around. “My office,” he replied coolly. “Now.”

She scrambled to follow, traveling quickly behind him through the office door, grabbing the chair she usually occupied from its station in the corner— the same chair that had become the heart of their daily unspoken war. The first battle cry had been him shoving her seat as far from his desk as he was able, followed by her fully disregarding that action and moving it closer.

Since then, it had become a ritual of sorts between them, and despite his annoyance, he never told her to stop. Merely watched, his face impassive, not assisting when the chair inevitably got caught on the uneven tile on the floor—instead finding sick amusement in her stumbling to right the chair, relishing her adorable little frown at the furniture’s betrayal.

He should get the floor tile fixed.

He wouldn’t.

But he probably should.

When she sat, he moved slowly to take his own chair. Her nervousness was palpable. He attempted to enjoy it. “Why,” he drawled, his hands folded atop his sleek black desk, pushing his shoulders back, “pray tell, are you asking me about office fraternization?”

She didn’t appear to be cowed, but then again, she never had been any time he’d made the attempt. It was a wonder why he kept doing it when it was growing clear that she enjoyed it. It was another wonder why in the deadlands he cared if she wanted to fraternize with coworkers.

Romantically.

Not sensing his churning anger, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, rolling her lips inward and fidgeting with her hands. “One of the men in accounting insinuated he would be…um…agreeable to furthering our acquaintance outside of a work setting this week’s end. I told him I had to see if it would break any rules.”

Indeed, there would be something breaking, but it would likely be the body of whichever bloody math nerd had asked her in the first place.

This was a place of business. Not a matchmaking service.

Kingsley hopped atop the desk, holding up a sign as if he’d been able to read Trystan’s thoughts.

YIKES

Trystan grabbed the sign and unceremoniously flung the thing out the open window.

Sage blinked at him, then smiled down at Kingsley, who nuzzled himself into her palm.

“What do you mean by ‘furthering your acquaintance’?” he asked, expressionless, but underneath the surface, his heart began to pick up speed as if he were being chased—in this case, by basic human emotion.

“A date,” she explained, looking at him with the concern you’d have for an elder who kept misplacing their house keys. Sighing, she gestured down at herself. “I’ll admit, it threw me to begin with, because I assumed everyone in the office found me odd.”

“You are odd,” he responded immediately…resisting the urge to smack his forehead into the smooth wood of his desk.

“Thank you for confirming.” She grinned with a wave of her hand, lighthearted sarcasm dripping from the words.

She was indeed odd, but surely any ordinary person would not be able to look upon her without seeing that she was a completely extraordinary individual, a rare one. One who didn’t flinch at reports of swallowed tongues and even found reason to chuckle at them, who never seemed to run out of outlandish quips to say when things became discordant, as she must have believed they were now.

Sage began to speak in an endless ramble, until her words echoed around him in the most terrible way possible.

“Last time someone courted me, it was disastrous,” she explained, her eyes going somewhere else. “We were completely incompatible—I mean, not physically, that is, although physically it was not great, either.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “You probably didn’t want to know that part.” The words were muffled, but they sounded mortified.

No, he didn’t want to know—because the mere mention forced him to think about his assistant in a physical capacity. Which did not change the calm evenness in his expression, but if her eyes ventured lower, she’d find his knuckles gripping his desk so tight they’d g one white.

He should tell her to accept. With any luck, she would fall madly in love with one of his employees and leave him alone forever.

Never mind the thought of it making him feel ill.

Perhaps he had eaten bad fish. And the poison was tainting his blood, driving him mad.

“There is no office fraternization. Strictly forbidden,” he heard himself saying, and suddenly he understood Sage’s affliction of her mouth getting ahead of her brain. “However,” he added, trying to rein himself in, “if this is a person you very much want to see despite office policy…” He swallowed down the words the way one would swallow a butcher knife. “We can discuss with Ms. Erring about a potential exception.”

She waved her hands back and forth, shaking her head. He had never been nor would ever be an expert in human emotion, but he swore her shoulders dropped in relief rather than disappointment.

“No, no, that’s not necessary! Thank you for offering, but I must admit that ‘no’ was the answer I was hoping for,” she said, exhaling with a hand to her chest. He raised a brow, waiting patiently for her to continue, wondering how he’d quickly become lost.

“He asked in front of everyone at lunch,” she explained quietly. “I didn’t particularly want to go, but I didn’t want to embarrass him, either, so that’s why I told him I must consult you first.”

The man asked in front of a group of people? Even Trystan was not socially inept enough to make a woman that uncomfortable, especially one who seemed to derive all her enjoyment from pleasing others. It felt like an abuse.

Anger rose in him again, this time to a startling degree.

When have I ever found my anger startling?

“Feel free to tell him that should he ask you again, there will be consequences,” Trystan answered with a cool calm that made even Kingsley shiver.

Vulnerability flashed across Sage’s face.

“Thank you, sir. That is a relief.” Her eyes softened. “Although I suppose it will be more of a relief once I tell him. Hopefully he will not be too put off.”

The thought of her being ill-treated in any way, especially by someone in his employ, was so acutely intolerable, he stood up from his chair. “I can put him off for you, if that would aid your cause.”

Put off. Push off the roof. Either would do.

“Oh, that’s okay.” She laughed and exhaled a long-held breath. “I’m feeling a bit cowardly, honestly. I should’ve just told him no right when he asked.”

It was absurd. There was nothing about this woman that resembled anything close to cowardice—despite his very best efforts to evoke it. “Why didn’t you?” he asked.

“Well—” She paused, seeming to contemplate her next words before speaking them. “I think it is quite hard to say no to someone when you don’t know how they’ll react.”

Every muscle in his body tensed.

“You were fearful he would hurt you? If you said no?”

The question was a dangerous one, but just as he asked it, the setting sun streamed through the open window, shining just where she sat as if it, too, were begging for a subject change. The light filtering over her dark hair turned the blue of her eyes from soft to penetrating.

Every thought he’d ever had winked out in the span of a second.

She didn’t answer his question, just smiled, squinting slightly. “It appears the sunlight wanted to join our conversation to make everything a bit happier.”

Happier? No. Safer than the darkness, easier to stand, perhaps, but watching her bask in it—he thought what he might be feeling in his chest was the nearest to happy he’d felt in an exceptionally long time.

With a hand held over her eyes, Sage tilted her head. “Why does your window seem to be one of the few lacking the lovely stained glass?”

“Because it depicted a scene far too cheerful for my liking,” he murmured, remembering the day he’d taken that window apart piece by piece, ordering his guards to deliver them to the person who’d betrayed him the most.

Sage perked up. “Oh? How so?”

With a lifted brow, he glared at the window. “It was of two lovers in a field of flowers. Reaching for each other but never touching.”

Her lips quirked. “You thought that cheerful?”

“I thought it annoying and ugly to look at.” He huffed, the sun still highlighting where she sat with seeming vengeance, every part of her glowing. If only she, too, were…well, annoying and ugly to look at.

But alas, she was lovely.

Lovely?

Gods damn it all.

Clearing his throat, he steered them back to the matter at hand. “Rest assured, Sage, the staff will all be reminded of our strict no-fraternization policy. I’ll have Keeley escort you home. Enjoy your week’s end.”

Clearly befuddled by the abrupt dismissal, she stood and nodded, eyes round and questioning as she stepped away from the sunlight that now appeared dimmer without her. He really was turning into a damn fool.

“Thank you, sir. I hope you enjoy some restful time to yourself.”

Not likely.

“Off with you, Sage, before I revoke my generosity and make you clean the floor of the torture chamber.”

The way her face twisted was near comical—if he found things to be so, and he did not. Which was more evidence to prove how ridiculous the face was.

“Ick.” She winced. “Sir, I beg you next time to use the tarp I ordered.”

“Go,” he commanded.

And go she did, leaving her vanilla scent behind to torture him. He closed his eyes, breathing in, hating how it calmed him.

He made to move her chair back to the corner to steady himself, to regain his tether of control, but then he remembered how the light had touched her face when she sat in that exact spot. He stared at it for a moment, contemplating.

Then left the chair where it was.

Their unspoken battle was at an end.

And it was clear who had waved the white flag.

Stalking out into the main office, he saw Rebecka Erring packing up the last of her things. As he approached, she straightened. “Is there something I can help you with before I leave, sir?”

“What’s our policy on office fraternization?”

The woman’s owlish eyes went wider behind the rim of her glasses. “We don’t have one. Against my advice, I might add, but the workers don’t typically socialize in the office without your permission.”

“I don’t give permission,” he corrected.

She raised a brow. “Precisely.”

“See that we have one in place, and that those who break it do so at their own risk.”

“Risk meaning termination?”

“Of sorts,” he responded dryly.

Ms. Erring didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll be sure the other workers hear of it, sir. And I’ll be sure Thomas doesn’t ask Miss Sage for a romantic entanglement again.”

Thomas? It was Thomas? That scrawny little—

“You knew of this?” he accused.

“The remarks he made to her were so inappropriate, everyone heard of it,” Ms. Erring said sardonically, folding her arms. “If he’d spoken to me like that, I would’ve driven my favorite letter opener through his heart.”

Three things occurred to him at once. The first being that Sage had underplayed the encounter, the second that Ms. Erring was far more ruthless than he gave her credit for, and the last… Well.

For the first time, he was eager for the week’s end to start.

He stalked from the room, hearing Ms. Erring’s voice questioning behind him, “Where are you going?”

He let his power swarm around him in dark waves, his voice a mere rasp in the quiet of the now-empty office.

“To lay down the tarp.”

It was a mistake, in any circumstance, to make an adversary of The Villain.
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CHAPTER 1

EVIE

Evie Sage pointed her dagger at Trystan Maverine’s throat.

“Don’t leave me in suspense, Evangelina.”

It was a wonder that this moment could shock her. Not when the night before, she’d had her identity stripped away, replaced with a new one. She ought to be shocked by her parents’ actions, the masterminds in her villain origin story.

Or rather, her lack of one.

Her destiny had been set. Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy had passed her the role, and her parents had used magic and manipulation…to pass it on to someone else.

The very person who was pushing himself against her blade.

Breathing heavily in the darkened study deep in Massacre Manor, Evie allowed her eyes to flutter open and find Trystan in her dream-induced haze.

His low voice rumbled in the dimness of a room she had never entered before, one she’d wandered into moments ago by mistake. “It’ll be quicker if you hit the artery.” He grabbed her wrist and tugged her closer, holding her hand more firmly to the skin of his neck.

Heart racing, she swallowed, watching his dark eyes in the dim candlelight and early-dawn glow as they homed in on her lips. A large hand closed tightly around her wrist with no apparent intention of letting go, and the other gripped her hip, tugging her close enough to see the smile tilting up his lips.

“That’s not funny,” she breathed with indignation, hoping he didn’t hear the wanting in her voice, the undeniable need to collapse into his arms like the fair princess in one of her books.

Evie Sage was no fair princess.

By point of fact, that role would technically be delegated to the man in front of her. She struggled not to choke at the image of him wearing a tiara.

“Let me go,” she ordered, moving her wrist, attempting to back away, but he held her firmly.

“Not on your life.” He spoke evenly, then released her so quickly she nearly lost her footing, only catching herself against one of the dusty bookcases.

“You startled me,” she whispered by way of explanation, placing her dagger back at her belt. The one she’d tied about her waist before sneaking out of her bedchamber.

She couldn’t bring herself to return to the office, not with the memories of Benedict tainting her sole remaining place of refuge. The casual way the king had destroyed her sense of self.

Trystan was always supposed to be the true prince of the prophecy. And you, my dear, were always supposed to be The Villain.

The dark magic once in Trystan’s possession now moved and shifted beneath her skin, climbing to the surface, uncomfortably asking to be used, to be utilized by the person who was meant to wield it from the start. It swirled about her feet, playing with the ties at the top of her slippers, brushing the bottom of her nightgown.

“Apologies,” he murmured, kneeling at the fire in the grate. He pushed at the logs with the poker, and flames danced across his face. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I couldn’t sleep any longer, and I saw a light on,” she answered, walking toward him and seating herself in the large, cushioned chair, tucking her feet up beneath her, hugging her legs to her chest. “What is this room’s purpose? Library or study?”

He didn’t turn to look at her, but she watched the muscles in his jaw jump, the pinch of his brow as he focused on the act of pushing another log. “Both, I suppose. When I first found the manor, this was one of the few rooms left undisturbed by the sands of time. Just some dust and debris that were easily cleared. I found solace here when my thoughts and anger became too riotous.”

Her heart hammered in her chest when she whispered her question, hating the vulnerability in her words. “How come I’ve never seen it?”

He placed the poker down, his hand flexing at his side as he stood, finally facing her. She wished he hadn’t. The hard planes of his beautiful face were devastating to look upon, her greedy eyes taking in every subtle shift of emotion when he gestured to the rest of the curtained-off room. “It was under repair for the last several weeks. It’s just been finished by the magical builders.”

A tug at her memory pulled her away from the room and back to a day of work she’d not soon forget. The ticking. The running. The bomb. It had hit this tower. The books she’d seen exposed by the crumbling wall.

She’d thrown the explosive right into his sanctuary.

Nothing in there was worth anything, not as— It wasn’t important.

He’d used those words to assure her when she cried for the damage she’d wrought.

“You lied to me,” she accused, standing without ceremony and poking a finger against his chest, ignoring his stare of warning.

“I did not,” he rumbled, appearing angry at the accusation, then ran a hand through his hair and stalked for the sheets, ripping them off to reveal the newly repaired furniture, books in the process of being preserved after the pages had been singed by the flames.

“You said whatever was in here wasn’t important.” The angry tears burning behind her eyes were unwelcome and infuriating. The magic curled up, hopeful at her flash of emotion, but using it was like grasping a silk ribbon— it slipped through her fingers the second she touched it. “You never said I’d unintentionally destroyed your safe place.”

“It wasn’t important,” he argued, earnest eyes roving along her face. “Not when the alternative was losing you.”

“Maybe that was your mistake.” Something raw and ugly was unraveling inside her, forcing irrational fears and anxieties to the surface. “Maybe fate was trying to correct what had been done and we’ve only been staving off the inevitable.” It wasn’t the emotion in her voice that frightened her; it was the lack of it. “Maybe The Villain is meant to die, and the prince lives on for his happy ending.”

He moved so quickly, Evie didn’t have time to so much as gasp before he gripped both her arms, shaking her slightly. “Enough! Don’t ever say that again!” His anger was clear in the set of his eyes. The cool veneer he so often displayed was gone, and what was left was…

Intoxicating.

He noticed the change in her immediately, and he dragged his hand down the side of her body as he leaned closer, eyes shut tight. Was her proximity painful? It wasn’t an outlandish assumption. They were predestined enemies, opposing archetypes in the same story.

She’d been born to bring him pain.

The valiant prince, tormented by the evil villain.

All the times she’d bothered him, caused him discomfort when she got too close. Was her persistence innocent? Or was she feeding an impulse that was woven into her soul, an impulse to hurt him?

By the gods, what if she did hurt him? The thought swarmed and stung, leaving open wounds behind.

You can’t be happy. An insidious voice that sounded too much like her own stated it. Like a fact.

That’s why everyone’s always leaving you behind. That’s why no matter how hard you try to remain bright and positive, it will always end. It will always go wrong.

The loop of her thoughts became unbearable.

Her lips parted, and her chest moved as rapidly as her breath, heat pulsing in her blood when his eyes flicked down to her mouth, staying there while he spoke again. “I know you’re hurting. I know you’re confused. But by the gods, you will not minimize Arthur’s sacrifice by insinuating you should have died that day—or any other.”

The reminder of Arthur’s death, of his body now on its way back to Trystan’s home village—it wrecked her.

And Trystan watched with horror as her face crumbled and she fell to her knees. The magic swarmed around her, heavy sobs racking her whole body. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant to—to do, and I don’t know how to—”

She was in his arms before another word could be said, his hands clasped to the back of her head as she sobbed into his shoulder, gripping his shirt. “I’m sorry.” The rumble of his chest against her cheek made her sigh, burrowing farther into him. “Love, look at me.”

The term of endearment was so shocking, she flinched out of his grasp, staring up at him with bewilderment. “What did you— Did you just call me love?”

“I feel out of all the revelations we’ve encountered, that should be the least shocking,” he replied flatly.

She blinked at him, speechless, and he pressed his eyes shut, sighing in exasperation. When they finally opened, they were filled with begrudging amusement. “I want to show you something.”

Without warning, he gripped her waist and turned her around. His touch was perfunctory, but even still, gooseflesh prickled down her arms. Gripping her elbows, she followed him past the cloth-covered tables to a stack of books that were weathered and cobwebbed. “You wanted to show me your need for a feather duster?” she muttered, eyebrows shooting toward the top of her head.

He gave her a mock glare before taking a book from the top of the stack and laying it on one of the covered tables. A dim lantern sat atop it, aiding the little light from the rising sun. “I stopped visiting this room shortly after you began working here.”

Her mind was working furiously to catch up. “Because I threw a bomb at it?” she reminded him, wondering if in addition to losing his magic, he was also losing his memory.

“No, Sage.” He chuckled darkly, picking up his lantern and making his way toward the door. “I’m telling you that well before the damage was wrought upon this space, I had stopped visiting it when I needed to find peace.” He nudged the door open, hand gently placed on the doorknob.

She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Then where did you go when you desired safety?”

“I would find you.”




[image: ]
CHAPTER 2

LYSSA

Lyssa Sage was a traitor.

Or at least…she was about to be.

Tiptoeing toward Tatianna’s healing quarters, the youngest Sage sibling gently pressed the door open. Once it was safely, silently ajar, she slipped into the room, stepping past the sleeping healer. The woman breathed out, her face pressed to the palm of her hand, her elbow resting on the next bed over—the one that Lyssa’s mother, Nura, slept in. But Lyssa was not here for her mother.

“Ms. Erring,” Lyssa whispered, pushing at the Human and Magical Creature Resources woman’s shoulder until she jolted awake so fast, her glasses flew off from where they were resting atop her head, into Lyssa’s hands. “Good morning,” Lyssa whispered with a toothy grin. “May I speak to you outside?”

Ms. Erring grumbled, but she pulled herself out of bed, trailing after Lyssa until they were on the other side of the now-closed door. “Lyssa. You are not meant to be wandering without an adult until we have confirmed the manor is secure.”

Lyssa wondered to herself if sense was confiscated from a person when they reached adulthood.

“Yes, Ms. Erring. But how am I to ask an adult to wander with me from the confines of my bedroom if no adult is in there with me?” Lyssa reminded her gently, remembering that the woman had just woken up and Evie often needed at least thirty minutes in the morning before she said anything coherent.

Ms. Erring scratched her head. Her soft brown hair was loose from her severe bun, sitting just below her shoulders. “You could practice patience and wait for one of us to come retrieve you. Like you were told to do.”

Lyssa’s mouth twisted. “I hate waiting.”

Ms. Erring sighed. “Hence the practice.”

Lyssa tapped her chin before clasping her hands behind her back. “Very well. Next time I see a strange man wandering through the manor, I’ll simply wait patiently.”

Ms. Erring went from drowsy and rumpled to furious and panicked so rapidly, Lyssa wished she hadn’t blinked. “What? A man? Who? Why are you just now telling me!”

“I was practicing patience.”

“Lyssa!” Ms. Erring groaned, looking very alert and very irritated. “Tell me everything.”

“I’m getting there!”

Lyssa’s morning had begun with the gentle twist of a doorknob and the creak of rusting hinges. Evie had tossed all night, then crawled out of bed before dawn. Lyssa had, logically, feigned sleep, waiting for the footsteps to grow quieter before leaping from the bed and flying toward the door.

There were many questions Lyssa knew she was meant not to ask, but unfortunately, she had been far too curious not to notice the black mist hovering over her sister for more than half the night. It might have been frightening to her once upon a time, but Lyssa Sage knew well that the scariest-looking things were often friendlier if you merely said hello.

The mist had waved back at her before pulling the covers up under Lyssa’s chin. She’d been tempted to tap Evie so they could giggle over the action together, but her sister had pulled the covers over her own head, hiding there until her morning escape.

Lyssa, to her credit, had not followed her…for at least fifteen minutes. But she was a storyteller! And her subject was walking out the door!

“So essentially, you ignored everything we told you about safety last night?” Ms. Erring chastised.

Lyssa nodded, furrowing her brow. “Yes, I just said that. Aren’t you listening?”

“About as well as you did!” Ms. Erring growled. “Lyssa, the strange man— where does he come in?”

“Oh yes!” She bounced. “I saw Clare walking to her room with a man wrapped in a black cloak, and I’m not certain why, but they seemed very suspicious.”

Ms. Erring lifted a brow. “Could that man have been her suspicious brother…The Villain? Who often wears only black?”

“No.” Lyssa frowned with indignance and then tilted her head. “Ms. Erring, you know other people are allowed to wear the color black, don’t you?”

Ms. Erring groaned, resting her forehead against the nearby wall. “I need cauldron brew and a pain tonic.”

“Did you wake up with a headache?” Lyssa asked curiously.

“I woke up next to one,” Ms. Erring deadpanned.

Lyssa laughed, delighted. It was entirely too enjoyable when Ms. Erring made jokes, mostly because Lyssa had never seen another adult do it quite so awkwardly.

“I am certain it was just a guard or a hurt intern from the attack last night. But if you’re truly concerned, we can go check on her.”

Lyssa stopped laughing, recalling how frightened she’d felt when the man’s head, shadowed by the hood of his cloak, turned toward her. “Could we, Ms. Erring? Now? I don’t know why, but I had a feeling something was wrong about him.”

“Wrong about who?” Tatianna chimed in, rubbing sleep from her eyes from the now-open door to the healer’s quarters.

Lyssa turned wide eyes on Ms. Erring, trying to signal her to lie.

Ms. Erring batted a hand at Lyssa. “Clare appears to have been seen with a suspicious man.”

Never mind. It was Ms. Erring who was the traitor.

Tatianna blanched. “What? Is she all right?”

Ms. Erring threw her hands up in defeat. “Let us settle this now, shall we?”

But by the time they made it down to her bedchamber, Clare was standing outside her open door with a harried look on her face.

“Clare?” Tatianna asked tenderly, gliding across the floor and grasping her former betrothed’s hand in her own. “What can I do for you, darling?”

Clare seemed to blink out of a trance at the endearment, eyes wide as she extricated her hand from Tatianna’s.

Lyssa had to stop herself from booing.

“I’m fine,” Clare said shakily. “Just a bit out of sorts. I need to make arrangements for my father’s sea burial and notify Malcolm. It’s all overwhelming.”

“You’re certain there’s no strange, cloaked man holding you hostage in your bedchamber?” Ms. Erring asked bluntly, and Lyssa clapped a hand over her mouth.

Clare’s eyes went wild, but only for a moment before her face shuttered, all emotion vanishing before their eyes. “No…why would you think such a thing?” she asked flatly.

Tatianna and Ms. Erring gave Lyssa a look so pointed, she was surprised it didn’t break skin. “After all the people who have gotten in and out of a place that is supposed to be impossible to break into, am I to be punished for being cautious?” Lyssa asked, innocently blinking up at the two women.

They sighed heavily. Which meant Lyssa had worn them down to victory. A special talent, well-honed by performing it on her older sister practically since birth.

“Lyssa is right,” Clare said, looking far off into the distance.

“I know,” Lyssa said succinctly, clasping her hands in front of her.

“Caution is a virtue.” A smile tugged Clare’s lips up, but they flattened again when her eyes flicked behind them. “I have, uh, much to do. Core healers’ burials are a bit more complex in nature than the average person’s. I…must be off!” Clare cried, moving down the hall and around the corner at a rapid clip.

Tatianna attempted to stop the woman, but it was for naught. Clare had already gone, and Lyssa was left feeling an odd sensation at the back of her head, a wrong sort, like someone had been watching them.

“Come, Lyssa. Let us go check on your mother,” Ms. Erring suggested, already starting back toward the stairs, Tatianna following behind.

It was for the best. Lyssa did love a good story, but this one was veering far too close to scary territory, and despite her interest in villainy, that was not her genre. At least not yet, anyhow. But before she could follow the Human and Magical Creature Resources woman, a flash of white in the corner of her eye stopped her.

Peering in the direction of the object, Lyssa spied a discarded bit of white cloth. She glanced side to side, then scurried over to pick it up.

A handkerchief. With two words scrawled onto it.

It’s me.

Lyssa knew that writing.

A new set of footsteps sounded from down the hall, startling her enough to make her jump. She tried to reassure herself with logic. It was likely just Clare circling back to her chambers, and that chilled feeling climbing up her arms toward her neck was from the morning air coming through the window. Her imagination often took her to outlandish places, and this was just another for the books.

Tucking the cloth into her skirt pocket, Lyssa felt again like she was being watched, forcing her to wonder…if some stories could not help but come true.

Even the scary ones.
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CHAPTER 3

TRYSTAN

It was midday tea time, and Trystan Maverine was yelling—into a pillow.

Or he supposed it was more of a bellow. It was difficult to decide with the sound muffled in his ears. He tossed the pillow back on the bed.

“Do you feel better?” Lyssa Sage asked with a tilt of her head, her wide, curious expression meeting Trystan’s. “Did it help?”

“Oh yes. Thrilling,” he deadpanned. It didn’t help that the pillow he’d grabbed was Sage’s and the rose scent of her hair was bombarding his senses. Fortunately, one could not inhale and yell at the same time, but the pillow sat on the bed, taunting him.

I will not sniff it.

The little villain snapped him from his inner debate by snorting into her teacup, eyes full of mischief. Lyssa was a welcome distraction after he’d escaped the study like death was at his heels.

I would find you.

He’d revealed too much. Pushed too quickly. He needed to be patient, to show Evie in no uncertain terms that she was his true love. That they deserved their happily ever after—together.

In the meantime, he’d be a steady presence. A confidant. A friend.

Yes. I could be her friend.

Or I could saw off my own foot.

“I thought a tea party might be nice today. You looked so sad sitting in your office.” Lyssa’s large brown eyes fell to her teacup, apprehension in the pinch of her brows. “I’m sorry if I made it worse.”

The spear of determination he was experiencing was demanding his attention, but none of it was any match for the guilt at causing Lyssa Sage to frown. Crouching down to the tiny tea table in the middle of the Sage sisters’ chambers, he softened his voice and summoned a smile. “Your presence in my world only ever brings improvement, Little Villain.”

Lyssa beamed and then turned, tapping her chin in contemplation, her mouth set in a determined line when she grabbed a sugar cookie from the tray and handed it to him. He bit into the sweetness, noting the hint of rose water in the recipe.

“Might I ask you a question, then, Lord Trystan?” she asked.

Trystan seated himself in the other tiny chair across from her, feeling it groan beneath his bulk as he leaned back. “You may ask me anything you like.”

“Are you going to marry my sister?”

The chair broke.

And Trystan found himself flat on his back, gasping for air, when the door opened and Blade sauntered in. The apple in his hand paused halfway to his mouth when he spied Trystan on the floor, his lips stretching into a slow grin. “What are you doing down there, buddy?” Blade tilted his head, smiling in a friendly manner that made Trystan want to take the apple and beat him to death with it.

Lyssa did not remain silent as Trystan hoped she would—as he knew she wouldn’t. “I just asked if Lord Trystan was going to marry Evie.”

Blade looked far too pleased with the revelation, planting his hands on his waist with an amused grin. “So…you started breaking furniture?”

From his place on the ground, Trystan thrust a finger toward the door. “Get out. This party was invite-only.”

Blade’s smile sobered into a pained flat line. “I would, but I come bearing bad news, I’m afraid.”

The room stilled at the declaration. The air departed from Trystan’s lungs as he climbed to his feet, eyes flashing toward Lyssa, who looked just as fearful at the promise of another wave of turmoil. Arthur’s death was still a bitter swell of anger in his gut, his heart clenching when he thought of his father’s final words to him.

A life without love is an empty one, Trystan. You can live your years without me, but not without her.

The sacrifice made by the man who did not sire him, but raised him all the same, would not be in vain.

Steeling himself, Trystan forged ahead, feeling more at peace with his new purpose. “Is it news fit for young ears?”

Lyssa waved a hand, halfway to the door. “I’m going. If I don’t hear the bad news, I can pretend it isn’t happening.” With a light skip, she waved her fingers, but just before she snicked the door shut, she added, “I’ll re-ask you my question later, Lord Trystan.” And then she was gone.

Blade shook his head, smiling. “She’s wise, that one.”

“The bad news?” Trystan urged, feeling exhausted. “You couldn’t find him, could you?”

There was no need to specify who he spoke of. They both knew.

Blade shut his eyes for a moment and blew out a breath, then came to sit in the remaining tiny chair, looking near comedically large, but it was difficult to laugh when Trystan had lost not just his father but his dearest friend.

“I searched every pond within a three-mile radius. There was no sign of him.” Blade rubbed at his temples. “Could he still be in the manor?”

“I looked in all his usual spots.” Trystan sighed, rubbing at the scruff at his chin. “No luck. Gods, what if he’s—”

“No.” Blade shook his head vigorously. “No, I checked the perimeter as far as a frog of his size would be able to travel. I’d bet all my vests he’s still here somewhere in the manor.”

“Are you trying to encourage me not to find him?” Trystan muttered dryly, folding his arms over his chest and staring at Blade’s distractingly bright yellow attire.

Blade grinned, throwing his arms wide. “At least I’m always easy to spot.”

“Unlike a green frog. In a green forest.” Trystan rubbed at the bridge of his nose, feeling a thousand times older than his twenty-nine years.

“The forest is slowly being leached of color by the fading magic, if that makes you feel better.” Blade offered this information while taking a large bite of a cookie shaped like a lily.

Trystan just glared at him. Then made a quiet decision as Blade took another bite of the cookie. “Evie and I had sex.”

The dragon trainer rocked forward so hard, the bit of cookie fell off his tongue, his mouth hanging open, jaw unhinged, eyes so rounded that Trystan wondered whether they might pop out of his head. “You—you—you and Evie had— I mean the two of you actually—”

“Fornicated,” Trystan finished for him, abashed to find himself feeling a tad unsure at his confession. What in the gods’ names was he doing?

“DON’T SAY FORNICATED!” Blade’s hands flew up to his ears, and he looked prepared to fight off the word if it came to it. “I’m having too many thoughts at once. My head’s gonna burst.”

“Vocalize one of them, man!” Trystan barked with more than a hint of vulnerability now, a feeling he wanted to squash like a bug.

Blade combed his fingers through his hair, then braced his hands on his knees, sputtering and out of breath. “Where? When?”

“A barn,” Trystan answered immediately, not eagerly but without needing to beat around the bush. He checked his pocket watch. “Thirty-five hours ago.”

Blade’s grin told Trystan he’d divulged too much and was about to be punished for it.

“You’re keeping track of the hours?”

“It’s easier to tell time by hours,” Trystan protested, indignant.

Blade scoffed and laughed, clapping his hands together gleefully. “A barn?” he asked. “I never pictured you two in a barn.”

“Do not picture us anywhere,” Trystan seethed, feeling his own head close to bursting.

Eyes wide, Blade rubbed at his cheeks like he’d awoken from a bad dream. “You have a thousand pillows on your bed, and you took that poor woman in a barn?” The dragon trainer delivered this with flapping arms that Fluffy the dragon would find impressive.

“It was what was available,” Trystan protested, and at that point he would have taken whatever was available. A chair, a wall, a dungeon—

Oh. Intriguing.

Although it was very well possible that these places only seemed to be so because he would be with her. It had never mattered before. Sex was meant for physical release so he could continue his evil work unencumbered by base needs, but with Evie, it was different.

With her, he had lost control. And now his base needs were all over the place.

It was no longer a release but an unleashing. A feral, dormant part of him coming alive at the mere mention of her name. A wine he could not un-taste, a storm he could never withstand. She was eclipsing everything he thought he understood and molding it with her lovely fingers into something new, until he was someone new.

Someone better.

Or worse.

It didn’t particularly matter as long as she was his.

There was a moment of pause. A comfortable, beautiful silence.

Then Blade ruined it—by speaking.

“So are you two… Was it… Uh.” Blade scratched the back of his neck. “What am I permitted to ask about without getting my head lopped off?”

“The weather.”

Blade threw his arms up and flopped out of the tiny chair to the ground. “Why tell me, then?”

Trystan didn’t know why. All he knew was that his life had been thrown into upheaval again, the woman that consumed his every thought was tailored by fate to be his enemy, and the magic he’d lived with for years upon years was no longer with him.

The most surprising part?

He didn’t miss it, perhaps because it was never his to begin with. “Because you’re here, I suppose,” Trystan reasoned, straightening his shirt, ensuring not an inch of him was out of place. When one couldn’t control the end of his life as he knew it, one could at least control if his shirt was wrinkled.

To him, the two things, of course, were synonymous.

“Flattering, but I think it’s actually because I am your only friend.” Blade snorted and then sobered when they both remembered.

Their other friend. The one who was notably absent. A lump formed in Trystan’s throat.

“So, you two are finally together, then?” Blade asked, looking well prepared to dodge a punch if necessary.

It was why he answered the question honestly. “No.”

Blade’s head dropped into his hands. “Of course not. That would make too much sense. I swear by all the gods, you two get some sick joy out of making yourselves miserable.”

“That’s not true,” Trystan objected, outraged, as he stood up. “Sage is adjusting to a complete shift in her world and all she thought she knew. I won’t push her for my own selfish wants.” He punctuated this declaration by shoving at Blade’s shoulder, sauntering to the door, and exiting to the sunlit hallway, Blade on his heels looking ready to perish.

“You do realize that every bad decision you two make, we all must suffer,” Blade muttered under his breath, but Trystan ignored him until they reached Trystan’s chamber doors…which were ajar.

A chill skittered down the back of his neck, and his fears were affirmed when he shoved the door all the way open and found the room torn apart.

Blade whistled beside him. “Have you ever considered a stress ball in lieu of a destructive tirade? This can’t be fair to the cleaning crew.”

“This wasn’t me,” Trystan stated, emotionless. “Someone was searching for something.” A fire crackled in the hearth—a fire that hadn’t been there when he left his chambers. Why would someone ransack his room only to leave him a comfortable crackling fire in their place? As he drew closer to it, though, Trystan realized with a sinking in his gut that all his desk drawers had been thrown open, papers and items either tossed to the ground or missing. And ash-covered paper folding into the flames was all that remained. Of the pages they’d been able to steal of Rennedawn’s storybook. Gone.

Trystan clenched his fists, anger coursing through him, because one of two things could now be true. Either Marv had found a way out of his dungeon…

Or he hadn’t been the sole traitor at all.

Trystan stormed for the door, only halting when he was struck by something else. Something that sent chills down his spine.

Trystan turned slowly back around, finding one more thing gone from the room.

The thing he’d placed on the frog’s bed for safekeeping.

Kingsley’s crown.

Narrowing his eyes, he charged for the door, hearing Blade call after him, “Where are you going?”

“To the dungeons,” Trystan growled.

Where traitors lurked in the dark.
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CHAPTER 4

KINGSLEY

Finally.
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CHAPTER 5

EVIE

Evie was daydreaming about being alone forever.

The blissful thought had invaded her mind all day. Running away from all the problems of Rennedawn, all the pain. The temptation to move herself to the mountains, to hide among the trees. Where she couldn’t hurt anyone. And no one could hurt her.

With a deep breath in, Evie took a step toward Trystan’s office, raising her hand to knock on the closed door.

“Enter,” Trystan’s low voice rumbled.

She jolted, fist pausing just before connecting with the wood. How did he know she’d be there? Was he so attuned to her? Or to the gilded ink circling her pinky, the one that let him know when she was in danger. Regardless, it was a foolish thought—running away. She’d not make it far.

And further, he’d never forgive her.

None of them would.

By the gods…am I becoming a pessimist?

Shivering, Evie pushed open the doors, then took in the scene before her with pleasant confusion. Trystan stood in front of his desk, her usual chair occupied.

Marv.

“Oh, are we gathering for tea?” Evie asked lightly, trying to keep her voice from shaking as she entered and closed the door. The dark magic came in with her, swirling around to play with her hair. “Hello, Marv dear. How did you sleep?” She wasn’t trying to unsettle him; the magic was acting of its own accord, but Marv’s wide eyes still stared at her, at the magic surrounding her, like she was a ghost and was paralyzing him with fear.

“We-Well, Ms. Sage. Thank you,” Marv squeaked as Evie rounded his chair to face him, standing beside Trystan.

“Marv and I were just discussing that, actually, Sage,” Trystan said coolly, staring with more deep emotion than Evie had ever seen him aim toward a prisoner. This betrayal hurt him more than any other; she could see it. The same look she was sure he’d found in her own eyes after her father. After Gideon. After her mother.

Her mother.

Shaking away thoughts of Nura she could not bear, she focused all her attention on Trystan. “Were you really going to steal my fun and question him without me?”

“I left a note on your desk to come see me at once,” Trystan objected, brow furrowed. “What did you think that was for?”

Allowing a small smile to tilt her lips up, Evie felt her soft heart cradled by his concern. “I wasn’t certain. It was vague, and you did an inappropriate doodle at the bottom.”

His eyes widened, and Marv’s lips parted, eyes darting between them rapidly.

“I did no such thing. I drew a doodle of us”—he waved a hand between them—“torturing Marv.”

Marv made a choking sound, and Evie pulled the bit of parchment from the pocket of her blue skirts and stared. “Is this not meant to be you on top of me?”

Marv made an altogether different kind of choking sound as Trystan gaped at the drawing. “It’s you and me questioning a witness! Hence the chains and the—”

She wheezed into her palm, and Marv looked at the ceiling, hands bound in cuffs folded in his lap.

“I was attempting to be—” He swallowed. “Fun…for you.”

Don’t fall for it, Evie!

One could not fall when they’d already face-planted in the dirt.

Marv murmured, “It does look a little suggestive, sir.”

“Did I ask you?” Trystan bit out. “You’re here for torturous questioning, not opinions!”

“Of course, sir.” Marv gave a hand-bound salute in his chair most earnestly. “Apologies.”

“Let’s start with an easy one. Why did you ransack my office?” Trystan held the hilt of his sword, ready to use it.

Marv mumbled, “Sir, I was locked up since yesterday. Three other guards told you that.”

Trystan sighed. “I realize that, Marvin, but who else would want to sabotage me in such a way?”

“King Benedict, the Valiant Guard, numerous citizens, nobility, the interns.” Evie listed off the options with a lift of each finger, trying to school her features.

But Marv objected again. “Please believe me. I won’t cause you any more harm, and for the harm I’ve already caused—I am so very, very sorry.” The front gate guard’s voice cracked.

Evie sucked in a breath, her scar pulsing at her shoulder, her dagger echoing the call at the belt by her waist.

She wasn’t sure how she knew, but that horrid feeling when she’d realized her father was a traitor…was nowhere within her when she looked upon Marvin. With Griffin, it had been an instinctual tell that she was facing someone who had hated her all along. Wretched and soul-altering. Yet now, it was not present in the slightest.

“Marv. Did you really do this?” Evie asked softly.

“Sage!” Trystan objected. “The questioning is meant to be torturous.”

She gave her boss a smirk. “I think listening to you panic over a lewd sketch was torture enough. Don’t you?”

Marv’s eyes shot down, his wild hair streaked with whatever grime lined the dungeons below. “I’ll tell you, Ms. Sage. Yes, I did give Miss Lyssa the notes to go see your father. But I—I didn’t know they were meant to hurt her. Not until it was too late.”

“Too late for what?” Evie asked carefully. “Gideon mentioned you spun some fantastical tale that no one believed?” It was a statement she asked like a question, and Marv shuddered, shuffling his boots.

“I am in debt,” Marv wheezed, shame coming from him in palpable waves. “I wasn’t in my right mind that night—too much drink at a tavern in the east end. It was late. I barely noticed the man. Or men, I suppose. They joined me at the card table. It didn’t appear a bad idea to make a wager for money. The first man was so very bad at it. I thought I was sure to win.”

“You were hustled,” Trystan stated without sympathy, but also without anger.

Marv nodded, sighing shakily. “When I lost…I panicked, and that is when the others showed up.”

“Others?” Evie gently slid the spare chair toward Marv and seated herself next to him. “What others?”

“A group of men. Valiant Guards out of uniform. They told me the debt would be forgiven if I did them a favor, and I didn’t see the harm in it at first. But the vow had to be marked in permanent ink. I was too drunk to realize the foolish thing I’d done until it was too late.”

The truth was evident in the words, but Evie wasn’t certain if she could trust her instincts any longer, when her faith in people’s goodness was so often thrown back in her face. “In ink? As in a second employment bargain?”

“More of an agreement to pass along the notes from your father to Lyssa. They’d be slid underneath the barracks door with my name marked on them. I tried to ignore them, but then the mark…” He nodded down to his right arm, and Evie took that as her cue to help him roll up his sleeve, revealing an ugly growth of black veins climbing up his arm toward his neck. “Every time I resisted, it grew closer to my
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