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For Cristina Weiner.
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Prisca
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Pieces of Lorian hung in the air, the glacial statue of his body like a shattered vase frozen at the moment of impact.

I’d lost so much. Over and over. But I couldn’t lose him. Couldn’t endure this. It would break me into pieces just as small as the icy shards I stared at now. So I clutched my hourglass until my hand ached and continued to claw at my power with everything I had.

The edges of my soul began incinerating, tiny pieces turning to ash and drifting away. Blinking away the blood dripping from my eyes, I focused on my mate.

Finally, one single second slipped backward. And then another. The edges of my vision dimmed. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. But I used my magic like a rope tying me to him.

And I held on.

I couldn’t fail him. I refused.

But a strange, dizzying rush swept through my body. And two women were suddenly standing just footspans away, on the ship, their features eerily similar to mine.

A sob rattled my chest. The woman on the left… If not for the faint lines around her eyes, we might have been twins.

Once, I’d hated Ysara for not showing me her face.

Now, I knew I saw it each day in the mirror.

This was my mother. My real mother.

Some part of me had hoped she’d made it out of that house the night I’d disappeared. That she was alive somewhere. I hadn’t realized until now how foolishly I’d clung to that hope.

Letting go of it hurt.

The woman standing next to her also looked at me with eyes the exact same color as mine. But those eyes were old and wicked, the smile playing around her mouth suggesting she knew the secrets of the world––and was unimpressed by them. This was the woman who had used her power to age her enemies. The one who had lashed out in her last moments, turning Eprotha’s capital into the Cursed City.

My grandmother.

My mother reached out her hand, as if to stroke my cheek. But no warmth radiated from her skin. I would never know her touch.

“Let go, Nelayra. This is forbidden for a reason.” Her voice was soft. Gentle.

“I can’t.”

Her eyes filled with such grief, my chest clenched.

“I love him. I’m—I’m sorry.”

My grandmother’s mouth curved. “Let the child choose her own fate. Just as we did.”

Both of them were dead. Was that a warning? I continued to pull my power to me, and my grandmother laughed, glancing at my mother. “Such reckless disregard for the laws. It’s like looking at my younger self.”

My chest hollowed. My grandmother’s rage had leveled an entire city. Was such destruction my fate?

“Please, Nelayra,” my mother begged. “If you do this…”

My grandmother gave her a hard look and then returned her gaze to me. “In the unlikely event that you don’t join us in the afterlife, there will be consequences. Grave consequences.”

I’d known that the moment I’d used the hourglass to begin turning time backward. And nothing would stop me. Nothing.

She shook her head at me, and pity gleamed in her eyes. “You think you know what it is to suffer. You will live with the repercussions of this choice for the rest of your life.”

“I can’t save our kingdom without him.” I couldn’t live without him.

Her gaze hardened. “Do not attempt to justify your actions in such a way to me, girl. You are my blood. And I expect better from my granddaughter than a queen who hands her power over to anyone.”

Shame curled in my gut, and I lowered my head. My mother stepped closer, and this time, I could almost feel the heat of her hand as she cupped my face.

“I loved your father the same way. I wouldn’t have listened either.” She hesitated, and then her lips firmed. She held out her hand, and an amber ball of light appeared, the exact color of all our eyes. With a flick of her wrist, she pressed it to my chest, and I watched as that light disappeared within me.

When she glanced at my grandmother, the older woman rolled her eyes.

“Oh, very well.”

Her own amber fire burned even brighter. “Change the world, granddaughter. And heal our kingdom.”
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LORIAN

I had the vaguest sense that something had gone terribly wrong. A feeling of…disquiet that curdled through my chest.

Boom!

I whirled. A rush of exhilaration swept through me as the barrier fell, and some of the humans in the skiffs began to glow, striking out at Regner’s fleet with their returned power.

I let out a triumphant laugh.

Prisca’s scent hit me before she did. I’d expected to see elation, but her face was deathly pale. She fought like the wildcat I’d named her, lashing out, her foot moving behind mine in an attempt to trip me.

Something was wrong.

I allowed her to push me back several steps farther down the deck, even as I reached out to cup her face.

The ship beneath us exploded.

I had a single moment to reach for her, to grab her…

Her eyes were wild, and she leaped toward me, only to be thrown through the air.

I twisted my body in an attempt to catch one of her limbs. But she flew sideways, hitting the icy water somewhere on the opposite side of the ship.

Screams fractured the air around me, immediately replaced by the muted roar of water in my ears.

But I was already swimming toward her, saltwater suffocating my senses.

Where was she, where was she, where was she?

“Prisca!” I roared.

Parts of the ship lay burning on top of the water, black smoke further impeding my vision. I ducked, diving deep, squinting into the churning water. My heartbeat, loud and erratic in my ears, seemed to synchronize with someone else’s.

Prisca.

My head spun with relief. My lungs burned like they were aflame, but I let my instincts guide me. Each shadow, each floating silhouette, brought a surge of hope, followed by the crushing weight of disappointment.

Desperate, I clung to the bond between us.

The bond that was fading. I drew deep for my power in an attempt to push debris aside with my wind.

Don’t you dare leave me, wildcat.

In the distance, I caught a flash of white-blond hair, standing out like a beacon in the ocean. The sight allowed me to use the last of my power to drive myself through the water. Prisca was sinking, as if the waves were hungry for her. Her face was as white as a corpse, eyes closed. No bubbles floated from her mouth.

She wasn’t breathing.

Catching her in my arms, I pressed my mouth to hers, giving her the little air remaining in my lungs.

Fight, Prisca. Please.

Kicking my legs to power us up through the water, I kept my mouth fused to hers in an effort to make her breathe.

Finally, finally, I burst through the surface of the water, the cool, life-giving air hitting my face. I sucked in one desperate breath and fixed my mouth to Prisca’s once more.

“Lorian!”

I spared a single glance in the direction of the frantic voice. Madinia stood carefully balanced in a skiff full of hybrids. Likely, Galon had used his power to send her skiff toward us. I treaded water long enough to push Prisca over the edge and into the small boat, immediately hauling myself over after her.

The boat rocked dangerously. Madinia crouched, and several hybrids let out screams.

Madinia pushed Prisca’s hair off her face. “You have to restart her heart. I saw Regner’s healer do it once.”

I shoved my hands against Prisca’s chest, pumping again and again. Her body lay limp on the bottom of the boat. No response.

My entire body went numb. It was as if I were watching someone else’s hands attempt to save my mate. As if it were someone else who leaned down to blow air into her lungs.

The skiff was eerily silent. No one even moved.

I pumped harder, faster, my movements increasingly desperate.

One of her ribs cracked. I felt it like a blow to my own.

“I don’t know what you did,” I ground out. “But you don’t get to leave me here without you. You will fucking come back to me, or I will follow you and drag you back myself.”

“She’s gone,” someone said.

I snarled. Above our heads, lightning split the sky. Where was that power earlier when I needed it?

“That’s the Bloodthirsty Prince attempting to save his mate,” someone else whispered. “I suggest you be very, very quiet.”

Madinia leaned close, checking Prisca’s pulse. Her eyes met mine, and she shook her head.

I ignored her, slamming my hands into Prisca’s chest. Another rib cracked. Oh gods.

“Please,” I begged. “Please, wildcat.”

The bond between us was fading. I could feel it, barely lingering. I clutched it to me.

This was not how we ended. I would never accept this. Could not be expected to endure it.

Movement.

For one terrible moment, I thought I’d imagined it.

And then water poured from Prisca’s mouth, and Madinia was pushing at my hands, attempting to shift Prisca to her side. I rolled her gently, conscious of the damage my hands had done to her fragile bones.

The water choking from her lungs seemed endless. Finally, she stopped coughing. Her chest lifted and fell.

She was breathing.

But she wasn’t opening her eyes.
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MADINIA

The distant cry of gulls was a constant refrain. The sound warred with the pirates yelling back and forth to one another as they performed minor repairs on the ship with the cheerful banter of people who were well aware they were lucky to be alive.

The taste of salt lingered on my lips, while my hair had become unmanageable. Still, I lifted my face to the sun, basking in its warmth like a cat.

It had been three days since we’d brought down the barrier.

And Prisca still hadn’t woken.

The fact that she was breathing was a miracle itself, given the way she’d lain so pale and unmoving in that skiff. My stomach swam, and I took a long, slow breath of the salty air to clear my head.

Daharak had given Lorian and Prisca a cabin near her own. Lorian refused to leave Prisca’s side. Anyone wanting to check on her was forced to also interact with her crazed mate. Even the fae king had attempted to talk to Lorian multiple times, only to be turned away. I’d peered into her room once when Lorian had fallen asleep with his head angled on the bed next to her, and her face at least had regained some of the color it had lost.

The barrier was down. The moment it fell, Regner had somehow managed to sink Prisca and Lorian’s ship. Most of the pirates on that ship had died. Telean had only managed to survive because one of them had kept hold of her, refusing to allow her to drown.

But Prisca’s aunt was currently walking around with a strange look on her face. As if something had gone terribly wrong and she couldn’t quite determine what it was.

The rest of us were celebrating. Eryndan was dead, and Regner had been forced to retreat as the humans were filled with a surge of power from the barrier. Rumors from the city reported that humans across Eprotha were suddenly able to do more with their magic than they’d ever dreamed.

Daharak strolled across the deck toward me. She walked with her usual swagger, but her mouth was tight. “I thought I’d find you here. Lorian wants to see you.”

“Is Prisca awake?”

“No.”

Panic bit at me. “She shouldn’t still be unconscious. What do the healers say?”

“There’s no physical reason for her to not wake up. Her ribs are healed, and her lungs have no damage. One of my people scanned her for magic. Ceri just checked her again, and she says Prisca’s power is depleted or suppressed to such an extent, it is as if it is no longer there.”

I turned my gaze to the ocean. The kind of power the woman she called Ceri had wielded was rare. Rare enough that if not for her life as a pirate, she might have been called to work as one of Regner’s assessors. And yet she used her gift to heal.

“Prisca drained her power during the battle,” I said. “Just as we all did. But this kind of response doesn’t make sense.”

Daharak sighed. “Who knows what is normal with her kind of power? I’ve certainly never seen anything like it.” When I directed my gaze back to her, she’d turned to look at the sea, toward the horizon where the barrier no longer kept us trapped on this continent.

“You’re already planning your next move,” I murmured.

“Regner was forced to flee. His alliance with Gromalia is currently no more—at least until Rekja decides who to trust. And with the barrier down, I can make my own plans.”

“Is this about the weapon you’ve been careful not to mention since the day Prisca rescued your ships?”

The pirate queen had been remarkably closed-mouthed about the weapon she’d chased for years. Now that she finally had it, I couldn’t help but wonder who she was planning to decimate with it.

She slid me an amused look. “I have enemies of my own. And with the barrier down, I’m no longer trapped here.”

“Just as long as you don’t forget to take me with you when you leave this continent.”

Daharak Rostamir seemed like a woman of her word. But still…I wouldn’t risk losing my chance to get off this continent.

She studied my face. Her eyes were shrewd, and I kept my expression blank. “You haven’t changed your mind.”

“No. And I won’t.”

“I can respect that. I won’t forget to take you.”

I nodded to her, even as my gut untwisted. I would have to trust the pirate queen. Trust had never come easily to me, but if the fae were willing to trust her, I could likely do the same. “I need to see what Lorian wants.”

The cacophony of the deck began to fade as I left Daharak gazing dreamily into the distance and headed toward Prisca and Lorian’s cabin. With every step, the noise was replaced by an unsettling silence that thickened the air. The ambient sounds of the ship became muted, as if the world itself was wary of what lay beyond that cabin door.

I made eye contact with Marth, who nodded to me as he stepped out of his own cabin. Like many of us, he’d turned grim. But it was especially jarring from a man who had once encompassed the opposite of the word. “Good luck,” he told me.

I frowned at him, but the air seemed to grow heavier and even more oppressive as I approached Lorian’s cabin. Apprehension coiled in my stomach, and I shook it off, throwing open the door.

He turned his head, and I had one second of eye contact with blazing green eyes before I dropped my gaze.

This wasn’t Lorian.

This was the Bloodthirsty Prince.

The most powerful fae on this continent was watching his mate fade by the day. And the strain of it was obvious in the white knuckles of his fists, the wild, unhinged gleam I’d seen in the single glimpse I’d had of his eyes, the sharp metallic tang in the air—as if lightning was about to spear into the cabin.

“Do you need a moment to pull yourself together?” I asked.

“Careful.” The word was a low croon. Clearly, my attempt at levity had failed.

“Prisca would—”

“There are many things Prisca would do if she were awake. She is not.”

And I was finished cowering. Straightening my spine, I lifted my head, relief flowing through me as I found him watching Prisca once more.

“What is it you want?”

That gaze slid to mine again. It was burning. My stomach churned. With Prisca unconscious, we at least needed Lorian to keep his sanity.

“What is wrong with you?” I demanded.

A shadow stole over his face. “Nothing. I need to release some power. That is all.” His eyes returned to Prisca, as if it had physically pained him to look away for even this long. “Vicer has not replied to Galon’s message. He was due to return by now. We need to know the current status of the hybrids—both at that camp, and those who will travel toward the Asric Pass.”

And he wanted me to go.

I thought about it. I traveled quickly, I was powerful, and if Vicer was in trouble, I felt confident that I could help him. Besides, as much as I would prefer to stay close to the ship that would take me to my new life, such thoughts were useless if we risked losing this war and any chance of a future.

“I’ll go.”

Lorian nodded. This was the cold mercenary Prisca had likely first met. How she’d fallen in love with him, I would never understand. But my own gaze drifted back to Prisca. She was so fucking pale.

“She’s going to be fine,” I said. This was not how it ended. Not for Prisca, and not for us. I knew that, deep in my bones.

Because if I was wrong…

“I know.” Lorian spoke the words with full confidence, as if he would accept nothing less. But that sharp, metallic scent had filled the air once more.

Swallowing back the useless words on the tip of my tongue, I walked out.
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The Queen
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I clawed at the hand covering my mouth. Another hand pinched the skin beneath my ribs, and I bucked.

“Shh.”

That voice was familiar.

I let out a grunt, and the hand tightened. “You made a mistake coming here, Your Majesty. I suggest you pray to whichever gods you favor that we will live through this.”

Pelysian allowed me to turn my head just enough to meet his gaze. His eyes were hard, and something in my chest relaxed as they left my own, lingering instead on the thousands of monsters chained within the mine. For the first time since I’d known him, his face drained of color, terror tightening his features.

“We are leaving,” he whispered. “Now.”

Slowly, as if he couldn’t trust me not to scream and get both of us killed, he removed his hand from my mouth. I gave him the look his actions deserved.

He ignored me, jerking his head and gesturing for me to follow. But I still wanted that amulet. When I hesitated, he bared his teeth in a way that made it clear he would carry me out if he felt he needed to.

Once, I’d thought him a loyal subject. Now, Pelysian knew neither of us could afford for the other to be caught. And he was treating me accordingly.

I didn’t like it.

But I followed him back down the passageways, gratefully inhaling the fresher air as we left the monsters behind us. Still, the sight of them straining at their chains would be forever imprinted into my mind.

We turned left, and I searched for a hidden spot we could use to have a quick conversation. I wasn’t going anywhere until I had that amulet.

Pelysian froze. Every muscle in my body stiffened in response. His power allowed him to hear even the quietest whispers.

My heart jumped in my chest as he whirled toward me, eyes darting. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me into the tiniest crevice. I shook my head. It was too small.

His expression turned thunderous, and he roughly shoved me between his body and the stone wall, pressing me against it. Thankfully, the minimal lighting at least worked in our favor, but the chances of discovery…

Pelysian’s heart pounded against my ear. I was wedged between him and hard granite, both of us trembling.

Finally, I heard it too. Booted footsteps walking toward us.

Low voices sounded, and a rush of adrenaline hit me.

What was I doing?

I’d had the opportunity to run. I could be anywhere, and I was in this hell Sabium had built, just footspans from the creatures he would turn on his enemies and the guards who would arrest me without a thought.

Was I so used to living with terror that I was unable to choose a life without it? Was I truly going to last this many years under Sabium’s control and throw it all away with one stupid choice?

“The creatures are restless today,” a feminine voice said.

“Probably need to be fed. The king likes to keep them half starved so they’ll stay vicious. You’re new, right?”

“Yes.”

A low chuckle sounded from the male. “What did you do to be demoted to this position?”

The woman hissed but didn’t reply. They were so close now, and their voices seemed to echo through my bones. Pelysian’s hand moved near my hip. He’d unsheathed his dagger.

I was more than happy for the guards to die, but if they were discovered before we left this place, our own chances of survival greatly decreased.

I strained, and my power jumped within my grasp. Perhaps it would help just enough for us to live through the next few moments.

“How did he get…so many of them?” the woman asked.

“Some fae woman has been handing over creatures from her territory for years. Calls herself a warden or something.” He laughed, and the sound was so close to us, I flinched. Pelysian’s hand tightened warningly on my arm. “Those fae bastards have no idea what’s coming for them.” His voice faded as he continued walking past us. The creatures began to screech, likely sensing their approach.

Sweat dripped in a steady line down my back.

Pelysian kept us hidden for several long minutes after they had passed. Finally, he pulled me out of the shallow alcove. His hand remained around my arm as he practically dragged me down the passageway.

I allowed it. He would be alerted to anyone else coming our way long before they heard us.

We approached the entrance of the mine. I clamped down on the urge to sprint into the wide expanse and fresh air outside. Instead, I studied Pelysian. He was covered in dust, and he had the wary look of someone who had been traveling for days.

“How did you know I was here?” I asked.

“My mother. Will your power work on both of us?”

“It’s unlikely. It’s weak.” Admitting such a thing burned, but Pelysian had always known the reality of my magic. Although…perhaps it had just helped us avoid detection. “We can’t leave yet. The amulet is here somewhere.” And everything would change once I took that little artifact from Sabium. Finally, I would be the one with the power.

Pelysian’s hands gripped my upper arms, fingers digging into my skin as he glared at me. “The amulet is hidden in a cavern somewhere below us. There is no way for us to get to it tonight.”

I looked into his eyes. They were filled with rage, but I couldn’t discern any hint of a lie. Besides, if he could get to the amulet, he would likely attempt to take it for himself this very moment.

But… “You know how to get to it.”

“Yes. But believe me, we would need a group of powerful fae or hybrids.”

Frustration bit at me with sharp teeth. All of this was for nothing. The time I’d lost, the risk I’d taken… worthless.

Pelysian released me, shaking his head. “The barrier has fallen, Your Majesty.”

My breath caught. “Jamic?”

“Safe.”

My chest lightened, until it felt as if I might float away. The hybrid heir had somehow managed to keep my son safe, while also dealing Sabium a blow he would not forget.

Perhaps she was even more of a threat than I had first anticipated.

“According to reports, Jamic helped bring the barrier down himself,” Pelysian said.

Pride roared through me. My son was powerful. It didn’t matter that Sabium had forced that stolen power into him. That power was now his. And clearly, he knew how to wield it. While he had made the wise choice to ally with the hybrid heir to prevent Sabium from receiving that power, it was a temporary alliance.

The moment I came for him, we would work together.

“And what of the amulet?” I demanded.

“If you are truly determined to risk your life, we need the book you saw the king take from the castle that day. That will turn the tide in this war.”

My heart raced. I’d known that book was important simply by the way Sabium kept it so close. “How will it turn the tide?”

“The book is a grimoire filled with ancient knowledge and dark magic. It is this grimoire that has allowed Sabium to lie and manipulate with such ease.”

I fought to keep my expression blank. This whole time, I had imagined Pelysian as my tool. The tool I was dispatching to complete various tasks that would help me achieve my revenge.

Instead, he was keeping things from me. He likely knew exactly what that book did and why it was so important. And he hadn’t told me.

I silently seethed as he pressed closer to the wall, peering out at the guards. Perhaps Pelysian’s usefulness had come to an end. I could use him as a distraction, ensure he was killed, and make my escape.

But if they didn’t kill him and chose to torture him instead, I wouldn’t be able to return to the castle to find that book.

Could I even return, after the way I’d escaped? Perhaps if I convinced the guards I’d lost consciousness in that market. Maybe a kindly merchant had healed me? I would only need to be in the castle for a short amount of time while I searched for this grimoire.

I froze. Was I truly contemplating such a thing?

Yes.

Jamic was free, but Sabium would still kill him if he could. He’d said as much.

And if you find the grimoire, you’ll be as powerful as Sabium. This continent will bow to you.

It was a heady thought. Everything Sabium had achieved, the power he had amassed, the creatures he had leashed…

All of it could be mine.

Together, Jamic and I could rule this continent. And one day, we could turn our sights to other kingdoms in distant lands.

I would make the territory Sabium had ruled seem paltry in comparison. I would be the one who was ageless. And he would just be dead. My lips curled at the thought, and the expression felt strange. It had been so, so long since I’d genuinely smiled.

“Nelia is here,” Pelysian whispered.

My muscles locked up. I’d ordered Nelia to leave.

Craning my neck around Pelysian’s huge shoulder, I caught sight of a bush rustling within the forest above our heads.

“She’s going to become a distraction so you can escape,” Pelysian said.

“No. I’ll use my power.”

“She knows the limitations of your power.”

The one person who had always been loyal without anything in return. The closest person I’d ever had to a… friend.

Loyalty should always be rewarded. It was the one thing my father had taught me that I still believed.

“She’s throwing her life away,” I snapped. “Stop her.”

“It’s too late.” Pelysian’s voice was mournful. “She knows I am here, and she knows we are trapped. Prepare to run.”

A stone rolled down the bank, coming close to one of the guards. He froze.

“Show yourself,” he demanded.

The branch of a tree snapped. The guard launched himself up the bank, moving faster than I could have imagined. Several other guards immediately deserted their posts, giving chase.

Pelysian was already pulling me away from the mine. I sprinted, cursing Nelia as her screams pierced the night. I’d told her to leave.

But she’d known. She’d known I’d need a distraction, and she’d sacrificed herself.

A smart sacrifice. My life was, after all, worth more than hers. Still, I would have preferred to think of her living the remainder of her life as a wealthy woman somewhere safe. A fitting reward for her loyalty.

I stumbled, and Pelysian pulled me to him, practically carrying me up the bank in the opposite direction of the guards. They would search this forest in an attempt to find anyone who might be with Nelia.

A thud sounded, and as if compelled by some strange power, I turned. Nelia’s body rolled down the bank, coming to rest near the entrance to the mine. Her head sat oddly on her neck, her eyes staring blankly—almost accusingly—at me.

Pelysian shoved me down into the underbrush. My hands shook, an endless rage slithering through every inch of my body.

Nelia was mine. And Sabium’s men had taken her from me.

I met Pelysian’s eyes. They were darker than usual, filled with grief. I hadn’t known he was close to Nelia.

It seemed there was much I didn’t know.

“These are called consequences, Your Majesty,” he said bitterly. “I told you not to come here. You refused to listen. Now, stay here while I find our horses.”
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MADINIA

Kaelin Stillcrest was a tall woman who walked with the swaggering self-assurance of a fae male. Usually, I would have admired her for that alone.

Unfortunately, there was little else about her to admire. I watched her for several long moments as she snarled into the face of a pale man who did nothing but nod, his knuckles turning white where they clutched his crossbow.

When she turned, she swept her gaze from my head to my feet, sizing me up. I gave her a bored expression as she stalked toward me.

“Who are you?”

“Madinia Farrow.”

“And what do you want?”

I gave her a dismissive look. “I’m here to see Vicer.”

One of her men moved as if to go find him, and Stillcrest lifted her hand, stopping him in his tracks.

“And who exactly are you to come here and demand to see my people?”

I kept my expression bored. I could already tell it would infuriate her.

“We both know Vicer isn’t one of your people. Now, are you going to find him, or do I need to do it myself?”

I let my hand light up with a ball of fire, carefully studying her reaction.

She stepped back, positioning one of her men in front of her. That, more than anything, solidified exactly who and what she was.

Prisca would have shoved her body between a threat and any one of her people. It was how she was made. I might not agree with her blind loyalty and self-sacrificing nature, but they were some of the traits that would make her an excellent queen.

I let my gaze flick between the guard and Stillcrest, making it clear I’d noted her actions. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes fired, and she opened her mouth.

“Madinia.” Vicer neatly stepped between us. “What are you doing here?”

I turned my attention to him. His eyes were filled with warning.

I pulled my power back into me. It took longer than usual, a stubborn spark lingering in my palm, as if it, too, was disappointed that we wouldn’t be setting anything ablaze.

“I was sent. Because you didn’t reply to our messages.”

Vicer went still. His gaze slid to Stillcrest, and he was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was deadly. “You prevented me from receiving messages from our queen?”

Stillcrest’s face paled and then immediately flushed. “I prevented you from giving detailed information about my people. And she’s not my queen until she’s sitting on her throne with a crown on her head. Even then, she will have to prove herself worthy to rule us. My people are tired of their lives being dictated by royals.”

That was a reasonable point. And I would have believed her, if I hadn’t already watched her walk around this camp as if she wore a crown.

Vicer gave her a look of such disgust, Stillcrest dropped her eyes. She immediately snapped her gaze back to his, her cheeks heating. I was small enough to enjoy her discomfort.

Vicer’s eyes met mine. “Come with me.”

I followed him into the camp, weaving through tents in neat rows, all of them in various shades of earth-toned canvas. The camp blended seamlessly with the surroundings of the forest, and the hybrids who lived here wore various shades of greens and browns to evade prying eyes. Even with the directions Vicer had passed to us, it had been difficult to find. But Regner’s soldiers could simply use the process of elimination as they searched every inch of his kingdom. Eventually, they would find this camp, and all the camouflage in the world wouldn’t help them.

Several pairs of curious eyes turned toward us, but Vicer quickly led me to a tent situated on its own, near what looked like their armory. Paths weaved through the camp, while the air was thick with the mingled scents of campfire smoke, roasting meat, and pine.

“I know you brought the barrier down,” he said as we stepped inside the tent. It was sparse, with a small cot and one chair. He gestured for me to take it, and I shook my head.

“There are humans here who suddenly received an influx of power,” Vicer said. “Even Kaelin was forced to admit how incredible an achievement it was.”

I just shrugged. “Lorian and Prisca want to know the status here,” I said. “From what I can see, there hasn’t been any movement toward the Asric Pass.”

Kaelin likely had spies in this place, and I wouldn’t risk her learning that the hybrid heir was currently still unconscious.

Vicer pinched the bridge of his nose, his gray eyes glinting. “The hybrids we managed to get out of the city… most of them stopped here for food and rest, and then left in small groups, continuing their journey. My people set up hidden camps with food and water in various locations on the way to the pass. They’ll wait there for the signal to cross—once the soldiers Regner is hiding in the pass have been dispatched.”

That part of his plan made sense. It was brilliant, even. But…

“What about the people remaining in this camp?”

“I’m trying.” He opened his mouth, closed it. Frustration slid through his eyes.

“What is it?”

“Regner’s scouts have been drawing closer. Kaelin insists her people will kill any who discover the camp. But if the scouts don’t return to their commanders, more will be sent. These people are running out of time. But this is their home. They refuse to leave.”

Several children ran past the outside of our tent, laughing in the unrestrained way such children did. If Regner’s iron guards found this place, that laughter would end. Forever. I met Vicer’s eyes. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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PRISCA

I was so very, very comfortable.

The world spun around me in a sickening whirl. But here, with my cheek pressed against the hard ground, I was safe.

Nothing could touch me here.

There was no pain. No grief. No responsibility.

Coward, a voice whispered. He’s waiting for you.

I felt myself frown, but the movement was distant, as if it didn’t belong to me. Still, the spinning slowed, and a gruff voice called to me from a great distance.

“Prisca.”

Something about that voice made my heart ache. Made me want to lift my head, even if it meant losing myself to the awful, dizzying mess around me.

“Wildcat. Please.”

That voice pierced the dark chaos above me, stabbing deep into my gut. I never wanted to hear that powerful, male voice beg. Ever.

Lifting my head, I pressed my hands into the firm ground below me and pushed.

The world came into focus.

Lorian’s eyes met mine, dulled with exhaustion. Why was he so tired? It wasn’t like him to sleep poorly.

His hands cupped my face. The world continued its slow spin. But he’d joined me here in the eye of the hurricane.

“You’re awake.” His kiss was desperate, tasting of grief and hopelessness. Dragging his lips away, he pressed his mouth to my forehead.

I wasn’t lying on the hard ground at all. No, the pillow beneath my head was soft.

“Healer!” Lorian roared. A door was flung open, and a woman was suddenly bustling toward us. She pressed her fingers to my pulse, frowning as my heart began to pound faster and faster.

The room listed slightly, and this time, I knew it wasn’t just me. Ship. We were on a ship…

Blind terror slammed into me, and I clawed at Lorian, dragging him close.

“You’re alive.” I leaned into him, saturating my lungs in his scent.

Confusion creased his brow. “You were the one who nearly died.”

I’d done it. He was talking and breathing and alive. I’d defied the gods for him. And I would do it a thousand times if I had to.

But my memory still served up the image of him, shattering into a million pieces. Anguish stabbed into my chest, and my entire body shuddered.

“We need a moment,” he said to the woman, who fled the room, not even bothering to close the door behind her. Despite myself, I felt my lips curve.

“Have you been completely unreasonable again, prince?”

He ignored that. “Prisca. What is it?” His voice was low, soothing, but a muscle ticked in his jaw, and his eyes were dark with concern.

“When…when Conreth attacked Regner, the human king used a mirror to reflect Conreth’s attack back at us. I think it must be the mirror given to the humans by Faric—one of the meddling gods who started all this,” I said bitterly. “Conreth’s power…it hit you.” My mouth turned watery as that sickening terror lurched through me once more. “You died, Lorian.”

My voice cracked, and I blinked back the tears that flooded my eyes. “You turned to ice. And I watched you sh-shatter.”

His face lost color. “And you brought me back. That’s why you almost died.”

Someone sucked in a sharp breath. Conreth stood, one arm braced against the doorway as he stared at us, his expression devastated. His gaze met Lorian’s, and my chest burned.

I’d vowed that one day I would make Conreth pay for everything he’d done to Lorian. But now…now, I didn’t need to.

He’d just learned what he’d done—that he’d killed his brother.

And his eyes…

Something had broken in the fae king. Within a single moment, he’d become a shell of a man.

And even knowing he deserved it, pity stirred within me.

Without a word, Conreth backed away, shutting the door behind him. Lorian immediately turned his attention back to me, his gaze searching my face.

I cleared my throat. “I want to sit up.”

He shoved several pillows beneath my head while I surveyed the cabin. My stomach rumbled, and he stepped away, opening the door and speaking to someone.

“The healer will return in a few minutes,” he said. “Tell me. All of it.”

So, I did. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I told him of my desperate, stumbling gait as I’d attempted to cross the ship to get to him. I told him how he’d left me, and the way I’d felt his presence for a single moment right next to me. I told him of the way Telean had screamed at me, warning me not to do what I’d done next. And I told him about my mother, my grandmother, the consequences they’d warned of, and the fact that I could no longer feel a single spark of my power, even with the hourglass around my neck.

By the time I finished, my voice was dead. No more tears flooded down my cheeks. Lorian looked like I’d punched him in the gut, and when he caught my chin, his hand shook.

“You… I don’t need to tell you how dangerous that was. You already know it. Any consequences, we’ll face them together. But I need you to promise me, Prisca. Promise you will never do such a thing again.”

“I don’t think I’d even be able to,” I said. I didn’t tell him how I’d been feeling tiny slivers of my soul burning to ash. That I’d felt the gods take everything I had to give and demand more. And that if my mother and grandmother hadn’t been there to give me the tiniest pieces of whatever was left of their being…

I likely wouldn’t be here either.

Part of me wondered if I had hallucinated my mother and grandmother. If coming so close to death had simply allowed my imagination to provide me with the people I had wanted to see most.

But I remembered my mother’s gentle smile. And my grandmother’s wicked eyes.

“Change the world, granddaughter. And heal our kingdom.”

Heal our kingdom.

“What happened?” I asked. “I felt the barrier come down.”

Lorian nodded. Getting up, he opened the door, gesturing for the healer to enter. She was a small woman, with dark hair almost as curly as mine. Her eyes glimmered with curiosity, but they shifted immediately into the appraising look I’d seen on Tibris’s face a thousand times over the years.

“I’m Ceri,” she said. “How do you feel?”

“Fine. Weak,” I admitted when Lorian narrowed his eyes at me. “And…I can’t feel my power.”

After a few minutes of taking my pulse, checking my breathing, and examining what felt like every inch of me with her magic, she pronounced me in need of rest. I wasn’t surprised. My body had begun to tremble from fatigue.

“And my power?”

“I don’t have much understanding of power like yours,” she admitted. “But I’m assuming it is simply a burnout. It is unlike anything I have seen before, but I expect your power will return.”

“Thank you,” I told her, attempting to silence the voice that asked me what I would do if it didn’t return.

She just nodded, opening the door and waving through a young girl who carried two bowls on a tray. She took the tray and nodded to the girl.

“Thank you,” Ceri said to me. “My grandmother’s mother had family in Myrthos. The continent to our east,” she clarified when I frowned. “I’ve dreamed of visiting them my entire life. Now, with the barrier down, I’ll be able to.” She bowed her head at both of us, placed the tray on the bedside table, and bustled away.

“So, I died,” Lorian mused. “I knew something had happened, because I saw a single glimpse of Cavis. But I’d never imagined that could be it. Because our ship exploded, and you were drowning. I couldn’t get to you.” His eyes turned haunted. “It felt like several eternities before you began breathing again.”

Cavis. My eyes stung at the thought. I’d hoped he was truly at peace.

I frowned, my mind lingering on Lorian’s other words. The ship had exploded? Of course it had, because Conreth’s power must have missed Lorian. But that meant…

“Telean?” I gasped, sitting up.

Lorian gently pushed me back down. “She’s fine. One of Daharak’s people kept her safe.”

I collapsed back against the pillows, exhausted from my sudden movement. I attempted to ignore the panic that fluttered inside my chest. I wouldn’t be like this for long. I’d regain my strength. And my power.

A knock sounded on the door, and Lorian gave me a rueful smile. “Clearly, people are learning you’re awake. Enter,” he said, and the door swung open, revealing Rythos, Galon, Marth, and Telean.

All of them were alive and healthy. My cheeks ached from my grin.

They crowded into the small cabin, Rythos sitting on the end of my bed. “You scared us, darlin’.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Lorian nudged me until I began to eat, while everyone seemed to talk at once.

“Regner fled,” Rythos smirked. “With Eryndan dead and the barrier down, he obviously decided the gods weren’t on his side that day.”

“Biding his time,” Marth muttered.

Galon raised his eyebrow at him but nodded. “He’ll be regrouping.”

I glanced at Telean. She hadn’t said a word but was watching me silently. Her gaze dropped to the hourglass lying against my chest, and she studied it for a long moment before her eyes finally met mine. A chill rippled through me.

“Since the moment I was pulled out of that water, I’ve had a feeling of wrongness,” she said. “As if the world has shifted. As if I’ve forgotten something of utmost import.”

“Ask me,” I said, my heart sinking.

“I can see from the look on your face that I don’t need to. You used your power in the one way that is forbidden. For your own gain. You risked all of us. You spat in the face of the gods. And you almost died.”

My aunt shook her head, and I hunched my shoulders. Telean was the closest thing I had to a mother. I’d known she’d be disappointed, but seeing her disgust… It hurt more than I could have imagined.

But everyone in this room deserved to know what would happen. Because any consequences I faced would likely affect them too.

“Yes. Lorian died, and I turned back time.”

No one spoke. Galon’s jaw was tight. Marth’s skin was draining of color. Rythos was staring at Lorian with horror in his eyes.

Telean flicked Lorian a single blistering glance, as if he had been the one to do this. “Then that was the will of the gods.”

Fury rattled my bones. “Fuck the gods,” I snapped.

Telean’s eyes went wide, and I kept speaking, unable to stop. “What have the gods done for our people? How have they helped us? All they’ve given us is suffering. I won’t apologize for saving my mate.”

She took a step back from my bed, and her gaze cut through my chest. It was as if she could no longer recognize me. “I expected better of you. Your mother and grandmother would be ashamed.”

I opened my mouth to tell her I’d spoken to them, but Lorian was already getting to his feet, expression flat.

“Leave,” he said.

I wanted to argue, but Galon shook his head at me, flicking his eyes toward Lorian. Tiny sparks were darting across his skin.

Turning my attention back to Telean, I stared at her with no idea what to say. Her eyes softened, but she clenched her jaw, making her way out of the room.

“She’s right to be ashamed,” I said into the silence. “And disgusted. She warned me over and over that I could never use my power that way. I did it anyway.” I met Lorian’s eyes. He watched me carefully, as if bracing for a blow. “And I’d do it again.”

“Of course you would,” Galon said. Lorian continued watching me, and his eyes had turned tender.

“Your aunt will forgive you.”

I hoped so. But even knowing the gods would likely make me suffer for this, I didn’t have it in me to regret it.

Lorian ordered the others out of the cabin when I began to yawn. When I woke a few hours later, I insisted on speaking to Natan—since Galon had mentioned he was currently staying on this ship.

Once, Natan had been just another boy from our village. A friend with an easy sense of humor but a caged look in his eyes, who drank to numb the pain of the Gifting and Taking ceremonies.

I’d thought he was dead. And yet I’d never forget the way he’d joined us in that barely seaworthy merchant ship, as many humans as he’d been able to gather on board, working to bring down the barrier.

I wished Tibris could have seen it. He wouldn’t have recognized his childhood friend.

“Prisca…” Lorian’s voice had turned cajoling, and his eyes flickered with frustration. I understood. It hurt him to see me this weak.

“Galon’s right. Regner will be making new plans. We need to begin preparing.”

“Fine,” he conceded, holding up a hand as I attempted to swing my legs over the side of the bed. “But he can come here. I’ll send word.”

While we waited, one of Daharak’s pirates brought warm water. I freshened up, then sat on the edge of my bed, forced to admit I couldn’t have made it up to the main deck anyway. I would need to shake this off quickly. We didn’t have time for me to be lying around.

Lorian watched me the entire time, his eyes dark. When Natan knocked, Lorian opened the door. “Five minutes,” he said.

I didn’t bother arguing. I was too busy studying the man who’d once been a friend. The day Lina had lost her grandparents and been taken to the city, he’d attempted to pretend not to be affected. But I’d seen the terror in his eyes.

There was no sign of that boy now. Natan’s expression seemed carved in stone. Dark circles had hollowed his eyes, but he stood tall, with an easy confidence that had replaced the swagger and bluster he’d once worn like a favorite tunic.

“Prisca.”

I nodded. “Natan.”

“No one will tell me where Tibris is.”

I sighed. I wasn’t surprised that everyone was being closed-mouthed. “He’s attempting to convince a group of rebels to ally with us,” I said, leaving out the fact that he was technically a hostage. Vicer may have arranged for Natan to meet us, but that didn’t mean I would immediately disclose all of our plans.

Natan’s eyes gleamed with curiosity, but he turned his gaze on Lorian. “They said you’re mated to the Bloodthirsty Prince,” he mused, meeting my eyes once more. “I didn’t believe them until I saw you standing next to him on that ship.”

“Don’t call him that.”

Lorian shot me a look caught somewhere between tenderness and exasperation. Natan just narrowed his eyes at me as if he no longer recognized me. I sighed. “Things are complicated.”

“I understand that much.”

“I thought you’d…” Died. I thought he’d died along with the rest of our village.

He swallowed. “I was away, selling my father’s wolfskins at Mistrun. By the time I returned, it was too late. Everyone was gone. There were only a few of us left.”

My chest tightened. “I’m sorry.” The words were inadequate, but Natan nodded all the same.

“Vicer told me what happened to Thol.”

I nodded, picturing him all alone in that dark cave. It took me three tries to speak around the lump in my throat. “We’d hoped to bring him home, but Regner’s soldiers are crawling over the area. We’ll give him a proper burial when all this is over. I promise.”

“He was hunting you.” Suspicion slid through Natan’s eyes, and Lorian angled his head. He didn’t make a single movement, but Natan stiffened.

I’d forgotten just how intimidating Lorian was to those who weren’t in his inner circle. I gave him a warning look, and his lips twitched.

“He was,” I said. “But he joined us in the search for this.” I held up the hourglass. “I didn’t kill him, Natan. You know me better than that.”

He frowned. “Never said you did.”

But he’d wondered.

I let it go for now. “How many people do you have?”

“If you mean humans who have turned against Regner? Thousands. Caddaril the Cleaver and his criminals are creating chaos for Regner throughout Eprotha. If you mean me personally? A few hundred. More and more villagers have been fleeing from conscription. One of the villages to the east of ours turned on the assessor during a Taking ceremony. The guards killed half the village, but they were eventually killed themselves, and anyone left alive decided to join with us.”

It was hard to imagine. Regner’s guards, priestesses, and assessors had ensured the villagers I’d known would turn on one another at the mere suggestion that one of them was a hybrid. The day Lina’s grandparents had died, the priestess had announced a reward for anyone who would inform them of the presence of one of the “corrupt.” One hundred gold coins. For a villager with little to spare, it was enough to ensure their children’s children wouldn’t go hungry.

Natan must have been following my thoughts because he shook his head. “It’s different now, Prisca. I know it’s difficult to believe. Of course there are some who will always believe the king’s lies, but more and more people are waking up.” He grinned suddenly. “And now that the barrier has fallen, and many people will find themselves with more power…it’s just further proof that their power wasn’t gifted to the gods.”

Pride warmed my chest. We’d done that.

“And those who don’t manage to flee?” I asked softly.

Natan’s grin dropped. “You know what happens to them. And it’s getting more dangerous every day.”

“Perhaps we don’t need all of them to join us,” Lorian said. “At least not right now.”

“What do you mean?”

Lorian pushed himself off the wall. “It’s going to get worse for those who flee. But those who stay will be perfectly positioned and armed with fae iron.”

My heart kicked in my chest, and I pictured the chaos we could cause. “They could turn on Regner’s armies when they least expect it.”

Natan picked at a loose thread on his shirt. “It’s dangerous.”

“All of it is dangerous.”

He raised his head, and his eyes gleamed. “I’ll talk to the others.”

“Thank you, Natan. For…everything.”

“Don’t thank me. One day, you’ll return to your kingdom with your people. We humans will be left with whatever remains of Eprotha. We have no choice but to make sure there is something left.”
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Lorian
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Twice now, I’d watched Prisca drown. Watched her lie still, her chest frozen, face slack. I wished I could somehow keep her away from all water for the rest of our lives.

Her eyes drifted closed, and my chest squeezed, my hand almost trembling as I pushed one of her long curls away from her face.

Sleeping. That’s all it was. A normal response to the healing. Still, I leaned closer, watching her chest rise and fall.

Even knowing we were both alive, dread rolled through my veins, thick and bitter. I didn’t doubt Telean was right—and that there would be repercussions. But I couldn’t bear the thought of Prisca being the one to face those repercussions.

And I kept having the strangest feeling that I was being watched.

Behind me, the door opened, and I hissed out a breath, turning.

Conreth stood in the doorway. His eyes lingered on Prisca for a long moment. Long enough that I showed him my teeth. Usually, that would have at least resulted in an eye roll, perhaps a pithy comment. Today, he just gestured silently for me to join him.

I hesitated, glancing at Prisca. But she was sleeping, and at the very least, I needed to bathe and eat.

Still…

Making my way to the door, I stepped past Conreth, finding Rythos craning his neck, attempting to look into the room. I might have mocked him for his fretting, except that I also couldn’t restrain myself from checking she was still breathing.

“Stay with her.”

He nodded, slipping into the room. My eyes met Conreth’s. “What is it?”

It wasn’t often that my brother looked uncomfortable. Almost…awkward. “Can we talk somewhere more private?”

Despite my dark mood, curiosity burned through me. My brother was acting strangely, indeed.

Nodding, I followed him to the cabin Daharak had given him. This part of the ship was quiet, most people likely above us on the main deck, enjoying the fresh air.

Conreth’s cabin was the same size as mine and spotlessly clean. Likely, he’d warded the cabin to prevent any accumulation of dust.

My brother remained standing. I studied his face, watching the way his eyes darkened, his lips thinned, and then…trembled.

“What is it?”

He seemed to steel himself, meeting my eyes once more. “I heard what your mate said. I killed you. And Prisca brought you back.”

Not for the first time, I was at a loss with my brother. His jaw tightened at my silence. And I truly looked at him. That was…devastation in his eyes. He watched me as if I were still dead, with the knowledge that he was the one responsible.

“Conreth—”

“If not for her and her time magic, you’d be dead. By my hand.”

“You heard what Prisca said. Regner used his mirror.”

“The effect would be the same.”

Fury suddenly burned through my chest. “What would you like me to say, Conreth? We didn’t talk before or during the battle. I worked with the others to strategize, while you refused to communicate, attacking whomever and whatever you wanted. You knew of Regner’s ward. If you’d thought logically, you would have known your attack wouldn’t be successful, and you would have known he’d allowed the wards to falter in an attempt to trap you when you killed his generals. But you weren’t thinking logically,” I snarled. “You were functioning out of arrogance and ego, hoping you could kill Regner where he stood and everything could go back to the way it has always been.”

The blood had drained from Conreth’s face, and I let out a humorless laugh. “Did you imagine Regner’s death would make me reconsider choosing Prisca? Do you truly think that is why I chose her? Because of my need to be at her side during war?”

Conreth’s eyes had lightened—the only sign my words had an effect. “You’re right. It was my arrogance that did this. My inability to accept your choice. I’m sorry, Lorian.”

For a moment, all I could do was stare at him. Never had I heard a true apology from my brother.

My throat unlocked. “Apologize to Prisca.”

He nodded. “I will.”

It was difficult to trust this man impersonating my brother. For an absurd moment, I wondered if Regner had infiltrated him somehow. But no, the misery in Conreth’s eyes couldn’t be feigned.

When I didn’t speak, his shoulders slumped. “I want to truly ally with you and…Prisca. I want us to work together to win this war. I will return to our kingdom and attempt to sway the wardens. You can have full access to Hevdrin and all my generals. You were right—you know this continent better than I do.”

Any other time, I would have felt sheer triumph at his words. But I knew the price of those words, and it left a bitter taste in my mouth. Prisca had nearly died to bring me back. She couldn’t use her power. And who knew what the true consequences would be for defying the gods?

“Do you need anything else?” Conreth asked into the silence.

“Yes. We need you to take Jamic with you. He has so much power, it rivals some of our wardens. Teach him how to wield it in battle against Rekja.”

“Done.”

I couldn’t find it in me to thank my brother. All I could do was nod and stalk toward the door, attempting to ignore the regret in his eyes.

[image: ]

PRISCA

“Enough fussing,” I begged. We stood on the deck, where I was finally enjoying some fresh air. Lorian hovered, one hand clamped around my arm in case I felt dizzy.

He just sent me a look caught somewhere between amusement and pure male stubbornness.

“You need to rest.”

“Lorian.” I’d had two days of resting, and this morning, I’d woken up starving. It was as if my body wanted to replace everything I hadn’t eaten since the battle. Lorian kept watching me eat with a pleased, smug expression on his face.

“Fine,” he growled.

His brows lowered as he stared at the horizon. “What is it?” I asked.

Green eyes met mine, and I could see him debating whether I was well enough to be told whatever it was he had learned.

“Lorian.”

He sighed. “Marth received a message earlier from one of our spies. There are rumors Rothnic is working on something new.”

Dread punched into me. As one of Regner’s patriarchs, Rothnic had been responsible for the horseless carriages in the capital. He’d also been the mind behind the magical cannons that had sunk so many of our ships while we’d worked to bring down the barrier.

There was no question that he was one of Regner’s most important tools. Anything he was working on for this war would no doubt bode poorly for us.

I lifted my face to the sun. Apparently, we were anchored in fae waters, south of Quorith. Nearby, a gull screamed. And yet, even in this peaceful moment, all I could see was that mirror. And the man who had countered my power.

“Tymriel sent us a message while you were… recovering,” Lorian said, his eyes hard.

I snorted. “Are the elders offering to assist us yet? What happened to the hybrids I asked Tymriel to send to help our people get through the pass?”

“The other elders wouldn’t agree. They said it’s too dangerous. Regner has stationed his soldiers along the pass.”

I let out a low curse.

Lorian took my hand. “Last time we spoke, Tymriel said he was hoping to convince someone to go against the elder’s wishes. His letter mentioned a man named Orivan. One of Zathrian’s generals. Tymriel is going to find a way to get a message to him.”

I knew what this meant. “I’m going to have to kill my cousin,” I said.

Lorian’s brows lifted.

“I know you’re thinking it. We don’t have time to tiptoe around the issue. He has twenty thousand hybrids. My people.”

He took my hand. “Our people.”

His words stole the air from my lungs.

At Conreth’s summit, I’d declared that Lorian would be the hybrid king. And clearly, he was ready to step into that role.

Pushing up onto my toes, I buried my hand in his hair and directed his head down to me, pressing my lips to his. Being able to touch him, feel his mouth against mine, hear his low, rough growl…it was everything.

He deepened our kiss, tongue stroking as he wrapped his arms around my body, pulling me close.

There was a desperation to this kiss. I’d watched him shatter apart, and he’d watched my heart stop beating.

Someone cleared their throat, and I pushed against Lorian’s chest. He let out a displeased growl, and I laughed against his mouth.

“Ahem.” Galon grinned at me. “Glad to see you’re feeling better. I have someone you need to meet. Rekja’s people were tearing Gromalia apart looking for his lover, so I asked Daharak to step in. She had some of her pirates keeping her safe during the battle. But I had a feeling you would want to speak to her.”

My stomach curdled. I didn’t regret my order to let Eryndan learn his son was seeing one of the guards. But I hadn’t enjoyed risking a stranger’s life for our needs either.

Galon was waiting for me to respond. Forcing my expression into a mask of calm welcome, I nodded. He turned, and I followed his gaze as he gestured to Daharak and the woman standing next to her.

Both of them walked toward us.

Rekja’s lover moved with the grace of a panther, her sleeveless tunic showcasing strong, toned arms. Her long legs were encased in the leather leggings Madinia also favored, while her black braid fell to the small of her back. Her dark eyebrows and hair contrasted sharply with her pale skin, her bright-blue eyes a shock of color as they narrowed on my face.

“Your Majesty.” She nodded with the ingrained habit of someone who’d been taught to bow to the crown—any crown.

“Please, call me Prisca.”

She hesitated but
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