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After a hundred years of living life in the shadows, it was time for Henry Graham to leave everything he had ever known behind. It was the end of September. Soon, England would go back to being rainy and perpetually covered in a thick gray blanket of clouds while the sun set in the middle of the afternoon. He thought he might as well move to sunnier climes and clement weather—Antigua, perhaps? Or Fiji?

It was well past the hour the inhabitants of the village went to bed when Henry stumbled through the doors of his countryside manor. He raked his hands through thick dark hair that was damp with rain and sweat as he walked down the hall to the living room. After switching on a light that bathed the opulent room in a soft, warm glow, he made his way to the bar cart by the fire, poured himself a healthy dose of whiskey, and took a large gulp.

Henry paced in front of the fireplace, rubbing his face for the umpteenth time. It wasn’t how he wanted to leave, but his latest job had been a shambles. He had discovered, too late, that his grifting partner turned out to be an undercover police officer. It was only a matter of hours before the police would be knocking on Henry’s door with a long list of charges.

Henry cursed himself for being so careless, for trusting another person in such a high-stakes job. His greed and pride had been his downfall. It wasn’t just that his reputation had been shattered; the consequences of the authorities investigating his past could have resulted in him being incarcerated in a medical testing lab. Deep down, Henry knew that the smallest DNA sample he provided would cause alarm and curiosity.

His distinctive, gold-flecked blue eyes swept around the manor that had been his home for the past seventy years. The sleepy village of Sway in Hampshire was perfect for the life of a ghost. Henry had been forced to go to great lengths to navigate a world where there was no explanation for the fact that he had stopped aging in his thirties while friends and acquaintances grew old and ultimately found eternal peace. Records of his existence and evidence of his crimes were destroyed in mysterious fires or misplaced in paperwork. 

Henry gazed at the Rembrandt painting hanging above the carved marble fireplace. It had been stolen from a Boston gallery thirty years earlier and was his most thrilling heist. While the Gardner Museum Theft had made headlines around the world, word of the missing Rembrandt being stolen yet again from the original thief was making the rounds in grifting circles. Never had a thief stolen from another in such a manner. Henry rubbed his chin, ruefully thinking about how he wouldn’t be able to enjoy the spoils of the last successful heist.

“It would seem we’re both wanted men,” a voice rasped from the shadows, making Henry jump.

Without hesitating, he grabbed a wrought iron poker from the fireplace and whirled around, searching for the source.

A vaguely familiar man in a ragged black cloak lounged in the wingback Chesterfield chair tucked away in a dark corner.

Henry inched closer to the man who hadn’t reacted to being threatened with the poker. His oily black hair slicked back from a pale, long face. Heavy, dark brows sat low over pale gray eyes, and his hooked nose jutted out prominently.

“Who are you? How did you get in here?” Henry asked roughly, clenching his fist around the handle.

“It’s only been six months since my visit, Henry,” the man drawled. “Am I that forgettable?”

The memory of a man delivering a letter and package in the spring flashed through Henry’s mind.

“Who are you?” he repeated with slight trepidation.

“My name is Raz.” The man stood up and strolled around the room. He examined the valuable pieces and artifacts in the room. Each had its own nefarious story of how it came to be in Henry’s possession. Raz’s gaze shifted to a black-and-white photograph in a silver frame on the mantelpiece. It was a portrait of a woman with a heart-shaped face, doll-like eyes framed by long, spidery lashes, bow-shaped lips, and dark hair styled into finger waves. 

“Who sent you? Are you with the police?”

Raz chuckled darkly.

“I don’t have time for this,” Henry said when he offered no response. “Either explain yourself or leave.”

“Do you still have the package I delivered?” Raz asked, stepping away from the fireplace and eyeing him critically.

Henry bit his lip, wondering if he could trust the man.

“You don’t have much time,” Raz reminded him. “And neither do I.”

Henry lowered the poker and crossed the room to an elegantly carved antique wooden writing table. Glancing furtively over his shoulder, he slid his hand under the desk and pressed a hidden button. A small compartment popped out from the wooden panel. Reaching in, he pulled out an envelope made of thick parchment. It had been torn at the top, leaving the red wax seal intact. A piece of folded parchment poked out from the ripped edge. He also pulled out a dark velvet box and walked back to where Raz stood. Without taking his eyes off the man, Henry placed both items on the table.

Raz swooped down on the letter, reading it with a furrowed brow.

“Well?” Henry asked impatiently.

“They’ll recognize Lord Zanthus’s handwriting,” Raz muttered to himself. His pale eyes scanned the letter closely, inspecting the lines between the ink. He held the parchment up to the light, illuminating the letter further. Raz squinted and appeared to be satisfied when he brought the piece of paper down.

“You know Zanthus?” Henry asked, taken aback by the use of the title.

Raz gave him a brief nod.

“Why isn’t he here?” Henry asked impatiently. “I was waiting for him to explain.”

“You’d be waiting a long time,” Raz said ominously. “Lord Zanthus is dead.”

Henry paused, taken aback. Another memory hit him like a thunderbolt, as vivid as the day before and not some ninety years prior.

The gloomy, rainy morning in October was a fitting backdrop for Rose Graham’s funeral. Only the priest, a ten-year-old Henry in an ill-fitting secondhand suit, and a strange man were present to say a final farewell to her.

“You can call me Uncle Zanthus,” the man said, placing a large hand on Henry’s bony shoulder and squeezing it reassuringly.

Henry recalled the tall, imposing man with the same blue-gold eyes as his own. He also had the same emblem inked into his left wrist that Henry had apparently been born with, according to Rose. It was a curious symbol depicting a circle divided into quadrants, a different element in each. It was all the proof the naive boy needed to feel a kinship with the man. 

“Tell me about yourself, Henry,” Zanthus requested. They sat on a bench in a nearby park. Zanthus had bought them both ham and cheese sandwiches, chocolate bars, and bottles of lemonade, all of which Henry ate and drank greedily. The orphanage he had been placed in following Rose’s death served the children meager portions of bland oatmeal and dry bread.

Henry merely shrugged and turned away.

Zanthus slipped a gold ring off his index finger and held it out with a thoughtful expression.

“Keep this with you at all times, my boy,” he told Henry, who examined the ring curiously. “It’s a family heirloom.”

Henry twirled the ring around his own index finger—the only tell that gave away his nerves—as he remembered his first encounter with the man who had been the closest thing to family for almost a century.

The ring had a strange emblem engraved into it. Zanthus’s only instruction was for Henry to keep it on his person at all times. He did not provide any explanation about the eye chiseled into the gold face. Henry’s sporadic research about the symbol inevitably led to religious texts that referenced the Eye of Providence, the Evil Eye or the Divine Eye in various forms. 

From that day, Zanthus checked in on Henry every year, always knowing where to find him. They would spend a few hours together as Zanthus regaled a young Henry with fairy tales of people who could command the elements; stories of kings, queens, wars; a land imbued with magic and watched over by Divine entities with powers great and terrible. Henry waited eagerly for Zanthus’s annual visits. Those hours where he could escape his grim existence were bliss. The stories fueled his imagination, and Henry dreamed of flying horses and living in a palace where every wish was fulfilled. 

As Henry grew older, the stories were replaced with strategies for his next confidence job. Times were still tough after two world wars, and Henry had resorted to pickpocketing and petty crime to survive. Under Zanthus’s guidance, he learned the art of the long con, adopting different personas, and using his good looks and charm to coax even the stingiest of marks out of bigger sums of money than he had ever dreamed possible. 

Raz made an impatient noise, dragging Henry back to the present.

“Go pack,” he ordered. “You’ll need clothes that a gentleman would wear.”

Henry stared in disbelief. 

“Didn’t Lord Zanthus tell you about Leneira?” Raz asked. “Terralea? Erindell? Elementals, Empaths, Shifters ...”

As Raz listed off the words that had enraptured Henry as a young boy, his anger grew. How dare that man toy with him and entertain the idea that Henry still believed those fairy tales.

“Get out!” he hissed.

Raz stopped.

“You have trespassed long enough, and I have to leave now.”

“You and I both need to leave,” Raz said calmly. “I’m offering you a way out.”

“You’re mad.” Henry stared. “How the hell do you plan on going to this ... fairy-tale land?”

“It’s not a fairy tale, it’s real.” Raz snorted. “Didn’t you read the letter I gave you? It explains everything.”

The antique grandfather clock chimed in the corner, signaling the late hour. The rain continued to pour outside as Henry contemplated his options. 

“So I’m really the heir to the throne?” he asked slowly, uncertainly. The thoughts and doubts swirled through his mind. Is this my way out of a wretched, lonely, unending life? Or am I being conned and will find myself cheated out of house and money? The possibility that Henry could ever rule a fantasy realm was too far-fetched, even after the things he had witnessed over the past century.

Raz’s thin lips twisted. “It’s not that straightforward.”

Henry glared.

Raz sighed and held out the letter. “With Lord Zanthus’s death, things are different now. We need to proceed with caution and make a foolproof plan.”

“It sounds like you’ve made one already,” Henry said drily, placing his empty glass on the coffee table.

Raz looked at him sharply.

“What do you need me for?”

“To play a part,” Raz replied. “Get rid of the woman who threatens my existence.”

Henry crossed his arms. “That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think? I’m not a murderer.”

Raz merely appraised him.

“Why can’t you get rid of her yourself?”

“I’ve tried.” Raz grimaced. “Several times. But she’s always surrounded by guards or with the royal family.”

“Why do you need her out of the picture?” Henry asked, his curiosity piqued.

“She knows who I am, what I do, and what I look like,” Raz replied. “They’ve circulated detailed descriptions of me throughout Leneira, which makes it difficult for me to move around. Between the desert storms and the guards from all three countries on the lookout for me, I’ve had a few near misses already. I need her gone so I can continue to operate the way I do and avoid being captured by the soldiers and guards.”

Henry wondered if the stranger had spiked his whiskey. It was the most fantastic story he had ever heard.

“This is all real, Henry,” Raz assured him as though reading his mind. He pointed to the photograph of the woman. “You were born just after your mother was in Terralea. You have a claim to the throne, and I can help you get there.”

Visions of himself ruling a magical land slowly overtook the panic that had been growing about the police imminently knocking on his door.

“Go pack,” Raz repeated the order, interrupting Henry’s daydream. “The last train leaves in less than an hour.”

“Where are we going?” Henry asked.

“To Gatwick Airport, then Istanbul.” Raz grinned, revealing cracked yellow teeth.

Henry decided that was a good enough plan given his current circumstances. Before he left the room, he threw a glance over his shoulder and saw that Raz was seated on the couch and had pulled out a blank piece of parchment and a small bottle of ink. He set down both items on the coffee table and was twirling a short stick between his fingers.

“The police are probably leaving the station now,” Raz remarked without looking up.

That was enough incentive for Henry to hasten to his room, where he pulled out a small suitcase already packed in the event he had to leave at a moment’s notice. He had filled it with bespoke suits he’d had made by various Savile Row tailors. Polished brogues, leather belts, quiet cravats, pocket squares, and a small bottle of cologne were neatly tucked into their assigned pockets and holders. At the last moment, he added a small platinum case concealing a pocketknife. The case had cost Henry more than he cared to admit, but it was worth it to be able to carry his trusty pocketknife and other contraband through airport security undetected. 

Satisfied with the items in the carry-on, he changed into a comfortable suit. Henry strapped on a luxury watch to complete the image—he was a high-level executive on a business trip. As he went through the motions, his breathing slowed down, and he entered the meditative state that helped him prepare for the final stages of his heists and cons. He formulated backup plans for all points of the journey, should Raz betray him, running through scenarios and escape routes if required. 

When Henry returned to the living room, suitcase in hand, Raz was stuffing the torn envelope with his newly drafted letter. The parchment Zanthus had written on lay on the coffee table until Raz pulled out a lighter and held Zanthus’s letter to the small flame, watching the corners blacken and furl before catching ablaze. He tossed it into the fireplace, where it burned to ashes in moments. 

Raz noticed Henry standing in the doorway, gaping, and explained, “Leave no trace.”

Henry pursed his lips together and strode to the fireplace. He pulled the photograph down from the mantelpiece. He took in the features he shared with her, which were admittedly few and far between. The dark hair, the dimpled chin, and the wide-set eyes. Rose Graham was beautiful. There was no doubt about that. 

“Nice touch,” Raz said approvingly as Henry shoved the photograph into his suitcase. “You’ll need this too.” He held out the velvet box to Henry, who took it hesitantly.

The ornate talisman that had been delivered along with the letter was a heavy gold chain with a large gem pendant of rainbow-hued swirls of color under the pearlescent sheen. It was beautiful but ostentatious. Zanthus’s letter informed Henry that the talisman had protective properties. 

Henry tucked the letter that Raz drafted and the box with the talisman away into an inner pocket of his coat, along with his passport and birth certificate.

“Now, listen carefully,” Raz said, beckoning Henry closer. “Here’s what you need to do ...”
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The journey to Istanbul was uneventful. Henry had his doubts when Raz said they’d be traveling separately, but Raz assured him he’d follow and meet him in Terralea.

“Make an excuse to visit the market square in Erindell alone,” Raz instructed Henry. “I’ll meet you there.”

With those parting words echoing in Henry’s mind, he arrived in Istanbul on schedule just after the sun had set. He hailed a cab outside the airport and instructed the driver to take him to the area around Sultanahmet Park, where he could while away the evening in a coffee shop. The peak-hour traffic was heavy, but the skilled driver wove in and out of the lines of cars, dropping Henry off at the end of a bridge where the entrance to the old town was located. He paid the driver in cash, adding a generous tip, and the cab zoomed off, leaving him to walk leisurely into the heart of Istanbul. Henry found himself walking down a familiar street lined with coffee shops and restaurants. The city was too old and established to have changed much in the years since his last visit. Most of the development and modernization were in progress in the outer suburbs and extended city borders.

The late-summer night was thick and heavy. The scent of petrichor lingered in the air, indicating a storm threatening to break soon. The narrow streets heaved with locals and tourists with no intention of slowing down any time soon. Henry chose a coffee shop that was relatively quiet and settled into a seat. The owner of the shop gave him a sharp nod when Henry raised a pointed finger. Within minutes, a small cup of thick, richly scented coffee and a glass of water were placed in front of him, and Henry settled back in his seat to watch the hustle and bustle of nighttime activity.

Street vendors haggled with tourists, men working in dondurma ice cream trucks teased and taunted children who laughed and shouted at the theatrics. Cats prowled the streets scavenging morsels of food that diners tucked into at restaurants, and locals leaned back in chairs sipping cups of tea and puffing on shisha pipes. The air was thick with sweet-smelling smoke and chatter, punctuated every so often by the call to prayer from one of the many mosques in the city. Henry let it all wash over him, content to wait until it was quiet enough for him to make his way to the spot instructed in the letter. 

***
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A few hours later, the crowds began to thin. Weary travelers dragged their feet back to their hotels, groups of men wished each other good night and clapped each other on the back before parting ways, and even the lounging stray cats thinned out as they went about their nightly business. When the shopkeepers switched off the lights and dragged down the metal doors, Henry stood and walked toward Gülhane Park, one of Istanbul’s oldest and largest parks on the edge of the Topkapi Palace. There was no one in the vicinity to see him walk through the unlit park and make his way to a large tree that stood, silent and serene, in the middle of the night.

Henry placed his suitcase on the ground and assessed the tree. A warm breeze rustled through the park, carrying the scent of grilled meat from the main road. He glanced around furtively before bending down to open the case and pull out his trusty pocketknife.

He held up the blade and hesitated for a moment. According to the letter, his blood would open a portal to the mysterious land of Leneira. Under the cover of darkness, and with no one to witness his absurd actions, Henry felt he had nothing to lose. Still, it was with a hammering heart and a silent prayer on his lips that he dragged the knife across the palm of his hand. Drops of blood immediately pooled on the surface of his skin, and he rubbed his bleeding hand over the tree bark. 

Exhaling a long-held breath, Henry stepped back. The night had gone still, and there was not a sound to be heard. Just when he was about to turn on his heel, the tree branches creaked, and the leaves rustled softly despite the still air. He gaped at the sight of a fracture growing in the tree trunk that evolved into a yawning rent. It was large enough for two grown men to walk through. 

Henry put a hand out tentatively, but it was swallowed by the blackness. He felt a pull toward the opening, and his heart pounded with excitement. Snatching up his suitcase, Henry stepped into the hole and peered into the darkness as the entrance closed behind him. At first, nothing happened. It was as though he were standing in a dark room. Then a small light appeared in front of him and grew brighter and larger until he found himself staring at a vast desert under a clear, starlit night.

Henry took in a deep breath and stepped out of the tree trunk, which shuddered and creaked as the hole he had stepped through grew smaller and smaller until the bark hid all evidence of the portal. The air was cool and crisp, and although it was dark, the waning moon flooded the area with enough light that he could make out the soft sand before him. He stepped away from the tree, standing at the edge of a forest.

A flickering light through the dense trees caught Henry’s attention, and he carefully navigated his way through the dark. The sand gave way to soft grass, and he was careful to tread lightly lest the crunching of twigs and branches underfoot give away his presence.

Sounds of laughter and music reached his ears, and he moved eagerly toward the revelry. As he approached a small clearing, the light grew brighter. The scent of pine and smoke from a bonfire filled his nostrils. The air thrummed with electricity as he crept through the bushes and squinted at the sight that greeted him.

A group of men and women dressed in blood-red tunics, dark pants, and boots sat around the bonfire, laughing and teasing each other. Two men sat opposite each other, staring intently at the tips of the flames. Henry followed their gazes, and his jaw dropped at the sight of two swords suspended mid-air fighting each other, as though invisible people were dueling above the bonfire.

The audience cheered and called out to the men, who stared unblinkingly at the swords, the clashing metal echoed around the forest. 

Too late, a whisper of fabric and the crunch of footsteps approached.

“You there!” a loud, angry male voice called out from behind him. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”

Henry dropped his suitcase and instinctively raised his hands in surrender. The crowd around the bonfire didn’t hear the commotion, and the merriment continued.

“Who are you?” the voice repeated. Something sharp pressed against his neck, and he looked down to see the tip of a sword shining in the dark. Henry felt the warmth of his interrogator’s body against his back, along with a trickle of sweat that collected at the nape of his neck and slowly inched down his spine.

“My name is Henry Graham,” he replied calmly, his voice not betraying his nerves and misgivings. 

“And how did you get through the portal, Henry Graham?”

Instinct told Henry that he needed to be on his guard. 

“I’m here to meet my father,” he said, evading the question.

“Is that right?” the voice asked coolly. “And who is your father?”

A flame flickered to life next to Henry’s face, and he blinked several times to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. He slowly turned his head so his interrogator—still behind him, holding the sword to his throat—wouldn’t accidentally slice his head off. A woman with tawny skin and dark hair pulled back from her face was holding a small ball of flames in the palm of her bare hand. At that distance, Henry could make out a gold crest embroidered over her heart. A dagger was sheathed at her waist, and a quiver of arrows and a bow strapped to her back. From the stories that Zanthus had told him, he guessed that he was dealing with royal guards

She stepped closer to Henry to examine him; he flinched at the heat of the flames against his face. Her dark eyes widened with surprise as she took him in. The man holding his sword against his neck didn’t falter as the female guard examined Henry from top to bottom, taking in the expensive suit jacket and patent brogues. A bead of sweat rolled down Henry’s temple as the guard paused on the sigil peeking above the cuff of his left sleeve.

“Well?” the man prompted, pressing the blade harder against his neck.

“Tarrick,” Henry blurted out. “My father is Tarrick.”
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Sweat rolled down Elena’s back as the early morning sun beat down on the training ring. Her breathing was heavy, but she refused to stop. Zahra had increased the intensity of training over the past week, and she was feeling the effects every day in her sore muscles. After that fateful night when she killed Zanthus by pure luck, Elena swore she would never be that defenseless again. She would train like the Terralean guards and learn how to defend herself. Properly.

Clashing metal rang through her ears as she deflected the guard’s advance. Elena thrust her sword, but Zahra anticipated the move, stepping nimbly to the side. The whistle of the guard’s blade through the air was Elena’s only warning that she was being attacked again. She leaped back, the edge of the blade narrowly missing her nose, and let out a hiss of relief and frustration.

Though she relished the satisfaction and rush of endorphins that came with the high-intensity workouts, too often, Elena found herself wishing she had Elemental powers. Aside from the advantage it would have given her when training with Terralea’s elite royal guards, rebuilding Erindell had been a longer, slower process than anticipated. Zanthus’s guards had distributed enough toxin to suppress the Elemental abilities in the town’s water sources to keep the people’s powers at bay for almost six months.

However, within a day of the carnage, wagons loaded with enough supplies to last the summer made their way to Erindell. Elena would forever be grateful to Queen Lin of Sailon and King Halder of Skandor for putting aside their differences and helping Tarrick in his time of need. 

She was still haunted by the memories of the late King Arran and Erik being roasted on the spot by a traitor guard. Her nightmares were filled with memories of Erik and Arran leaping in front of Adina and Amaya. In a cruel twist, her subconscious mind slowed down the flames licking up their bodies. Their screams reverberated in her ears, and the scent of charred flesh lingered in her nose when she woke up gasping, covered in a sheen of sweat. 

To keep her mind from dwelling on the horrors of that night, Elena worked with the people of Erindell to assist in any way she could. She made sure to keep busy from dawn to dusk, distributing supplies and assisting those who struggled without their Elemental powers. Elena even looked after children when the school day ended while their parents worked tirelessly to purify the waters.

Elena was brought back to the present when Zahra attacked with a series of blindingly fast lunges. Gripping the hilt with both hands, she pivoted and retreated the way the guard had taught her. The guard hadn’t even broken a sweat despite training for almost an hour, but that was to be expected from the head of the elite guards. 

Zahra had been promoted in a unanimous vote. Elena was grateful that, despite the additional responsibilities that came with the position, she still trained her. They had become close friends as a result of spending every morning together working on Elena’s hand-to-hand combat, sword fighting, and archery. It also helped that Zahra was one of the few people in the palace who treated Elena no differently after she had been officially welcomed into the Terralean royal household. While other palace staff and members of Tarrick’s council treated her with cool courtesy and politeness, Zahra and Leon still jibed and teased her. 

Adina, who she considered her best friend in Leneira, was withdrawn and still grieving the losses of her father and lover. Elena tried to give the princess space to work through her grief, understanding only too well after losing her own parents that the process could be lengthy. But she missed the days of wandering through the streets of Erindell with Adina, sneaking around the palace’s hidden passageways and spending long afternoons relaxing in the palace bathhouse.

Elena jumped back and raised her sword, attempting to gain some ground and switch to offense. She huffed and grunted as Zahra blocked her attacks with minute movements of her own sword. They continued dueling until Elena finally stepped back, holding up her arms in surrender. She wheezed as she doubled over, cursing for not pacing herself during the exercise.

“Getting better.” Zahra grinned, pulling back. “Let’s leave it there for today.”

Elena nodded, panting as she threw down the sword. It hit the dusty ground, the loud clang echoing around the space. Her training in those days was a far cry from the self-defense classes and marathon training she had done back home. 

She took in deep lungfuls of cool morning air, trying to remember the last time her muscles hadn’t ached and protested from all the physical activity. Fall was close to its end, though the summer heat had lingered longer than expected. For the first time in a long time—in her life and since arriving in Leneira—Elena was optimistic about change in the air. They made their way to the water station by the training rings, where Zahra poured them both glasses of water. They sipped slowly, watching the sky lighten and lyrabirds swoop through the air, calling out to each other.

“How is His Majesty feeling?” Zahra asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” Elena replied. She was being honest in her uncertainty about how Tarrick was coping with being king of Terralea and the responsibilities the role entailed. He was still attentive, loving, and respectful of Elena, but both of them struggled to spend more than an hour at the start and end of every day together without him being called away by Leon, attending to political matters with nobles, or meeting with Erindellians who visited the palace with updates on the town’s recovery progress.  

“Today is the first official meeting of the Council of Nobles.” The guard cocked her head to the side. “He must be nervous.”

Elena had been introduced to Terralea’s Council of Nobles at Arran’s funeral. It was made up of twelve Terraleans—men and women—who advised on all internal political, economic, and social matters. With the end of the Peace Summit and Tarrick becoming the king of Terralea, it was time to turn their attention to ensuring the ongoing peace and security of the country.

“Is it an official meeting if some nobles aren’t present?” Elena asked.

“The desert storms have been bad this year.” Zahra tilted her head toward the sky. “The worst in centuries, according to my mother. Lord Darius was lucky to have missed them on his way here. The other nobles who are unable to be here because of them may further delay issues being approved and actioned until they can travel again. These council meetings should have started weeks ago, but with everything that’s happened ...”

Elena frowned. “I’ve heard people talking about how the desert storms don’t usually last this long. And that they are manageable if Terraleans can control the winds.”

“The portal guards’ roster has been affected.” A crease formed between Zahra’s brows. “They operate on a six-week rotation, but that’s now turned into twelve-week stints because of how difficult it is to travel. The princess is worried it’ll deter Terraleans from signing up to our defense force. It’s also unfortunate we lost that last shipment from Skandor.”

“Will this affect trade?” Worry crept into Elena’s voice.

Zahra shrugged. “I’m not sure. King Halder and His Majesty can work out alternate routes if the storms persist, but the ones they’ve been using over the summer are the quickest way between Gothborg and Erindell.”

Elena chewed her lower lip, trying not to let panic consume her. It’s just an annual seasonal thing, she told herself. It happens every year. Tarrick and Halder will still be able to honor the agreements from the Peace Summit. Terraleans will still sign up to join the royal guards. Everything will be fine.

Elena sighed. “Tarrick won’t say it out loud, but he’s getting frustrated by the number of nobles resigning,” she told Zahra. “And the ones who haven’t decided if they want to continue serving him. I hope Lord Darius has answers for this.”

“It’s very odd.” The crease between Zahra’s brows deepened. “I’ve never known nobles to resign en masse.”

“Quee—” Elena stopped to correct herself. “Lady Amaya said that she would speak directly with them if this isn’t resolved by the time she’s back.”

“We need a full council,” Zahra agreed. “The king cannot take action without the support of one.”

Elena shook her head, frustrated. “I don’t understand why they would decline to stay on. It’s an honor to serve on the king’s council, right?” From her understanding of Leneiran politics and the Terralean hierarchy, she could think of no higher honor than being asked to fill such an important and influential position. Aside from council positions being invitation-only, those who filled the roles were also offered suites at the palace and had access to the same luxuries and privileges as the royal family.

“It is.” Zahra hesitated. “The position comes with influence and a say in making decisions for Terralea.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Elena sighed. “I mean, I get that the older members might want to retire.”

“I have a feeling we might be stuck with Lord Malik,” Zahra said.

Elena groaned. “No! There’s a reason Arran didn’t ask him to be present at the Peace Summit.”

“He’s the only one who’s still keen on the job,” Zahra pointed out.

“Yeah, and not being subtle about it,” Elena grumbled. “He, Lady Sofia, and Rhea have pretty much made the palace their home now.”

Zahra chuckled.  

“I need to shower before meeting Darius.” Elena gulped down the last of her water. 

She made her way back to the palace while Zahra went to the barracks to clean up before her shift. The palace was a hive of activity with staff scurrying about the halls, guards patrolling inside and out, and nobles ambling about the grounds in pairs or with their families. 

The air was a pleasant mixture of cooking smells emanating from the kitchens, the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee being enjoyed on terraces and balconies, and the gentle floral scents from the garden. 

The increase in the number of people who resided at the palace meant that a hum of conversation, whispers, and giggles was everywhere. Elena felt more at home with every day that passed, and would forever be grateful for that second chance at life. 

There were moments when she caught sight of Tarrick staring at her with an odd expression on his face when he thought she wasn’t looking. She wondered if it had anything to do with the price he’d paid to bring her back from the brink of death—something he was still reluctant to share with her in explicit detail. Their relationship was still too new, too exciting for her to push for details. But in those moments, Elena’s heart would race, and she’d check on the Leneirans she had come to regard as her new family. After ensuring Amaya, Adina, Leon, Jet, and the royal guards who’d fought alongside her against Zanthus were all well, she would relax and continue as though the moment of panic never happened. 

Elena waved at a woman and a young girl strolling past. The woman had smooth, pale skin that had the appearance of marble. Her striking copper hair was up in an elaborate chignon with braids and shimmering gold thread woven through her tresses, while wavy tendrils framed a heart-shaped face. The emerald silk dress that flowed down her tall, willowy body matched deep-set eyes filled with judgment. 

“Good morning, Lady Sofia, Lady Rhea,” Elena called out cheerfully.

Sofia merely inclined her head in greeting, wrinkling a delicate nose that was dotted with light freckles. Her daughter, Rhea, who was also dressed as though she were attending a feast in a pale pink silk dress with gold embroidery at the cuffs and hem, gave Elena a small smile before her mother tugged her away. Rhea was a younger, softer version of her mother, but she didn’t look at Elena with the same disdain. 

Elena grimaced as she watched the pair walk away, the fabric of their dresses rustling softly in their wake. She was not surprised, for it had been like that since Tarrick’s coronation. Lady Sofia wasn’t the only one who viewed Elena as an interloper in their world; a number of members of the Council of Nobles held the same belief. 
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“How was training?” Tarrick smiled when Elena entered their room. She crossed the large suite to where he stood at his desk. A sense of calm and peace settled on her when she raised herself on tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. A light breeze floated in through the large window, carrying the faint sounds of gravel crunching from outside. The sound of rustling leaves mingled with soft voices from the garden. She exhaled a sigh.

“Brutal.” Elena grimaced, rotating her shoulder and feeling a twinge of pain. “Just as I get the hang of something, Zahra switches it up and makes it more intense.”

Tarrick laughed. He was already dressed for the day, and Elena pulled back to allow herself a moment to appreciate the man standing before her. He wore his usual attire—a simple yet regal tunic that did little to hide the muscular body underneath, fitted black pants, and polished boots. His dark hair was swept back from his tanned, clean-shaven face. Elena cupped his strong jawline and traced her thumb along his cheekbone while his amber eyes glittered hungrily. He bent down to brush his lips against hers, and her stomach immediately exploded with butterflies, even after months of living with him.

He pulled away from her reluctantly. “Darius will be here soon,” he reminded her.

“Then you should let me shower in peace,” Elena teased. 

“I believe you’re the one who keeps interrupting me every time you hear the water running.” He grinned at her.

“It was one time, Tarrick.” She rolled her eyes and pushed him back. “And I’ve regretted it ever since,” she added in a playful voice.

“Liar.” He flicked her nose, and she bared her teeth at him. “Go on. I swear I’ll control myself today.”

If they had a little more time, Elena could have easily persuaded Tarrick to join her in the shower, but even she was eager to learn what Darius had to say about the nobles. She stepped into the large bathroom and sent a prayer of thanks to Tarrick’s great-great-grandfather for introducing the realm to modern plumbing. Anticipating the luxury of standing under the hot spray of water was what got her through training every morning.

“Is Lord Malik meeting you too?” Elena asked when she emerged from the bathroom. A cloud of steam billowed behind her. She clutched at the large, fluffy white towel wrapped around her as she padded barefoot to the expansive wardrobe. Opening the door, her heart sank as it did every morning at the sight of so many dresses in every color, fabric, and style hung up neatly. 

It was an arduous task, picking out clothes for the day when she had no idea what awaited her. She normally took her cues from Adina—the princess had a knack for making even the simplest tunic and pants appear regal. Elena felt like an imposter even in the most exquisite dress. She longed for someone to tell her what to wear. Leon only saw her at breakfast, and if he didn’t laugh at her attempts to dress “casual-royal” as she labeled it, Elena took it as a sign she had made an appropriate choice.

“No,” Tarrick replied from his seat at the desk. He frowned as he read a document. “I want to hear what Darius says first.”

Elena ran her hand through the array of satin, silk, and cotton as she pondered her choices.

“Do you plan to spend all day staring at your clothes?” Tarrick asked, amused.

Elena looked over her shoulder at him, but he was still engrossed in whatever he was reading.

“Is there a ball or feast today that I don’t know about?” Elena asked.

“No, why?” Tarrick replied, head still bent over the document.

Deciding on an embroidered navy dress that was elegant enough without being over the top, Elena pulled it out and dropped the towel.

“I saw Lady Sofia this morning,” she said, stepping into the garment and wriggling her hips as she tugged the soft fabric over her curves. She peeked up at Tarrick to see if he was enjoying the show, but he was still reading. “She’s been here, what, a month now? I don’t think she’s worn the same dress twice. And those ladies are all so ...” Elena paused, trying to find a diplomatic word for judgmental.

“She likes to keep up appearances,” Tarrick explained absent-mindedly. “She and Malik are responsible for one of the most prosperous regions of Terralea.”

“Of course they are,” Elena muttered. “We’re making friendship bracelets today with all the jewels she’s brought with her.”

“Mm-hmm.” 

Elena smoothed the soft fabric over her body and turned to him. Still, he didn’t notice her. She was slightly miffed that she had literally been naked in front of him and he hadn’t noticed.

“In fact, I thought about hosting a tea party where we could discuss our embroidery and the benefits of a ten-step beauty regime,” Elena continued as she made her way to the gorgeous carved timber vanity that Tarrick had commissioned to be added to his room the day after Elena agreed to stay in Terralea. She took a seat and picked up her hairbrush.

“That’s a great idea,” Tarrick mumbled, absorbed in the document.

“And while we’re at it, we’re planning a girls’ trip to Skandor where we have orgies with Shifters and dance naked around bonfires.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Tarrick!”

He snapped his head up. “What?”

Elena glared and pointed her hairbrush at him. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve been saying.”

“I have,” he sighed and tossed the document onto the desk. “I think you should get to know the ladies here.”

Elena snorted and glared at her reflection in the mirror as she brushed out her wet hair. Tarrick moved so silently she didn’t register him until his reflection appeared behind her in the mirror.

He placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. Elena’s limp, wet strands transformed instantly into glossy, dark waves that fluffed up and cascaded around her shoulders. Tarrick grinned at her reflection.

“I’m serious, El,” he said softly, running his hands lightly up and down her arms. “You’ve been spending so much time in Erindell. The nobles hardly know you.”

“I’ve been helping,” Elena argued.

“I know,” Tarrick responded. “And you’ve done a tremendous job. The people are so grateful for your help. I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done.”

Elena narrowed her eyes. “But ...?”

Tarrick sighed. “It’s time to think about your role here at the palace. Erindell’s waters are back to normal, and you’re not required to spend every single day there.”

Elena remained silent, unwilling to admit that she’d been avoiding her responsibilities in the palace. 

“I know you’ve been struggling with adjusting to life here,” he continued gently. “I don’t need to be an Empath to see that. And I’m trying to give you the space and time you need to adapt.”

“You’re not using Jet to read me, are you?” Elena accused him.

“Of course not!” He looked offended at the idea. “I want us to be open and honest with each other.”

“I want that too,” Elena mumbled. She flushed, slightly ashamed that she’d think Tarrick would go to such lengths.

“Well, let me be honest with you now. I’d like you by my side at meetings and events,” Tarrick implored. “As queen, you have responsibilities here. You might as well start getting used to being at the palace and working here instead. Get to know the people you’ll be dealing with.”

“I know,” Elena said, brushing the ends of her hair. 

Her stomach clenched at the thought of being queen. Tarrick, Leon, and Adina had agreed that Elena wouldn’t be pushed into the role until she had finished her lessons on Leneira. Its history, politics, and understanding of the governments were overwhelming. She felt wholly unprepared for the role and her new life. 

Elena had to process the fact that she had almost died at the hands of Zanthus, but it was something she pushed away every time it cropped up. It was too soon to go over those events and her encounter with the Divine Beings. Intimidating was an understatement for the three all-powerful deities. Their eerie violet eyes, otherworldly beauty, and cryptic advice made the hair on the back of Elena’s neck stand on end every time she thought about them. 

“Talk to me, El,” Tarrick coaxed. “What’s worrying you?”

Elena sighed and met his concerned gaze. She tightened her hold on the hairbrush.

“I’m scared,” she whispered. “I’m scared of messing up. Lady Sofia already hates me.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” Tarrick said with a little laugh. “She just doesn’t know you.”

Elena turned away, unable to explain why her instincts were telling her that she was right. 

“I know it’s a huge adjustment, being surrounded by people all the time.” Tarrick sighed. “The week of the Peace Summit was quiet in comparison.”

Elena winced, still unable to suppress the haunting images in her mind every time someone mentioned anything related to that week. Aside from the memories of Erik and Arran, Zanthus’s twisted, angry face looming over her also made her stomach churn. Serkin torturing her by restricting the airflow and choking her to death featured heavily in her dreams. 

“I didn’t realize your councilors would be spending so much time here,” she admitted.

“Get used to it,” Tarrick said with a crooked smile. “I barely get a minute to myself these days.”

“I’m sorry.” Elena peeked up at him, but Tarrick wasn’t upset.

“Don’t be.” He shook his head. “This is normal for me, although I’m still getting used to delegating and assigning tasks. Any time Father asked for something to be done, I’d do it myself if no one else volunteered.”

Elena huffed. “Of course you did.”

“And now I’m delegating you with the task of getting to know Lady Sofia,” he said firmly, pulling Elena to her feet. “You’re not going to mess this up, El. I know you won’t. I need you by my side.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Elena muttered, placing the hairbrush back on the vanity and adjusting her dress.

Tarrick leaned in, and his intoxicatingly spicy scent shrouded Elena. “Call me that tonight and you can delegate tasks to me,” he whispered.

Elena shivered at the way his warm breath tickled her ear, and her core coiled in anticipation. She turned her head to reply, but his lips found hers, and she moaned into his mouth. Tarrick’s tongue traced the seam of her lips, and she parted them willingly. Elena relished the rumble in his chest as she wound her hands around his neck and pulled him against her. His hard muscles pressed into her soft curves, and his hands tightened around her waist.

Elena ran her hands up and down the planes of his torso, eliciting a growl from him as she traced the grooves of corded muscles under the thin fabric. His hands moved lower, slowly pulling up the fabric of the skirt of her dress, exposing her bare thighs. She gasped against his mouth when a hand slipped under the dress, and his fingers trailed up her thighs.

“Divine Beings,” Tarrick cursed when his fingers skimmed the wet fabric of her underwear.

“Tarrick,” she moaned, arching her hips, wanting to feel more.

A loud banging on the door interrupted them, and Tarrick pulled back with a groan.

“Tarrick! Darius is waiting in your office,” Leon shouted from the other side of the door. “Your hair is fine. Stop preening and get out here.”

“My brother has impeccable timing,” Tarrick muttered as Leon continued hammering the door.

Elena giggled and stepped away, straightening her dress and running her fingers through her hair. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes sparkled at the sight of Tarrick readjusting himself, cursing his younger brother.

When he nodded at her, she opened the door before Leon could break it down. 

“Good morning, Your Majesty,” he greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and a grin. “If I was interrupting, it was intentional, and I won’t apologize for it.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever done anything unintentionally, and you’ve never apologized for anything,” Elena groused. “And I’m not queen.”

“But you will be,” Leon said airily. He peered around the doorframe and waved at his brother. “Hurry up, Tarrick. You’re going to want to hear what Darius has to say.”

“He’s told you already?” Tarrick strode toward the door.

Leon’s smile disappeared. “It’s not good news.”
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​Chapter 3
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They walked in silence to Tarrick’s office. Elena’s heart was pounding as they neared, her mind conjuring all kinds of possibilities at Leon’s declaration. Tarrick pushed open the door to reveal Adina and Darius standing by the window.

At the sound of the heavy wooden door creaking open, Darius swung around with a broad grin. Elena had met him briefly at Tarrick’s coronation. He had been the friendliest of nobles in attendance, and as the son of Lord Rokeby—who had also died by Zanthus’s hand—thanked her for everything she did for the realm. Darius was the same age as Leon and had wavy brown hair, sparkling brown eyes, and a handsome, chiseled face. His slightly crooked nose hinted at misspent youth. Darius had greeted her as though she were an old friend, and Tarrick had spoken warmly about him, cementing Elena’s belief that the young lord could be trusted. He was unlike the other nobles, who were more formal and conservative in their manner.

“Your Majesty.” Darius inclined his head toward Tarrick, who gave him a grin and clapped his shoulder.

“Darius,” he greeted his friend. “Welcome back to Erindell.”

“I’m glad to be back.” Darius bounced on the balls of his feet. “I’ve missed the city!”

“You remember Elena?” Tarrick pulled her forward. 

“Of course, my Lady.” Darius reached out for her hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles. 

“Please, call me Elena, Lord Darius,” she told him.

“Only if you call me Darius.” He winked at her. 

She grinned. “Deal.”

“Tarrick mentioned you frequently in his missives while I was away. I’m looking forward to getting to know you better now that I’ll be here for a while.”

“Translation: Tarrick wouldn’t—and still won’t—shut up about you,” Leon snickered, earning himself a glare from his brother and a bark of laughter from Darius.

“Leon, he’s your king.” Darius chuckled. “Show some respect,” he added playfully.

“He’s still my insufferable brother,” Leon shot back with a grin.

“Terralea’s royal advisor, ladies and gentlemen,” Adina grumbled while Tarrick pinched the bridge of his nose, uttering a prayer for strength.

“Welcome back to Erindell, Darius,” Elena said, fighting back the laughter. “As you can see, not a lot has changed in the weeks you were gone.”

“Not a lot has changed in the last hundred years between these two.” Darius grinned, his gaze bouncing between Leon and Tarrick.

Tarrick cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should catch us up before we meet with the other nobles?”

“A good idea,” Leon said, motioning for Darius to take a seat before Tarrick’s desk. “Adina, why don’t you keep Elena company this morning?”

Adina opened her mouth to object, but closed it when Tarrick gave her a stern look.

Elena shifted uncomfortably at the veiled request to babysit her. She was perfectly happy visiting Erindell with Zahra, as usual.

“Of course,” Adina murmured.

“You don’t have to if you’re busy,” Elena mumbled.

The princess had been distant of late, in part because of her new responsibilities as head of Terralea’s defense force and a member of Tarrick’s royal council. Adina was also still grieving. Gone was the tinkling laughter that announced her before she entered the room, and her easy, bright smile. The purple shadows under her eyes from lack of sleep were a permanent feature on her pale face that saw less of the sun than usual. She could usually be found in her office, hunched over papers, pushing back strands of unruly curls. Her dull brown eyes were noticeably bloodshot after she slipped away by herself to visit Arran and Erik’s graves. Elena had spotted her a few times when she herself visited the site to place fresh flowers and pay her respects. Aside from keeping her distance and giving Adina space that she seemed to want, Elena wished there was more she could do to help her friend.

Adina reached out and squeezed Elena’s hand reassuringly. “We’ll have fun.”

“I believe the ladies are having tea on the terrace this morning,” Tarrick said in a light voice. “I might have suggested it to Lady Sofia yesterday. I believe she needs some help making bracelets, and I told her that you were an expert on the matter.” His lips twitched while the others looked between the couple, bemused.

Elena squinted at him, wondering how Tarrick had already conspired to set it up before her sarcastic comments that morning. 

“I won’t approve any trips to Skandor, especially ones that involve orgies or dancing around bonfires,” he continued while the corner of Elena’s lips curled up. “But if there’s anything else you need...”

“We might have to wean you off the water pipes, brother,” Leon muttered, thoroughly confused by the out-of-context conversation.

“Let’s go.” Adina tugged on Elena’s arm and led her out the door.

“I’ll brief you on everything later,” Tarrick said softly before Leon closed the door.

Elena followed Adina down the corridor, who gave her a sidelong look as they walked.

“What’s wrong?” Adina asked.

“Nothing,” Elena replied.

The princess snorted.

“Leon said Darius had bad news,” she sighed. “I don’t suppose he told you what it was?”

Adina shook her head. “No. I saw him in Tarrick’s office just before you arrived and stopped to say hello.”

“I wanted to hear what he had to say,” Elena admitted.

“Tarrick will let us know,” Adina assured her. “If it was really bad, Darius would have told us immediately.”

There was a pause in conversation, and Elena stared at her friend intently.

“What?” Adina asked.

“If you want to talk about Arran or Erik—” Elena began.

“I don’t!” the princess snapped, suddenly out of character. “Especially with you.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, taken aback by the last part.

“Nothing,” Adina mumbled, looking down at her toes.

“I just meant that I know what it’s like to lose loved ones,” Elena tried again, softening her tone further. “I know the pain, the grief, the loss ...”

Tears filled Adina’s eyes. “It’s not the same,” she argued. 

“I know they died under different circumstances,” Elena said, ignoring the voice at the back of her head advising her to stop talking. “But it’s still a loss that I also feel. Arran reminded me of my own dad, and Erik was my friend too.”

“Just drop it, Elena,” Adina said in a harsh voice. “You didn’t know Father or Erik. You’re not my mother or my sister. You don’t understand what I’m going through.”

Elena’s temper rose at Adina’s outburst, and she opened her mouth to retort, but they rounded a corner and were greeted by laughter and feminine voices from the terrace ahead. A group of women dressed in fine silks and brightly colored dresses draped themselves over comfortable lounge chairs and settees. Their hair and makeup were immaculate, not a strand moved out of place as they sipped cups of tea. They all spoke in affected voices, emphasizing the vowels and dragging out some of the words to make their inconsequential points. 

Plates of dainty pastries and sandwiches floated around the group. Elena still marveled at the way the Elemental abilities made even the simplest of tasks—like helping oneself to food—so magical. Some women piled their plates high with the treats on offer while others glared at the array of food balefully as though the presence of such delights would affect their waistlines.

Multi-hued spots of light danced around the terrace pillars and floors, the sunlight catching the jewels glittering at earlobes, throats, and fingers. It had shocked Elena to see people dressed so extravagantly when she first attended a tea party hosted by Amaya, but she soon came to realize that it was the norm in the royal palace. It was one of the reasons Elena preferred to spend time with the Erindellians in town; she was more comfortable in simple tunics and pants, working with her hands, and being part of the easy conversations around her about the practical issues and day-to-day life in Terralea.

Everything done at the palace was carefully considered, scrutinized, and judged by the nobles present. Amaya and Adina had given Elena a crash course in royal etiquette and insisted she learn by doing. However, no matter how perfectly she carried herself, held conversations, and dressed, the other ladies had already formed an opinion about her—and it was not a flattering one. She caught them staring at her at mealtimes with odd expressions on their faces, giggling about her clothes and hair when they thought she couldn’t hear them, and some didn’t even bother being subtle about snubbing her or brushing her off when she offered to accompany them to the town.

“Your Highness!” Sofia called out in delight. “We are honored to have you join us.”

Adina politely greeted the woman who had taken the lead at the affair, judging by her seat in the middle of the group. She and Elena crossed the threshold, past the carved sandstone pillars that framed the marble-floored terrace that overlooked the manicured gardens where the lush foliage was starting to turn fiery shades of orange, red, and yellow. The space was covered so people could enjoy the views year-round. It was one of Elena’s favorite reading spots. 

Sofia motioned for Adina to sit beside her, ignoring Elena. Zahra stood guard in a corner, alert as she watched over the scene. Elena locked eyes with the guard and forced a smile. The corner of Zahra’s lip quirked up ever so slightly, noting Elena’s discomfort at being there.

“May I?” Elena asked Rhea politely. The young girl was seated at the edge of the group on a settee, hunched over as though trying to make herself invisible.

Rhea nodded but didn’t say a word as Elena perched on the edge of the seat. A cup of tea and saucer floated down to her. Elena wondered if it was Adina’s way of apologizing for her earlier outburst. Everyone’s attention was on the princess, and Sofia stirred sugar into Adina’s cup as she droned on about Amaya’s visit to her family.

“It will be so nice to have Amaya back again,” Sofia gushed, holding out the cup and saucer to the princess. “Any news from your mother, my dear?”

“Yes,” Adina replied, accepting the cup of tea that Sofia held out to her. “She’s having a wonderful time in Karsh.”

“A beautiful part of Leneira.” Sofia sighed. “It’s been decades since Malik and I visited.”

“She’ll be back soon,” Adina said, sipping on the tea.

“And I’ll be sure to tell her you’ve been doing a wonderful job in her absence, managing the palace and your brothers,” Sofia said with a tinkling laugh.

It took every effort on Elena’s part not to snort out loud. She glanced up at Zahra, who pursed her lips, having heard every word Sofia’s carrying voice said.

“And how are you enjoying Terralea, Lady Elena?” a curvy woman with raven hair and cornflower-blue eyes asked kindly. “We’ve hardly seen you since we arrived.”

Mari had been the kindest of the group to her, but they never did more than exchange pleasantries and small talk.

“I love it here, Lady Mari,” Elena replied sincerely. “I’ve been helping the people in Erindell. It started with distributing supplies and necessities during the first few weeks, but then it became a much bigger—”

“How very charitable of you,” Mari exclaimed, cutting her off. “I’m sure they have been equally fascinated by you.”

Elena chose to take a sip of her tea instead of reacting to the woman’s interruption and patronizing comments.

“Mari, that was rude,” the older woman beside Mari scolded her. “Lady Elena was still speaking.”

“Were you?” Mari’s eyes widened. “Oh, I do apologize, my dear. I didn’t realize.”

“That’s okay,” Elena mumbled. It was the most anyone had spoken to her directly without a snide comment or backhanded compliment being thrown in. 

Mari beamed at her before turning to the older woman. The two of them were soon engrossed in a conversation about gardens and plants.

“I heard about your project, Lady Elena,” Rhea said in a soft voice.

Elena gave the shy young woman a smile. “When we worked together, the Erindellians told me that Zanthus’s attempts to take over brought back memories of the uprising. So many of them wanted to leave, fearing another large-scale attack.”

“You convinced them to stay?”

Elena shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. I listened to them, let them voice their concerns for the possibilities of what could happen. Their fear over the consequences of losing their powers. Luckily, I was able to assure them of their safety since I witnessed everything firsthand.” She spoke the words casually, trying to quell the panic that bubbled up every time she thought about that week.

“You just ... listened to them?” Rhea asked, not following.

“Acknowledging your fears and that they exist is a step toward conquering them,” Elena replied. “More people came forward with their stories, and everyone bonded over their shared experiences. We created a space for
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