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Dedication


Dedicated to my husband who brings me coffee in bed every morning and listens to me babble about the characters in my head. 
You are my love and my rock.




OverRun


Secrets are truth, 
that have never been told.
Hidden and buried,
pain they withhold.

Words hold more power,
than arrow or magic.
Play the game right,
or the reveal will be tragic.




Chapter one
Nova

[image: image-placeholder]

Nova rode in silence, following a man she shouldn’t. His hips swayed in the saddle, his legs hung against his mount. His traitor head swiveled as he scanned the forest, and Nova forged forward, following Chael’s lead only because of his promise— that he would find her family. He would show her where the queen had hidden them. But he made a similar promise before, one that resulted in a fight to the death, nearly a fight to her own demise. And Nova knew she didn’t trust Chael any more now than she did then.  
Chael twisted his torso, glancing back. Nova sat up straight, meeting his eyes. Her horse, River, perked his ears, responding to her sudden movement. Even in her emotional fog, Nova assessed Chael’s every move. She was continuously looking for any hint of defiance, for any reason to run or to fight.
“We should find a place to sleep. Won’t be long ’til sunset,” Chael noted. Nova glared back, not wanting to stop until she found her family. She could do without sleep or food. 
“The clouds are low,” Chael added when she didn’t respond. “If we ride into the night, there’ll be no moon to guide us. It’s too dangerous. And the horses need a break.” 
Nova slatted her eyes, not appreciating his stab at her thoughts, but also annoyed that Chael managed to hit her soft spot. Nova could go on, but she wouldn’t risk River’s health.  
Chael rode up a sharp bank and the weapon slung across his back shifted. As Nova followed in his tracks, she couldn’t take her eyes off his sword’s hilt. It jutted out from the leather sheath and was enough to remind Nova of Chael’s final act in the menagerie— when he slit the queen’s throat with one swift jerk. 
Savage.
Both Nova and Chael had washed the Queen’s blood from their bodies, but Nova felt stained by its touch, like she’d never forget the sick feeling it gave her. Chael, on the other hand, didn’t seem disturbed.  He acted like today was just another day. That unsettled her.
“Let’s ride as far as we can before sunset,” Nova announced. “I don’t care where we sleep.” Sleep came at the end of the day, when all tasks were complete— not when her dad and Asher were out there somewhere, imprisoned by another demented monarchy.
Nova ran her fingers through River’s red mane, letting the tresses soothe her skin and her anxieties. Then she took a deep breath. If he leads us astray, I’ll kill him, she decided, only trusting Chael’s navigation because she had no other choice. Seeming to agree with her thoughts, River gave a snort and Nova scratched his neck. Not now, Riv. We’ll only kill him if he deceives us . . . again.
Chael hopped off his horse’s back and Nova jerked, his dismount breaking her thoughts. 
“We’re not going to make it much farther,” he said, gathering his horse’s reins and leading the gray steed into deep brush. “Let’s settle here for the night. There’s a stream for the horses to drink.”
Reluctantly, Nova followed Chael into the brush, scanning their surroundings as she ducked under low hanging branches. She rode straight to the stream, knowing River was thirsty. When they reached the water, he immediately lowered his head and gulped. Wanting to get a drink herself, Nova slid to the ground. She completely forgot about her injured foot until she hit the earth and a searing pain nearly buckled her knees.
“You okay?” Chael asked as Nova bent over and made a hissing noise, followed by a few cuss words. Then she pressed her elbows into her thighs and tried not to yelp.
When the shooting pain subsided, Nova looked up from her folded position. Three sets of eyes stared back at her. River nickered from the stream, water droplets falling from his bottom lip. The gray horse stood tall, looking offended by her hissing and cussing. Chael was walking toward her. 
“My foot,” she reminded Chael, and immediately put a palm in the air to stop his advances. “I’m fine. It’s just swollen from the ride.” And from your girlfriend trying to cut off my toes, Nova thought, remembering how Jade had pulled a sword through thin air with her magic and then sliced into the top of Nova’s foot.
“You should take your boot off,” Chael said. “Soak it in the stream. That will help with the swelling.”
“I will,” Nova replied, turning away, not wanting his help. She straightened up and hobbled over to the edge of the stream, trying not to wince with each step. Once on the ground Nova tugged desperately at her boot, wanting to release the pressure on her swollen foot. When the boot finally gave way, the bandage came with it and the gash across the top of her foot hit the open air. 
Chael sucked in a breath behind her. “That looks awful.”
“Can’t be any worse than my other injuries,” she said, and lowered her foot into the shallow stream. The cold mountain water immediately whooshed through her toes and a swirl of red plumed up and floated away. As the cold water cleaned her foot and dulled the pain, Nova thought of all her other bruises and bumps. She’d been wrestled, choked, and knocked out multiple times in a matter of a few days. Nova wondered if she should just lay flat in the stream and let the icy water numb her whole body. 
Oblivious to her thoughts, Chael moved upstream and filled two canteens full of water. “I packed bread and smoked meats. You hungry?” 
Nova watched him crouch by the stream and wondered what else Chael had packed. His saddle bags were bursting at the seams. “I packed bread, too,” she replied, pointing to the pack on her back, not wanting to accept more help than necessary. 
“Suit yourself, but keep your energy up. We’ve got a long trek ahead of us,” he replied, and walked back to his horse, where he tucked the canteens in his already full saddle bags. 
Suddenly, Nova wondered how far they had to go. She had one loaf of bread, a bundle of carrots, a knife, a cloak, and bandages for her foot. Would that be enough? “How much farther?” she asked, realizing she’d been so caught up in her thoughts of magic and murder that she hadn’t thought to ask Chael for details before she’d followed him out of Sterling. 
“We’re headed straight up the mountain,” Chael replied, not looking back as he buckled the saddle bags. He hadn’t answered her question.
“How far is that?”
“A few days’ ride to Gelida, I think.”
Nova thought she might have heard him wrong. “You think?” 
Chael cleared his throat. “I haven’t been there myself. But I do know the way.” At this, Chael replaced his horse’s bridle with a halter and led him to the stream.
Nova watched Chael walk, her mouth gaped. When his horse lowered his head to the water, she snapped, “What?” Both horses jumped at her retort. “You’re showing me the way to somewhere you’ve never been?” 
Chael didn’t seem as bothered by her response as the horses were. Instead of jumping, he raised an eyebrow and looked at her. “You shouldn’t travel alone. It’s dangerous out here, for a list of reasons. And just because I haven’t been to Gelida doesn’t mean I don’t know the route. The trek was common for the Larkspur army, and I’ve studied the maps.”
“You’ve studied the maps? Oh, that makes me feel better.” Nova couldn’t believe her ears. What was he doing with her? What was he trying to prove? Thinking she might be better off finding Gelida her own, Nova stood and limped out of the stream, her foot fully numbed by the icy water. 
“You’ll just have to trust me,” Chael said as she limped away, and his comment made her stop in her tracks.  
Nova shot Chael a glare over her shoulder, knowing she didn’t trust him with any fiber of her being. “How about you tell me where Gelida is, and I’ll find it myself?” 
Chael stared at her, unwavered by her challenge. Then he pointed up the mountain again. “It’s that way. And you’re welcome to find it on your own.” Dusk was creeping in around them, making dark shadows under Chael’s sharp features and even darker shadows in the brush. “But it’d be safer if we stayed together. This is unclaimed territory. It’s a sanctuary for outcasts, thieves, murderers.”
“Like us?” Nova asked, disgusted by what the past few days had turned her into. “Are you saying we fit right in?”
“I’m saying we need to watch each other’s backs,” Chael said, and Nova decided she’d had enough. She didn’t want to hear his voice for the rest of the night.
Instead of another word, Nova walked to a grassy patch surrounded by ferns and tall fir trees. She shimmied the pack off her back and unclasped her bow from it, setting the weapon at her feet. Then she plopped herself down and called to River. 
“We’ll leave at daybreak,” Chael noted. Nova didn’t like his casual use of we. She was traveling with him, but they weren’t a we. Instead of responding, she looked to River and watched as her horse pawed the ground next to her. Then he lowered his chest and curled his legs under his belly, making himself comfy in a nest of wispy grass.
“You’re the only thing that makes me feel safe out here,” Nova whispered as she nestled herself in the crook of River’s front leg to settle in for the night. Then she grabbed a carrot from her pack. She offered the carrot to River. He took the whole thing in his mouth and crunched it to bits. Then he nibbled on the tall grass around him, all while keeping an eye on Nova. “You and my bow,” she added. 
Nova pulled the hood of her cloak up and snuggled against River’s cushy shoulder. She chewed on a chunk of stale bread and gazed at her bow and quiver, which sat near her bare, marred foot. Her wound only reminded her what could happen in one instant of distraction. But despite her unease, River’s rhythmic chewing and breathing eventually lulled her to sleep. 
In the morning, her bow was gone.
So was Chael.




Chapter two
Nova
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A low roll of thunder roused Nova and she nestled her face into River’s fur, not wanting to get wet in the rain. When she peeked out from under her hood, the first trace of peach sunlight was seeping into the woods and there wasn’t a single raindrop in sight. Still in a haze of sleep, Nova stretched her legs out from her balled-up position, but her heart skipped a beat when she realized her toes hadn’t touched her bow.  
Suddenly, Nova was awake. 
Sitting up straight, Nova jerked the hood from her head and looked for her bow. She jumped to her feet when she only found grass. River immediately followed suit, standing up with a loud grunt.
Nova paused, looking around, searching the spaces between the tall trees. Chael’s horse was exactly where he left him— tied to a tree— but Chael was nowhere to be seen. He wasn’t sleeping in the brush. He wasn’t looming about. Had he left her? On foot? 
Feeling a strange vibration through the ground, Nova’s chest fluttered with adrenaline. The vibration came in a distinct, rhythmic pulse and tickled the bottom of her bare feet. That’s not thunder, Nova thought, wanting to get far away from whatever it was. 
As the vibration got louder, closer, Nova turned and jumped aboard River. Up until then Chael’s horse stood stoically, tied to a tree branch and tacked up, waiting obediently for his rider. But when Nova mounted River the gray horse started to prance, like he was afraid he’d be left behind. He watched Nova with white rimmed eyes and an arched neck, and Nova guided River to his side.
“I’d never leave a horse behind,” she whispered as she unclasped the halter from the gray horse’s head, freeing him from the tree. Nova was certain the horse had been used in battle as he knew not to make a ruckus, even in dire situations. 
“Come with us,” she said, hoping the horse would follow River. He did. The gray horse trailed along like Nova had a rope attached to him. When River started to canter, the gray horse came up beside him and matched his stride. Then the horses ran shoulder to shoulder, only slowed by their hurdles over fallen branches and leafy ferns. 
River listened to Nova’s body, following every shift she made as she guided the two horses through the forest. But she was certain she shouldn’t be leading. Nova didn’t know where she was going. The thunderous noise seemed to be everywhere, hidden by the forest, and Nova didn’t know if she was riding toward it or away from it. But she did manage to find one necessity— her bow. Nova jumped when she saw it— straight ahead of them, in Chael’s hands and loaded.
Both horses came to an abrupt stop. Nova slipped from River’s back, barely noticing her injured foot as she marched across the forest floor, to Chael. His back was to her, his arrow pointed out a clearing in the brush. As she approached, Chael turned and brought her into his sight, staring Nova down over the pointy end of her own arrow. 
This infuriated her further.  
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked through gritted teeth, and Chael lowered the bow as she closed the distance between them. This gave her the opportunity to push him, hard enough that Chael stepped back to catch his balance. “That’s not yours to take. I ought to—” 
But before Nova could explain what she ought to do, Chael dropped her bow and pulled her to him. Then he sealed her mouth shut with his hand and Nova’s eyes about bugged out of her head. More pissed than ever, Nova growled and flailed, but Chael braced against her fight, keeping his palm over her lips.
“Be quiet,” Chael instructed, and Nova managed to whack him in the face with the back of her hand. Chael shook off the slap. “There’s a band of soldiers close. I don’t know who they are.”
At this, Nova reluctantly quit struggling, but she cursed Chael’s existence with her eyes.
“Look,” he said, pointing through the opening in the trees and sliding his hand from her mouth. When Nova turned her head, she saw a large group of mounted soldiers cantering by, only a few hundred feet away. “I woke up to the sound of the running horses and knew I could get to them faster than you. And I needed your bow. My sword would only help if the intruders were within arm’s distance. And I didn’t want them to get that close.”
Nova looked back at Chael, breathing hard and still wrapped in his arms. She didn’t speak, but the look on her face must’ve told him it was time to let her go, and Chael released his grip. 
Stepping back, Nova turned from Chael and watched as the thunderous Calvary passed. The soldiers donned scarlet uniforms and silver helmets with feathered plumes. Their horses were all black and trotted in an unnatural unison. Nova found herself holding her breath until she couldn’t see them anymore. 
When Nova took a breath again, a chill released down her back. “You think leaving me without a weapon was a good idea?” Then she took her bow from his hand. He let her have it. “Give me my quiver.”    
Nova stood chest to chest with Chael, her hand outstretched, and waited for him to hand over her arrows. She was a third of his size, the top of her head in line with his shoulders, and she knew she was in for quite a fight if he didn’t oblige. 
But he did. Chael pulled the quiver over his head and handed the sack to Nova. She turned away, bow in hand, and threw the quiver onto her back before walking toward the horses.
Nova glanced back one last time and Chael was standing still, watching her walk away. “And if you ever grab me like that again, I’ll slit your throat in your sleep.” Chael raised his eyebrows. “In fact, I’d sleep with one eye open, if I were you.”  Nova jumped aboard River and trotted off, away from Chael. This time, she took what was his: the gray horse followed her.




Chapter three
Jade
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Rose stared at Jade with the all-knowing, kind eyes of a grandmother— or, at least how Jade pictured a grandmother’s eyes would be. She never knew her own grandparents, but Rose had been her personal attendant since birth, and had worked for the Larkspurs for the better half of a century. When Jade was little Rose rocked her to sleep, sang her lullabies. When she wasn’t so little, Rose was her confidant, her secret keeper. And Rose was also the first— and only person— Jade confessed her mother’s death to.  
“Something has to be done,” Rose said. Her gaze was steady, but her voice wavered with her request. Jade knew exactly what she was referring to. 
When Chael ended Katrina in the menagerie, her curses broke, and the castle unlocked. Magic recoiled from doors and windows, making them accessible once again. Blood started pumping through the flesh of guards and cooks and maids, turning their gray skin back to pink as they jerked out of hibernation and moved into everyday life, oblivious that a battle had occurred as they slept. 
Jade watched the castle come back to life and realized she held a secret that no one else knew. Her mother was dead. The queen was dead. And only Chael, Jade, and Nova were witness to her murder. 
“I don’t know what to do,” Jade stammered, scared out of her mind. It had been two whole days that Jade held the secret of Katrina’s death, but now rumors were spreading like wildfire throughout the castle and the kingdom. But neither Jade or Rose had told a soul. “How do they know? How do they know she’s dead?”
A few more wrinkles settled on Rose’s forehead and she glanced out Jade’s bedroom window. Her plain blue skirt dusted the floor as she did. “I heard a group of guards were riding Sterling’s perimeter when their horses spooked. The horses ran, taking their riders with them, and galloped across the border. With no forcefield to stop them, they realized the Queen’s curse had been broken.” 
Jade walked over to Rose and looked out upon her kingdom. 
“I’m not certain they actually know she’s dead,” Rose added. “They just see the opportunity to escape.”    
Jade swallowed, connecting the dots in her mind. “Her curse tablets,” Jade whispered, knowing Katrina had hundreds of curse tablets in Cor Montem, each of them casting a spell on a specific person. “She must’ve used them to keep her workers from running off.” 
Rose’s face paled and Jade thought of her time with Chael after Katrina’s death in the menagerie. Chael helped Jade dispose of her mother. He threw the queen’s limp body over his shoulder and carried her like a lifeless puppet, following Jade through the castle tunnels to the sacred cave, Cor Montem. Once inside, Chael took the lead. He hauled the queen’s body over to the ancient sequoias and laid her on the largest roots he could find.
“Her magic will absorb back into your earthan,” Chael had explained. “As her body decomposes, the sequoias will absorb Katrina’s powers and you will be stronger for it.” 
Jade wanted to believe him, but she was preoccupied with the presence of her mother’s body, afraid Katrina would spring back to life at any second. Jade didn’t believe she was dead. 
“We should burn the body,” Jade had spit out and Chael nodded, as though that was a normal request. Jade was glad he understood, because she couldn’t stand to turn her back on the queen. Jade wanted to know she was gone for good, that every last piece of her was singed and returned to the earth. 
Wanting to get the process started, Jade grabbed a lit candle from a candelabra, not certain how the small flame would allow her to burn a body but wanted to try regardless. But as she walked toward her mother’s body a snapping sound filled the cave, and Jade screamed. The sequoias were moving. The ancient trees pulled their gnarly, knotted roots from the sandstone floor, like snakes crawling out of caked mud. 
Terrified, Jade stumbled back and hot wax doused her arm, forcing her to drop the candle to the floor. The flame petered out on the sandstone, but Jade quickly understood that she didn’t need to take care of her mother’s body. The sequoias were doing it for her. Their roots stretched and spiraled around her mother’s flesh, creating a cocoon, sealing her still-warm body inside.
“Let’s go,” Chael said, grabbing Jade’s arm and breaking her from her trance. 
But even as Jade followed Chael, she couldn’t take her eyes from the root cocoon which was now glowing red and sinking into the earth. The trees were burying Katrina, or eating her, or finishing her off, but Jade couldn’t look away until she knew her mother was gone. And just as the last inch of her mother’s tomb was covered by sandstone, loud hissing and popping ensued. Chael pulled Jade to the floor, covering her as projectiles shot through the air.  
“Her curse tablets exploded when the sequoias took her,” Jade explained to Rose as she looked out her bedroom window and down at her kingdom’s cobblestone streets. Her people were running in every direction, carry bags, mounting horses. Jade had no doubt they were trying to escape Sterling. “There was splintered wood everywhere. Ripped pieces of clothing and chunks of hair were still nailed to some of the pieces.” 
Instantly, Jade thought of Chael. Had Katrina cursed Chael as well? Was that why he left? Had he only stayed until her mother’s curses broke?
Rose put her hand on top of Jade’s. “What do we do now? You will be vulnerable if you lose your army and your people.”
Rose’s question made Jade weak in the knees. Jade knew she was now the Queen of Sterling, but she didn’t feel like it. Nothing inside her changed when her mother’s life ended. She didn’t feel powerful or strong. In fact, the empty hole in her heart seemed to get deeper, and she didn’t know how to fill it. But Jade did know she had to stop the chaos quickly— before she had no kingdom left to rule.   
“Come with me,” Jade said and she grabbed Rose’s hand, leading her out of the bedroom. Together, they climbed the spiral staircase that led to the highest balcony in the castle. Jade stayed at her elderly attendant’s side though she could have ascended the stairs much faster, even with her gown’s bodice squeezing her middle and pinching her ribs with every stride. Jade wasn’t letting Rose out of her sight because the last time she did, Rose had been transformed into a statue via Katrina’s horrid curse. And Jade didn’t want to chance anything happening to the only good thing she had left. 
When they reached the top of the stairs, Jade pulled open the heavy wooden door and ran across the balcony to the railing. She leaned against the smooth white marble and felt faint when she looked down upon the streets of Sterling. Her kingdom was leaving her. Her people were scrambling through the streets, like mice trying to get away from a cat. 
“Stop!” Jade shouted, mostly to herself, knowing her people couldn’t hear her shouts over clattering horse hooves and their own screams. 
I must show them my magic, she thought frantically, remembering her mother’s words just a few days prior at the Royal Reveal. When Jade had been introduced to her kingdom on the same balcony, her mother had said the kingdom would turn against them unless they understood the capabilities of the next in line. The people of Sterling needed to see Jade’s magic, to know she would be a powerful leader. 
Otherwise, they would surely abandon her. 
Panicking, Jade searched the horizon for something to move with her magic, something that would get her kingdom’s attention, and her eyes landed on the river. Just a few days ago she made waves big enough to nearly capsize the Pendleton’s boat when Price Ethan had accosted her mouth with his tongue. Could she do that again?  
Ready to try, Jade gripped the railing and focused on what she wanted. She wanted the flowing river to turn to waves. She wanted the water to show her kingdom that she was just as powerful as Katrina and that she was capable of leading them. But mostly, she wanted her people to stay. She needed them to stay.
Jade needed her army. She needed her guards. She needed workers to tend the fields, to grow crops, to manage livestock, to keep up the castle. She didn’t know how to do anything except be a princess, and the realization of that suddenly made her feel very small. 
I’m useless without you, Jade thought. Then her body numbed, and Jade didn’t know she was collapsing until her chest thudded against the railing and she fell to the floor in a heap. Her layered skirt fluffed out around her, somewhat padding her fall. 
The next thing Jade remembered was Rose kneeling by her side, calling to her as Jade felt a familiar break in her chest. Immediately following the break, prickling tingles flew down her arms and escaped through her fingertips. Jade fluttered her eyes, trying to open them as groaning and cracking seemed to surround her from all sides. And only when there was silence did Jade’s body cooperate with her again. 
Dazed, Jade pulled herself from the floor using the railing, but even through the rungs she could see the disaster she created. Every boat in the river was overturned. Waves were still crashing against the shore, throwing lifeless bodies against rocks. Hundreds of trees had been ripped from the ground, their roots like gnarled fingers in the air. They were stacked on top of each other, creating a wall around the kingdom like a corral. And below that wall were the crushed bodies of those that had nearly escaped. 
Screams and shrieks bound up from the streets. Jade thought they were the worst sounds she’d ever heard. Her chest heaved from the sheer horror before her— a horror she’d created. And then she remembered her mother’s words, spoken on this same balcony, about how she thought Jade was weak, unfit to take over her throne. 
Maybe Katrina was right. Jade had created a disaster out of her kingdom because she wanted to keep her people here . . . for her own good, not theirs. A better queen would have let them run.  
Disgusted by what she’d done, Jade spun from the railing, away from Rose, and she dropped to her knees. She emptied her stomach with heave after heave until there was nothing left inside her.
Maybe Jade was more like her mother than she wanted to believe.




Chapter four
Nova
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They rode all day in silence again. Nova bore her eyes into the back of Chael’s head, knowing she couldn’t trust him even though he claimed to be helping her. She was still miffed about being deserted— left without a weapon. Chael said he was protecting her, but she didn’t understand his logic. He needed the bow and arrow to keep the intruders at bay, but why didn’t he just wake her up? She was a better shot than him, anyhow. 
Nearing a treed cove with a small pond, Chael stopped his horse and dismounted. He didn’t say a word, but Nova figured they were staying put for the night when Chael loosened his saddle’s girth and then peeled the pad and leather from his horse’s sweaty back. His steed’s snow-white coat was a deep, slick gray where the saddle had been, and Nova was sorry the horses had worked so hard to carry them through the rough mountain terrain. Nova rubbed River’s clammy neck in gratitude. 
When she looked up, Chael was doing the same— scratching his horse underneath his bridle. His horse was leaning into his touch.
“What his name?” Nova asked, and Chael looked at her. It was the first thing she’d said to him since she cursed him up and down when he stole her bow.  
Chael scratched his steed’s chin and the horse wiggled his lips in appreciation. “Gentry,” he replied, still looking at his horse. “It’s short for Gentleman.” 
Nova thought that was a suitable name for the noble white stallion. “Was he used in battle?”
Chael nodded and tucked a lock of sandy hair behind his ear. “One of the Larkspur’s highest trained military horses. This guy would run through flames if you asked him to.” Then Chael led Gentry a few steps to a tree and Nova knew he was going to tie him again. 
“Let him go,” she said. It was a request, but it wasn’t meant to be turned down. Nova didn’t want to see Gentry tied up and stuck to a tree all night, especially after he’d worked so hard.
Chael raised an eyebrow at her. “Let him go? Like, let him loose?” Chael paused, and Nova nodded. “He’s highly trained, but I’m not sure what he’ll do if I set him free. And I really don’t want to hike the rest of this trek on foot.”
“He needs to stretch and graze. He needs to be able to lie down if he wants to. That way Gentry can keep up his energy for the days ahead.” Chael looked at her like she was crazy, but then she added, “He’s not going anywhere. I promise.”
Chael paused, but then he said, “I guess if anyone knows what he’s thinking, it’s you.”
“I’ll make sure he doesn’t go anywhere. I’ll send him messages with my mind, or something,” Nova added, feeling silly for speaking out loud about her magic. It wasn’t like Gentry told her he wasn’t going to run off. But she knew River wouldn’t. And Gentry had already proven that he would stick close to River.
Chael gave her a sigh and then pulled the bridle over Gentry’s ears, taking it off his head. As soon as Gentry was free the horse hopped forward, startling Chael. For a second, Nova wondered if her instincts were off. Instead of staying put, the always-solemn steed broke into a playful high-step and trotted across the grass and into the lake. He broke the glassy surface with his hooves and danced through the water before he plopped his whole body down and rolled, washing away the day’s sweat. Then he heaved himself to a standing position and shook like a wet dog. Water droplets scattered through the air. Nova couldn’t help but smile when she got sprayed. 
Wiping the water droplets from her face, Nova opened her eyes and caught Chael watching her. The smile fell from Nova’s lips. She wasn’t in a place where she could share anything with Chael, not even a smile. 
Gentry trotted to the shore and nipped off the top of tall, green reeds. Chael cleared his throat. “Looks like you were right. Apparently, Gentry needed a roll and a bath.”
“You should put more trust in him,” Nova replied, looking down as she rolled her trousers up to her knees. When she had both legs exposed River waded into the lake, taking her with him. He trudged in the water until it inched up his belly and covered Nova’s bare calves. 
“Trust is earned,” Chael replied, the only one standing on dry land. 
Nova wasn’t sure he was even talking to her, but she wiggled her feet and the cool water swirled through her toes, soothing her aching foot. She decided to answer. “Animals are different than people, you know.” Nova dragged her foot through the dark water, making ripples which lapped out into circles. “I haven’t met an animal I couldn’t trust. I can’t say the same for people.”
Chael hung Gentry’s bridle on a nearby branch and nodded, agreeing with her, but Nova wasn’t sure if he caught the true meaning behind her comment. She was talking about him.
Instead of replying, Chael started gathering broken branches and twigs. When he had an arm full, he asked, “How’s your foot?”
“Better,” Nova replied and pulled it out of the water to examine the cut. It was sore and swollen, but looked better than it did yesterday. “I think riding barefoot helped.” 
Also, the rest of her body was feeling pain she hadn’t noticed yesterday, making it harder to focus on just one injury. Rolling her shoulders, Nova gave her neck a quick rub. Her back was aching from carrying the weight of her pack, boots, bow and quiver.
Chael unloaded his stack of branches on the ground. “I can strap your stuff to my saddle if you want. You don’t have to carry it all.”
Nova stopped rubbing her neck, aware he was watching her. “It’s fine.” She let her hand drop, thinking she wasn’t about to give him control of her belongings. “I can carry my own pack.”
Chael knelt on the ground. “Okay,” he noted simply as he began building a stick teepee. 
Nova put her foot back in the lake and watched Chael prep for a fire. She still didn’t understand why he was with her. Didn’t he have somewhere else to be? Why wouldn’t he have stayed with Jade? Watching him in silence, Nova contemplated his intentions once again. 
“Why’d you leave Jade?” she blurted. Her unanswered questions had been stewing in her mind all day as she stared at the back of Chael’s head while they rode. And she needed answers.
Chael paused, but he didn’t look up from his pile of wood. “I didn’t leave Jade. I was never meant to be there.”
Nova squinted at him, remembering how Chael had held Jade’s hand in the menagerie, how they’d cuddled up to one another as Nova watched them from the brush. He was Jade’s protector. Her guard. And then he’d left her in the dust? Something was off. “How long were you her guard?” she asked, questions boiling over in her mind.
“I’m not sure that’s relevant.”
“It’s relevant because I don’t know anything about you. And I trust you about as far as I can throw you.” Which wasn’t far. “And if we’re going to watch each other’s backs, I need to trust you.”
Chael looked at her, unimpressed by her questions, and then moved a stick to the opposite side of the stack, as if that would make a difference for the unlit fire. “A couple of months,” he replied after he moved another piece of wood. 
“Did the Queen force you to be Jade’s guard?”
“No. I wanted the position.”
Nova furrowed her brow. “Why?”
Chael met her gaze. “The princess was the easiest route to the queen. How else was I supposed to kill Katrina?”
His words were flat. They carried little emotion. But Nova sensed something deeper, like he was putting a mask on the truth. She saw Chael’s actions in the menagerie. He slit the queen’s throat when she lunged at Jade and not a moment before. Chael was the fastest being she’d ever seen. He could’ve acted sooner. Was it possible he was still working for Jade? If Nova’s magic was real, she was valuable to every monarch in Fractus. Did the princess send Chael on a mission to deliver Nova to her next prison? To trade her off? 
“I want to know where Gelida is.” Nova slid down from River’s back and waded through the water toward Chael. “Tell me how to get there. Please.”
“What happened to trusting me?”
“Trust is earned,” she said, quoting Chael’s own words from a few minutes before.
Chael shook his head and gave a little huff. “You’re awfully stubborn. Do you know that?” 
Nova gave Chael a little shoulder shrug. 
“The trek is too dangerous even for you,” he said. “No one should travel Fractus alone.”
“Why do you care?” Nova asked, challenging him. “Why do you care what I do? Where I go? If I find my family or if I die trying?” All her questions were valid. He was a stranger— a catalyst in this disaster. He caused her family to disappear. And now he was trying to help her?
He’s hiding something. 
Instead of answering her questions, Chael stood and raised his arm, pointing further up the snowcapped mountain. “See that dark divet? Where the trees end and the snow begins?” Nova squinted, searching. There were a lot of dark divets in the mountain. 
“The one shaped like a rabbit. That’s where Gelida is,” he said.
“Like a rabbit?” Nova asked quietly, giving Chael side-eye, thinking none of the divets looked like a small furry creature. Regardless, she saw the general area Chael was pointing to and it looked far away— more than a couple days of riding. 
“If you make it there on your own, how would you expect to gather your family? The king isn’t just going to give them up because you said so.”
Truthfully, Nova hadn’t thought that far ahead. At this point she wasn’t even sure Chael was leading her in the right direction. “I’ll sneak into the compound,” she said, not having any idea what she could face when she got there. “I’ll use my animal magic.” She looked at Chael and challenged him with a cocked eyebrow.
“Good luck,” he said, and then knelt next to his pile of sticks.
“What makes you the authority on this trek? What makes you think I can’t do it on my own?”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t do it on your own.” Chael eyed her, and she put her hands on her hips. “You’re certainly stubborn enough to do it on your own.” His comment made her huff. “But it’ll be easier if we make the trek together. And I know the way. That’s more than you know.” He steadied an arm on a bent knee. “I told you I’d show you the way. I owe you that much. I can’t make any promises beyond that.”
Nova pressed her fingers into her hips, confused by Chael’s rationale, by why he felt he owed her. But mostly she was irritated that she was relying on him to get her where she needed to go. She could get there on her own, couldn’t she? She was capable. She could survive in the wilderness. She could hunt, build a fire, ride silently through the brush. Still, she’d lived her life in Chehalem and hadn’t ventured outside its safe confines until she was forced to go to Sterling. She didn’t know this terrain. 
But instead of conceding, her nagging doubt and irritation verbalized itself in a snarky comment. “Don’t you think a fire will give away our sleeping spot? To all the murderers and thieves milling around these woods?” 
Her comment didn’t rile him up like she thought it would. “I’m not planning on lighting it until well after dark. And only if we can’t take the cold.” He cocked his head and added, “Or would you rather freeze?” 
Instead of replying to his countered sarcasm, Nova turned and walked off. Plopping down in the grass near River, Nova kept her back to Chael. Everything about him rubbed her the wrong way… his cool demeanor when everything was wrong, his tight lips and secret keeping. But most of all she hated that he was her lifeline, that she was relying on someone she didn’t trust, someone that had hurt her and her family. 
“Thinks he knows everything,” Nova whispered and River raised his head from the grass. He watched her stew before he turned toward Chael and pinned his ears, showing his disdain as well. 
“Exactly,” Nova added, taking a breath and feeling better knowing River shared in her loathing. At least she could always count on River.
[image: image-placeholder]When night came Nova curled up with River on the forest floor and tried to sleep, but her mind circled and she slept in fits. A frosty nip had settled in the night air and she hated to admit it, but Chael was probably right to prepare a fire. In fact, she wondered how long she could hold out before she’d swallow her pride and light it. Fighting the urge, she curled into a tighter ball and tucked her hands under her armpits. She could hold out a little longer. Just as she contemplated pulling her boot back on her swollen foot to keep it warm, she heard a crunching noise. 
Nova lifted her head, leaving the warmth of River’s fur to look for Chael, hoping he’d start the fire without her having to admit he was right. She searched the dark, looking for his broad shoulders, but she found his horse instead. The moonlight reflected off Gentry’s white coat, making him easy to spot in the night. He was standing near the lake, his head high in the air, his nostrils wide. And just as she wondered what Gentry was looking at, River twitched. 
Then he jumped. He jerked his legs out from under his belly and Nova leapt with him. 
Nova wanted to question River’s reaction to the roaming horse, but River’s instincts weren’t usually wrong. So instead she grabbed hold of River’s mane and slid a leg over his back as he jumped up, wanting to stay as close to him as possible.
Once River was standing, he shuffled backward, and Nova barely kept her balance on his back. 
“Easy, easy,” she spat out, knowing River would only shy from something if he knew he couldn’t fight it. And Nova didn’t know what could possibly scare her brave horse. “Whoa, River! Whoa,” she tried and he stopped, but his muscles were tense. Nova squinted into the night, trying to see the source of his alarm. And when she did, her body flushed colder than the night air.
And Gentry saw it too.   
Gentry reared, his front legs striking at a pack of blackness as it approached. The ground moaned with the breath of broken sticks and mauled brush, and as the black blob moved out of the trees moonlight reflected off shiny helmets with feather plumes. 
“Surrender or be caught!” a deep voice bellowed, but River was having none of it. He spun around and leapt away in one fluid motion. It took every ounce of strength in Nova’s thighs and arms to stay aboard as he catapulted away from the threat. 
When he landed Nova’s chest banged against his wither bone, knocking her lungs into a groan, but she held herself in place, hoping River could see where he was going because she certainly couldn’t. As he ran, Nova could barely tell the difference between the sky and the forest floor as it whizzed past her. Everything was a similar shade of black. 
She had no bow, no pack, and no sense of direction. Nova knew she needed to get away from the soldiers, but galloping blindly through the forest was bound to end in disaster. Nova clung to River’s mane and clamped her legs around his ribs. Her heart pounded with the erratic beat of his feet as they trampled brush and clipped hidden hurdles. She didn’t know how long she could stay attached to his back as he bobbled through the dark.
We have to hide. It was their only hope of escape, but River didn’t slow his pace. He was trying to take her away from something he deemed a monster, and nothing was going to stop him. 
“Slow down,” she pleaded, but as the words left her mouth a branch collided with her side, knocking her hand out of River’s mane. The branch scraped across her stomach and Nova grunted. She felt her flesh rip, but she was more concerned about only having one hand laced in River’s mane. 
“Riv!” She screamed, trying to pull him out of his trance, out of his fearful tunnel vision as she balanced her body against his jarring motions. 
But as she screamed his name again, a golden glow pierced the sky above her head and spilled down like yellow rain, funneling
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