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To those of you who have ever felt too damaged to be loved or too broken to be fixed.

This is for you.
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CHAPTER ONE
SILAS – FIVE YEARS AGO

I awoke to swollen eyes, just as I had the past few nights, and cursed myself when I peered at the clock resting on my nightstand.

6:50 a.m. The council meeting begins in just ten minutes.

Flinging off the comforter cocooning me, I hurried to the bathroom sink, soaking a rag with cold water and wringing it out. I held it to my eyes in an attempt to lessen the puffiness.

It was no surprise I looked this way; I had cried myself to sleep the past couple of nights…ever since my mother was murdered. Last night, I had woken from my sleep in a cold sweat, chest heaving, heart pounding.

Something had felt off. Strange. I didn’t know what, but the uneasy sensation made it difficult to fall back asleep.

I pressed the rag to my other swollen eye. The King would not be pleased to witness such weakness. I could only hope he wouldn’t be able to tell I had been crying.

I often wondered if the man had a soul. I hadn’t seen him shed a single tear since Mother’s passing. Though that wasn’t entirely alarming…I had never seen my father cry my entire life.

My thoughts drifted to Lena, how it felt holding her last night. Her body against mine, how it felt to kiss her.

I wanted her to be at my side in this castle. I wanted to sleep beside her every night, holding her close. But I hated the thought of her risking her life to see me. It was still unclear if the danger had entirely been eliminated, and I found myself wishing for her to stay away for a while—just until we knew it was secure again. I couldn’t stand the thought of anything happening to her.

I scrubbed at my face in frustration. How was I going to ensure our future together? Mother had completely supported our relationship, but now she was gone. The King would never accept Lena as Otacia’s princess and future queen.

I placed the cloth down, my eyes looking only slightly less swollen, and was startled by a knock on the door.

“The meeting has begun, Your Highness,” Daerin, one of our guards, informed through the door. “The King is not pleased.”

“I’ll be out momentarily,” I called out.

Strange. Usually, it was Torrin who would fetch me.

I chucked off my lounge pants as I heard the steps retreating from my door, then dressed in my fine clothes: a tunic adorned with silver embroidery, trousers that fit tightly against the muscles in my legs, and boots. All were black—the color I wore most days.

Lastly, I placed my silver crown atop my head and studied myself in the mirror beside my bed. The sapphires set in it sparkled from the morning sun filtering into my room.

My hair isn’t neat enough, and my damn eyes…

I raked my hands down my face.

I didn’t recognize myself most days anymore. Aside from these swollen eyes, wearing these clothes…this crown…it all felt heavy. Too heavy.

I wished I could be an ordinary man…wished I didn’t have these responsibilities. All I desired was to be with Lena, to live, not just go through the motions as I had every day before meeting the fiery, red-headed beauty.

The corner of my mouth went up at the thought of her. It would be her birthday in just five days. Though I had recently given her my mother’s necklace, I still wished to surprise her with something else. I’d pondered various ideas last night, but nothing had stuck out. I’d gifted her several gowns already, and I had just given her jewelry, so earrings seemed uninspired.

Perhaps I could purchase a new weapon for her, or I could write her a poem…though I am not very talented in that regard.

I’d actually written her a handful of poems and letters since I met her, but I still hadn’t found the courage to give them to her. I had no problem professing my love in person…but I found myself feeling nervous at the thought of her reading such vulnerable words. I kept them tucked safely under my mattress. I’d give them to her eventually.

So, what else could I gift her?

Lena would always protest whenever I spoiled her, but regardless, her pleas would not sway me. She deserved more than what life had given her thus far.

If only I could turn back the clock and enjoy just one more day outside these castle walls, I would take her to a nice restaurant or even spend another afternoon in the forest lying together, watching the clouds pass through the tree branches. I just wanted one more day of going unnoticed, one more day of experiencing what others perceived as ordinary moments. They were anything but ordinary to me.

I sighed as I exited my quarters, navigating the various white hallways. Had it always been so prosaic and dull in this place? Had it always lacked color and vibrancy?

I was approaching the war room when I saw Finnan with his ear pressed to the black, wooden door.

I suppressed a chuckle, but it came out anyway when I placed a hand on the ten-year-old’s shoulder, causing him to jump higher than I knew possible for a human.

He clutched his chest, respiring heavily. “You startled me, Your Highness!”

I raised a brow at him, a smile still on my face. “Are you supposed to be eavesdropping?”

Finnan gave a half-grin, rubbing the back of his neck. “Probably not.”

Finnan was the son of Emerson, one of my father’s generals. He also happened to be a part of the dreadful meeting being held behind this door.

I ruffled the kid’s brown hair, then finally entered the war room, shutting the door behind me and walking toward the group gathered of Otacia’s most elite.

Father was sitting at the head of the massive wooden table, stroking his short, black beard as he glowered at the map laid out before him. This room was as gloomy as they come, a stark contrast to the all-white walls just outside. The stone in here was unpainted, and nothing but the large window behind my father provided natural light. The Otacian flag, in our colors navy, black, and silver, was flowing due to the morning breeze blowing in.

“It is a terrible tragedy,” Rurik expressed blandly. “But do you think it is connected, Your Majesty?”

Just as Daerin had said, the meeting had already begun. I was to receive a slap for that, I’m sure. I quickly seated myself further down the table. I may be the Prince, but to my father, I had not earned the right to sit beside him.

These meetings had been going on daily since Mother’s assassination. Usually for hours at a time. Going over possible threats and connections—brainstorming ways to lure Mages without harming our soldiers.

I hated all of it.

I hated witches, too. Hated that the guilt I felt for setting Amatta on fire was but a speck in the back of my mind.

Did that make me just as much a monster as she? That I could end her life and feel nothing at all?

“How would killing two Outer Ring women be connected?” Emerson asked with lowered brows.

To that, my eyes shot up, my heartbeat quickening. “What did you say?” I asked, sitting straighter in my seat. “What happened?”

The King slowly lifted his glare to me. “You would know if you had been here on time, Silas.”

His flat tone sent chills down my spine. Just as I was about to press on the matter, Emerson spoke.

“Arson in the Outer Ring. A cottage was set on fire in the middle of the night while a woman and her daughter were inside.”

My stomach sank so hard that I felt I’d be sick. I attempted to school my expression, lowering my trembling hands to my lap.

No.

It was just a coincidence. It had to be. The Outer Ring had thousands of residents. It could’ve been anyone.

“Also, Brighthell is nowhere to be found.”

Torrin is missing?

“Has the place been investigated yet?” I pushed. As much as I cared for Torrin, Lena’s well-being was my main concern. “Are the citizens alive?”

“We had a handful of soldiers go down to confirm the fire itself, but the investigative crew is about to head out as we speak.”

Instantly, I stood, my chair’s legs dragging against the floor, making an unpleasant screech.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the King demanded through his teeth.

I took in a shaky breath as my father narrowed his eyes at me. “I wish to investigate, Your Majesty,” I responded calmly. “If a Mage truly did this…”

If a witch hurt Lena…

“The experience could be good for him, Your Majesty,” Emerson interposed. He was perhaps the only person in this room that I liked.

My father studied me for a moment more before ultimately conceding. “Very well. See what you can discover, Silas.”

I gave him a grateful nod, then rushed to meet with the soldiers about to head out. After questioning a handful of men if there were any casualties and being provided no answer, I decided to remain silent.

Arming myself with my sword, I mounted Sable, my ebony horse, and made my way toward the Outer Ring.

A pit was in my chest the entire time.

It is some other house. It has to be.

I took slow and steady breaths, preparing myself as we turned the corner before Lena’s home.

And I nearly collapsed at the sight of her house.

No.

It was charred…burnt. Although citizens had successfully extinguished the fire, the smoke from the aftermath was still swirling toward the sky.

Instantly, I pulled the reins, squeezing my legs and pushing my hips forward to race my horse toward the house.

“Your Highness!” one of the soldiers called, but I ignored him.

She is alive. She must be alive.

I quickly scrambled off Sable and dashed up to the front door.

“You shouldn’t go in, Your Highness,” a soldier insisted as he halted me, holding his palms out. “It isn’t healthy to breathe in these fumes.”

“Out of my way,” I seethed, and the soldier’s eyes went wide. I was always a kind, respectful prince. I had never ordered anyone around.

He quickly nodded as he stepped out of my path.

I loosened a breath at the state of Lena’s living room and kitchen as I entered. The soldier handed me an oil lamp—the soot covering the walls, the windows, everything, made it so there was hardly any natural light.

Hold in the emotion. Don’t let them see.

I needed to ask if they survived. The soldiers here knew the answer. But the words wouldn’t come out.

I slowly crept toward Lena’s room, my heartbeat pounding against my chest.

Please…please…

The door was just slightly cracked. I froze for a moment, hand on the knob.

Please be okay…

Finally, I forced myself to step inside…and time stilled. A muffled cry left my lips when I saw what lay in her bed.

No.

“This is a hard sight for anyone to see, Your Highness.”

No. No. No.

He cleared his throat. “I insist, these fumes—”

“Leave me,” my voice cracked. “Shut the door behind me and leave.”

The soldier’s brow furrowed. “Your Highness—”

“I wish to say a prayer in private,” I whispered. “Please.”

His eyes bounced between mine, and he gently nodded, retreating as he closed the door to give me privacy.

As I slowly turned to her, my face crumpled. I was frozen for a long while, unable to believe what was before me. Aside from the orange glow coming from my lamp, the room was nearly pitch black…and eerily silent.

When I finally brought myself to move, my steps felt heavy. I knelt at her side.

“Lena…” I cried softly, unable to restrain my body’s trembling. “No…no…”

I placed the oil lamp on the ground beside me. Her hair was gone—those beautiful copper waves disintegrated by the flames. Her face was hardly recognizable.

But it was her.

It was her.

I sobbed quietly as I brushed my fingertips on what was left of her cheek, and at the feeling of her dead body, I wept.

I couldn’t get enough air, and it had nothing to do with the smoke. In fact, I wished the fumes would suffocate me, wished they’d take me to wherever she now was.

My best friend.

The love of my life.

Lena.

My eyes trailed over her neck, then darted to her hand.

My mother’s necklace, the ring I had given her…someone fucking stole them!

I thought I had felt rage when Mother died, but this? Was this the work of witches? Did they see her climb up to the castle? See her with me?

Was this to punish me? Was it part of their plan? Or was it just some lowlifes looking to steal?

Sweat dripped down my body as I attempted to regulate my breathing.

“You cannot let your will to live be tied to me, Silas. To anyone.”

I shook my head as I recalled her final words to me. “You cannot leave me,” I wept quietly. “I need you. My life has no meaning without you.”

“Because life is unfair, and tragedy can happen at any time.”

I cried harder. I placed a kiss on her forehead, my tears dripping onto her burnt corpse. It was morbid…but it was Lena. My Lena.

“You will not give up.”

“I can’t…Lena,” I sobbed.

“You will not break.”

I struggled to breathe as I pictured her face. Her beautiful green eyes…her radiant smile.

“Promise me.”

My voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t accept this. I don’t accept it.” I kissed her forehead again, holding my lips on her as I attempted to pull myself together.

There was a knock on the door, and a faint voice asked, “Are you finished, Your Highness?”

I withdrew, holding what was left of her face, taking note of every horrific detail, as painful as it was.

“I will always love you.” My trembling hand lowered to hold what remained of hers as I whispered, “I will find you in the afterlife, Lena. I promise.”

Mother had taught me of the Gods, insisting I know all I could about them. At the feel of my lover’s corpse, I didn’t know if I believed in such a fantasy anymore. Still, I found myself silently praying to Ravaiana, the Goddess of Life.

Please provide Lena peace. Please tell her how much I love her. Tell her how special she is. How…

I choked on a sob again as there was another knock on the door, more urgent this time.

“Just a second!” I rasped, then resumed my prayer.

Tell her that I will find out who did this to her and that I won’t rest until there is justice. I know nothing of the afterlife, nothing about prayers…but please, if you haven’t already, provide her safe passage into Elysium. Tell her I will be with her again…and that I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

I didn’t know if I deserved to go to Elysium…to heaven. I had already killed four men, evil as they were. I had killed Amatta, too. But the entire universe would have to conspire against me if there was a sliver of a chance for my soul to find hers again.

“I will find you,” I murmured to her. “I will find you, Flower. I will find you.”

One last kiss, and I rose, wiping my eyes and catching my breath.

I just needed to last until I was in my room. Then I could let go.

I retrieved my lamp, then clutched the knob and turned, making sure to avoid eye contact with anyone and everyone. I ignored their expressions of concern, making my way to mount Sable and head home.

I waited for the men to conclude their search, and while I did, I went over the past couple of days, analyzing every little thing.

Lena didn’t have many belongings to warrant a theft so extreme. Aside from a few gowns, the necklace and ring were probably all they had of value.

Witches. It had to be witches.

They saw what we did—what I did to Amatta. They must’ve had a spy watching me, saw how much Lena meant to me, and killed her to make things even.

I grasped the reins in anguish. She should’ve never come to my room.

This is all my fault.

I could see now that they targeted Lena as an act of revenge, but why Mother? What was their play?

And what were they planning next?

I took in the weather, the bright blue sky, the shining sun. How could the day be so beautiful? How could the world go on like it was nothing when she had suffered so? How was the universe itself not in mourning?

The sky should be grey, rain pouring, thundering cracking as if the Gods themselves were weeping over such a loss.

I barely managed to make it back to the castle in one piece, rushing to my bedroom the second I dismounted Sable. I was silent for a moment when I shut the door behind me. Frozen.

Lena is dead.

Lena is dead.

Lena is dead.

I made it only a few steps before I collapsed to my knees, clutching my chest.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t think.

All I could see was her burned, stiff body. All I could smell was the smoke. All I could hear was Amatta’s scream, imagining that Lena’s cries sounded the same as her life was taken away by flame.

I finally let go completely, wailing into my hands.

“You will not break.”

How could she ask that of me? How could she believe it was even possible?

I am broken. I am nothing without her by my side.

I jolted when my door swung open. Turning with fearful eyes, I watched as my father shut my bedroom door behind him.

“You fucking child,” he seethed, charging toward me. “Crying over some peasants like a pathetic infant.” He gripped the collar of my shirt roughly, pulling me to my feet. “I was told how you acted today. You are an embarrassment.”

I glared at him with hatred, tears streaming down my face. “They weren’t just some peasants,” I spat.

He released my shirt, flinging me back. I stumbled but kept myself from falling.

“Be relieved it was someone from the Outer Ring and not someone of importance,” he said simply.

I was full of rage—so much rage.

How dare he.

How fucking dare he.

I didn’t think; I just acted. I reeled my arm back and swung my fist across his face.

It made a sickening sound, and pain shot through my knuckles on impact. As scared as I was for what was to come, it felt fucking good inflicting pain on him.

My father slowly curved his head back toward me, touching his now-busted lip, blood coating his fingertips. His malicious gaze met mine, and I watched as he pulled out a dagger.

His voice was dark as he growled, “That will be the last time you disrespect me.”

My limbs shook, and my eyes bulged as my father swung at me with his dagger. I dodged quickly, but he persisted. The King was a lot of things—terrible things—but a poor fighter was not one of them.

I managed to dodge his blows until his final swing was successful, and I hissed as the steel blade dragged from just above my lip and up my left cheek.

I grunted as I drew away, my fingertips skimming the blood now coursing down my face.

My father’s voice was clipped as he wiped his blade, tucking it back into his side. “See to it that you get stitches.” He clicked his tongue. “That’s going to leave a nasty scar.”

I glared at him, shaking with contempt as my blood dribbled onto the marble floor.

His black eyes scrutinized me with distaste, his lip curling. “Perhaps it shall serve as a reminder. Every time you see your imperfect flesh, I want you to remember just how much of a disappointment you really are.”

And with those final words, he left.

I loosened my exhale and gradually stepped to my vanity mirror, blinking at the split open skin, at the trail of red dripping under my chin and down my shirt. My father had slapped me, had punched me…but never had he cut me. The wound burned, I imagined, but no physical pain could outdo the mental.

I want you to remember how much of a disappointment you really are.

I had failed. I had failed my mother. I had failed Minerva. I had failed Lena.

I really was a disappointment, wasn’t I?


PART ONE:

MYTHS
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CHAPTER TWO
LENA – NOW

“Lena,” a woman spoke in my head, and I fell to my knees at the sound of Kayin’s voice. “We have work to do.”

My heart was thumping with intensity. I gripped the blades of grass beneath my fingers as if somehow it would help ground me in this moment.

Kayin? Is that really you?

I hadn’t spoken to or heard from the mysterious seer in over half a decade—the evening before Queen Ryia La’Rune’s assassination. So many questions drummed around in my head, and all I could do was quickly begin listing them.

Where have you been all this time?

Where are you now?

Were you involved in the Queen’s murder?

Just as I was about to ask if she knew where Torrin was, she spoke. Her voice was weaker, more feeble, than I remembered.

“There is much I wish I could tell you, Lena. But I can’t.” She drew in a long breath. “It has taken me great effort to contact you. It’s…” She exhaled in relief. “It’s so good to hear your voice.”

She sounded so defeated. Broken. Nothing like the upbeat woman I communicated with for so long.

Are you okay?

Her voice broke as she replied, “No. I am not.”

The beating in my heart quickened, and I swallowed the unpleasant lump in my throat.

Tell me what I need to do.

She was breathing heavily now. “You are with the Prince, yes?”

I am.

“Good.” Kayin choked on a cough. “I can’t speak for much longer—our connection isn’t strong from this far away.”

Where are you, Kayin?

It was silent for a few moments. “I am in Otacia.”

My eyes enlarged, and I scrambled up from my place on the ground.

“Otacia?!” I exclaimed out loud. “Are you a prisoner?”

“Do not worry about me,” she insisted. “Our paths shall cross when the time is right.” There was a brief pause. “What did Igon tell you before he died?”

I couldn’t help but notice the sorrow in her voice as she uttered that out. I still didn’t know how the two knew each other.

“He told me he sent Torrin away…” I whispered. “Then told me to find you, to find Oquerene.”

I was talking to myself, pacing back and forth like a maniac. If anyone were watching me, they’d surely think I had lost my mind.

“You needn’t worry about finding me. Not yet. Did he give you a message of some sort?”

I frowned as I recalled his cryptic words. “Yes…he said, ‘Only through fire can the phoenix be reborn from the ashes’…whatever that means.”

She groaned in frustration.

I nervously drummed my fingertips on my legs. “What is it?”

“I don’t get visions like I used to…hardly get them at all anymore. The Queen’s necklace, do you still have it?”

I blinked and glanced down, beholding the diamond and sapphire necklace lying against my collarbones. I ran my fingers along the delicate gems, the stones glimmering in the moonlight.

“I do…why?” I asked slowly.

“That necklace will give you the answers you need…everything…everything will make sense.”

“How would a necklace provide answers?” I questioned skeptically. I felt panic rising within me at her silence. “Kayin, you’re scaring me…” I breathed. “Are you in danger?”

“I will talk to you again in time,” she claimed. “Get to Nereida. You will find answers.”

I halted my pacing.

“Wait! Do you know where Torrin is?” I blurted out, hope and dread blooming in my chest at the possibility of answers. “He left last year without a word, though apparently Igon is the one who sent him away.”

There was a delay. “You’ll cross paths with Torrin again soon.” She was quiet for a beat longer before she whispered, “I am so sorry for what happened to you, Lena.”

As quickly as Kayin’s voice filled my head, she was gone—nothing audible but the hushed nighttime breeze on this mountaintop.

Kayin…why now after all this time? And how the hell was she speaking to me from all the way in Otacia?

I pinched the bridge of my nose, loosening an aggravated breath.

Igon had refused to offer up much information about her. He had just sworn she was as trustworthy a Mage as they come, and as a seer, keeping her identity unknown was imperative. There was so much I needed to ask her about, and yet, try as I might to communicate, the connection had just…vanished.

And she must’ve seen what happened to me…with Rurik…

I clutched my chest as I attempted to calm my breathing, the wind doing little to relieve the sweat now dripping from my forehead.

Do not think about it. Do not think about it.

I took a few shaky breaths, willing my tears to stay put. I didn’t wish to think of it, certainly not right now when so many were counting on me. I didn’t want to be reminded of what those monsters put me through. Reminded of the utter helplessness I felt.

I am alive.

They are gone.

They aren’t here.

I am safe.

I couldn’t think about it, not now. I needed to focus on saving my people; my trauma could be dealt with later.

They are gone.

They aren’t here.

I am safe.

I spent a few minutes collecting myself, rubbing my arms in a comforting motion. I used that time to shove my emotions—my memories—into a bottle.

I am safe.

I am safe.

I am safe.

Once I felt composed enough, I slowly started back for camp, feeling even more exhausted after that altercation.

Then, like always, my mind drifted to Silas.

“I cannot bear your kindness. Do not give it to me.”

What, did he wish for me to be a raging bitch to him? Did he truly desire hostility? Or perhaps indifference?

How would that help us work toward a better future, considering the animosity he had felt for my people his entire life?

I still felt bitterness, considering all he had done.

Silas, The Witch Slayer.

I had heard stories passed around fires over the years…stories that, once they got gruesome, sent me evacuating to someplace silent.

I never wished to hear those tales. I still didn’t. I couldn’t picture the man I had loved, the man I knew better than anyone, committing such atrocities. Even after seeing him all these years later, seeing how cold he had become, I still couldn’t envision even a fraction of the details I’d heard.

As I made it back, I took in the multiple campsites set up along the top of Mount Rozavar, the mountain weather-controlled by magic.

The fire around our small group was still crackling, and Edmund peered up from examining his new leg, now made of enchanted carbonado, to give me a small smile. Elowen was sitting beside him on a log, marveling at his new arm.

The metal, veiny-like material was…outlandish. Extraordinary.

“Thank you again, Lena. Just…thank you,” he said with a peaceful grin as I passed by. The flames made his blond waves appear even more golden as they lay against his forehead.

I simply returned his smile, giving him a slight nod, and went to sit beside Merrick on the opposing log across the fire. He was glowering at the two of them, and they were either choosing to ignore him or were so lost in each other that they hadn’t noticed him staring.

Roland was sharpening a dagger while talking to Hendry, Viola was off who knows where scouting the skies in bird form to see if any Otacians were near, and I didn’t wish to know where the Prince and his wife were.

Those lounging around the flames were spaced far enough away that they couldn’t hear Merrick and me speaking. “You could tone down that grimace, you know. You’re going to scare off the poor children,” I teased lightly.

The handful of Mage children that had traveled on this journey were giggling and dashing around the warm mountaintop, chasing fireflies and capturing them with their magic in little bubbles. If they caught Merrick’s twisted face, I had a feeling their stomachs would plunge. He could be unsettling when he wished to be.

Merrick snorted, his expression softening. I set my hand on his shoulder and leaned in close.

“You will never guess who just spoke to me,” I whispered in his ear.

I felt him tense, and he turned to look at me, his icy blue eyes turning nearly black—the color they always turned when he read someone’s emotions. Sometimes, he used it to detect if someone was lying or to see if someone’s emotions matched up with their words. But usually, he just used it to understand others better.

“Torrin?” he breathed.

I shook my head. “Kayin.”

His eyes enlarged as he loosened a breath. “Well?” he pressed. “What did she say?”

I let out a humorless laugh through my nose. “Nothing much. She asked if the Prince was here, told me—”

Shit. I can’t tell him about the Queen’s necklace.

I cleared my throat as my hand slipped from his shoulder and back to my side. “She told me she was in Otacia, and while it wasn’t confirmed that she was a prisoner, she told me she was not okay.” My eyes fell, and I nervously picked at my nails as I sat down beside him. “She also told me we would meet again in time…Torrin and I.”

“That’s partly good news, I suppose.” Merrick shifted next to me, dragging his teeth along the hooped piercing that wrapped around his bottom lip. “None of this is mere coincidence…does she want us to find her?”

I shook my head again, chewing on the inside of my cheek. “No. She told me to head to Nereida. I didn’t even mention the place to her.” I gave Merrick a weak smile. “At least that’s a sign we’re doing one thing right.”

Merrick’s eyes faded back to icy blue as he studied me. “I trust you, Lena.” The corner of his lip crept upward. “It is good she is alive, yes? It’s been so long.”

“It has…” I angled my head and marveled at the night sky. It really was beautiful up here. I could understand why Immeron chose this place over Ames. The lack of light pollution made the stars all the more visible.

It reminded me of when I was little. I’d struggled with nightmares before we had found our home in Otacia, the fear of my power a constant source of paranoia, even more so in unfamiliar territories. I remember one of our blankets had been eaten up by a pack of moths, causing little holes to form in the fabric. Mother, being the creative woman she was, added more—hundreds of tiny little holes. She scooped me up in her arms, tossing the blanket above us and enclosing us underneath.

The warm light in the room we were staying in at the time had filtered through those tiny tears. “See, it’s like the night sky!” she had said, and it really was. I felt safe with her beneath the stars.

“Count them, Lena. Count the stars.”

I’d fallen asleep in her arms as I counted, finally resting soundly through the night.

Tears began welling in my eyes as they trailed over to Mother’s sleeping figure. I would be leaving her for the first time in my life come morning. But she would be safe up here.

She would be safe.

“I never mentioned something to you,” I lowered my voice, meeting Merrick’s eyes.

He frowned, eyes swirling dark once more. I scooted closer to him and went in to whisper again. I ignored Merrick’s scent, or at least tried to. Somehow, he always smelled like fresh snow. Perhaps it was from his continuous use of ice magic.

“Igon gave me a message before he died. ‘Only through the fire can the phoenix be reborn from the ashes.’” I searched his eyes. “Does that mean anything to you? I can’t comprehend what he meant by it.”

Merrick pondered momentarily as Silas and Erabella returned from wherever they had been. My eyes scanned the pair, and I tried my best to ignore their slightly disheveled hair and the subtle flush to their cheeks. Silas wouldn’t meet my eyes.

I felt my fire rising, and my eyes averted to the ground.

Calm the flames, Lena.

I felt Merrick tense as well, and when I glanced at him, his darkened eyes were on the two of them. Before he could question me—because I knew like an idiot my emotions soared just now—I pressed, “Well?”

The wind blew his silver-white hair, currently unbound and falling just past his chest. His eyes were narrowed, planted on the ground for only a moment longer before his eyes returned to normal. “No. I…I don’t understand it one bit.” He crossed his arms as he gazed into the fire.

Silas and Erabella spoke quietly to their men before situating themselves in their shared bedroll. Still, Silas avoided eye contact with me.

“He spoke to me in my mind, Merrick.”

Merrick whirled at me, his eyebrows raising.

“Right before he died, Igon spoke to me in my mind. I don’t know how.”

His jaw clicked, and as my head began to fall, he softly tilted my chin so my eyes could meet his. “I am sure you aren’t meant to figure it all out right now.” He let go of my chin and patted my shoulder. “Rest. Don’t stress all that needs to be figured out—easier said than done, I know.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “But get some rest. Tithara only knows when we will be able to get some again.”

Wasn’t that the truth…

“You should get some then, too,” I suggested.

His smile faltered. “I will.” His eyes shot to Edmund, who was now holding Elowen’s hand as he beamed at her. “Once I know that bastard isn’t going to sneak off with my sister.”

I laughed through my nose as I stood, about to make my way to my own bedroll. “I’ve never seen you so overprotective, Merrick.”

“I’ve never seen Elowen…” he began, then sighed, looking at me over his shoulder with a small smile. “Goodnight, Lena.”

“Goodnight.” I looked back for just another moment, catching the sight of Elowen giggling at something Edmund said, him watching her as if she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

Soul-Ties.

My traitorous eyes shifted to my apparent mate. His eyes were closed, his wife tucked into his side.

I felt that pang of pain in my chest again and didn’t feel it ease up, even as I stared off into the stars, even as I drifted to sleep.
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CHAPTER THREE
LENA

The mountain was a sea of murmurs the next morning, my people observing warily as our group prepared for the journey south.

Merrick. Elowen. Viola. Silas. Roland. Hendry. Edmund. Erabella. And me, their Supreme.

The handful of days since escaping Fort Laith had drawn us closer together, along with the training we committed to and the small talk that ensued. Still, we weren’t entirely comfortable with one another. I imagined it would be a while before we got to that point, understandably so.

The morning began with Ayla bringing us all our new attire, along with Ashton, one of her sons, who brought the armor they had crafted. Immeron’s entire family, all five sons, their wives, and Ayla, had spent this week either making our items or traveling to Forsmont for extra supplies.

My entire ensemble was nearly all black, from my tight leather pants to my formfitting top held up with two slim straps. My vambraces, couters, and pauldron all matched, and the leather material was flexible and strong. Lastly, I was given a deep navy cloak. My chest was bare, and there was nothing visible except Ryia’s necklace, which rested against my skin.

I couldn’t help but notice how my outfit was made with Otacia’s colors—black and navy. I wondered if that was done on purpose.

The Mages’ attire differed from what was crafted for our human companions. Ours was lighter, as our ability to use protective forcefields and the need to be nimble on our feet was of primary importance.

The humans needed extra cushioning to protect themselves, so their armor was a bit heavier, and the material all matched: all-black, steel plate mail, leather pants, and neutral-colored cloaks. Ayla also packed us some light loungewear, insisting that with the impending heat expected for a summer in Tovagoth, we’d need them.

“I wanted to make the lot of you clothes that wouldn’t draw too much attention, as I know you’re on the run,” Ayla said carefully. “That is why there’s a lot of black and silver.”

Silas clenched his jaw but attempted to give Ayla a small smile. “Thank you.”

The Prince had finally made eye contact with me this morning, but his golden gaze had quickly averted.

“I cannot bear your kindness. Do not give it to me.”

I pondered on his words last night and again when I woke up this morning. Did he feel like he deserved my distaste? Or perhaps his feelings for me still lingered a touch…

I was pulled out of my thoughts by Ayla strolling over with a pouch in hand. “How does it fit?” she asked with a warm smile, gesturing to my new outfit.

“Like a glove.” I grinned back. “Thank you.”

Merrick sighed. “It feels so good to be out of those damn prison clothes,” he said, brushing his hands along the fabric of his navy robe. He and Elowen both opted for the lightest of options, though both of them wore fighting leathers underneath, with vambraces that matched mine.

Elowen twirled around in her own burgundy and navy robe, the material tight on her slim waist. “It’s perfect!”

I chuckled at their excitement, taking note of the belts along their hips and the silver thread woven in their outfits. Elowen’s enchanted dagger was secured at her side.

“You look wonderful,” Edmund voiced softly, and Elowen flushed, offering him a bashful smile before resuming her spinning.

Ayla clasped her hands together. “Oh, I’m so glad.” She turned her attention to the Princess of Otacia, who appeared slightly uncomfortable. “How about you, Era? How does yours fit?”

Era gave her a gracious grin. “It fits perfectly.” She wore armor similar to that of the Otacian men, though hers was structured to complement her feminine figure. It was actually quite similar to mine, except instead of leather, it was made of black steel. “I’ve never worn armor before. I feel…strong with it.”

Merrick’s eyes flicked to hers, and when she met his gaze, he gave her a slight smile.

Irritation rose within me…simply because Erabella had a personality I was beginning to like.

I didn’t want to like her.

“We went heavy with yours, just like the other humans. It’ll take some getting used to, but it will provide you more protection.”

Erabella inclined her head. “I appreciate it. Thank you.”

Ayla returned the gesture, then extended her hand toward me, finally handing me the pouch in her hand. I raised a brow.

“Various herbs,” she explained. “Some of the ones I find most useful.”

Elowen stopped her twirling. “Do you have what’s needed for the contraceptive elixir?” she asked.

I nearly choked with laughter when I saw Edmund’s and Hendry’s eyes blow wide and Merrick’s frown deepen. Even Roland seemed surprised the petite healer asked such a thing, but what they didn’t realize was whether Elowen planned to sleep with Edmund mattered not.

“It eliminates the monthly bleed,” I mumbled to them as I secured the pouch to the belt resting on my hips.

An embarrassed grin formed on Edmund’s face as he rubbed the back of his neck, and I noticed a slight flushing of Hendry’s cheeks as he began to find the blades of grass at his feet particularly interesting.

Silas’s only response was a couple of blinks, but Erabella’s mouth popped open. “There is something you can take for that? And it’s…safe?”

I narrowed my eyes, feeling a tinge of annoyance. It wasn’t uncommon for humans to be wary of anything magic-related.

“It is safe,” Viola responded, giving her a wink. “The contraceptive properties are an added bonus.”

A dark thought began to cloud my mind, and when I saw how Erabella’s face changed, her slight smile as her fingertips brushed Silas’s, I quickly diverted my attention to Ayla.

“Anything for invisibility?” I asked a little too loudly as I peeked inside the brown bag. It had been a while since I had the need to make one, but the skill was still fresh in my mind.

“Oh yes, plenty of heliotrope and amaranth,” she replied. “I figured it would be better for carrying than a bunch of bottles.”

I offered a grateful nod as I tied the pouch shut once more. “This is perfect.”

“Now, remember,” Immeron started, sauntering over with a folded map. His gaze stopped on the Prince, and then he eyed me, nodding his head backward to suggest we talk in private.

Silas’s face remained neutral, but the feathering of his jaw gave away his displeasure.

I trailed Immeron. “Nereida is just past the coast bordering Wrendier,” he said quietly, turning back to me when we were far enough away. “Non-Mages have tried to get past the Valley that protects it, but none have ever made it through. To human eyes, it will seem like no land is in sight. You should be able to see it, however.” His eyes traveled to the Otacians. “Hopefully, if they’re with you, they’ll be allowed entry.” His finger pointed to an area he marked in between here and Forsmont. “You can go through Half-Life Pass to save you a week of travel to Forsmont. But beware of the dangers.”

My eyes nervously went to his. “Exactly what dangers are we talking about?”

He winced. “Bloodsuckers. As I mentioned before, most Vampires are seen up north. But my family tends to steer clear from the pass, based on the whisperings we’ve heard in Forsmont.”

Two of Immeron’s other sons had left to gather supplies for my people in the smaller kingdom, and they were still not back. The journey to Forsmont, taking the route through Halsted, took roughly four weeks total to and from, however, so it wasn’t a shock.

“Have you run into any issues in Halsted?”

Halsted was the second largest kingdom in Tovagoth, Faltrun just behind. It was also one of Otacia’s most impressive territories…and the most prejudiced.

He shook his head. “Thankfully, we have not. But I’m sure word will have been spread about the Prince’s betrayal. I’d say it’s the most dangerous place for you all to be, second to Otacia itself.”

I pulled my lips to the side as he handed me the worn map. After a moment studying it, my eyes flicked up to his. “How come you didn’t travel through Ames?”

Based on the map, Ames and Halsted were equal distance to Mount Rozavar, and Ames was perhaps a day closer to Forsmont. I knew we wouldn’t be taking that route, one because the Otacians were probably back in our territory, in case any of us who escaped tried to go home. And two, because I didn’t wish to see or smell all the dead bodies that still remained. I wished we could have buried them…but now was not the time.

Immeron’s posture stiffened, his deep blue eyes glimmering with an emotion I couldn’t place. “Too many memories…I just couldn’t be back in that place,” he mumbled.

Even though I didn’t understand, I nodded. It felt rude to push. “Thank you so much for your hospitality, for taking care of my people.”

His smile was genuine as he clasped my shoulder. “Our people. We Mages need to look out for one another.” His hand fell back to his side. “And thank you for those cuffs. I still have no answers on how they work, but I’m set on figuring it out.”

I had given him a spare pair we had kept with us. Whatever powered them was a mystery to us all, even Silas. He said that information was classified; not even the Prince was granted that knowledge. I was determined to get some answers.

I replied with a grin, it slowly falling as I made eye contact with my mother in the distance.

“Excuse me,” I said politely. Immeron nodded, and I made my way over to her.

I had talked to her over the past few days, making it clear that she would not be joining me on this journey. She protested every time. But now we were finally here, the day I’d be leaving this mountain. Leaving her.

She brushed her tears away as I approached, doing her best to give me a positive smile. Her face crumpled anyway.

“I should come with you,” she begged, her bottom lip protruding.

“No.” I grasped her hands in mine, my own voice shaking, knowing this was the last time I’d see her for a while. “I will feel at peace knowing you are safe up here on the mountain.”

She shook her head, her copper bangs blowing with the wind. “We haven’t been apart your entire twenty-three years of life. I…I don’t know what I’ll do without you,” she cried, cupping my cheek. “You are my life’s purpose, Lena.”

After a statement like that, I couldn’t hold in my emotions. I yanked her into a hug and cried softly. “I will come back,” I assured her. “If Nereida is real…if it is a safe place, as Immeron has said, I will return. I will bring all our people there.” I pulled back, sniffing as I wiped my tears. I hesitated for a moment. “Kayin spoke to me last night, Mother.”

Gulping, her tearful eyes shot wide. “What did she say?”

I gave her the rundown of what Kayin had advised me to do, and once I finished, she took a steady breath, her hand going to her forehead as if she had a headache. “I hate how all of this has been put on your shoulders…”

“This is my fate, and I believe the Gods are watching over me. I think I will be safe…as safe as I can be, anyway,” I said with a half-grin. My efforts to make light of the situation fell flat.

“I’m supposed to protect you—” she started.

“And you will be,” I promised. “Worrying about your safety would put me in more danger. I need to be focused on the task at hand.”

She slowly shook her head, her shoulders drooping in defeat before she pulled me into another hug. “I love you so much, Lena.”

My voice shook as I whispered, “I love you, too.”

When she released me, I watched her eyes trail behind me, the warmth vanishing from her countenance. When I glanced over my shoulder, I noticed Silas stepping in our direction.

I could tell he didn’t wish to make eye contact with either of us, but he finally chose to look at me, my mother’s burning gaze too much for him.

“We should go,” he proposed as he reached my side. “We’re heading to Forsmont, yes? There is a pass that we can take, but we need to get on the road now if there is any hope of making it to its entrance by nightfall.”

I blinked. “Do you have excellent hearing, or have you been before?”

A crease formed between his brows. “I’ve been through it before, three years ago. It’s our best bet. I think we should stay as far away from Halsted as we can.”

I nodded slowly, and Mother ambled toward him. “Take care of her,” she blurted out.

My horrified face darted to her, but her unrelenting regard was for the Prince alone. His honey irises skated to hers in surprise.

Tears slid down her cheeks, but she kept her chin high. “You always protected her before,” she said quietly. “I am trusting you with the most important person in my life. Don’t let anything happen to her.”

Silas blinked a few times before his eyebrows lowered. “You have my word,” he promised.

Her lip wobbled, and she gave him a curt nod before stepping away.

“I’ve never been away from her,” I said softly, watching as she made her way over to say goodbye to Merrick, Elowen, and Viola.

I felt Silas’s eyes on me. “I know,” he replied quietly. “At least you can find solace knowing she is safe up here.”

My heart skipped a beat, hearing his gentle tone. I met his eyes, only for a moment, before his jaw clicked, and he strode away.
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CHAPTER FOUR
LENA

When we took the portal to the bottom of the mountain, El, Merrick, Viola, and I lifted our hands, turning them ever so slightly to hide the pointed cartilage of our ears.

“It’s so weird seeing you with rounded ears, Merrick!” Elowen giggled. It was, but honestly, it was bizarre seeing El and Vi with theirs, too. We never had to hide in Ames.

“I prefer your pointed ones,” Edmund murmured to El from his spot behind her on their horse. “But you are beautiful all the same.”

I smiled softly when she leaned her head on his shoulder, looking upward into his eyes with a giant smile.

I swear a vein was bulging in Merrick’s forehead from how hard he was frowning. Viola drew him out of his anger trance, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Ready to ride?” she joked.

He finally tore his eyes away from his sister. “You sure you’re up for it?”

She laughed through her nose, then backed away enough to shift into a stunning, ebony mare. Her violet eyes sparkled, and Merrick patted her back before hopping on.

I flipped my braid off my shoulder, holding the reins to Roland’s and my horse, and found Silas staring at me.

I realized this is what I looked like to him before…the ordinary Lena Daelyra of the Outer Ring. I used to hate the magic that ran in my veins and the ears that put a target on my back. But now? Now, I abhorred being forced to hide who I was.

What was going on in his head as his honey eyes studied me? I reminisced about the words he had told me when I discovered his true identity.

“I could tell you wore a mask, hiding your true self because you were scared to be her. It was something I related to. But that’s why I enjoyed teasing you…enjoyed pushing your buttons.”

I held his unrelenting gaze.

“Because I saw her peering through, begging to come out. And I loved every bit of her.”

His eyes flickered, and he was the first to look away. Pain knotted in my stomach as reality sunk in.

You would’ve never loved a witch, isn’t that right, Quill?

…Or is your mask on tight?

We rode mostly in silence for the first few hours to Forsmont, a little small talk amongst the group, but that was it.

It was difficult saying goodbye to my mother for an amount of time I was unsure of. It was difficult watching Silas wrap his arms around his wife, smiling softly while she beamed up at him.

But nothing was more difficult than riding on this damned horse with Roland.

We switched this time, me sitting in front and him behind me, and Gods, did I regret it. It had been a few hours on the road, and we were currently letting our horses drink from a freshwater river. In the distance, the sun was still bright in the sky, warming the air to a comfortable temperature. The terrain before us was mostly bright, green grass—rolling meadows.

We had all hopped off our horses, taken bathroom breaks, and refilled our waterskins. Now, Roland and I were back on our ride, waiting for the mare to finish hydrating.

His strong thighs were pressing against mine, his hands resting comfortably on my hips. I, for one, was not comfortable with the placement. And the bastard could tell—relished in that fact.

“You’re awfully stiff, Ginger Snap,” he crooned, his hands sliding down my thighs. Chills spread across my entire body as he whispered, “I can help with that later.”

Despite what happened to me, I felt safe around Roland. My uncomfortableness didn’t stem from disgust or fear of his touch; it was from how much I found myself enjoying it.

Plus, I wasn’t in those cuffs. I was far more powerful than him.

“Roland,” I said sweetly, leaning back to whisper in his ear. “If you try any more shit, I am literally going to light you on fire.”

He snickered. “That wouldn’t be kind to ol’ Donut here,” he replied, patting the horse’s white mane. “Wouldn’t be fair for her to get caught in the crossfire.”

I turned ever so slightly, giving him an artificial smile. “Then don’t test me. Or smoked Donut with a side of Roland will be what is served for dinner tonight.”

I would never hurt an innocent animal. But I aspired to clarify that I would not tolerate his shameless flirting. Even if I liked it—more than liked it. I refrained from slapping my forehead.

Ugh! What is wrong with me?

He let out a dramatic sigh. “I want to say, ‘I’d love for you to eat me for dinner’, but for Donut’s sake, I shall keep my lips sealed.”

I narrowed my eyes back at him. “You literally said it anyway.”

He gave me a lopsided grin, his hazel eyes sparkling with amusement. “Yeah, but it didn’t have the punch it could have had,” he retorted.

The sun shining down not only complemented his deep, tanned skin, but the rays also brought out the green hues in his irises. Most of the times I’d seen them, they had appeared on the browner side, but seeing them now as their true color, a combination of olive and ochre, I found them…captivating.

And his eyelashes…I never realized how long they were.

His smile grew, showcasing his bright, white teeth. “Your ogling is making me horny, Ginger Snap,” he purred.

My eyes blew wide when I realized I had been ogling at him, and I groaned, my grip tightening on the reins as we angled Donut back onto the road. “I can’t stand you,” I muttered.

He chuckled, and the sound had me clenching my thighs. “Whatever you wanna tell yourself,” he replied smoothly.

The others were slowly following us now. “What’s your fascination with naming things after desserts?” I prodded, looking down at Donut as she marched.

I felt Roland shrug. “I dunno. Donut just looked like a powdered donut,” he explained, patting her mane again. “And you look like a Ginger Snap.”

I raised a brow, even though he couldn’t see. “I’m crisp and crackly?”

His chuckle so close to my ear sent more chills down my body. “No. I’d instead say you are sweet and spicy.” I could hear his smile. “Plus, of course, this hair of yours played a part in my nickname.”

“You think I’m sweet?” I asked with a disbelieving scoff.

Another sexy laugh. “Okay, well, maybe not sweet to me…yet.” He squeezed my hip, his lips almost brushing my ear. I sucked in a breath. “But I have a feeling you’ll grow fond of me eventually.”

How does one breathe again?

“Unlikely,” I lied, and Roland laughed through his nose.

“So…” Erabella drawled, pulling me from my fluster. We all halted at the top of a ridge, surveying the terrain before us. Her brown eyes scoped the many hills. “Is it just a straight shot to Forsmont now?”

“The area is mountainous,” Silas answered, eyes squinting further down to where the beginnings of a rocky region were evident. “But there is a path throughout we can follow.”

“Couldn’t we have gone through Halsted?” Edmund asked, his arms tightening around Elowen’s waist as he shuddered theatrically. “Avoided the creepy mountains?”

Roland snorted from behind me. “Considering Halsted is Otacia’s bitch, that is probably the last place we should be.”

The corner of my lip turned up at Roland’s comment but quickly fell when Elowen asked, “Does Halsted also have the magic erasing cuffs?”

Silas shook his head. “No. Those belong to Otacia and Otacia alone.” His eyes flicked to Edmund’s. “And Halsted would be less safe than the pass.”

“But what if we see vamps?” Edmund pouted, his golden waves blowing with the breeze. “I won’t be able to sleep.”

Merrick was currently sitting atop Viola, who was still shifted into stallion form. He angled his head toward Silas. “How long is this ‘pass’ exactly?” he asked, then his icy eyes went to Edmund. “And, what, Vampires are known to reside there?”

“Immeron mentioned the Vampire risk back on the mountain,” I said. “But he said they were sighted up north, mostly.”

“Half-Life Pass is just under one hundred fifty miles. While it is true most sightings have been in the north,” Silas continued grimly, “Halsted has complained of increased Vampire activity. They completely reinforced their borders within the past few months, and they have also been Otacia’s major supplier of nightshade longer than that. I wouldn’t say we are in the clear down here.”

“Nightshade?” Elowen questioned, her big blue eyes round.

“Toxic to Vampires, we’ve come to find.” Hendry tilted his head to look at the healer more fully. “They ingest enough, and it’ll kill them. Even touching it burns the shit out of their skin.”

Merrick pulled his lips to the side. “Lena, you ever read about that?”

I mulled over all the various texts I’d come across, thinking specifically of the books Igon had encouraged me to read over the years. “No…nothing. Everything I’ve read says the sun or fire is the only way. Or beheading.”

“Did you bring any with you?” Merrick pressed, his eyes darting between the Otacian men. Even Viola’s eyes in horse form widened.

“Of course. Nightshade bombs, in fact,” Edmund grinned, tapping the bottle secured at his hip. They must’ve packed some before our escape. His smile morphed into a frown. “But still…it’s not simple killing them with it. Their increased speed makes it hard to hit them.”

“Well, good thing we have Lena’s fire.” Elowen grinned, grasping the reins of her and Edmund’s horse. “I don’t believe they’d stand a chance,” she said confidently.

Silas’s scowl deepened on the road ahead at the mention of my powers. I had to refrain from rolling my eyes.

“Plus,” Merrick added, “it’s not like a bite from them will kill or turn you. They won’t have the time to drain anyone before Lena lit them on fire.”

In order for a Vampire to successfully turn you, you would need to
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