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Dedication

To all those with stories in their hearts waiting to be told. Keep going xx

   

  Content Warning

            
      This book contains themes of violence, torture, addiction, and loss, as well as some sexually explicit scenes.
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            Chapter One

The song of death sang in her ears. She hacked and sliced as the coppery tang of blood sprayed through the air, the white-hot power flowing through her veins like molten gold. The screams and sobs faded away until Rua only heard the call of the Immortal Blade, begging to spill more blood. Fear and delight warred together. Joy and sorrow clashed in her mind. She could not hold it all.

      Powerful arms encircled her, hauling her back against a hard chest. Hot breath pressed against her ear as a voice whispered, “Gods. Ruadora, stop.”

      The Witchslayer.

      Of all the pleas, his was the one she should have ignored. But his deep timbre spoke down to her very gut and her grip on the blade loosened.

      Warped air clearing, she peered over the throng of dead and dying. The wrath of Baba Morganna still moved the earth, the walls crumbling down from every side. Arms tightened around her, heavy breath in her hair, but it felt so distant as she scanned the carnage. Amongst the gore, her gaze snagged on him again, the reason she grabbed the ancient sword now in her hands—Raffiel. Her brother’s eyes stared lifelessly toward the sky as the ground shook.

      Their interactions over the years had always been awkward and stilted, but the opportunity for a stronger relationship was cruelly snuffed out. It was her fault. All of it. She should have seized the weapon sooner. She could have saved him and given herself the chance to be a better sibling . . . but she hesitated. The red witches would be so disappointed.

      She was not a warrior witch—she was a fae Princess frightened of what she could become with the death blade in her grasp. Looking down to the sanguine rubies embedded in the hilt of her sword, the power in them tingled like static in the air. The fear that she had made the wrong decision doused ice on her flames.

      Gasping, she yanked herself free from the Witchslayer’s arms. Cold bled into her at the absence of his hold. The son of the Northern King stood stock still behind her, surveying the slaughter. He had called her Ruadora even though she was glamoured . . . How had he known she was the High Mountain Princess?

      The magic of her glamour itched, begging her to return to her fae form, as the echoes of the battle thrummed through her. Only a few quaking Northerners remained alive. The true horror was not the sea of blood, but the utter anguish on the survivors’ faces. How many of those bodies were the victims of her blade? Acid burned up her throat. This was not the warrior the red witches trained her to be. She hadn’t looked her enemies in the eye as she hacked them apart.

      Baba Morganna halted her vengeful maelstrom of debris as she stared across the dais. The deafening rumble of rock gave way to the keening wails of those who survived. Following her line of sight, Rua spotted her sister lying limp and bloody on the white marble floor. Agonized, panicked faces gathered around her, but their eyes all clung to one person. The witch’s long copper hair was tied back in a braid, a serene calm over her face as she smiled down at Remy and lifted her dagger.

      Rua squeezed her eyes shut. She knew what was going to happen. The midon brik was the most powerful gift a witch could give, swapping her fate for another. Stomach churning, Rua’s hands shook as she stared at the circle, but Remy’s face was obscured. So many people gathered around her sister—people willing to exchange their life for hers. And then there was Rua, a lone beast with a sword. The battle had ended, and yet, her heartbeat ratcheted up into her throat until damning tears welled. She couldn’t let them see it. Whirling, she snatched the Immortal Blade’s scabbard off the table behind her. The High Mountain crowns fell to the ground in her haste, but it went unnoticed, everyone watching the midon brik.

      Only one set of emerald green eyes tracked her as Rua fled. She hung her head as she ran, not wanting to face Baba Morganna as she surged past the High Priestess. They had trained Rua as a warrior, to stand and fight, to show no weakness, and she had always failed them. Her heart was too soft to be a red witch and too rigid to be a royal fae. Running faster, she shoved bodies and rubble aside to escape the room. She could not let them witness the tears that would betray her or watch as she retched the bile from her stomach.

She knew it made her the darkest sort of soul that she didn’t turn back to see if her sister lived or died.

     
 * * *


      The smell of blood clung to the Immortal Blade, though its steel had never touched its victims’ skin. Over the sound of her steady footsteps, Rua still heard their screams, pleas for mercy falling on deaf ears as the roar of magic had pulsed through her muscles. The whoosh of the blade striking its next casualty echoed in her mind. One day had passed, and the battle continued to rage inside her.

      Her sister’s guard, Bri, led Rua through open hallways filled with snow. The castle was in ruins, few rooms remaining intact. She had watched Remy’s caravan trail off into the distance, frozen as she wondered if she had made the wrong choice to stay behind. Before she could yield to the mounting dread, she was called away to a council meeting.

      Skirting another pile of rubble, she rubbed her hand anxiously down her thigh. Baba Morganna’s destruction marked every corner of the Northern palace. The Immortal Blade tugged on her flimsy belt, a reminder of the power she now possessed. Horror bled through her pride. She had already spilled so much blood.

      Gods. Ruadora, stop.

      Eyes flitting to the ground, scattered shards of glass crunched beneath her boots. Morganna practiced wrath and restraint in equal measure. She knew when to stop. Failing to master that control was what Rua feared most. Were it not for the warm whispers of an evil man, how many more heads would have rolled?

      They arrived in a makeshift council chamber. Bri opened the door for Rua, allowing her to enter like a Queen, head held high. The room was little more than a closet, haphazardly arranged. By the far wall, Renwick and another elderly fae sat, another three gathering around them, as they surveyed papers and scrolls strewn across the table. They were all fae males with pale Northern complexions and aging silver hair. Watching her with cold gazes, they appraised her appearance—her dark, wavy hair, her freckled brown skin. Their eyes lingered on her attire. Bri had given her a jacket, but she looked like a child, swimming in clothes too big for her.

      “You aren’t wearing the Northern crown?” Rua asked, cringing at how her mouth garbled the Ific words. Of the three languages of Okrith, Ific was the one she spoke the least, even though it was the common tongue.

      Renwick wore a silver circlet, a serpent coiling around the band. He sat resplendent in a velvet green jacket with golden detailing, making his eyes shine like emeralds from his pale face. Beneath the thin window, a perfect halo of light encircled him, highlighting his ash-blond hair.

      The councilors stiffened, one scowling at her outright as she stared at his circlet.

      Hand drifting to her hip, her fingers traced the golden letters carved around the scabbard: Each strike a blessing or a curse. It was written in Mhenbic, the witches’ ancient language—a language Rua knew better than her own native tongue, Yexshiri. Growing up with the red witch coven gave her their sharp accent. What would her parents, the late King and Queen of the High Mountain Court, think of their youngest child: a fae Princess who spoke like a witch?

      “Princess Ruadora. Welcome,” Renwick replied curtly, pulling her from her swirling thoughts. “I am having a new crown made.”

      “A new crown for a new King,” the eldest councilor said with an approving nod.

      It felt wrong to hear of another King Vostemur so soon. Even as the blood was being washed off the floors, Renwick had pushed for a coronation. It made his intentions all the more suspicious.

      “Princess, these are my councilors.” Renwick gestured around the room to introduce each of the four elderly fae. “Romberg, Berecraft, Fowler, and Barnes.”

      Rua noted that Fowler, the tallest and widest, did not acknowledge her other than sneering in disgust. Of course he would sneer—she was a High Mountain Princess bringing the Immortal Blade into their meeting.

      “There were twelve, but . . .” Renwick’s eyes darted to the ruby hilt of her sword.

      But Rua had killed them.

      Bolts of golden lightning still coursed through her, beckoning her back to the blade. It was a force like no other—not the burning muscles of fae power or the buzzing dizziness of witch magic. Underneath that deceptive feeling of euphoria lurked something primordial, a promise of unfettered power. She was finally someone worthy of being feared.

      “They were loyal to your father, Your Majesty,” the seated councilor, Berecraft, uttered in a scratchy voice. Given his proximity and the way he spoke, Rua wondered if Berecraft was the Head Councilor.

      “Indeed.” Renwick frowned. He turned his sharp gaze to Rua and said, “We were just discussing plans to travel north.”

      Rua studied the map on the table, held open with rocks in each corner. It showed the entire continent of Okrith. The Northern, Western, Southern, and Eastern Courts circled a crown of tall mountains, the High Mountain Court, her homeland. Unceremoniously crossed out with an inky black X was the capital city of Yexshire. Rua hadn’t stepped foot into Yexshire since she was five years old. She had grown up hidden in the forests northeast of the capital along with the red witches who escaped the former Northern King’s grasp. They would need to draw a new map. Yexshire would rise again—Her sister would make sure of it.

      “With all due respect, Your Majesty, your uncle is still out there. Do you think travel northward is wise?” the smallest man, Barnes, said.

      “Your uncle?” Rua asked.

      Renwick clenched his jaw for a moment before he spoke. “My uncle is the real threat in the North. Killing my father has only created more enemies for your Court, Princess.”

      Bristling, an icy wind blew through the window, rustling the papers across the table.

      “This is the infamous Balorn Vostemur you speak of?” Rua asked. “He was not here when your father fell?”

      Renwick’s eyebrows lifted. “You’ve heard of him?”

      Despite her isolated upbringing, Rua had read stories of Balorn in the books gifted to her from the red witches. Rumors swirled through the witch camps that Balorn had gone mad when his father died and that his elder brother had indulged his bloodlust too much. Even as the whispers of him went quiet over the years, the elderly red witches remembered. They said the Siege of Yexshire was Balorn’s idea, as was the torturing of blue witches for their prophecies. Rua had hoped Balorn was among the piles of bodies slain by the Immortal Blade.

      “He was not here,” Barnes stated, his hands trembling before he clutched them together. “Balorn keeps to the northern parts of the kingdom, by the late King’s request.”

      “He wasn’t much fun at a party, you see,” Renwick said with a bitter smirk. He looked back to his councilors. “We need to ride north and find the Witches’ Glass. It is too much power to be left in Balorn’s control. We need to stop whatever he is planning before it goes any further.”

      “What is he planning?” Rua interjected.

      “He has named himself the King of the Northern Court,” the gruff one, Fowler, said. “He believes His Majesty is not fit to take the throne because he is a traitor.”

      Renwick didn’t show a single emotion at that statement. A known gambler, Rua was sure he was hiding his tell, but staying frozen told her enough.

      “We need to reclaim the blue witch fortress. The Witches’ Glass will be there,” Renwick said with finality.

      “What is this Witches’ Glass?” Rua went rigid as they all turned their pale eyes onto her again.

      “So, she’s heard of Balorn but not the Witches’ Glass,” Fowler huffed in a mocking tone.

      Rua gritted her teeth. “I know nothing of the blue witches. They keep their secrets well.”

      “The Witches’ Glass is the sacred stone of the blue witches, much like the rubies in your sword or the amulet your sister wears. It has the power to amplify blue witch magic and enact their ancient curses,” Renwick murmured, his gaze locked on the map as his thumb thoughtfully stroked his bottom lip. “If Balorn is in possession of the talisman . . .” He released a slow breath. “We must reclaim it or all of Okrith will suffer.”

      She had not agreed to find the witches’ relic. Rua had planned to wave her sword and scare off the remaining fae loyalists, but she didn’t want to be around witches again.

      Releasing a slow breath, she rolled her shoulders and scowled at Renwick. “Is that all?”

      His lips pulled thin as he glanced at her up and down before saying, “No, while we are there, we will be building the Northern palace too.”

      The rest of the councilors paused. Renwick pointed to a spot on the map. Toward the top of the Northern Court, almost to the coast, were oval markings. The ice lakes, Rua presumed.

      “You wish to move the capital to Murreneir?” Barnes gaped.

      “Do you think that’s wise, Your Majesty?” Romberg finally spoke in a high, nasally voice. “The ice lakes would be a far ride for any foreign dignitaries. What about Andover?”

      “Andover is still filled with loyalists to my father. It is just as bad as Drunehan. We’ll constantly be watching our backs if we remain here,” Renwick said, and Berecraft’s forehead crinkled. Rua was certain something like sadness flashed across his face. “We have ties to Murreneir. Rebuilding the capital there is a welcome change, and the people will follow us.”

      “Balorn will try to stop you,” Fowler said. “He won’t let you take the blue witch fortress so easily.”

      “It’s a good thing we have the Immortal Blade coming with us, then, isn’t it?” Renwick’s emerald eyes darted back to Rua.

      She held his stare, wondering for a moment if the flecks of green in her brown eyes matched his own. She tensed and pushed the thought away, bobbing her chin in agreement.

      “We shall leave tomorrow,” Renwick said, eyeing each of his councilors. “Make all the necessary preparations and assemble the guards. There’s much to do before we depart.”

      As Renwick moved to stand, Rua stepped in his path. “What of the witches?”

      The council turned to her again, their scrutiny weighing her down like a boulder.

      “What of the witches?” Renwick repeated, narrowing his eyes at her.

      “Have you already signed a declaration for their freedom?”

      They all paused, turning to look at Renwick as she furrowed her brow at him. It was clear no one had considered the blue witches still enslaved under the Northern crown. Surely, they had made a plan for them?

      “What do you suggest?” Renwick leaned back in his chair.

      “All witches go free.” Rua pursed her lips as if it were obvious. When none of the councilors responded, she added, “Now.”

      “Your Majesty,” Fowler addressed Renwick and not her. “Do you think it not sensible to do things more gradually? It would probably unsettle their stability—”

      “All witches go free, immediately.” She cut him off with a snarl. “Those who choose to stay will receive fair pay and days of rest commensurate with your other staff, otherwise they may go.”

      “Go where, exactly?” Renwick watched her with the predatory eyes of a snake.

      “This is a transition of power. These things take time,” Barnes started, as if she should know better.

      “The girl has no political prowess or leadership skills,” Fowler said.

      Rua’s spine straightened as he called her “girl”. As her hand drifted back toward the hilt of her sword, she felt its magnetic pull through her anger, the pommel heating on her palm.

      “You will not speak down to me,” Rua hissed. “I am not a child.”

      “Look at her!” Fowler erupted at Renwick, spittle flying. “She is a child, and a useless child at that!” Rua gripped her sword, amplifying the fire in her veins as the man continued his tirade. “She has no right to be on this council, other than making a foolish grab for that sword.” Fowler turned, hateful eyes falling to her hand on the Immortal Blade, and he laughed. Laughed. “If you think you’re so tough with that sword, little girl—”

      Rua unsheathed the blade and sliced it through the air before he could say another word. Across the table, Fowler’s eyes bugged as his hand grasped the gaping wound at his throat. Blood began pouring down his gray tunic, dying it crimson, as he burbled, choking on his last breaths.

      With a loud, wet smack, he hit the floor. Rua knew it made her as evil as the fae around her, but she smirked at the shock on his face as he went down. Let them remember who was the master of the Immortal Blade.

      “I would thank you not to kill the members of my council, Princess.” Renwick looked down at Fowler as if it were a minor inconvenience. It was clear that he was used to killing people. They called him the Witchslayer after all. Rua wondered how many times he watched the life fade from someone’s eyes.

      “He wasn’t listening to your orders, King Renwick, nor mine,” Rua said, sheathing the magic sword. “I will not tolerate that level of disrespect, and neither should you if you intend to keep your crown. Now . . .” she rested her hands on the table, leaning across it with menace as she softly spoke. “The witches go free.”

      Renwick held her gaze for longer than she liked. He was so still, so calm, it made her want to shift under his stare. What was he thinking behind those green eyes? He did not reply, only giving a tight bob of his chin, and pulled out a sheet of parchment to begin writing the decree.

   

  
    
     
        
          
            Chapter Two

Rua peered down at Drunehan. It was the capital city no longer. She could barely make out the figures navigating through the thick banks of snow below. Throughout the palace grounds, the desolation was evident. Darkened, smashed windows looked out over the snowy gardens covered in rubble. Rua was glad they would leave this place. She was certain most of the people roaming the streets would want her dead.

      Bri closed the giant black chest with a loud thunk, snapping Rua out of her swirling thoughts.

      She flinched at the sound and then ground her teeth together, angry that she jumped. She nearly had her head cut off only a few days ago, but she refused to reveal the effects of her near run-in with death. In the North, she couldn’t afford to show that kind of weakness.

      Bri plonked herself down onto the black leather lid upholstering the chest. Some called her and her brother the Twin Eagles, and it was easy to see why. With short, reddish-brown hair, a hooked nose and golden eyes, she was otherworldly. Rua supposed it was just Eagle singular, now that Bri’s twin, Talhan, had gone east to keep the peace.

      “Do I really need all of that?” She eyed the chest filled to the brim with clothing and amenities secured by Bri’s secret workings. “I think I’d prefer to just take a pack.”

      Bri squinted at the beat-up traveling pack Rua had requested from a palace servant. One rainy day from disintegrating into nothingness, the state of it told her enough about what the staff thought of her.

      “Even though we are heading to a campsite on the ice lakes—” Bri turned her golden gaze back to Rua “—this is not some witch camp. You will be in the company of the King of the Northern Court.”

      “And?” Rua rolled her eyes. She did not care one bit how she dressed in front of Renwick. The Witchslayer was pure evil from what she could gather, or at least nearly evil. He did, after all, help her brother defeat the former Northern King. Rua was still not certain why, though. Did he really want his father dead so badly that he was willing to ally with the North’s enemies? Was he that hungry for power?

      “And,” Bri snapped, crossing her legs and resting an elbow on her knee. “You are representing the High Mountain Court, a court many will think is weak in its infancy. You need to show strength in every way. Wearing tatty, old, witch clothes does not send a powerful message to our enemies.”

      “Must clothes say so much?” Rua frowned at the giant chest.

      “It’s not ballgowns and tiaras.” Bri let out a rough laugh. “It’s a warm wardrobe, leathers, and weapons.”

      “Fine.” Rua relented, eyes drifting to the Immortal Blade on her bed. “I wouldn’t mind a few more daggers strapped to my belt.”

      “How much training do you have with a sword?” Bri asked, watching Rua’s line of sight.

      “Plenty.” Rua stiffened. “The coven insisted on it.”

      “I’m beginning to like these witches.” Bri smirked.

      “Yes.” Rua jutted her jaw to the side. “They were comprehensive in their caregiving.”

      Bri chuffed. “How very complimentary.”

      It was the nicest thing Rua could think to say. The red witches never treated her with any familiarity. She was always “other” to them. She was a symbol of all they had lost. They provided her with food, shelter, and training, but that was where it ended. She never saw a single witch cry or complain. Her fae emotions were too delicate for them. And after all they had been through, it seemed inappropriate for her to burden them with such petty things as her childhood feelings. Still, she was grateful to them for keeping her safe all of those years as they attempted to rebuild their coven in the wild woods behind the Temple of Yexshire.

      Rua reached for the Immortal Blade. As she slowly unsheathed it, something in her settled, like a balm to a crazed itching she didn’t know she had. She held the blade in the air, inspecting the scuffed markings down the edge.

      “What does it say?” Bri’s eyes scanned the scrolling Mhenbic across the scabbard.

      “Each strike a blessing or curse,” Rua said.

      Bri chuckled. “I have bestowed many blessings over the years then.”

      “I am only interested in curses,” Rua muttered, tracing the blade through the air, feeling its heavy weight warm the muscles in her arms.

      “How do you target the magic?” Bri asked. Her wary stare held tight on the sword, as if one wrong movement and she’d be cut down too.

      “The blade knows, in the same way my hand knows how to grip it. There is no conscious thought, just intention.” Rua lifted the sword higher, pointing it toward the ceiling. Then added with a half-smile, “It won’t hurt you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Bri hedged. “It seems to cut a lot of people down.”

      Rua’s eyes flew to the Eagle. What was the fae warrior accusing her of? Had she seen what happened in the grand hall? Did she know of Rua’s frenzied hacking, that she felt so free in that moment that she did not care who the blade’s next victim would be? A sticky, hot shame lay across her skin like a mark on her soul. A small voice whispered inside her that she did not deserve the ancient sword.

      “Only people who deserved it,” Rua bit out.

      “That is a dangerous game, friend,” Bri said, standing up. “One I have played for many years now. It is a practiced muscle like anything else.”

      “What is?” Rua asked.

      Bri’s golden eyes darkened into a shade of amber. “Deciding who lives or dies.”

      Rua fought the urge to scowl. She lowered the Immortal Blade, resting its tip on the stone floor.

      “And how do you practice other than by killing?” Rua wondered, more to herself than to Bri.

      In that moment, she understood the full weight of the responsibility she bore. She would kill, possibly for the rest of her life. She was the master of a death blade. The sword had chosen her in that hour of need as much as she had chosen it. Even so, she did not snatch it fast enough. If she had grabbed it a few moments sooner, Raffiel would still be alive. That hesitation cost him his life. She knew why she hesitated. Something in her instinctively recognized that picking up that sword would change her life forever, and that inky darkness that swirled in her might rise to the surface. Now that she wielded the death blade, she feared what she would become.

      “Train with me,” Bri said, pulling Rua from her darkening thoughts. “I need to keep my skills sharp, too, and I don’t want to practice with any of these Northern fools.”

      Smirking, Rua simply nodded.

      “I should go contact Remy,” Bri said, making her way to the door. Rua struggled to cultivate the magical flames used to communicate with other fae, not that she had anyone she wanted to speak with. “I need to tell your sister about the move North. Do you have any messages I should pass on?”

      Rua shook her head, but as Bri grabbed the door handle, she added, “Don’t tell her about the councilor.”

      Bri looked back at Rua with a thick, arched brow.

      “Please,” Rua gritted out, feeling slightly pathetic. She didn’t want her sister to worry about the blade or to think poorly of her already. She still wasn’t sure how to speak to her older sister. Older seemed silly. In another week, Rua turned nineteen. For one month, they were the same age, then Remy would turn twenty after the Winter Solstice.

      “Remy is not that kind of person, you know,” Bri said, as if reading Rua’s thoughts. “She would not judge you like that.”

      “I have no idea what kind of person she is.” Rua nibbled at her bottom lip with her canine tooth.

      “You could try to find out,” Bri challenged, cutting her down so easily.

      “You may go,” Rua said, as if the Eagle needed her permission. She turned back toward the window and stared out at the sea of silvery snow. Even with the roaring fire, she felt the bitter chill deep in her bones.

      Bri let out a playful huff, unflustered by Rua’s dismissal.

      “Remy feared herself when I met her,” Bri said, offering a piece of knowledge that made Rua look back over her shoulder. It was hard to believe that the same vicious fighter she saw in the grand hall was ever scared of herself. “She found her strength and confidence along the way, slowly, bit by bit. The bravery you saw was hard won.”

      Rua swallowed the lump in her throat. Perhaps she could find a path toward courage, too. Part of her wished Baba Morganna had stayed behind to order her around. It was so much easier to be told what to do than to figure it out for herself.

      “She sounds like a good person,” Rua said begrudgingly.

      “She is,” Bri said. “As are you.”

      She bristled at the notion that this fae warrior could care about her. It would only be a matter of time before Bri took back that sentiment.

      “You don’t even know me,” Rua snarled. “I could be a monster.”

      Bri flashed a grin, cocking her head. “It’s a good thing I like to make friends with monsters then.”

      She knew the Eagle would not concede defeat. No matter how ornery and unpleasant Rua made herself, the fae warrior seemed determined to stick around.

      She was glad it was Remy who was next in line to the High Mountain throne. The weight of the Immortal Blade was heavy, but the weight of a crown would be far heavier. Rua wouldn’t see her sister again until the Winter Solstice, buying herself some time to figure out this new power. She would spend the next few weeks creating order in the North and making herself worthy of being a Princess of the High Mountain Court.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Bri asked. Rua’s chest tightened a little. Even when Rua pushed her away, the Eagle seemed to push back. Bri might be the only person to weather her stormy moods. The Eagle and Rua were as rigid and gruff as each other. Perhaps Bri could be her friend . . . if only she didn’t mess it up.

      “I have it under control,” Rua asserted. She knew Bri heard the lie as well as she did. She was uncertain whether she controlled the sword or the sword controlled her. Looking at the golden Mhenbic writing again, she sighed. The strike of the blade didn’t worry her. It was the blade itself that would either be a blessing or curse.

     
        
          
                 
               
        * * *


      The cold wind whipped Rua’s hair across her face. She gritted her teeth as the torrent of snow bore down on them. A quick glance to her right showed Bri also bracing herself for another icy blast.

      Renwick stood in front of a long line of black and silver carriages. No, not carriages, Rua realized as she looked closer. Where the wheels would be were giant metal skis, curling up in elegant whorls at the front.

      “What in the Goddess’s name is that?” Bri said, looking at the strange vehicle.

      “I take it you have never ridden a sled,” Rua mused, having never seen one herself apart from in her books.

      “It’s a sleigh, not a sled,” Renwick corrected, hastily bridging the distance between them. He buried his hands deep in the pockets of his thick, gray cloak, his face sharper against the snow.

      “Fine. Sleigh.” Rua frowned at him. “How long is the journey?”

      “Eight hours to Brufdoran,” a voice came through the flurry. A soldier stepped up beside Renwick. Built like an ogre, he was tall and muscled with a mean scar trailing down from his hairline to his cheek. He did not wear the armor or crest of the Northern Court, instead favoring a heavy black cloak that made his eyes seem even darker. Golden brown skin covered his gruff face, his mahogany hair shortly cropped.

      “Your Highness.” Renwick gestured toward the fae male by his side. “This is Thador Eloris, my personal guard.”

      “You do not trust the King’s guard to protect you?” Rua’s eyes darted from Thador to Renwick.

      “I trust the ones I allowed to live.” The muscle in Renwick’s cheek popped out. “Thador is loyal to me, not the crown.”

      That she understood. She didn’t know what it would be like—to have someone who was loyal only to her. Even Bri was a loaned guard from her sister.

      The screech of a bird from overhead was the only warning before a hawk plummeted from the sky. Rua recoiled, lifting her hands to shield her face as the bird swept down and landed on Thador’s shoulder.

      “She won’t harm you,” Thador said with a deep, patronizing chuckle that made Rua scowl.

      She felt Renwick’s hardened gaze upon her and knew he noted how she winced. Trying to cover the embarrassment, she gestured to Bri.

      “This is Briata . . .” Rua cursed herself, not knowing the Eagle’s surname.

      “Catullus.” Bri cut in. “He knows. If it is eight hours until we break for the night, let’s go,” she said, though the warrior did not move from Rua’s side, waiting for her instructions.

      Thador’s eyes roved over Bri, his lips settling into a smirk. Rua tensed, ready to berate the man for giving her guard that leering smile, but Bri beat her to it.

      “I told you, if you’re looking for a sparring partner, Thador,” Bri said, though it was clear from her tone what kind of sparring she spoke of, “then I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong fae.”

      She gave Thador a wink, following on as Rua plodded toward the sleighs. Rua had forgotten that these highborn fae all knew each other. They probably grew up attending the same celebrations, balls, and masquerades.

      As they reached the door, the servant sitting next to the driver leapt down from his seat and beat Bri to the handle. He opened it with a bow that made both Bri and Rua snort.

      “May I take your bag?” the man asked, standing from his bow to grab the pack off of Bri’s back. Bri tugged it out of his grasp on the leather strapping.

      “No,” she said.

      “But—But there’s a luggage compartment. Her Highness’s luggage is already there and . . .” He spoke in a high voice as though what Bri was suggesting were sacrilege.

      “I’ve got it. Let’s go.” Bri gestured with her chin to the man’s seat at the front of the sleigh.

      Biting her lips to keep from smiling, Rua took the servant’s outstretched hand, pulling his attention away from her sawtooth guard.

      She stepped into the darkness of the sleigh’s belly. The insides looked much like a carriage would. Blue velvet cushions lined bench seats on either side of the doorway. Above the far window sat a shelf for hats and gloves. Cerulean curtains covered the fogged glass windows, the interior walls painted the color of midnight.

      Bri clambered in after Rua, dragging the snow in with her. They had to duck their heads to stand as they navigated to the cushioned benches. Bri carelessly dropped her pack to the floor, filling the entire gap between the two seats.

      Rua glowered at the bulbous pack.

      “I don’t like to be parted with my things,” Bri said with a shrug.

      “Fine.” It seemed like the only word she knew how to say. Releasing a heavy sigh, she sat, resting her wet boots up on top of the luggage.

      Bri unstrapped the dagger belted to her right thigh and placed it under a satin throw pillow before lying across the bench.

      “You’re having a nap now? It’s still morning.”

      “Hope you brought a book.” Bri chuckled over her shoulder and tucked her face into the pillow.

      Rua rolled her eyes at the gruff guard.

      A shout came from up ahead, and the sleigh jolted to life. Lurching forward, Rua threw out her arms to catch herself, but after the initial shake, the sleigh ran smoothly across the snow. She already heard Bri’s heavy breaths coming from the satin pillow.

      Looking out the window, the city of Drunehan was shadowy and derelict. Braziers filled with rubbish burned a sickening scent into the air. Charcoal obscenities were scribbled over the stone walls, one claiming “Kill the witch” the other “Slay the Witchslayer”. Rua shuddered. Uniting the Northern Court would not be an easy feat.

      They could deal with an angry mob of humans, but the true threat lay to the north. If Renwick’s uncle possessed the Witches’ Glass, an avalanche of violence would follow . . . and Rua was riding right into the eye of the storm.

   

  
    
     
        
          
            Chapter Three

Rua decided she preferred sleighs to carriages. They were much smoother, not bouncing and rocking on uneven terrain. She peeked out the window, wiping away the condensation building on the glass. Mostly she just saw white. Occasionally, some evergreens would stand out stark through the dead woods stretching out into the distance. As they circumvented craggy foothills, she watched their caravan lining up at narrow passes. At least thirty sleighs waited in line, loaded down with supplies, servants, and guards to take to the Ice Lakes of Murreneir.

      Rua wondered if it was true that the ice was so thick that their whole caravan could camp on it. The forests of the High Mountains were laden with snow in the winter, but nothing like this. In some places, the trails carved into towering walls of ice. The snow in the High Mountains rarely fell higher than her knee. Even then, Rua and the witches would stay inside, curled around their fires throughout the long winters.

      The red witch encampment had been rudimentary. They had hidden their huts in the valley of Mount Eulotrogus, half a day’s ride west of the Temple of Yexshire. They positioned it so that even their smoke trails would be out of sight from looters and roving Northern soldiers. No one wanted to climb Eulotrogus or see its crumpled peak.

      Rua had heard the story so many times over her childhood about how Baba Morganna had brought down the mountain on the Northern army. She had saved the red witches. The location of their camp reminded them all of what they had lost. Looking up each morning at that ruined summit prompted Rua to be quiet and grateful that she was alive. She felt the witches’ bitterness toward her every time she looked at the skyline, as if it were her family that had slaughtered their coven.

      The abrupt halting of the sleigh made Rua’s hands shoot out to grip the edge of her seat. Had they arrived already? She heard a shout. In a split second Bri was up and on her feet, the dagger she stashed under her pillow in her grip. She opened the door and peeked out. Rua saw the flash of horror in her golden eyes before it disappeared.

      Ducking back into the sleigh, Bri looked at Rua. “If I asked you to wait here, would you?”

      “No,” Rua replied, her hand drifting to the sword belted to her hip.

      “That’s what I thought,” Bri groused. “Brace yourself for what you’re about to see.”

      Rua bit her cheek. Whatever that meant, it wasn’t good. She ran her fingers over the ruby hilt of the Immortal Blade, the weapon ready and waiting, eager to be unsheathed.

      She climbed out of the sleigh and into the deep snow. The underbelly of the compartment was flush with the powdery white trail.

      A gathering of soldiers stood at the tree line. As Rua drew closer, she saw what had startled Bri: five naked bodies nailed to trees.

      Empty sockets stared out of their brutalized corpses, mottled with puckered red burns. In the snow in front of them, inked in blood, was the word: TRAITOR.

      The charcoal gray cloak at the front of the gathering spun around as Rua gasped. Renwick surveyed her, clenching his jaw. She thought he might order her back to the sleigh, but he didn’t.

      “Who are these people?” she whispered.

      “They were from the convoy of servants heading north to prepare the camp.” Renwick looked to Thador and said, “Get Aneryn.”

      Thador gave a gruff bob of his head and headed towards the sleighs.

      “This is your uncle’s doing,” a voice declared from the depths of a cloak. She discerned from the sound it was his elderly councilor, Berecraft.

      “So it would seem.” Renwick stared at the bloodied snow.

      The blood had browned. It was an odd comfort that at least it was not fresh, the bodies on the trees blue and frozen solid.

      “Do you think he will strike again?” Bri asked, her hand hovering closer to her dagger.

      “It is only a matter of time,” Berecraft said. “He may be mad, but he is not a fool. He would not attack this caravan. There are too many soldiers here.”

      “Unless he has gathered an army himself,” Renwick said, eyeing the male.

      “And that is why we are heading north,” Berecraft confirmed. “We need to cut him off from the northern regions, separate him from the blue witch fortress. We cannot let him gather more support.”

      Thador returned with another person in an indigo cloak. She was only slightly shorter than Rua but diminutive next to Thador. Pulling back her hood, her black hair was tucked behind rounded obsidian ears as she stared at them with hooded eyes. She looked young, a teenager, possibly younger than Rua.

      “Who did this, Aneryn?” Renwick asked the girl, her dark eyes flickering into an eerie shade of sapphire. Brilliant blue flames licked up from her fingertips. She blinked, and her glow disappeared.

      “You already know,” Aneryn replied.

      Rua’s eyes widened. Aneryn did not look like the blue witches she had seen in the grand hall on the night of Hennen Vostemur’s demise. Burns and scars had covered the elder blue witch. She had no hair, her eyes sewn shut. The girl in front of Rua seemed perfectly whole.

      “Has he really released them?” Renwick’s voice was a haunted whisper.

      “The Forgotten Ones roam, Your Majesty, though they are not free,” Aneryn said. “The Witches’ Glass has been used.”

      “Fuck.” Thador cursed beside the witch. “How did Balorn know how to use it?”

      “Who are the Forgotten Ones?” Rua asked, pulling all their gazes to her.

      “We can discuss it in Brufdoran. It’s another two hours before we arrive,” Renwick said.

      “We shouldn’t stay here.” Bri agreed from beside her, the warrior’s gaze scanning the trees. “In case someone stayed behind to watch us.”

      “You ride with Bri,” Rua ordered Thador with a withering glare before turning to address Renwick. “We will discuss this now.”

      “As you wish, Your Highness,” Renwick said with a smirk, gesturing to his sleigh.

      Bri opened her mouth to interject, but Rua just gave the Eagle a stern look and her guard backed down.

      “Try not to kill him,” the Eagle said instead.

      Two hours alone with Renwick Vostemur was sure to be unpleasant, but she needed answers, and she refused to wait for them.

     
 * * *


      The sleigh pulled back to life as Rua adjusted the Immortal Blade. Resting its edge on the seat, the weight lifted off her belt. She would not remove the sword sitting across from the Northern King.

      Renwick’s eyes rested on the scabbard.

      “Start talking,” Rua commanded, folding her arms across her chest.

      Renwick’s full lips pulled up at the sides. “For someone who grew up in the woods, you take to giving orders quite naturally.”

      “Who are the Forgotten Ones?” she pressed, blatantly ignoring his comment. There were more important matters at hand.

      Renwick took a long, steadying breath, staring back out the fogged window as though he could still see those bodies nailed to those trees. Rua was certain she would never forget that sight. It would be added to the growing list of things that haunted her dreams.

      “I’m sure you will have heard of what my father did to the blue witches,” Renwick said.

      Rua thought to the High Priestess, her sewn shut eyes, her body covered in burns. “He tortured them.”

      “Emotions heighten witch magic,” Renwick said. “And nothing is more potent than fear of pain.”

      “He’d burn their visions out of them,” Rua whispered.

      “Among other things, yes.” Renwick’s cold green stare lingered on her face. “The blue witch fortress beyond the Ice Lakes of Murreneir is where most of it took place. My uncle, Balorn, was the one who broke them. He took great pleasure in it.”

      Rua shifted uncomfortably on her plush cushion. “And the Forgotten Ones?”

      “Balorn broke some of the witches too well,” Renwick said. “They were beyond use, diminished to the husk of the souls they used to be, and so they were locked away in the bowels of the witch fortress.” His gaze flitted to his hands. “It would have been kinder to kill them.”

      “Why didn’t he?” Rua’s voice was touched with malice. To drive the witches mad with pain and then hold them in their misery was more evil than she could comprehend.

      “Perhaps he still saw some worth in them or wanted them to serve as a reminder. Perhaps he knew one day he would unleash them on the world.” Renwick’s face held so still as he looked at Rua, she wondered if he was breathing. Something haunted that face, though she did not know what. “Perhaps he just wanted to see their pain.”

      Renwick lifted a hand to rub across his forehead, a grimace on his face. It was there for a split second and then gone.

      “What’s wrong?” Rua looked at that hand massaging his temple, and he quickly dropped it.

      “Nothing. It is just a headache,” he snarled.

      “Why not summon a brown witch?” Rua wondered.

      It was uncommon for fae to have headaches. Their rapid healing powers prevented many of the ailments that befell witches and humans. Most royals moved with a team of witches, blue for Sight, red for their animation magic, green for their cooking, and brown for their healing remedies. The violet witches had conjured magical scents, powders and incenses, but they had all gone extinct long ago. Surely Renwick had a brown witch in his convoy though.

      He gnashed his teeth. “I am fine.”

      He did not look fine. As she looked closer, she noticed the slight purple of the half-moons under his eyes. He had a green pallor to his already pale skin. His eyes were bloodshot. He hid it well, but he looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.

      Rua shrugged. His health was not her problem.

      “So Balorn has released the Forgotten Ones from the witch fortress.” Rua folded her arms across her chest. “And let them shred into your soldiers. Why have they not turned on him?”

      “The Witches’ Glass,” Renwick said. “It is the only way. He has used it to curse them, and in doing so, he has gained himself an army.”

      “Why has his spell not worked on Aneryn?”

      Renwick raised his hand as if to rub his temple again but stopped halfway. “Only weakened minds can fall under such a spell. The Forgotten Ones were broken, perfect for Balorn to control with a curse . . . perfect pawns to vanquish his enemies.”

      “And you are his enemy?” Rua narrowed her eyes at Renwick.

      “I am now.” The Northern King cocked his head to the side, the simple circlet on his head glinting in the dim light. “Believe it or not, I want to be a good ruler. I don’t want my people to suffer any more than they already have, and Balorn threatens this delicate peace with his every breath.”

      She considered him for a moment as the sleigh gently swayed. “What are you going to do about these Forgotten Ones?”

      “I am going to bestow on them the kindness that my father and uncle would not,” Renwick said. “I am going to set them free—by breaking the curse or by death I do not know yet. Our goal must be to go after the spell book and the Witches’ Glass. If we can reverse the spell, then his army will implode on itself and take him down with it. Breaking the curse is our priority now.”

      “How are you ever going to pull the blue witch coven back to your side?”

      “Maybe that is something you can help with. You were, after all, raised by witches.” Renwick smirked.

      “I am not going to tell them to trust you.” Rua shook her head. “You can try to earn it, if you are up to the task.”

      When he spoke, she felt his voice echo across her skin. “Then I will endeavor to do so.” Renwick leaned back against his cushioned seat, stretching his legs out, his fine leather shoes resting on the seat beside Rua. She felt keenly aware of the closeness of his calves to her knees. “I hope Aneryn will begin that trust as well.”

      Rua thought to the beautiful, young witch. “Why is Aneryn untouched? She does not look like the other blue witches.”

      “Because she is mine,” Renwick said, mindlessly rubbing his temples again. “My personal prophet. I acquired her many years ago after my last blue witch met an untimely end.”

      “And you do not torture your witches?” Rua pursed her lips.

      “No.” Renwick’s face was hard, the muscles in his neck flexing. Something about the way he said it made Rua wonder how much he cared for Aneryn.

      “Is she your lover?” Rua found herself asking before she could take it back.

      “She is not.” Renwick barked out a laugh.

      “Don’t act like it’s a ridiculous notion. Many witches fill that role for the fae they serve.” Rua’s voice dripped with disdain.

      “I wouldn’t suppose you know much about any of that, having grown up with a bunch of old crones,” Renwick said, arching his brow at her.

      It was Rua’s turn to guffaw. “Oh please, I am no soft-hearted waif. There are male witches too, you know.”

      “So you have had consorts then?” Renwick’s cheeks dimpled as Rua’s face heated.

      “I don’t see how that is any of your business, but yes, some,” she snapped.

      “Not very good ones it seems.” Renwick chuckled at her sneering face, a hearty, deep laugh that had her stomach flipping even as she bared her teeth. “You’ve never been with a fae before.”

      “Nor do I want to,” she hissed.

      Those dimples appeared again, along with a flicker of delight. “Liar.”

      “You bloody fae are insufferable.” Rua’s hand drifted back down to the Immortal Blade, knowing exactly where the hilt would be without looking.

      Renwick’s discerning gaze followed the move. “You are fae too, Rua.”

      She hated the way he said her name—like he knew her. Pushing to the back of her seat, she looked out the window, as if it would put any distance between them. After a breath, she glanced back over her shoulder to find those emerald eyes still watching her.

      “You are a monster,” she sneered, thinking her words might hurt him, but Renwick’s face only split into an evil grin.

      “Then we are as wicked as each other, Princess.”

   

  
    
     
        
          
            Chapter Four

Candles flickered in frosted windowsills as they rode through the quiet streets of Brufdoran. The beautiful town was built of log houses, icicles trailing from steep roofs, and silver bells jangling from red doorframes. A giant pine tree shot up from the center of town, decorated in glittering silver ribbons and strings of ruby-red beads. It seemed so at odds with the ruins of Drunehan and the horrors they witnessed on the road.

      Rua’s breath fogged the window as she craned her neck to stare up at the towering tree, its boughs heavy with festive decorations. Renwick sat silent across from her as she surveyed the town. Was this how the Northern fae lived? Nestled under a layer of fresh snow, their chimneys billowing and the smoky scent of wood fires cutting through the crisp air? The quaint merriment all around them was dwarfed by the grandeur of the castle waiting for them at the edge of town.

      Stars blinked to life in the twilight as the sleighs pulled into the grounds of Brufdoran Castle. Darkness claimed the land earlier and earlier as they moved closer to the Winter Solstice. Through the frosted window sat a high black stone wall and beyond it a looming castle, the main stone structure framed by two tall turrets.

      When they arrived, Rua broke away from Renwick as swiftly as possible, she and Bri hurrying after a human attendant to their rooms. She got lost for a few moments staring into the fire before Bri called her away to dinner. She splashed water on her face and left it at that.

      The Lord of Brufdoran sat at the far end of the table, Renwick opposite him. Rua found herself squarely between the two silent males. Lord Omerin was a stout, aging man with graying blond hair and a thick beard. His eyes stayed permanently fixed on the plate of smoked fish and pickled vegetables in front of him.

      Bri and Thador stood beside the roaring fireplace, guarding the far door as if an army might attack the dining room at any moment. Glancing over, Rua wondered when Bri would be given dinner. She wanted to invite her guard to the table but refrained. The Eagle seemed too important to be standing by the wall like a servant. Rua ate quickly, hoping to hasten the meal along.

      Darting a glance between Lord Omerin’s lowered head and Renwick, she raised her eyebrow at the Northern King, imploring him to start a conversation.

      “Is everything quite alright?” Renwick said at last.

      He had changed from his riding tunic into a green velvet jacket with belled sleeves that hinted at a silver lining, perfectly matching his green eyes and silver circlet glinting in the candlelight against his ash-blond hair. Rua’s cheeks heated, wishing she had taken the time to change out of her traveling clothes.

      Renwick’s fork clinked onto his plate. “You seem rather quiet, Lord Omerin.”

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty.” The Lord’s eyes finally drifted up to meet Renwick’s icy stare. “I was not certain whether it was appropriate to give you my condolences . . .xs”

      Lord Omerin seemed like a gruff, formidable man. He sat rod straight, even with his stooped head, and moved in a soldierly way. Yet he seemed terrified as he quickly ate his food.

      “It is a tricky thing.” Renwick pursed his lips, his words allowing Lord Omerin to release a long-held breath. “I am saddened that it was necessary at all, but my father had to be stopped.”

      Lord Omerin’s shoulders sagged in relief. “I agree, Your Majesty,” he said quietly, as if he feared Hennen Vostemur might rise from the dead and strike him for it.

      “My father was a cruel man, Lord Omerin. I do not blame you for fearing that I may be the same.” Renwick held completely still as he spoke. That deliberate stillness told Rua enough: he feared for the type of King he would be too.

      “Your father was . . . a challenge at times to host in these halls,” Lord Omerin said tentatively. “But it is your uncle, Balorn, whom I greatly fear.”

      “You have met Balorn?” Renwick’s hands clenched around his silverware.

      “Indeed, I grew up with them. We were young courtiers together when your grandparents reigned. The former King used to bring Prince Balorn with him everywhere,” Lord Omerin said. “Everyone was terrified of Balorn, even as a boy. We could never predict what he might do. Not a single time did he visit these halls without it ending in a burial.”

      Rua gasped.

      “Mostly servants and guards, Your Highness,” Omerin said like it should comfort Rua that it was not the important fae who were killed. “But there is a sickness inside him for certain.”

      Rua’s frown deepened. “A common sickness amongst men who were raised to believe they were owed the world.”

      Renwick’s jaw clenched, a mirror to his fists as his gaze flicked from Rua to Omerin. “And my father did nothing to stop Balorn?”

      “No, Your Majesty.” Lord Omerin’s eyes fell back to his plate. “The Vostemurs . . . well, your father and uncle at least,” Omerin corrected quickly. “They had a bloodlust unlike any I have known. They both had wild tempers, but while Hennen’s ended with a fist, Balorn’s ended with a blade. Wherever they went a trail of blood followed.”

      “I have heard tell of those days, though I do not remember them,” Renwick said.

      “You were young, Your Majesty, when Hennen sent Balorn northward.” Omerin took a long sip of wine from his goblet, as if trying to rid himself of the haunting images.

      Renwick was wholly still to Rua’s left. Something Omerin said had clearly upset him.

      “I suppose you know where my father sent Balorn?” Renwick gritted out.

      “To the blue witch fortress beyond the northern ice lakes,” Omerin confirmed with a bob of his chin. “It is said your father tasked him with breaking the blood bond with the Immortal Blade.” Omerin’s eyes drifted over to Rua, and, though he couldn’t see it below the table, she moved her hand to the hilt of the sword. “Hennen sent many toys up there for his brother to play with.”

      Toys. Rua shuddered. She knew he meant witches, possibly humans too—playthings for him to torture.

      “The Kings of Okrith were not kind rulers. Apart from your father, of course,” Omerin added to Rua with haste. “It is a blessing the kingdoms are changing. A new Dammacus Queen, a new Vostemur King . . . and what of the Eastern Court?”

      “A council has been assembled to keep the peace.” Renwick wiped the corner of his mouth with his napkin, setting it back in his lap. “Within the year, challengers from all over Okrith will compete for the throne.”

      Over his shoulder, Bri and Thador shuffled, clearly both eager to enter the competition. Rua pressed her lips together; she would bet all her money on Bri.

      “And what does Augustus Norwood think of this plan?” Omerin asked, glancing at the fae warriors suddenly listening with rapt attention.

      “The blue witches have eyes on Norwood.” Renwick waved his hand, dismissing the notion that the Prince was a threat. “He and his dwindling army are barely surviving in the forests below the Rotted Peak.”

      “If the mountain lions don’t get them, the stench will.” Omerin chuckled, slapping his hand down and making the dried flower centerpiece rattle. Petals of dried violet flowers fell onto the table.

      “We have bigger concerns with B—”

      An icy draft cut through the room, interrupting the warmth from the fire. The door behind Lord Omerin burst open. A young boy, no more than five, rushed into the room, followed by a harried fae woman.

      “Fredrik!” she hissed, grabbing the boy’s arm, but it was too late, they had been spotted.

      Lord Omerin’s face paled.

      “And who are they?” Renwick asked as the woman gathered the boy back against her legs. The boy’s eyes were wide as saucers as he looked between Rua and Renwick.

      “Your Majesty, this is my daughter, Lady Mallen.” Lord Omerin gestured to the beautiful blonde woman, who dropped quickly into an elegant curtsy. “And my grandson, Lord Fredrik.” The woman pushed her son by the shoulders down into a bow.

      “A pleasure,” Renwick said stiffly, turning back to Lord Omerin. “I thought you were alone in this castle, Omerin. I’m surprised your family is not dining with us. Are there any other members of your household you have been hiding?”

      Lord Omerin’s fingers twitched over the stem of his goblet.

      “My sincerest apologies, Your Majesty, I . . . I did not know if . . .” Lord Omerin stumbled over his words.

      “You did not know if I was as evil as my father and uncle,” Renwick surmised. “You were afraid I might hurt your family.”

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty.” Lord Omerin’s eyes looked pleadingly at his grandson. It was the strangest thing to see such a surly man reduced to a trembling heap. That is what came of such unpredictable violence. Rua knew the feeling of bracing for a sword to swing all too well. The elder Vostemurs had killed on a whim, the blood they spilt staining every corner of the Northern Court. How could Omerin know that Hennen’s son would not be the same?

      “You are forgiven, Lord Omerin,” Renwick said as Omerin took a deep steadying breath. Had he really thought Renwick would kill him just for that? “But I do not want any more secrets kept from me. I only ask that you trust me by my own actions and not those of my father.”

      “I will, Your Majesty.” Omerin’s shoulders dropped, his soldier’s posture returning. “You already are a better leader than your father ever was.”

      “Are you really a Princess?” A high, squeaking voice came from the corner.

      Rua looked over at the boy staring at her. Lady Mallen dropped into another quick curtsy, forcing her son to bow again. She tapped Fredrik’s head in a silent command to not pry, but Rua just smiled at him. What excitement it must be for him to have foreign royalty in his home.

      “I am.”

      “You don’t have a crown?” he squeaked.

      “Do you think I should get one?” Rua’s smile broadened.

      The boy was practically bouncing with excitement. “Yes, yes!”

      “I think we should let His Majesty and Her Highness finish their meal, Fredrik,” Mallen said, gently steering him back to the door. “It is bedtime anyway.”

      “But! But . . . ,” Fredrik whined, his bottom lip pouting out of his little, round face.

      “How about we have breakfast together tomorrow, Lord Fredrik?” Rua suggested. “I think I should like your company. The conversation this evening has been terribly dull.”

      Omerin guffawed and Fredrik beamed as he looked up at his mother.

      “Can we, Mama?” He begged.

      Lady Mallen laughed, ruffling his hair. “Oh, all right.”

      Fredrik practically leapt with joy as he skipped back down the hallway, Mallen shutting the door behind her.

      “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, Your Highness.” Omerin chuckled. “But I thank you, deeply. He will be going on about breakfasting with a Princess for months.”

      Lord Omerin’s disposition had swiftly changed from one of nervous hesitation to one of warmth. He sipped his wine again as servants brought out the next course of roasted potatoes and marinated venison.

      That warmth made Rua shift in her seat. He was that happy for his grandson. It seemed so strange to her. The red witches cared for her as best as they could, but there was no love there. They did not have any joy in the wake of the Siege of Yexshire. Rua had not grown up around families such as this. She had met her elder brother, Raffiel, and his Fated, Bern, only a handful of times over the years. Raffiel and Bern were always kind to her, but she felt wooden and awkward around them. She did not know how to speak to them, and at every parting, she wondered if she was meant to hug them. Was that how families behaved? And now Raffiel was gone, slain in the battle with the former Northern King, and she would never have the opportunity to figure it out.

      She cringed, thinking of her only meeting with her sister in the snowstorm outside the ruined Northern palace. She had let Remy hug her, at least. Her elder sister had tears in her eyes when they spoke, and Rua had just frowned. Gods, she was a monster. She knew Remy was disappointed by the reunion, but Rua didn’t know how to give anything more than that to a sister who was a stranger.

      Rua looked back to the new Northern King as he stared at the shut doorway where Lady Mallen and Lord Fredrik had left through.

      “Why are you so riled?” Rua taunted, breaking his trance. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      She couldn’t imagine Renwick around children. He seemed to be as uncomfortable as she had been with her own family. But there had been many witchlings at the camps she grew up in. The youngest of the red witches seemed like the only ones willing to talk to her, so Rua volunteered most of her time to watch them while their parents worked.

      Her words seemed to divert Renwick’s attention back to his meal. Piercing his fork into a chunk of roasted potato, he cut it into a bite-sized piece before putting it in his mouth. Rua snorted. Such manners he had. She stabbed the chunk of potato on her plate and shoved the whole thing into her cheek. She smirked at Renwick as he rolled his eyes at her.

      Omerin chuckled at the exchange. “You two make an odd pair, I must say.”

      Rua slanted her eyes to him, speaking through a mouthful of potato, “We are not a pair at all, Lord Omerin.”

      The Lord of Brufdoran merely shrugged, his cheeks rosy as he gave Renwick another look. “You are most welcome in my castle any time you wish, Princess of the High Mountain Court.”

     
 * * *


      Hands pushed her to the ground, knees smashing against the stone floor. The room was silent. Everyone watched them with bated breath as her red hood was yanked away from her head. They don’t know who I am. I’m going to die a witch. She looked up into those brown eyes flecked with green, so similar to her own, her fae face looking like a feminine version of Raffiel.

      Before she had a chance to study her elder sister, a spray of blood hit her face. Screaming erupted. She looked at the horror on Remy’s face as a head rolled across the floor. Alana was her name. She had never liked Rua. Alana thought her presence was a bad omen, but seeing her mouth still twitching as her head rolled made bile burn up Rua’s throat.

      She felt the air of the sword again, another fatal blow to the witch next to her: Draigh, Alana’s husband. The blade caught in Draigh’s neck, and blood poured from the gushing wound until her knees were soaked.

      The eyes of the Northern Court twinkled at her, so excited to see her die. How many people cheered when her parents were murdered?

      Her body spasmed. She was next in line. Each wisp of wind, each movement from the corner of her eye, made her shriek. This is how her pathetic life would end.

      Darkness swallowed her panting breaths as Rua jolted awake. Her hand had found the Immortal Blade, even in sleep. Not releasing the hilt, she stretched her far hand across to the lantern, twisting back the frame so the candle inside brightened the room.

      Her eyes scanned the shadows, but no one was there. She was grateful for her fae vision. If she were glamoured in her human form, half of the room would still be black. She did not have to glamour often in the High Mountain forests since all the red witches knew who she was. It felt odd and irritating, like wearing a scratchy wool sweater. She couldn’t imagine how Remy had kept her glamour on for thirteen years.

      The foreign, stately room felt odd and
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