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    He’s been sent to assassinate a princess … but a beautiful sorceress threatens to ruin his plans. 
 
      
 
    Elias of Anthor failed to kill the last surviving member of an overthrown royal family when he had the chance. Now his father wants him to finish the job. Traveling north under the guise of peace, Elias’s task is straightforward: start negotiations, get close to the princess, and end her life.  
 
      
 
    It’s straightforward until he meets a woman who will challenge him on every level. 
 
      
 
    Ryana is an enchanter who prefers singing in crowded taverns to following the rules of the Order she’s sworn to. A woman with a dark past, she’s trying to keep out of trouble when she meets Elias. He’s the son of a dictator, sent to negotiate peace with her king, and she distrusts him from the first—but she can’t deny the pull between them. 
 
      
 
    The Anthor prince represents everything she’s sworn to avoid. He’s dangerous, yet she can’t keep away from him. 
 
      
 
    Time is running out for Elias. But when it comes time to kill the princess, he finds himself faced with the most difficult decision of his life. Does he do his duty, listen to his conscience, or follow his heart? 
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    Author’s note 
 
      
 
    New edition available of RULED BY SHADOWS (Book #1 Light and Darkness) 
 
      
 
    Book #1, RULED BY SHADOWS, of the Light and Darkness series has been updated with significant changes to the earlier edition. However, the changes made in Book #1 have little impact on the storyline of Book #2. You will learn in THE LOST SWALLOW that Lilia (the heroine of Book #1) was a shape-shifter and that the leagueforts were restored rather than built by the Anthor army. 
 
      
 
    If you purchased RULED BY SHADOWS before September 23, 2019, you may want an updated copy of the book. 
 
      
 
    To get the second edition, please email the author at contact@jaynecastel.com with ‘New edition of RULED BY SHADOWS please’ in the subject line. Please also attach a photo or screen shot of your e-reading device library with RULED BY SHADOWS visible. Jayne will then send you the updated version of Book #1. Thank you. 
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    “Vadaras, Onoras, Leadalas.  
 
    Valor, Honor, Loyalty.” 
 
    —Anthor military motto 
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    The Royal City 
 
    The Kingdom of Rithmar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RYANA’S FINGERS CURLED around the small iron box. 
 
    Pitted with age and ice-cold to the touch, it was a plain-looking object. Yet, as she withdrew the box from its alcove, Ryana’s heart started to race. It might not have looked like much, but this casing contained something ancient, something powerful. 
 
    Gripping her prize, she straightened up. Her head spun, and a wave of nausea hit her then, causing her to sweat. She raised a hand, bracing herself against the rough stone wall of the Vault. 
 
    She needed to get out of here, before she collapsed. 
 
    Sliding the iron box into the collar of her robe, Ryana glanced around. She usually felt comfortable surrounded by shadows, for as an Enchanter of the Dark they were her allies, but the dark recesses of this passageway put her on edge.  
 
    Retracing her steps along the passage, she halted before a sprawled body.  
 
    Agnek. 
 
    The young enchanter lay upon his back, sightless eyes staring up at the low shadowed ceiling. Dressed in smoke-grey robes, his right hand splayed out on the floor, he wore a stunned expression. Blood leaked from his cracked skull onto the damp stone floor, glistening darkly in the light of the pitch torches hanging from the walls. 
 
    Ryana swallowed, her throat suddenly dry and tight. She glanced down, turning her right hand over so she could look at her palm. The eight-pointed star upon it still pulsed from gathering the Dark. 
 
    Murderer. 
 
    Ryana swallowed bile. She hadn’t meant to kill him, but Agnek had gotten in the way.  
 
    I need to tell the High Enchanter what I’ve done. 
 
    “Bring me the stone, Ryana.” The voice—low, male, and commanding—whispered in her ear. “You made me a promise.” 
 
    Ryana started, swiveling on her heel and expecting to find Gael standing behind her. Yet the narrow corridor, lined with crudely hewn alcoves, was empty. 
 
    Her panic receded, and the sense of purpose that had made her steal in here returned. Determination filled her, driving out the horror.  
 
    Ryana drew in a ragged breath. Her mind suddenly felt foggy, as it had for most of the past day. It was as if she’d binged on strong wine. At that moment she could think of nothing but Gael. She had to reach him. 
 
      
 
    “Take me with you.” 
 
    Ryana lay on her side upon the cold wooden floor, wrists and ankles bound.  
 
    Across the room a tall dark-haired man was packing a leather satchel. Gael glanced up, his handsome face expressionless in the burnished light of the single oil-lamp burning on the table next to him.  
 
    They were in his lodgings above the tavern where he worked as a harpist. Ryana had spent the happiest moments of her life in this sparsely furnished room—long nights in the narrow bed behind her. There, Gael had shown her a different kind of enchantment to the one she’d devoted her life to: the enchantment of the flesh, of the soul. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Ryana,” he replied, his gaze meeting hers. “You’ve served your purpose.” 
 
    Ryana frowned. Her thoughts were muddled, confused, although the warm cocoon about her was sloughing away. She shivered. It suddenly felt freezing in this room. His words didn’t make sense. What happened to the man who teased her, made her laugh?  
 
    “What do you mean?” Was that her trembling voice? Since when had she been so pathetic? 
 
    Gael smiled. Only, it wasn’t a pleasant expression but a wolfish one. “We had fun,” he said, the smile turning into a smirk. “But the time has come for us to part ways.”  
 
    He picked the small iron casing off the table beside him before placing it into the satchel. 
 
    “Why do you want The King Breaker?” Ryana croaked. She felt as if she was floating, cast adrift on an icy sea. Nothing made sense, yet through it all she knew she’d been betrayed. She wanted to feel angry about that, but something still muzzled her. She couldn’t reach her emotions; it was as if they lay behind a wall she was trying desperately to scale. 
 
    Gael glanced back at her as he reached for his cloak and shrugged it on. “Did you really think I was a romantic harpist from Anthor, traveling The Four Kingdoms looking for the right woman?” 
 
    The scorn in his voice cut like a razor, and despite that she was having trouble focusing, Ryana flinched. “Aye,” she rasped. “I thought you loved me.” 
 
    His mouth twisted, and he turned, hiding his face from her while he did up the satchel and slung it across his front.  
 
    “I’m an enchanter, like you,” he said finally, turning back. He held up his right hand, revealing a dark-inked eight-pointed star.  
 
    Ice washed over Ryana. “How?” 
 
    He shrugged. “A cloaking charm.” 
 
    She stared at him. He spoke as if such things were easy. Enchanters of the Dark had the ability to cast charms, but the Star of Darkness wasn’t a mark easily hidden. 
 
    “Why?” she whispered, the sound so broken that she hated herself. 
 
    “The Order didn’t suit me, so I found other folk who did,” he replied, his tone casual. “The Shade Brotherhood has been looking for the missing pieces of The King Breaker for centuries … and I’m about to deliver them a prize.” 
 
    Ryana swallowed hard, keeping her gaze fixed upon Gael. “You’d help them free The Shadow King?” 
 
    He favored her with another smile, this one roguish. “If it gets me what I want … aye.” 
 
    Gael moved toward the door, in long cat-footed strides. 
 
    “Wait,” Ryana gasped. Her vision blurred; it took all her will not to start pleading. 
 
    Reaching for the door handle, he cast her a cool glance over his shoulder and raised a questioning eye brow. 
 
    “What is it you want?” she demanded.  
 
    Their gazes fused, and this time he didn’t smile. When Gael answered, his voice was low, barely above a whisper, and yet it seemed to reverberate off the wood paneled walls. “Everything.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eleven years later … 
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    Messenger of Peace 
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    The Royal City 
 
    The Kingdom of Rithmar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK THE SHADOWS that’s done. 
 
    Ryana stepped through the heavy oaken door. It swung shut with a dull thud, and a weary breath gusted out of her. After an afternoon in the Hall of Charms, doling out assistance to desperate folk, her temples ached and her temper felt frayed.  
 
    She really didn’t have the patience for such tasks. She much preferred her training sessions with Ninia; it was exciting to see how fast the girl was improving. However, she only trained Ninia in the mornings. Other, unavoidable, duties took up the afternoons. 
 
    Drawing in another breath, Ryana willed for the day’s tension to seep out of her. Irritation and a familiar restlessness churned through her—as it often did after hours spent inside the House. 
 
    Some things never changed, it seemed.  
 
    She’d spent years away from the Order, and had missed many things about her life as an enchanter. But she couldn’t change the fact that this life sometimes felt oppressive. 
 
    There were times when she needed a break from it. 
 
    Ryana turned her face up to the sun. The afternoon was fine, the air balmy. The wet and windy spring had stripped the trees of the last of their blossom, but the warmth had returned. The willows lining the riverbank below the city now wore their bright green summer dresses. 
 
    She stood upon a wide cobbled expanse before the House of Light and Darkness: a square, dun-colored building—so different from most of the elegant edifices within the upper town. Two annexes flanked the House, where the Halls of Charms and Healing sat. A massive oaken door with a stag’s head knocker was the only feature of an otherwise austere façade. 
 
    I need an ale. 
 
    Ryana knew she should join Asher and the new apprentices in the library, but she needed to have a few hours away from the House. The messy chaos of The Black Boar Inn, one of her favorite establishments in the lower town, beckoned. She didn’t want to sit in the shadowy library and answer earnest questions. Instead, she longed to breathe in the pungent aroma of pipe-smoke and sawdust, to relax to the sound of a harp, and to listen to the rumble of men’s voices arguing over games of dice. 
 
    She didn’t really have time to skive off. The palace was holding a ball that evening, to celebrate Queen Eldia’s birthday, and she still hadn’t picked out a suitable gown. 
 
    However, The Black Boar and a tankard of local ale beckoned. 
 
    Ryana turned left and descended The King’s Way, a wide thoroughfare that corkscrewed its way down through The Royal City’s upper town.  
 
    As she walked, she hummed a tune. It was ‘The Sailor and the selkie’, a song she’d been thinking about since waking that day. It was a pity the ball was taking place tonight, for she was in the mood for singing. 
 
    Ryana’s mouth curved, thinking nostalgically back to the decade she’d spent living as a wandering scop upon the Isle of Orin. She’d lived a hand to mouth existence during those years, often sleeping rough when her purse emptied, yet life had been simpler then. These days, she had returned to the Order of Light and Darkness and taken up the role of Head of the Dark. She should have been happy, for she’d dreamed for years of receiving a pardon.  
 
    But there were times, like today, when she longed to be elsewhere. 
 
    Continuing down the hill, Ryana noted how busy The Royal City was these days. Men garbed in leather armor thronged the streets and lounged in doorways: fighting men who’d come from all over Rithmar. The clang of weapons being forged echoed down the hillside, from the plethora of forges that had sprung up all over the city. 
 
    A king’s army needed swords and spears. With a dictator sitting over the border, King Nathan of Rithmar was wise to prepare himself for war. Sooner or later, Reoul of Anthor would likely strike. 
 
    Ryana had nearly reached the great square before the gates leading into the lower town, when the thunder of shod hooves approaching up The King’s Way made her pause. A moment later a company of riders rounded the corner.  
 
    Four members of the King’s Guard—resplendent in iron helms and mail shirts, and sitting upon heavy destriers—led the way. That wasn’t unusual, for the king often sent out patrols to secure the kingdom’s borders. 
 
    Yet there was something about this company that made Ryana pause. She looked closer. 
 
    A group of riders followed the King’s Guard on warhorses of their own. But these men didn’t wear the silver and pine-green of Rithmar. Instead, dark leather encased their bodies and blood-red cloaks rippled from their shoulders. 
 
    Ryana stared. 
 
    Men of Anthor … here? 
 
    The company approached, the clatter of hooves echoing off the surrounding stone buildings.  
 
    Ryana surveyed the knot of Anthor riders, her gaze alighting upon one of the men. Tall and broad-shouldered with dark hair cropped short in military fashion, he looked straight ahead as he rode. Golden epaulets fastened his cloak to a glittering black mail shirt that looked as if it had been fashioned out of obsidian.  
 
    The soldier didn’t look her way, didn’t appear to notice his surroundings at all. Instead, he stared straight ahead: gaze hard, expression inscrutable.  
 
    Then, as quickly as they had appeared, the riders were past, thundering up the cobbled thoroughfare that led to the palace.  
 
    Ryana forgot her need for distraction then. Instead, unease feathered across her nape as she watched them go.  
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    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Aye … the jewel of The Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    Elias and Santino rode, side-by-side, up The King’s Way. A gleaming white city surrounded them, almost blinding in the noon light. Its turreted Tower of the North loomed before them, piercing a cloudless blue sky. The warm spring sun bathed their faces as they rode up the road that led toward the glittering palace, their horses’ hooves clattering over the cobbles. 
 
    “Still.” Santino continued, a sour edge to his voice. “I prefer Mirrar Rock … I don’t like being this far from the sea.” 
 
    Elias glanced right at where Santino rode a lathered black gelding. His second-in-command’s bearded face was pinched, his gaze fixed on the spiraling way ahead. 
 
     “Aye.” Elias drew in a lungful of air. It was fresh here, in the heart of the Rithmar Highlands. The scent of pine from the surrounding wooded slopes mingled with the dewy mist created by the many waterfalls coursing down the hillsides flanking the city. “There won’t be any fried squid for supper in this city.” 
 
    Santino made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “No … it’ll be some kind of gamey stew, no doubt.”  
 
    A tight smile stretched Elias’s mouth. Food was something men of Anthor often discussed. Namely, how foul the northern fare was compared to the garlic-laced delicacies of home. 
 
    Home. 
 
    Elias hadn’t seen it for a long while. And thanks to his father, he might never set eyes on the gleaming black obsidian bulk of Mirrar Rock’s palace again.  
 
    The rest of their party—men loyal to Elias—rode close behind. Like Elias and Santino, they carried no weapons. Rithmar soldiers flanked them on all sides. 
 
    Elias’s party had encountered a royal patrol four days earlier, just half a day north of the border, and had surrendered without a struggle before handing over their weapons. It had galled Elias to allow himself to be captured and led north. But it was necessary. Only the fact he was the Prince of Anthor prevented the soldiers dragging him here in chains—that and the message of peace he carried. 
 
    Elias’s destrier, Bolt, snorted then. The muscles on the stallion’s back flexed from the steep climb. The warhorse had been with him for years—a companion through endless campaigns. He felt closer to the beast than to members of his own family; it had certainly caused him less trouble. 
 
    Leaning forward, Elias slapped the stallion on the neck. “Not much longer, lad,” he murmured. “Almost there.” 
 
      
 
    They brought him before the king immediately. 
 
    Elias led his party, Santino and the others following in single file behind him. Rithmar soldiers surrounded the Anthor prince. Even unarmed they didn’t trust him. 
 
    Elias bit back a wry smile. Wise. 
 
    They entered the throne room, a vast space with a domed roof and a forest of giant pale stone pillars. Faded frescoes covered the ceiling, remnants of a forgotten time, when the people of Serran had worshipped the God of the Sky and his kin; a time before Valgarth the Shadow King, a time before folk turned to the shadows. 
 
    A man waited for Elias. He sat upon a throne made out of white, blue-veined marble, his dark gaze riveted upon the visitor. 
 
    King Nathan of Rithmar looked to be around Elias’s own age—mid-thirties—with a military bearing and short dark hair. Sitting back, body relaxed yet watchful, the king exuded strength. Around his shoulders he wore a thick, fawn-colored mink cloak. It was a military commander’s cloak; he looked as if he was about to stride out onto the battlefield. 
 
    Watching him, Elias was struck by how different Nathan appeared to his own king. 
 
    Apart from his magnificent cloak, Nathan appeared to care little for the luxuries his rank afforded him. In contrast, Reoul dressed himself in the finest fabrics and jewels his gold could buy. 
 
    Four men flanked Nathan, hard-faced soldiers with sharp gazes—his personal guard.  Elias neared the dais, his boots whispering on polished stone. He noted that the floor was beautiful: dark red marble, veined with white and pink strands. 
 
    His escort stopped around eight yards from the throne. They stepped aside so Elias and the king faced each other. 
 
    Elias nodded a silent greeting. He wasn’t going to bow or mouth honorifics—and he certainly wasn’t going to kneel before Nathan. He too was royalty. He didn’t even get down on one knee before his own father. 
 
    Nathan’s mouth curved, although his dark eyes remained sharp. “Elias of Anthor.” His voice was a low, deep rumble. “This is a surprise.” 
 
    The corners of Elias’s mouth lifted. “I thought it would be.” 
 
    “This must important … if Reoul sends his son.” 
 
    “It is,” Elias replied. He wouldn’t waste time on greetings—best to get straight to the point. “My father wishes for an alliance between us.” 
 
    Nathan of Rithmar snorted. He then leaned forward, elbows resting upon his muscular thighs. His gaze gleamed. “Now I’ve heard everything.” 
 
    This comment drew laughter from the men surrounding the king. The sound echoed high into the domed roof of the throne room.  
 
    The jeering didn’t bother Elias in the slightest. 
 
    Let them have their fun. 
 
    He waited till the laughter died, before he spoke once more. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    Nathan’s mouth twitched. “Excuse me, if I’m skeptical.” 
 
    “Our goal was to take Thûn,” Elias replied, ignoring the king’s mirth. “Lands that once belonged to Anthor. We have no wish to expand our territory any further.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard. Word is that you plan to attack us late spring.” 
 
    It was now Elias’s turn to snort. He’d been expecting this. “Whatever rumors you’ve heard … they’re wrong.” 
 
    “I trust my sources.” 
 
    “And I’m here to put you right.” 
 
    The response was arrogant, and for a moment Elias wondered if he’d gone too far. He wasn’t used to meetings like these. He’d never had to make compromises with anyone except his father. 
 
    Nathan’s gaze hardened. “Reoul’s had a taste of real power. He’ll not stop with Thûn.” 
 
    Elias shook his head. The urge to cross swords with Nathan of Rithmar reared up; he was a soldier after all, not a diplomat. Elias wanted to bite back—the words were on the tip of his tongue—and yet he reined them in. Angering Nathan wasn’t going to help him. “What we need now are allies … not enemies,” he replied after a pause. “We wish to draw up a treaty between us, one that will benefit both Rithmar and Anthor.” 
 
    Nathan leaned back in his cold, white throne, his gaze never leaving Elias. His mouth twisted. “I find that hard to believe.” 
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    The Girl Will Be There 
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    ELIAS OF ANTHOR unfastened his leather vest as he gazed out of his bed chamber window. 
 
    A smile stretched across his face and, for the first time in hours, his shoulders relaxed. It was hard not to feel smug. 
 
    That went surprisingly well.  
 
    If he was honest, Elias hadn’t thought he’d make it this far. His sharp tongue and arrogance had nearly bested him this afternoon. He’d promised himself he’d be humble, but he’d broken his vow as soon as he’d opened his mouth. For a few moments back in the throne room, he’d thought Nathan would reject his overtures of peace. He’d readied himself to be thrown into the dungeons.  
 
    But, instead of imprisoning him, Nathan had given him fine lodgings. Elias’s men—all five of them—shared a larger, simpler chamber at the end of the hall. 
 
    Elias’s self-satisfied smile faded. 
 
    That didn’t mean the King of Rithmar trusted him. He’d laughed and bantered, but suspicion had gleamed in his eyes the entire time. He’d also stationed guards outside Elias’s door. 
 
    The room was a large, luxurious space, dominated by a four-poster bed. It held a sweeping view of the Rith Vale. A dark carpet of conifers covered the slopes of the surrounding mountains and the velvet patchwork of the river valley below. The setting sun gilded the forests, highlighting every detail. 
 
    It was a lovely view, yet Elias shared Santino’s opinion of this city. 
 
    For all its beauty, he found it cold.  
 
    Elias loosed a breath and let his vest fall to the floor. The King’s Guard had relieved him and his men of their weapons—yet they hadn’t discovered the slender blade hidden in Elias’s boot. The boots had been artfully made, with silver fluting at the back; only, one of those decorations was the handle of a long dagger made of Anthor steel. 
 
    Elias needed a weapon on him at all times if he was to complete his task. 
 
    Shedding the rest of his clothes, Elias walked over to where an iron tub—filled with steaming water—sat at the foot of his bed, and stepped into it.   
 
    Lowering himself into the tub, he let out a long sigh as the hot water seeped into his travel-sore muscles. He leaned back against the rim of the bath and closed his eyes. For a few moments he just enjoyed the heat of the water soaking into his limbs. 
 
    The girl will be there. Elias’s eyes snapped open. Santino’s whispered voice returned to him then, interrupting his reverie. The pair had shared a few words in the hallway before parting ways earlier. This could be your chance. 
 
    The king was holding a ball this evening, in honor of his wife’s birthday, and he’d invited Elias to attend. It seemed an opportunity too good to miss. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Elias had murmured back. “I’d prefer to kill her without an audience.” 
 
    He could whip out his knife and slash the girl’s throat in the middle of the throne room, but that would be the end of Elias of Anthor. There was only one way in or out of that hall—he’d observed earlier—and The King’s Guard would be covering the exit. 
 
    Elias frowned. His father might want otherwise, but he intended to live through this. One day he’d return home to see the dark silhouette of Mirrar Rock Palace towering overhead, outlined against a hard blue sky. One day he’d be free of all of this. 
 
    But not until he finished the job. 
 
    Elias had let Princess Ninia of Thûn slip through his fingers. After losing her in The Forest of the Fallen, he’d returned to Veldoras—where his father currently resided—empty-handed, and with news that the girl was a powerful, if untrained, enchanter.  
 
    But Reoul of Anthor wasn’t a man to accept failure.  
 
    The peace negotiations were a ruse, a way to engender trust while Elias maneuvered himself into position.  
 
    Until he managed to kill the heiress to the Thûn throne. 
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    Ryana climbed the marble steps to the palace, cursing the yards of heavy fabric that kept catching around her legs. She hadn’t worn a dress in years. 
 
    “Shadows take this gown,” she muttered. “It keeps trying to trip me up.” 
 
    The ball gown, made of lilac damask, rustled as she moved. The tight corset around her torso made it hard to breathe. A low fitted bodice showed off her full cleavage, and the dress had a nipped-in waist, with layers of skirts beneath. 
 
    “Gowns have a habit of doing that,” Mira replied from next to her, casting Ryana a wry grin. “You have to walk differently. You can’t stride out like you usually do … instead take small, mincing steps.” 
 
    Ryana glanced over at her friend. Mira didn’t look as if she was struggling with her attire at all. A long black gown hugged her curvaceous form as she mounted the steps with ease. High-necked and slinky, Mira’s gown fell straight to the ground without all the layers of material that Ryana was struggling with. Mira’s thick black hair, which she usually wore loose, was piled on top of her head.  
 
    “You talk as if that’s easy,” Ryana grumbled. She wasn’t usually beset with envy for other women, yet she was now. Mira—who was Asher’s consort, and these days trained the apprentice enchanters in combat—looked an exotic beauty in that gown. Usually dressed in black hunting leathers, it was a dramatic change for her. 
 
    “Just copy Ninia,” Mira quipped. Her grin turned teasing. “She knows how to walk like a lady.” 
 
    Reaching the top of the steps, Ryana turned to see Ninia following at her heels. The young woman, a princess of the fallen kingdom of Thûn, looked at ease in a wine-red gown. The color suited her pale skin, hazel eyes, and rich brown hair. Ninia glided past the two women, chin held high. “Relax your shoulders, Ryana,” she instructed. “You appear a hunch-back standing like that.” 
 
    Ryana frowned although she straightened her spine at the reprimand. 
 
    Mira arched a delicate eyebrow. “Come on … we’re late.” 
 
    Ninia and Mira moved off. Ryana released a heavy sigh before following them.  
 
    If I turned around now and walked off … would I be missed? 
 
    She wished she’d remained in The Black Boar Inn. She could still be there now, tucking into a dish of boar stew, a second tankard of ale at her elbow. She would have begged off if Asher hadn’t insisted. As Head of the Dark, she was expected to attend these events.  
 
    Like the afternoons she spent in the Hall of Charms—forced to wear an ‘official’ persona—evenings such as these made her feel restricted. 
 
    The three women entered the palace, past liveried servants and flaming torches, following a trail of candles to the throne room. Asher would already be there—as High Enchanter of the Order, he’d gone ahead with Wray, who was the new Head of the Light.  
 
    Ryana entered the throne room behind Ninia and Mira. The massive vaulted space—impressive enough during the day—took on an otherworldly quality at night. The immense space was the playground of deep shadows and burnished torch and candlelight. Banks of torches burned upon the walls, and a huge chandelier of candles hung overhead, its flaming majesty dominating the room and casting a gilded light over the crowd below. 
 
    The forest of marble pillars made the throne room look like some enchanted woodland glade, where brightly dressed nymphs with blood-red lips and rouged cheeks laughed and mingled to the sound of hauntingly beautiful music. 
 
    And beautiful it was. Despite her reluctance to attend the ball, Ryana’s step slowed as the strains of a harp flowed over her, accompanied by a woman’s sweet voice. 
 
    They were singing ‘Remember Me’, a tragic ballad about an enchanter and a fairy maid who fell in love. However, when he tried to use enchantment to bind her to his world, his lover died and her family wreaked terrible vengeance upon him. 
 
    Ryana hadn’t heard that song in years; it had been one she’d avoided during her time as a wandering scop upon the Isle of Orin—for it was a song that she and Gael had performed often.  
 
    Those evenings seemed a lifetime ago now. 
 
    Ryana stopped, letting Mira and Ninia draw farther ahead. Ninia swept into the throne room as if she were the guest of honor. Mira appeared less sure of herself. Unlike Ninia, who made her way toward the dais where Queen Eldia sat chatting to retainers, who fluttered around her like brightly colored exotic birds in their expensive gowns, Mira wove her way through the crowd toward Asher. Dressed in flowing white, the High Enchanter stood to the left of the dais, deep in conversation with Wray. 
 
    Watching Asher reach out and wrap a possessive arm around Mira’s shoulders, Ryana experienced a hollow sensation settle in the pit of her belly. She was happy for her friends, but the sight of them together just highlighted how alone she felt. Most women of her age were wed, with a brood of children. 
 
    But that wasn’t to be Ryana’s story. 
 
    A servant passed by, bearing a tray of silver goblets. Ryana helped herself to one and took a large gulp of rich red wine. 
 
    She’d only just arrived, and already she felt suffocated and on-edge. High-born women drifted around the floor, their expressions distant. Despite the wide vaulted space above her, the air in the hall seemed stifling, and she felt self-conscious in her flouncy dress. 
 
    If I can get away early, there may still be time for a few songs at the inn. 
 
    Ryana drained her goblet and handed it back to the servant before helping herself to another. She then moved through the crowd, clutching her goblet like an anchor, and headed toward the nearest pillar, where she could skulk and avoid mingling.  
 
    The ballad ended, and another, jauntier tune, began—one of Ryana’s favorites. She began to hum along. She knew the words to this one and wished she was standing before a tavern audience so she could sing it. The song grew steadily louder when a flutist accompanied the harpist and singer. As it reached its crescendo, Ryana’s gaze alighted on a tall, dark-haired figure standing at the pillar opposite her. 
 
    It was the man of Anthor she’d seen on the King’s Way.  
 
    Ryana’s discomfort dissolved, and she watched him with keen interest. 
 
    The man leaned against the pillar, goblet of wine in hand, his gaze surveying the crowd. He was handsome, or might have been if he smiled, although there was a hardness to his sharp-featured face that warned others from approaching. He’d changed clothing, yet his style of dress was distinctively southern: a dark leather vest and breeches with a scarlet silk shirt underneath.  
 
    Ryana tensed, a tickle of recognition flaring. She didn’t know him, but instinct told her she should. 
 
    “I see you’ve spied Nathan’s guest of honor.”  
 
    Ryana turned to see Asher standing behind her, Mira on his arm. She hadn’t even seen them make their way across the floor toward her. 
 
    “Aye,” Ryana replied, raising an eyebrow. “I take it you know who he is?” 
 
    Asher nodded, while next to him Mira stared across the hall at the stranger, her gaze narrowed. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we’ve both met him,” Asher replied after a pause. “That’s Elias, Prince of Anthor.” 
 
    “Saul’s brother?” Ryana glanced back at the stranger. No wonder she felt she’d seen him before. 
 
    Elias was bigger in build than his younger brother, with a harder demeanor, but the family resemblance was there in the sharp features and arrogant bearing. “I thought there was something familiar about him.” 
 
    Asher huffed. “I had the same reaction when I met him months ago, but I didn’t make the connection until he revealed his identity.” 
 
    Ryana glanced back at Asher. “Why’s he here?” 
 
    “The rumor is he plans to negotiate a peace and trade treaty between Anthor and Rithmar.” 
 
    Ryana choked on a sip of wine. “Really?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Mira replied. “We were as surprised as you.” 
 
    “And the king believes him?” Ryana asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Nathan’s no fool,” Asher replied. “He’ll have his reasons for tolerating the prince’s presence here.” 
 
    Ryana looked across at where the king lounged in his throne. Despite that tonight was a special occasion, Nathan was dressed as usual, in dark leather and his fine fur cloak. He accepted a goblet of wine from a servant and passed it across to his wife. Eldia took it with a soft smile. His wife tended to, Nathan settled back to watch the crowd. He didn’t even glance in the direction of his Anthor guest. 
 
    Ryana frowned, and she searched the crowd for signs of the King’s Guard. She spotted a number of them, standing in the shadows of the pillars behind the prince, apart from the revelers. The king was being cautious after all. 
 
    She glanced back at Asher. “You’ve spent time with Elias,” she said, remembering the harrowing tale that Asher, Mira, and Ninia had brought back with them from the Forest of the Fallen. “What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Little … unfortunately,” Asher replied, his gaze riveted upon the prince. “Other than he’s stubborn and ruthless.” 
 
    “And loyal, don’t forget,” Mira added, taking a sip of her wine. “He’s his father’s hound.” 
 
    Asher nodded, his mouth thinning. 
 
    “We need to know more,” Ryana announced. Suddenly, she was pleased she’d attended this ball after all. “I want to see the lie in his eyes when he talks of peace.” 
 
    Asher’s mouth quirked. “Stand in line … we’d all like to corner him.” 
 
    Ryana pushed herself up off the pillar and stepped past her friends. That man had hunted Ninia down and would have killed her if fate hadn’t intervened. It was an outrage that the king had invited him to a royal gathering. She intended to get to the bottom of this.  
 
    “I’ll see you both later.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mira asked. 
 
    Ryana tossed her a smile. “To talk to him.” 
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    A Darker Purpose 
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    ELIAS WAS OBSERVING the crowd, slowly sipping his wine, when he spied a woman making her way toward him. 
 
    He’d been focused on counting the shadowy figures lurking behind the columns on the other side of the room—at least ten more soldiers to add to the six behind him—but this woman’s appearance distracted him. 
 
    Tall and statuesque with a mane of golden hair, she certainly drew a man’s eye. Or maybe it was because she risked spilling out of that low-cut gown she was wearing. Yet once he tore his gaze from her cleavage, he noted she walked with barely concealed impatience, as if she wasn’t used to wearing long skirts. The woman carried a goblet of wine steady as she crossed the floor. 
 
    Sensing his appraisal, she looked directly at him. Cool grey-blue eyes met his. 
 
    Their gazes held for a long moment. She had a bold stare, but there was no flirtation in it.  
 
    Elias’s mouth curved. So this was no courtly lady planning on seducing him—a pity. With all the fighting and campaigning over the last year, there had been little time for pleasure. He hadn’t had a woman in months. 
 
    Tonight his thoughts were not on seduction. Earlier he’d spotted Ninia in the crowd. Dressed in a wine-red gown, the girl appeared older than he remembered. Ninia had seen Elias too. Her hazel eyes narrowed, before she turned her back on him and resumed her conversation with two brightly dressed courtiers. 
 
    Elias shifted his attention from the attractive blonde and glanced at Ninia once more. She still faced away from him. 
 
    It’s unwise to turn your back on an assassin, princess. 
 
    “Good evening … Your Highness.” A low voice, with a slight husky edge, interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    Elias turned to see that the approaching woman had now stopped a yard back from him. “Good eve.” He favored her with a casual bow. “And you are?” 
 
    “My name is Ryana.” There was no sultry smile nor batting eyelids.  
 
    “Good to meet you,” he drawled, lifting his goblet to his lips. “A beautiful woman is always a pleasure.” 
 
    She watched him for a moment, her gaze narrowing. “Shadows, you remind me of your brother.” 
 
    Elias’s gaze raked over the woman once more, taking her in afresh. Now she had his full attention. “You’ve met Saul?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And how do you know my brother?” 
 
    He watched her jaw tighten. “I traveled with him for a spell,” she said carefully, “before he died.” 
 
    Elias went still. Saul had departed for the Gordi Isles the winter before last and never resurfaced. Elias had suspected he was dead, but now this woman confirmed it. 
 
    Leaning back against the pillar, Elias viewed Ryana under hooded lids. Around them, the music had changed from a merry song to a mournful lament. “How did he die?” The edge to his voice surprised him. He and Saul had never been close, and yet he was his only sibling. 
 
    “Serving your father.”  
 
    “Is that all you’re going to give me?” 
 
    Irritation flared in her eyes. “He retrieved and then lost the piece of The King Breaker.” Her voice was flat. “He died in the foothills of the Shadefells trying to get it back.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth twisted. “Good old Saul … he was tenacious … right to the end.” 
 
    Ryana’s face screwed up. “Your brother was a double-crossing, devious bastard.”  
 
    Elias barked a laugh and pushed off the pillar. “Thank you for informing me of Saul’s fate.” He stepped closer to her and inhaled the scent of lily. “I will let our father know.” 
 
    Ryana stared back at him, her chin lifting. “Are you really here to treat with King Nathan?” 
 
    Elias inclined his head. Did she think he would actually answer that? 
 
    “I think you have some other … darker … purpose for traveling north,” she continued. “I’d wager you’re here to cause trouble.” 
 
    Elias’s gaze narrowed. He leaned in toward Ryana, deliberately invading her space. She didn’t pull back. “That’s a bold accusation,” he said softly, all trace of flirtation gone from his voice. “Do you have proof?” 
 
    “I think you’re here to kill the king,” she replied, ignoring his question and doggedly pushing on, “or perhaps to finish what you started in The Forest of the Fallen … with Ninia.” 
 
    “Careful,” Elias growled. The woman was uncomfortably close to the mark. Comely or not, she was starting to get on his nerves. “You’ve a sharp, impudent tongue … mind it doesn’t get you into trouble.” 
 
    Ryana withdrew from him. “I’m expected to ask questions,” she replied. “I took a vow to protect my king’s interests when I joined the Order.” With that, she shifted her goblet to her left hand and raised her right palm. An eight-pointed star stared back at him, its depths unnaturally black. 
 
    Elias stepped back from her, his pulse quickening. He’d let a pretty face and a lush body lure him in. Her cleverness and bladelike tongue should have warned him. Ryana wasn’t like the other women in the room.  
 
    He should have realized she was an enchanter. 
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    Ryana strode away from Elias of Anthor, a smile curving her mouth. 
 
    She’d enjoyed that. She hadn’t managed to get much out of the prince, but she’d liked seeing the shock in his eyes when he realized who—or rather what—she was. She was used to some men reacting that way when they saw the Star of Darkness upon her palm. A few were even superstitious about female enchanters. In some pockets of The Four Kingdoms, folk still believed that if a man lay with an enchanter his cods would shrivel. 
 
    Ryana’s smile widened. 
 
    Resuming her position near the pillar, she took another sip of wine. Unable to resist, she found her gaze dragged back to the Prince of Anthor. There was no denying he was handsome, more ruggedly so than Saul though. Elias was watching her now, his dark brows knitted together. He hadn’t liked how their exchange had ended. She could see he was the type of man who preferred to be in control. 
 
    Elias had taken news of his brother’s death well, although she’d noticed the tension in his big frame, the shadow that had moved in the depths of his eyes. Ryana had been tempted to tell him she’d been the one to end Saul of Anthor’s life—but something had made her keep that information to herself. She hadn’t taken any pleasure in killing him; she didn’t want to gloat over it.  
 
    Instead, she’d gone for the jugular and accused him of plotting to kill Nathan. His reaction had been a little disappointing, although she’d succeeded in angering him. He hadn’t liked her boldness. 
 
    Ryana met Elias’s gaze across the crowded floor, and she favored him with a taunting smirk. 
 
    I’m watching you. 
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    Elias leaned against the pillar, cradling his goblet of wine, and feigned nonchalance. 
 
    However, inside he was seething. 
 
    The enchanter had put him on edge.  
 
    He was also aware of the King’s Guard lurking in the shadows behind him, hard gazes boring into his back. Their presence was oppressive, a constant reminder of his position here. 
 
    Ninia stood just ten feet away, laughing over something with Asher and Mira had said. He’d spotted the tall blond man dressed in flowing white, and the striking woman with dark hair in a form-fitting black gown, the moment he’d entered the throne room. And he’d also noted how often Asher and Mira glanced his way. 
 
    Ryana and the King’s Guard weren’t the only ones watching him tonight. 
 
    The fingers of Elias’s right hand tingled. His nerves were stretched tight. 
 
    Maybe I should just get this done with, he thought recklessly. Go out in a blaze of glory … for Anthor. 
 
    Yet Elias knew he wouldn’t. He was loyal but not self-sacrificing. His gaze shifted across the crowd, back to where Ryana still observed him. He wouldn’t give that bitch the satisfaction of being proved right—not right this evening anyway. 
 
    “Elias!” 
 
    Tearing his gaze from Ryana, Elias spied Ninia of Thûn crossing the hall toward him, cutting her way through the sea of coiffured hair and glittering jewelry. The girl had made a point of keeping her back turned to him for the past hour, but it had all been an act. 
 
    Curiosity had likely gotten the best of her. 
 
    The princess stopped a few feet away, her gaze scrutinizing. She wore a determined expression he remembered well from their time in the Dim Hold earlier in the year. She was young, but others under-estimated the princess at their peril. The fact that, unlike other enchanters, she could wield both the Light and the Dark, made her the most dangerous woman alive.  
 
    Elias pushed himself up off the pillar and stepped forward to meet her. “Good evening, princess.” 
 
    “I was surprised to learn of your visit,” Ninia greeted him. “I never thought I’d see you again.” 
 
    “Nor I, you,” Elias replied with a smile. “I hear you’ve joined the Order of Light and Darkness. Is it to your liking?” 
 
    Elias was aware then of another gaze boring into him. Shifting his attention left, over Ninia’s shoulder, he saw that the king had broken off his conversation with his wife and was watching him. 
 
    Nathan’s face was hard; his eyes gleamed with naked suspicion. 
 
    Elias heaved an inward sigh. No—he didn’t wish to die tonight. As close as Ninia now stood, he wouldn’t reach for his knife. 
 
    Unaware of the direction of his thoughts, Ninia shrugged. “Aye … I’m enjoying the training, although princesses weren’t meant for early starts.” Her hazel eyes narrowed slightly then. “I take it your father wasn’t happy to hear that I escaped.” 
 
    “He was livid.” 
 
    “And he blamed you?” 
 
    “Naturally.” Elias reached up and scratched his chin. “He’d have preferred that you threw me to the shadow creatures rather than let me go home empty-handed.” The truth of those words soured Elias’s mouth. They were a bitter reminder of why he was here. “However, after some reflection he has now turned his mind to peace.” 
 
    Ninia huffed. “That’s a relief to hear.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth curved. “It was … decent of you … to let us go.” 
 
    For the first time since approaching him, the young woman smiled, although Elias glimpsed the wariness in her eyes. Like the others Ninia didn’t trust him—and she was right not to. “Like I said back in the Dim Hold … you were following orders. I didn’t want to punish you for it.” 
 
    Ninia’s words made a chill feather across Elias’s skin. His fingers tightened around the stem of his goblet.  
 
    That, princess, is your biggest mistake.  
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    Gael’s Chance 
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    GAEL’S CHANCE CAME near midnight. He’d been lurking in the shadows for hours waiting for this moment. 
 
    The day had been long, grey, and tedious in this stinking sewer of a city. Night fell later too this time of year, as summer took hold. It had meant he’d had to wait a while before taking up position in the deep shadows of the pillars either side of the East Bridge. 
 
    Finally, a carriage rumbled over the bridge, drawn by two grey horses, their shod hooves clattering over the cobbles. 
 
    “It’s time,” he whispered, patting the collar of his leather tunic. He’d unlaced it at the throat, allowing a small, furry body to squeeze in against his heart. 
 
    At last, the voice of his familiar whispered back. Let’s go. 
 
    Gael pushed himself off the cool stone pillar, gathering the Dark as he went, and slipped in behind the carriage. He jogged after it, the soft pad of his boots drowned out by the clamor of the wheels and hooves. After hours of stillness, his limbs felt stiff. The scars to his left calf, right shoulder, and left ribcage—all from a year earlier—ached dully. However, he ignored the discomfort, his attention focused ahead. 
 
    Before him, the oak and iron gates to The Swallow Keep drew open. Guards dressed in black leather with flowing red cloaks nodded to the driver. Shrouded by shadows, Gael smiled. He’d chosen the right carriage to follow; there would be no delays. 
 
    The shadowed bulk of the great keep rose before him—a massive crenelated castle flanked by two turreted towers. The blue-grey stone appeared gilded tonight, illuminated by the braziers burning in the bailey below. 
 
    Gael followed the carriage into the inner bailey. He took care to hug its shadow, for although he’d cloaked himself in the Dark, making it difficult for the casual observer to pick him out, he wanted to save his enchantment for later—for when he would truly need it. 
 
    As the carriage pulled up, and the driver got down to assist its occupants, Gael slipped away. Once again, he gathered the Dark. The shadows around him slithered across the cobbles at his command, shielding him from view. 
 
    Confidently, he strode up the steps and into the keep. The two men guarding the entrance, dressed in the black and scarlet livery of Anthor, didn’t glance his way. 
 
    Gael walked into the great entrance hall and drew up short. 
 
    Few things left him breathless these days, yet the sight of the interior of The Swallow Keep momentarily gave him pause. Candlelight illuminated the vaulted space, rows of candles lighting the wide spiral staircase that led upstairs. Pale, gleaming marble covered the floor. Bands of friezes wrapped around the walls, depicting the many victories of Thûn in years gone by. 
 
    Keep moving.  
 
    His familiar was right, Gael wasn’t here to admire the friezes. His attention swiveled to the foot of the sweeping staircase, where two more Anthor soldiers were stationed. They stood in silence, hard gazes trained on the entrance. 
 
    Gael’s skin prickled. He knew they couldn’t see him, although their stares put him on edge nonetheless. 
 
    He crept across the floor toward the stairs, glad of his soft-soled hunting boots. They barely made a whisper on the marble floor. 
 
    And all the while he kept his gaze trained upon the guards, readying himself to strike should his shadow cloak slip. 
 
    Neither man moved.  
 
    Gingerly, Gael placed a foot on the stairs, and then another. He breathed slowly as he made his way up past guttering banks of candles. 
 
    On the first floor landing he found more guards. Moving carefully, he inched past them. Gael had done his research since arriving in Veldoras. He knew that Reoul’s apartments sat upon the fifth floor of the keep.  
 
    Reaching the landing before the king’s quarters, Gael slowed his pace and caught his breath. He moved past the guards stationed here and made his way down a wide hallway. As he walked, he flexed his right hand, rallying the shadows. 
 
    Drop the shadow cloak, a soft voice urged him. The time for hiding is over. 
 
    Gael flicked his fingers, and the mantle of darkness that had obscured him from view fell away. 
 
    Two more guards flanked the entrance to the king’s apartments. Flaming sconces on the wall illuminated the men’s faces. Both men scowled, and their tall muscular frames tensed as Gael drew near. 
 
    One of the guards stepped forward and thrust out a spear to block the newcomer’s path. “State your business with the king.” 
 
    Gael slowed and came to a stop. “Reoul and I have a meeting,” he said with a smile. “Let me pass.” 
 
    The guard’s swarthy features tightened. “The king has no appointments at this hour.” He cast a look at his companion. “Take hold of him.” 
 
    The second guard stepped forward, one gauntleted hand moving to grab Gael’s arm. 
 
    Shifting out of his way, Gael swung his right hand out in an arc—gathering the Dark in a brutal sweep. The shadows drew around him and reared up to do his bidding. Two dark coils spiraled up, fastening around the guards’ necks. 
 
    The guards dropped their spears and collapsed against the wall, eyes bulging, choking, as they tried to pull the strangling, dark fingers from around their necks. 
 
    Gael flexed his fingers, and the men’s struggles grew more frantic. Leaving his servants to finish their task, Gael let himself in to the king’s apartments. 
 
    He stepped into the solar, a sparsely decorated, masculine space dominated by a huge hearth at one end. The fire burned low now, nothing more than glowing embers. A single sconce flickered upon the wall. 
 
    Gael crossed the floor, walking upon a thick rug toward the door on the far side of the room. 
 
    The king’s bed chamber awaited.  
 
    Gael yanked open the door, stepped inside—and abruptly halted. 
 
    The king had company. 
 
    A lean, sharp-featured man with long dark hair streaked with grey lay naked on his back, while a woman energetically rode him, her pert breasts bouncing. 
 
    The woman, golden skinned and lithe with a mane of dark curls spilling down her back, was distractingly lovely—an Anthor beauty if ever Gael saw one. 
 
    For a moment Gael stood there, taken aback by the scene he’d interrupted. 
 
    Then Reoul of Anthor saw him.  
 
    The king’s face, which had been slack with pleasure, twisted. He gave a yell and lunged for the dagger that lay upon the table next to his bed. His lover twisted, her dark eyes growing huge when she saw the intruder. 
 
    The woman let out a hiss, and not bothering to cover her nakedness, swung her right arm in an arc. 
 
    Gael caught a glimpse of the glowing eight-pointed star on her palm.  
 
    An Enchanter of the Light. 
 
    He gathered the Dark once more and flung it at the woman. It lifted her off the king, flung her across the room, and pinned her against the wall. Meanwhile, the king had rolled into a crouch. He glared at Gael, the dagger clutched in his fist. 
 
    Although the man must have been nearing sixty winters, he held himself with the grace and strength of a man half his age. Even naked and caught off-guard, Reoul was dangerous. 
 
    Gael beckoned the Dark closer, letting it boil around him. Against the wall the naked woman continued to struggle, her gaze wild. She let out a string of Anthor gutter curses, which Gael ignored. 
 
    His gaze was on the king, and he smiled. “Greetings, Your Highness … sorry for the poor timing.” 
 
    The king snarled, his own gaze feral. “What’s this … a smiling assassin?” Reoul’s lean body curled, ready to spring. 
 
    Gael’s smile widened. The man before him was utterly fearless. “My name’s Gael,” he replied. “I too hail from Anthor.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you’re called or where you’re from, shit-weasel,” Reoul growled. 
 
    Gael swallowed a laugh. He gave a bow, ignoring the murderous look on the king’s face. “I’m not here to kill you, sire … but to serve.” 
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    Dressed in a crimson silk robe, Reoul of Anthor leaned up against the stone window sill and toyed with the blade he’d drawn earlier.  
 
    The dagger’s name was Reaper, and he’d had it since he was sixteen. He wasn’t about to sheath it, not with an intruder standing a few feet away. 
 
    In the corner of the room, Reoul’s consort perched uncomfortably upon a chaise longue. A silk robe belted tightly at the waist now hid Saskia’s nakedness, although her dark hair spilled over her shoulders in wild curls.  
 
    Reoul shifted his attention from his lover to the enchanter who had just broken into his chamber. Dark haired and clad head to foot in black leather, Gael exuded barely-contained power. He leaned up against the hearth, his expression urbane, although his dark-brown eyes gleamed. 
 
    Reoul clenched his jaw. He hated being put at a disadvantage. He wanted this intruder dead, not lounging in his solar. “I’m waiting,” he growled, flipping his dagger with deliberate menace. “How is it you wish to serve me?” 
 
    “Through enchantment,” Gael replied. To his credit, the man had balls. He didn’t seem to be bothered by the blade just a few feet away, one that Reoul could easily let fly at his heart. 
 
    “The king already has enchanters,” Saskia snapped. 
 
    Gael’s mouth curved. “None like me.” 
 
    Reoul frowned as he flipped the dagger once more. This man’s insolence grated on him. 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to Reoul’s growing impatience, Gael reached into his collar and withdrew something furry and grey. 
 
    Reoul’s fingers fumbled, and the knife clattered to the stone pavers. 
 
    The king’s legs suddenly went weak under him. He sank back against the window ledge, glad that it was behind him. 
 
    The shadows strike me down.  
 
    That was a large rat the enchanter had just placed on his shoulder. 
 
    Gael smiled at Reoul, his eyes gleaming. “Meet Shade.” 
 
    Reoul bent down and scooped up Reaper. He’d gotten such a shock he’d nearly sliced his hand on the blade. The king then glanced over at Saskia. His lover was staring at the intruder, surprise suffusing her features. “You have a familiar?” 
 
    “Aye,” Gael replied, his smile widening. “Only the strongest of us attract them, do we not?” 
 
    Saskia’s mouth thinned, yet she didn’t reply.  
 
    Smirking, Gael shifted his attention back to Reoul and met the king’s gaze once more. “How many enchanters did you bring with you from Anthor?”  
 
    Reoul held Gael’s gaze, forcing himself not to look at that sleek grey rat with its naked pink tail and glowing red eyes. No one, not even members of his own family, knew he hated rodents. Dropping the dagger, however, had just exposed his fear to the room. He’d not let either of his companions see it again—even if the rat’s proximity made his heart race and sweat slide down his spine. “Around twenty,” he replied finally. 
 
    “That’s not enough.” 
 
    Reoul scowled. “It was enough to help take Thûn.” 
 
    “But not enough to invade Rithmar.” 
 
    “Rithmar can wait,” Reoul replied, his voice dropping dangerously. “I’ll march north when I’m ready.” 
 
    “You might find that Rithmar moves before you do,” Gael countered, not remotely intimidated. “I’ve just traveled down from The Royal City … and the word there is that Nathan intends to liberate Veldoras. He’s called in troops from every corner of the kingdom.” 
 
    Reoul leaned back against the sill and started to toy with Reaper once more. The long slender blade made of folded Anthor steel gleamed in the firelight. “They’re rumors … nothing more,” he said after a lengthy pause. “Nathan wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he?” Gael answered. The man used a glib tone that made Reoul’s hackles rise once more. “Rithmar’s House of Light and Darkness is already the strongest in all The Four Kingdoms. With Ninia of Thûn, they’ll be unbeatable. How long before Nathan rallies his troops and marches south? How long before that girl blasts you off her throne?” 
 
    Reoul went still, his pulse now thudding hard against his breastbone. Not from fear of the rat, but from anger. So news of the princess had spread. This wasn’t good—but with any luck Elias would soon kill Ninia, as he should have done weeks ago. 
 
    Gael pushed himself off the hearth and went over to the sideboard, helping himself to a goblet of wine. “To face Ninia, you need a host of enchanters that together rival her strength.” 
 
    Silence fell. Reoul’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his dagger. He’d had enough of this enchanter’s arrogance. “And how do I achieve that?” 
 
    “Thûn has a House of Light and Darkness, does it not?” 
 
    Saskia snorted. “King Aron has ensured they are little more than slum dwellers these days,” she said, her voice cutting. “They’re useless.” 
 
    “They won’t be when I’m finished with them,” Gael replied with a smile. He then lifted the goblet to his lips and took a deep draft. “Delicious … how I’ve missed southern wine.” 
 
    “Enough,” Reoul snapped. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    Gael shifted his attention back to him, his smile fading. “I’ve spent the last year exploring the lower levels of Dûn Maras,” he said softly, before he reached up and caressed the spine of the rat upon his shoulder. “It’s where Shade found me.” 
 
    Reoul suppressed a shudder. The man’s obvious affection for this … vermin … made his belly churn. 
 
    “I know what Valgarth used to make himself strong,” Gael pressed on, oblivious of Reoul’s reaction, “and I’ve mastered the same arts.” 
 
    Reoul inclined his head. Finally, this enchanter had revealed something of interest. The ruins of Dûn Maras was a forbidding place, where the living feared to enter. Only a madman would voluntarily spend time there. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Saskia snarled. “The Shadow King wielded both the Light and the Dark … he didn’t need anything else.”  
 
    Reoul glanced his consort’s way once more to see that her face was pale. Her eyes burned as she glared at Gael. She clearly thought him an imposter. 
 
    “What of these arts you speak of?” Reoul asked. He too was skeptical, but he had to know. 
 
    “Ones that Valgarth used to enhance the powers of the enchanters who followed him,” Gael countered with slow smile. “It’s all written down on parchments in the old tongue, parchments I found deep under Dûn Maras.”
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    We Want the Same Thing 
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    RYANA WATCHED ELIAS smile and lean back in his carven mahogany chair. He looked pleased with himself, too pleased. 
 
    “So, Reoul is willing to tear down the border fortifications and every leaguefort?” Nathan’s voice rumbled across the Council Chamber. The king’s tone was controlled, although his face told a different story. His eyes blazed, and his jaw clenched. He’d agreed to these peace negotiations, yet Ryana could see it was costing him. 
 
    “Aye,” Elias replied smoothly, “the leagueforts are a Thûn legacy after all.”  
 
    In contrast, the Anthor prince seemed to be enjoying himself. His body relaxed in his chair, and he drummed his fingers on the polished tabletop before him. 
 
    Silence fell in the Council Chamber. 
 
    Ryana glanced over at Asher. Like her, the High Enchanter was observing Elias, his gaze narrowed. Around the table, no one was smiling. Wray, an older man with a careworn face, who had recently taken the position as Head of the Light, was scowling, as were members of the King’s Guard who flanked Nathan. 
 
    “The leagueforts were abandoned and falling to pieces before you invaded Thûn,” Asher pointed out, his tone accusatory. “But you’ve repaired them and posted garrisons.”  
 
    “And as a gesture of peace, we’re willing to tear them down,” Elias replied, meeting Asher’s eye. 
 
    “I want the leagueforts destroyed.” Nathan’s voice was rough. “They have no part in the relationship between our kingdoms now.” 
 
    “Of course.” Elias inclined his head. “Does this mean that you recognize my father as the rightful ruler of Thûn?” 
 
    King Nathan bent forward, absently twisting the signet ring he wore upon his right hand. Despite the warm morning, he had donned fighting leathers and his thick fur mantle. He was dressed for combat. A muscle in his strong jaw clenched as he met Elias’s eye. “I might eventually consider doing so. However, that depends on many things. The destruction of the leagueforts is only a start. If we are to have peace, there are a number of matters I wish to address.” 
 
    Across the table Elias nodded. “Very well.” He picked up his goblet of wine and took a measured sip. “Name them.” 
 
    “I hear the people of Veldoras aren’t happy with their new king,” Nathan said. “Word has reached me that he rules them with an iron fist.” 
 
    Elias smiled once more. “A heavy hand is always required at first … but my father will ensure that the people of Thûn thrive under his rule in the long term.” 
 
    Silence fell. Nathan twisted the signet ring once more, hard. Even under his fur mantle, Ryana could see his broad shoulders were rigid. “You seem very eager to compromise,” he growled. 
 
    “Indeed,” Asher spoke up. “I was about to make the same observation myself, Your Highness.” 
 
    Elias huffed a laugh. “I haven’t made any compromises as yet. I’ve agreed to the destruction of the leagueforts because it’s in our best interests. As for the rest … we shall see.” He continued to drum his fingers on the table. “My father has given me instructions on what he is willing to negotiate on.” 
 
    Another silence stretched out. Ryana shifted in her chair. They’d been here since shortly after breakfast; her backside was getting numb and her spine ached. She longed to stretch her legs and get out of this tension-filled chamber. This morning’s discussion had been exhausting. 
 
    Elias and Nathan might not have been facing each other on the battlefield, but this was combat of another kind. The two men had been dueling with words all morning. She’d hoped to find time for some training with Ninia, but these negotiations seemed endless. 
 
    Nathan pushed back his chair and rose to his feet, towering above the table. His brows knitted together as he fixed Elias with a baleful look. “I think that’s all for this morning.” 
 
    The prince nodded, his expression giving nothing away.  
 
    Nathan shifted his attention from Elias, his gaze sweeping across the tense faces of the others present. “Those of you of my personal council will meet me again here after the noon meal,” he announced, his tone brusque. “The rest of you may go.” 
 
      
 
    Ryana walked into the courtyard garden, entering the small space between beds of tulips, hyacinths, and crocuses. She inhaled their scent and slowed her step. Gleaming white walls rose up around them, and a fountain tinkled in the heart of the space: the statue of a water nymph standing beneath a waterfall. This was the prettiest of the palace’s many courtyard gardens and the one the queen favored.  
 
    Eldia wasn’t here this morning though. 
 
    Ryana shouldn’t really have been either—for these gardens were for the royal family’s enjoyment only—yet she wanted a few moments of solitude, before she returned to the House of Light and Darkness. The noon meal approached, and after that an afternoon in the Hall of Charms. An audience of folk from all over the kingdom awaited with problems to be remedied. 
 
    Letting out a gusting sigh, Ryana walked into the heart of the garden. After spending the morning in negotiations, she felt drained. She longed to take the rest of the day off. Ryana had spoken little during the morning; she was there mainly as an observer. 
 
    Ryana’s boots crunched on fine white gravel as she stopped before the fountain. She focused upon where the nubile nymph cavorted under a cascade.  
 
    To be that carefree. 
 
    “Interesting fountain … my mother has one similar in her pleasure garden.” 
 
    Ryana started. She whipped round, the fingers of her right hand automatically splaying as she prepared herself to gather the Dark. 
 
    Heart hammering, her gaze rested upon Elias of Anthor. 
 
    How had he managed to sneak up behind her? She should have heard his boots on the gravel. 
 
    Flustered, Ryana swallowed, hard. “Did you follow me?” Her voice sounded a little too high pitched. 
 
    “Aye,” he replied with a slow smile. “You walk like a soldier on parade, but I managed to keep up.” 
 
    Ryana frowned in an attempt to cover up her discomfort. “What do you want?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his broad chest, the enigmatic smile never slipping. However, she didn’t miss the appraising look in his eyes. She’d been keenly aware of Elias’s presence all morning during the council. He’d acknowledged her with a nod when she’d entered the chamber and had glanced over in her direction a few times during the meeting.  
 
    “We didn’t finish our conversation last night at the ball,” he said softly.  
 
    Ryana stiffened. She didn’t like the naked challenge she saw in his eyes. “Yes, we did,” she replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m leaving.” 
 
    She went to move past him, but he caught her arm, gently pulling her up short. The feel of his powerful grip, the heat of his hand even through the sleeve of her robe, made Ryana’s pulse quicken. Suppressing the urge to yank her arm away, she met his gaze. 
 
    Elias wasn’t smiling now. When his face was serious, the lines were harsher, reminding Ryana that he was a military commander—a man who’d slaughtered hundreds in the name of Anthor. The air of danger around him made her skin prickle. 
 
    “You did well this morning,” she said, cursing the slight edge to her voice. “You must be feeling smug right now?” 
 
    He raised a dark eyebrow. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Nathan looked like he wanted to stab you through the heart the whole time … and yet he still negotiated with you.” 
 
    Elias huffed a laugh. “Just as well … we won’t get anywhere otherwise.” 
 
    Their gazes locked then. Ryana was standing so close to him that she could see the color of his eyes. From a distance they appeared dark brown, almost black. But this close she saw that the irises were flecked with different shades of brown: walnut, mahogany, and hazel. 
 
    Elias’s mouth curved. “So, you still suspect me of foul intent, Ryana?” 
 
    Shadows take him, she liked the way he said her name. The southern lilt in his voice made it sound exotic. Compressing her lips, Ryana forced herself to focus. “Aye … and I’m not the only one.” 
 
    He let go of her arm but didn’t step away. Likewise, Ryana didn’t move. Something held her in place. They were standing so near to each other she could feel the heat of his body enveloping her. She resisted the urge to lean in toward him. 
 
    It was an intimate spot here, in the heart of the garden, accompanied by the tinkle of rushing water. A meeting place for lovers. 
 
    “Will you be joining us this afternoon?” Elias asked finally. 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “I’m not on the king’s personal council … but Asher is.” 
 
    Elias pulled a face. “Your friend glared at me the whole way through this morning’s meeting. I don’t think he’s forgiven me for what happened in The Forest of the Fallen.” 
 
    “Aye … for good reason,” Ryana replied with a frown. “Is arrogance an Anthor trait or are the men in your family particularly blessed?” 
 
    Elias laughed, a low, pleasant sound. However, when his gaze met hers, it was serious. “You don’t have to like me, Ryana.” His tone was gentle, beguiling. “But believe it or not, we both want the same thing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Peace. I’d rather our kingdoms didn’t go to war.”  
 
    Ryana drew in a sharp breath and took a smart step back from him. Cool air rushed in between them, breaking the spell he’d cast over her. “We don’t want the same thing,” she said, her tone icy. “I, for one, would love to see Nathan take his army south and knock your father off the Swallow Throne.” 
 
      
 
    Elias watched the enchanter stalk from the garden. Not hampered by long skirts today, she was able to stride out. Unlike the night before, her present attire didn’t show off her ample cleavage. However, it did reveal her long, shapely legs. 
 
    Turning back to the fountain, his gaze rested upon the cavorting nymph and the look of ecstasy on its face. 
 
    He enjoyed sparring with Ryana. He hadn’t liked seeing the glint of victory in her eyes the evening before, and had been hoping to get his revenge. But, just like at the ball, she’d managed to get the last word. 
 
    He hadn’t followed her to the garden to goad her.  
 
    Ryana of the Dark had a high position in the Order, higher than he’d realized last night, and as such she was dangerous. He knew he’d do well to get the woman onside, to win her trust. Perhaps he could even use to her to get close to Ninia. 
 
    Inhaling the scent of spring bulbs, Elias turned from the fountain and began walking back toward the entrance. Such machinations would have to wait for another day; a long afternoon of negotiations stretched before him. 
 
    The morning had gone well. Elias had enjoyed the cut and thrust of it. He hadn’t minded that everyone in the council chamber had watched him with hard, suspicious gazes. 
 
    Nathan had seethed the entire time, yet he’d still negotiated. Elias had been surprised to discover that he and Nathan thought along similar lines. Elias had negotiated for things that he would want were he king of Anthor. His father had given him little direction, so he made up the rules himself.  
 
    Part of him was impatient to see his mission through, but nonetheless Elias found he liked the game of politics and diplomacy. This was the first time this role had ever been thrust upon him, for the last decade had been spent captaining his father’s army. All his life he’d been a warrior. Now he had the chance to excel in other areas. 
 
    This morning he’d been able to focus on negotiating peace, to distract himself from his real purpose. 
 
    But Ninia has to die, a voice needled him. The longer you wait, the harder it’ll be. 
 
    Elias cursed his father for making him do this. It had been easy during his first mission to track Ninia down in Thûn, for he hadn’t known her then. She’d just been a faceless target that needed to be eliminated.  
 
    Then Ninia had spared his life and that complicated matters. 
 
    Elias didn’t think of himself as a man with a conscience—but last night, after the ball, he’d lain awake until the first blush of dawn lightened the eastern sky. 
 
    On the journey here, he’d told himself that he’d find a way to survive this mission. Yet he realized now that unless he cornered Ninia alone, that was unlikely. When he struck, he’d have to be ready to fall. And since he’d be killing a woman who’d spared his own life out of kindness, there was a part of him that wondered if that wasn’t for the best. 
 
    Did such a man deserve to live? 
 
    It had to be done, even if it cost him dearly. 
 
    A chill settled in the pit of his belly at the thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 
 
    Steel is Steel 
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    ELIAS TOOK A seat at the banquet table, opposite Ninia. “Good evening, princess.” 
 
    Meeting his eye, she favored him with a polite smile. 
 
    Elias returned the smile. Four days had passed since his arrival at The Royal City, and he hadn’t seen the princess since the ball. However, once a week the king and queen invited Ninia to dine with them. And, tonight, they’d extended the invitation to Elias as well. 
 
    Elias had been pleased to accept—this was the opportunity he needed to get close to the princess.  
 
    Tonight could be his chance to complete his mission.  
 
    His senses sharpened at the thought, and he was keenly aware of the knife in his boot, awaiting its chance to draw blood. 
 
    He needed to get this done. 
 
    The negotiations proceeded well, but with each passing day, Elias grew tenser. He had only one true purpose in this city—and he felt as if he was letting himself get drawn away from it. 
 
    He’d hoped to see Ryana again, to use her to get closer to the princess. Yet the Head of the Dark hadn’t attended any more of the negotiations. Elias wondered if she was deliberately keeping away. 
 
    It mattered not, for tonight Nathan had brought Ninia to him.  
 
    “I thought it right that members of the royal houses of Rithmar, Anthor, and Thûn took supper together at least once during your visit,” Nathan announced from one end of the table, holding his goblet aloft. 
 
    Elias resisted the urge to frown. He was tempted to remind Nathan that the house of Thûn no longer existed. Their gazes met, and Elias caught the gleam in Nathan’s eye; the king was deliberately goading him. 
 
    Taking her seat at one end of the table with a rustle of damask skirts, the queen gave Elias a warm smile. “The king tells me that the negotiations proceed well.” 
 
    “Aye, Your Highness.” Elias raised his own goblet to Eldia. “It looks like our kingdoms will soon be firm allies.” 
 
    Elias flicked his attention back to Nathan and saw him tense.  
 
    A smile curved Elias’s lips. Two could play at this game. 
 
    They were taking supper in the royal banquet chamber, a relatively intimate space compared to the huge banquet hall downstairs. Located on the upper levels of the palace, the room had tear-drop shaped windows that were open to the elements tonight. A cool highland breeze wafted in, as did the scent of woodsmoke from the fires of the city below. However, two hearths burned at opposite ends of the banquet chamber, keeping its four occupants warm. 
 
    Oblivious to the frown that now furrowed her husband’s brow, the queen cast Elias an appraising look. She was a pretty woman of fragile, almost ethereal, beauty. And yet, Elias caught the glint in her eye that spoke of a strong will and playful edge. “That is good news indeed,” she murmured. 
 
    Servants entered the chamber, circling the table with ewers of wine and platters of quail roasted in white wine and butter—the first dish of the evening. 
 
    Taking a sip of wine, Elias glanced once more over at Ninia. The princess wasn’t looking his way. Instead, she kept her gaze firmly on the quail she was dissecting. 
 
    “How goes life in the House of Light and Darkness, Ninia?” Nathan asked when they were halfway through their quail. 
 
    Ninia glanced up and smiled. “Very well, thank you. I had my initiation rite yesterday.” 
 
    To prove it, she put down her knife and turned her hands over, revealing two eight-pointed stars tattooed on each palm. The one on the left was inked completely black, while the star on the right was not. The skin around both stars was slightly reddened and swollen. 
 
    “That looks sore,” the queen observed with a delicate wince. “Do you need to see our healer?” 
 
    “Asher has already attended me,” Ninia assured Eldia. “It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    Nathan swirled his goblet of wine, his expression veiled, before he shifted his attention to Elias. “An enchanter who wields both the Light and the Dark,” he mused. “Surely that makes Reoul a bit nervous?” 
 
    Elias huffed. “Not really.” 
 
    “Not only that, but she’s also the heir to the Swallow Throne,” the king added. 
 
    Elias put down the knife he’d been using to slice his quail. Nathan was making a point it seemed—Ryana wasn’t the only one who suspected Elias of still wishing Ninia harm. 
 
    Days of negotiations had started to stretch Nathan’s patience. Tonight, the king had an agenda. Elias would need to be wary of him.  
 
    “The Swallow Throne belongs to my father now,” Elias reminded him. 
 
    Nathan’s mouth twisted. “Blood is blood.” 
 
    “And steel is steel,” Elias countered. “The strong conquer the weak. It’s the way of things.” 
 
    A tense silence settled upon the table. The queen’s delicate face drew taut, while Nathan’s expression darkened.  
 
    Across the table, Ninia watched Elias, her gaze narrowing. “Did you kill my family?” she asked, her voice low.  
 
    The directness of the girl’s question threw Elias. This was the last thing he wanted to discuss, yet he understood why she’d want to know. “Not personally, no,” he replied, meeting her eye. “My father took The Swallow Keep, while I secured the city. By the time I entered the palace, your family were all dead.” 
 
    It was the truth. 
 
    Ninia held his gaze. “Where did it happen?”  
 
    “Ninia,” Eldia interjected softly. “Perhaps, it’s best not to—” 
 
    Ninia ignored the queen. “Where did Reoul slaughter my mother, father, and brothers?” 
 
    “In the throne room,” Elias replied. “They made their last stand there, surrounded by The Swallow Guard.” 
 
    Ninia’s throat bobbed, her hazel eyes glistening. Observing her, Elias felt an unexpected pang of sympathy—and respect. The young woman’s self-possession was admirable. Inhaling deeply, she reached for her goblet of wine and took a large gulp. 
 
    “The people of Thûn will never accept your father as their ruler.” Nathan spoke up, shattering the tension. The king leaned back on his chair now, his expression inscrutable as he watched Elias. “I hear half of Veldoras starves so his army can eat. He’ll only ever be a dictator to them.” 
 
    The doors to the banquet chamber swung open then and servants entered. They brought the main course to the table: a rich boar stew accompanied by a selection of breads and steamed vegetables. 
 
    Elias let out a deep exhale. It was a welcome reprieve. 
 
    The aroma of the gamey stew drifted across the table, reminding Elias of Santino and his dislike for the heavy northern dishes. Elias wasn’t quite as fussy. After years of campaigning, he ate whatever was placed before him.  
 
    He helped himself to more food, aware that the mood at the table had now shifted. Ninia had been smiling earlier, yet her gaze was shadowed now. The queen had gone pale, and Nathan watched him like a stalking wolf. 
 
    Ignoring the king, Elias focused his attention on Ninia. He had to be careful with her, and he didn’t want Nathan ruining his chances of getting close to her. “War is brutal,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I wish there had been another way to take Veldoras.”  
 
    Ninia’s mouth thinned. “Like you said, the strong conquer the weak.” 
 
    Elias reached for a piece of bread. “Unfortunately … that’s the way of it.” 
 
    “And yet, here you are … the son of a dictator working for peace.” Nathan’s voice rumbled across the chamber. “Doesn’t that strike you as ironic?” 
 
    Elias leaned back in his chair, meeting Nathan’s eye once more. He realized now why the king had invited him to supper. It hadn’t been a gesture of warm Rithmar hospitality—despite the fact that the negotiations were progressing well, Nathan was still suspicious of his Anthor guest. He was trying to corner Elias, to get him to reveal his hand. 
 
    However, Nathan had just unwittingly given Elias the opportunity to change the subject. Eagerly, he took it. “Enough blood has been spilled,” he replied, holding the king’s gaze. “Until now, I’ve dedicated my life to war. But it can’t go on … eventually there must be peace if we are all to prosper. I want a different future for the people of our kingdoms.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the supper passed slowly, the atmosphere so tense that you could have cut the air with a blade. 
 
    Nathan continued to make pointed comments, veiled under casual observations. Elias continued to let them slide. He wouldn’t give the king what he wanted. Nathan was wasting his time. 
 
    The queen made a valiant effort to keep the conversation focused upon lighter topics: the upcoming fire festival that marked the official start to summer; the meal before them, especially the delicious berry tart that finished it; and the history of the palace, which had many a tale attached to it. 
 
    Ninia said little, preferring instead to let the conversation eddy around her while she observed. The girl’s sharp gaze missed little. 
 
    By the time they were sipping small goblets of fortified wine, Elias was exhausted. He felt as if he’d just spent an hour in the training yard. The verbal sparring had drained him. 
 
    Eventually, the evening came to an end. The four of them rose from the table and left the banquet chamber. In the shadowy hallway beyond, the king and queen bid Ninia and Elias good night before linking arms and heading up a set of stairs toward the royal apartments. 
 
    Elias watched the king go, his brow furrowing.  
 
    What’s that sneaky bastard up to?  
 
    He wondered if he’d find out tomorrow—he and Nathan had a full day of negotiations planned.  
 
    With an escort of guards, Ninia and Elias turned left, making their way toward the central stairwell. 
 
    “Are you staying in the palace tonight?” Elias asked, his tone deliberately light. Thanks to Nathan’s meddling, they’d hardly spoken to each other since the main course. 
 
    “I’ll return to the House,” Ninia replied. “It’s my home now.” 
 
    “You appear to have adjusted well to your new life.” 
 
    She cut him a sharp look. “I’ve had little choice … but I do enjoy living with the other enchanters.” Her expression shadowed then. “Life could be lonely in the Swallow Keep. I had no sisters, and my two elder brothers were always too busy for me.” 
 
    “My brother and I fought like two pit dogs growing up,” Elias admitted with a smile. “We had a string of governesses, who despaired of us.” His smile faded a little. “My father was pleased though … he brought us up to be rivals.” 
 
    Ninia’s head inclined, curiosity lighting in her eyes. “Why was that?” 
 
    They’d reached the stairwell and now began the long descent down to the lower levels. 
 
    This is your chance, a voice whispered to him. Take it … now. 
 
    “Father wanted his sons to be tough,” he replied. “He wanted to see which of us was the most ruthless.” 
 
    “And which of you was it?” 
 
    Elias gave a soft laugh. “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “Saul possibly … he was always more cunning than me.” 
 
    Halfway down the stairwell, they reached a wide landing, where Elias drew to a halt. The party of four guards accompanying them also stopped, waiting a respectful few yards back. Elias turned to Ninia before favoring her with a brisk bow. “I shall bid you good night now, princess.” 
 
    What are you doing? The voice bellowed in his skull now. Don’t walk away from her! 
 
    Ninia nodded, although she didn’t move. Her gaze was dark in the flickering light of the sconces burning on the wall behind her. “You’re an enigma, Elias of Anthor,” she said softly. “I really don’t know what to make of you.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth quirked, yet he didn’t reply. Best to keep the princess wondering.  
 
    Ninia picked up her skirts and stepped away from him. “Goodnight.”  
 
    Elias watched her go, remaining still as two guards passed by. The other two stayed with him. He wasn’t allowed to wander the hallways of the palace without an escort. 
 
    Ninia disappeared from view round the curve of the stairwell, but Elias didn’t move. 
 
    Kill, kill, kill, kill. 
 
    The voice was screaming at him now, insisting he bounded after Ninia and ended her life. He’d just missed the best chance he’d possibly ever get to kill the princess. Just four guards, and with Ninia in close proximity. He could have whipped the blade from his boot and cut her throat, before she’d had time to gather either the Light or the Dark. The guards would have been easy to deal with. 
 
    But he’d let her walk away. 
 
    Elias ran a tired hand over his face and resisted the urge to mutter a curse. He didn’t understand why he’d just done that.  
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
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    “ANTHOR SCUM!” 
 
    THE shout echoed across the Spiral Way, reverberating off the surrounding stone buildings. 
 
    Gael glanced across at the crowd of locals that lined Veldoras’s main thoroughfare and searched for the agitator.  
 
    Wisely, for them, whoever it was had shut their mouth. However, none of the faces that flanked the cobbled street were friendly. 
 
    Casting a look in Saskia’s direction, Gael raised an eyebrow. “We’re popular here, I see.” 
 
    The enchanter shrugged. “Popularity doesn’t matter … they know who rules.” 
 
    Gael didn’t reply. Instead, he glanced over his shoulder to where men garbed in black and red followed them. An escort of twenty Anthor soldiers accompanied him and Saskia through the city, making their journey to the slums a parade. Gael had hoped to create less of a spectacle. Upon arriving in ‘The City of Tides’ he’d attracted very little attention before presenting himself to the king. He preferred to keep it that way. 
 
    However, Reoul had insisted they have an armed escort. 
 
    As he walked, he felt Shade shift against his chest. He carried his familiar everywhere with him these days. Ever since the rat had appeared at his side in Dûn Maras, they’d been inseparable.  
 
    It felt odd, but after a lifetime alone he found he enjoyed the rat’s companionship. It didn’t grate on his nerves the way people did. 
 
    A woman broke away from the crowd. She was around Gael’s own age and looked as if she might be attractive under all those layers of grime. Yet her face was twisted in loathing. “Pigs!” she snarled at Gael and Saskia before spitting at them. 
 
    A guard lunged at the woman, clubbing her across the face with a mailed fist. She fell back, shrieking into the crowd. 
 
    Observing the hate-filled faces and hard gazes surrounding them, Gael wondered how long Reoul would manage to control this rabble, before it turned on him. The folk of Veldoras suffered under Anthor rule. Gael had seen signs of unrest immediately upon his arrival here: there were daily hangings on the walls; and locals went hungry, while most of the food went to sustain Reoul’s army. Many of the faces in the surrounding crowd were thin and pinched. 
 
    “The king would do well to get this lot on side,” he said to Saskia, glancing her way once more. “It might serve his interests one day.” 
 
    She snorted. “Reoul has more important matters to attend to.” 
 
    They continued on in silence, while the hostile crowd grew. Larger numbers of Anthor soldiers appeared and beat some of the more aggressive bystanders back.  
 
    Gael kept one eye on the crowd as he quickened his pace. The Spiral Way hugged the lazy curl of the Brinewater Canal. It was high tide this morning, and sunlight sparkled off the water. A lad sat on the canal wall as they passed, playing a harp. A smile curved Gael’s mouth as he listened to the clumsy, though enthusiastic, playing. It had been a while since he’d picked up a harp. The lilting sound reminded him of his days in The Royal City of Rithmar. He’d enjoyed posing as a musician, although those days seemed a lifetime ago now. 
 
    A decade on, things had changed for Gael. The Shade Brotherhood had fallen, The King Breaker had been destroyed, and Reoul of Anthor was Gael’s best chance of glory. 
 
    That’s all he’d ever wanted—ever since being cast from the House of Light and Darkness in Mirrar Rock after injuring a fellow apprentice—glory and a reputation that would live on long after he died. And now, finally, he had a chance to shine.  
 
    Gael’s smile widened. Once he was done here, The Four Kingdoms of Serran would certainly remember his name. 
 
    A short while later the procession turned away from the canal and into the tightly packed tangle of fetid streets that made up the slums of Veldoras. 
 
    Saskia led the way to the heart of the quarter. After a spell, she stopped before a large iron door with a stag’s head knocker. 
 
    “Is this it?” Gael stopped and craned his neck to survey the dilapidated building that loomed over the street. 
 
    “Aye,” Saskia replied, impatience in her voice. She hadn’t wanted to accompany Gael here, but Reoul had insisted. 
 
    Gael gave a low whistle. “How the mighty have fallen.” 
 
    Veldoras’s House of Light and Darkness had a crumbling, lichen-encrusted stone façade, a slate roof full of holes, and tiny windows that squinted down at him like blind eyes. Piles of refuse lay against the walls, and the stench of urine was strong enough to make Gael’s eyes water. He wouldn’t have believed enchanters lived here, if it wasn’t for the distinctive door knocker that glared out at him. 
 
    “What a desolate sight,” Gael murmured, voicing his thoughts aloud. 
 
    “The Order hasn’t been welcome in Veldoras for years,” Saskia replied. She stepped past him, leading the way toward the rusting iron door. “King Aron succeeded in turning the populace against our kind. He blamed them for everything from The Grey Ravage to a poor harvest. They’re fortunate the folk here didn’t run them out of the city. Good luck raising them out of the gutter.” 
 
    Her tone told him that she wished him the exact opposite. 
 
    Gael followed Saskia to the doors. He lagged a few steps behind, seizing the opportunity to admire the attractive enchanter. Dressed in tight-fitting grey leggings, high boots, and a light-grey shirt belted at the waist, the woman definitely pleased the eye. She had tied back her long dark hair into a braid that bounced between her shoulder-blades as she walked. She dressed in the fashion of Anthor enchanters, a style that accentuated her lithe curves. 
 
    Saskia grabbed the door knocker and banged twice. The sound echoed hollowly, as if they stood within a vast cavern. Around them the dingy, rubbish-strewn street was quiet.  
 
    It took a while for someone to answer the door. Saskia knocked twice more, before they heard the scuffle of feet and the scrape of an iron bar being lifted. 
 
    A lanky young man wearing stained smoke-grey robes greeted them. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Good morning.” Gael flashed him a smile. “We’re here to see the High Enchanter.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No … but since we’re here on behalf of the King of Anthor, she’ll want to see us.” 
 
    The young enchanter regarded him for a moment, his brow furrowing. Then he stepped back, throwing open the door wide. “Follow me.” 
 
    Leaving their escort of guards on the street, Gael and Saskia stepped inside. The door boomed shut behind them, blocking out the daylight. A musty smell assailed Gael’s nostrils. It was as if no one ever opened the windows in this place. Sconces burned on damp stone walls. 
 
    The youth led them to the center of the building. The House of Light and Darkness was built around a vast inner courtyard. Terraces of floors rose up in a square around it, with stone balustrades. They were on the first level here, and Gael surveyed the enormous courtyard before him. The sun shone down, filtering between the pillars lining the wide space.  
 
    It was eerily silent; you could almost believe that a busy city didn’t exist beyond these walls. Gael noted the lichen creeping over the stones, the ivy climbing up the pillars. Mirrar Rock’s House of Lightness had a similar space; this would be where the apprentices trained, but there was no sign of anyone this morning.  
 
    As their escort led them toward the first set of stairs heading to the next level, Gael called out to him. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    The young man glanced over his shoulder. “Busy.” 
 
    “Doing what? Sleeping?” 
 
    The enchanter scowled. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Gael asked, persevering.  
 
    “Daric.” 
 
    “When did you join the order, Daric?” 
 
    “Ten years ago.” 
 
    Saskia cut him an amused look, clearly wondering why he was bothering to talk to the lad. In response, Gael felt his irritation rise. 
 
    Ignore her, Shade’s soothing voice interrupted his thoughts. You have a plan. 
 
    Indeed, Gael did have a plan—one that entailed gaining the trust of the enchanters of this House. The first thing you did when trying to earn someone’s trust was learn their name. 
 
    Daric led them up to the top level of the building. Here, the sun filtered onto the walkway and warmed their faces. Gael looked around him as he walked, taking in the flaking paint on the building’s façade. Above him, he spied high arched windows. This House had once been a grand building. There should have been voices echoing off the stone this morning, enchanters moving down its hallways and stairwells. It was a shame to see it so neglected. 
 
     Their boots scuffed upon worn stone as they reached a huge pair of double doors. 
 
    Daric stopped before them and turned to face Gael and Saskia. “Wait here,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    Mysandra, High Enchanter of Veldoras’s House of Light and Darkness, leaned back in her chair, scrutinizing the man and woman who stood before her.  
 
    Gael held her gaze and waited till she had finished her inspection.  
 
    In the meantime, he did one of his own. The vast chamber they stood within was an absolute mess: jumbled stacks of books towered against moldy walls; and shelves groaned under the weight of dusty boxes, bottles, and piles of parchment. The shutters to the chamber were shut, despite the bright day out. Oil lamps illuminated the darkness, perched on the few clear surfaces within the space.  
 
    Even the floor wasn't clear. He and Saskia had been forced to weave their way to the center of the room through piles of parchment and trays bearing the remnants of meals. Some of the trays looked like they’d been sitting there for weeks, judging from the furry green mold covering them. 
 
    Unlike her room, the High Enchanter herself was neat and tidy. Mysandra was a large woman, dressed in flowing white pristine robes. It was hard to discern her age. She had a mane of immaculately coiffed white hair but a smooth unlined face. Her features were beautiful: a delicately molded mouth painted scarlet, a straight nose, and perfect skin. High arched eyebrows framed startling green eyes. 
 
    “Greetings, High Enchanter.” Gael dipped his head. “Thank you for seeing us.” 
 
    Mysandra’s painted mouth curved. “What a surprise … Anthor enchanters finally pay us a visit. I was beginning to think you were going to ignore this House forever.” 
 
    Beside Gael, Saskia shifted impatiently. “I lead a party from Mirrar Rock’s House of Light and Darkness.”  
 
    The woman inclined her head, her attention remaining upon Gael. “And you are?” 
 
    “Gael is assisting us,” Saskia replied, her tone sharpening. She didn’t like that the High Enchanter was ignoring her. 
 
    It pleased Gael, however. He smiled, meeting Mysandra’s eye. “I’ve offered to train the enchanters of this House.” 
 
    The High Enchanter stiffened, her mouth pursing. “That’s presumptuous of you.” 
 
    Watch this one, Shade warned him, and he felt her wriggle against his collar bone. She’s cleverer than you think. 
 
    For once, Gael didn’t agree with his familiar. Mysandra wasn’t any sharper than the woman standing next to him, and no more dangerous. However, she was head of the Order and that made her prickly. “I’d prefer to think of myself as generous.” 
 
    “I train our apprentices … we don’t need you.” 
 
    “This House is a mess,” Gael replied, gesturing around the pig-sty of a chamber to demonstrate his point. “Your Order has been degraded and torn down, piece by piece, for years. I’m a powerful enchanter, and I can bring you back to greatness.” Gael uttered the last sentence without an ounce of arrogance. He was merely stating fact. 
 
    Silence fell in the chamber. 
 
    The High Enchanter didn’t look impressed. Her green eyes smoldered, and her hands clenched upon the desk before her. “Why would you concern yourself with us?” 
 
    “The King of Anthor has made you his business,” Saskia spoke up. “He wishes you to stand alongside the enchanters of Mirrar Rock to defend this city—or take part in any attack—should he ever need you.” 
 
    Mysandra let out a slow breath and leaned back in her chair. Her gaze was now guarded, her shoulders tense. Gael sensed her annoyance, boiling just below the surface. However, the High Enchanter was a prudent woman, for she eventually nodded. “Very well … how can I assist?” 
 
    Gael smiled once more, inclining his head in thanks. “I’d like to meet your enchanters.” 
 
      
 
    Gael swept his gaze over the crowd amassed before him and frowned. 
 
    The group of two dozen enchanters standing in the courtyard before him wasn’t an impressive sight. Most of them were his age, in their thirties, or older. Daric, the youth who’d escorted them earlier, appeared to be the youngest of the group. The enchanters of Thûn dressed in robes of a similar cut to those of Rithmar, although the similarities ended there. Their smoke and slate-grey robes were shabby: stained and threadbare. 
 
    The lad, Daric, cast a questioning gaze over Gael’s shoulder at where Mysandra stood. However, the High Enchanter remained silent, her arms folded over her matronly bosom. She’d done her part and called the enchanters to a meeting. Gael could do the rest. 
 
    A few feet away, Saskia stood looking on. She shifted her gaze to Gael and smirked. “I hope you can work miracles?” 
 
    Gael forced a smile. He didn’t have any experience in teaching, having worked alone for most of his life.  
 
    The time has come to extend yourself, Shade whispered to him. As always, his familiar knew when to urge him on. You need these men and women. 
 
    He’d exaggerated during his meeting with Reoul—he didn’t have the information he’d boasted of, not yet anyway. He was close though; a few more evenings bent over those parchments, and he’d have the answer he was looking for.  
 
    Then it wouldn’t matter how useless this lot was. 
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    The Lay of Morwen 
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    The Royal City 
 
    The Kingdom of Rithmar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “RYANA … DID YOU hear what I just said?” 
 
    Ryana blinked and glanced up from where she’d been staring into her tankard of ale. “No, sorry … can you repeat it?” 
 
    Asher gave a sigh of frustration. “I said that we might be able to avoid war with Anthor after all.” 
 
    Ryana nodded, distracted, before raising her tankard to her lips. “That’s good news … providing Anthor can be trusted.” 
 
    Across the booth, Asher’s silver gaze narrowed. “I was skeptical … as was the king,” he admitted, “but it seems that Elias is actually serious about peace.” 
 
    Around them The Black Boar Inn was even more raucous than usual. A roar of drunken, excited voices filled the long wood paneled space. Behind Asher, perched upon the back of the booth, sat a white hawk. Grim, who’d once been the familiar of Asher’s predecessor, now shadowed Asher instead. The bird’s keen black gaze surveyed its surroundings with unnerving intensity. 
 
    Asher and Ryana sat alone at the booth for the moment, for Mira had gone to use the privy.  
 
    “Is something amiss?” Asher asked when Ryana didn’t reply to his comment about Elias. “You’re leagues away tonight.” 
 
    “I’m just tired. Those new apprentices of the Dark are hard work.” Ryana replied before pulling a face. 
 
    Asher snorted. “I know … they never stop asking questions.” 
 
    A drunken shout interrupted them. Across the room there was a loud game of dice going on at a table in one corner. The dicers were all well into their cups, and there were accusations of cheating flying.  
 
    Ryana’s mouth curved. She was tired and out of sorts, but The Black Boar was the best remedy for it. The table of bickering dicers aside, there was a merry atmosphere in the inn this evening. A fug of smoke hung over the room, and the aroma of roasting mutton wafted out from the kitchen. In the corner, a musician was tuning his lyre, ready for an evening’s music. 
 
    Leaning back in the booth, Ryana tried to find the reason for her strange mood. The apprentices had nothing to do with it. A few days had passed since the prince of Anthor had followed her into that courtyard garden, and she’d been snappish and on edge ever since. She hadn’t attended any more councils in the past days and had deliberately kept to the House in case she ran into the prince in the palace. 
 
    She hated to admit it, but Elias was the reason for her malaise.  
 
     “Did I miss anything?” Mira slid back into the booth and reached for the tankard she’d left behind.  
 
    “Not much.” Asher slung an arm around her shoulders, smiling. “Although if that argument at the dicing table continues, you'll have a brawl to break up soon.” 
 
    Mira arched an eyebrow. “I won't interfere,” she replied. “They can beat each other senseless for all I care.” 
 
    “Cheat!” A voice rang out, cutting through the surrounding chatter. “You did it again. I saw you!” 
 
    A torrent of abuse followed. A moment later the dicers erupted from their seats and started swinging punches at each other. 
 
    Asher heaved a sigh and leaned back in the booth. Reaching up, he pinched the skin between his eyebrows. “Maybe I should stop frequenting The Black Boar,” he grumbled. “The High Enchanter shouldn’t be seen rubbing shoulders with gamblers and drunks.” 
 
    “Listen to you,” Mira mocked. “Think you're too good for these kinds of places nowadays?” 
 
    Ryana was about to join Mira in her teasing, when she caught sight of a man and a woman threading their way through the jostling crowd. 
 
    The man was shorter than most, with a mop of wavy light-brown hair and a boyishly handsome face. He steered his companion through the crowd, a protective arm about her shoulders. The woman was small and curvaceous with thick, curly red hair and a pretty, freckled face. She had wide brown eyes that anxiously scanned the booths—looking for someone. 
 
    Ryana inhaled sharply. “I don’t believe it.” She pushed herself out of the booth and rose to her feet. 
 
    “What?” Asher asked, but Ryana was already striding away, crossing the narrow space between her and the newcomers. They had skirted the edge of the room, avoiding the brawl where onlookers were now intervening. 
 
    The young woman spotted Ryana then, and a wide smile spread across her face. She broke away from her companion and threw herself at Ryana, crushing her in a tight hug.  
 
    “Shadows, Lilia,” Ryana gasped. “What are you two doing here?” 
 
    Lilia pulled back, her smile fading. “Didn’t you get my letters?” 
 
    “I did … I just hoped you’d stay where it’s safe.” 
 
    “You know us.” Lilia’s companion stepped up next to her. “We like a bit of trouble.” 
 
    Ryana cut him a withering look. “Life in the Port Guard too dull for you, Dain?” 
 
    He grinned back. “Mind-numbing. You have no idea.” 
 
    “Welcome back, you two.” Asher stepped up next to Ryana, smiling. “I take it, the king called for reinforcements?” 
 
    Dain nodded. “Two hundred men from the Port Guard. We arrived this afternoon.” He grinned then. “However, from the talk that’s going around town, it sounds like we’ve made a wasted trip. What’s this about peace talks?” 
 
    “Elias of Anthor is here,” Asher confirmed. “And it looks like Rithmar and Anthor might come to some agreement.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” Lilia replied, relief suffusing her face. “I don’t care if we’ve had a wasted trip. I’ve missed you all.” 
 
    Ryana grinned back. “And I you.” 
 
    “Are you going to introduce me to your friends?” Mira appeared beside Asher, her gaze surveying the pair with interest.  
 
    Asher drew Mira against him, glancing back at the newcomers. “Lilia and Dain, meet Mira … formerly of the Swallow Guard.” 
 
    Lilia’s eyes grew wide as she watched the couple. “What—?” 
 
    “It’s a long tale,” Mira interjected, her mouth quirking. “One that’ll take all night. However, Asher has already told me about you two … and about what you did.” 
 
    Mira’s gaze focused on Lilia, her expression curious. Ryana realized then that Asher had confided in his lover about their friend. The young woman was a shape-shifter—an identity that she wisely kept secret from most folk. Since the reign of The Shadow King centuries earlier, when her kind had aided Valgarth, they had been hunted to near extinction. 
 
    However, Lilia’s ability to be able to shift into a small, russet-colored fox had saved them all a year earlier. 
 
    Dain grinned. “I hope he made us sound heroic.” 
 
      
 
    Seated in the booth once more, Ryana caught up with her friends properly. They ordered platters of roast mutton, braised onion, and rye bread, and shared a large jug of rough wine. For the first time in days, Ryana felt almost back to her old self. And when the lyrist started playing, she’d almost forgotten Elias of Anthor breathed. 
 
    “He’s playing the Lay of Morwen,” Lilia said, her eyes gleaming. “I love that song.” 
 
    Indeed, the lyrist was. It was a melancholy, heart-wrenching tune. However, it was one that took Ryana back to a time she’d rather have forgotten. She’d last sung the lay on the night she and Gael had met years earlier. 
 
    Lilia met her eye. “Do you know it?” 
 
    Ryana reluctantly nodded. 
 
    “Can you sing it for us?” 
 
    Ryana rolled her eyes. “A bit depressing, isn’t it? Why don’t we wait for another, more cheerful, song?” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t remember the words?” Mira suggested from across the table. 
 
    “Of course I do,” Ryana replied, irritated. A heartbeat later she realized she’d walked straight into a trap.  
 
    Mira’s eyes lit up. “Sing it then.” 
 
    Lilia gave a soft laugh. “Come on … indulge us.” 
 
    Heaving in a deep breath, Ryana pushed herself up from the table. “Alright then.” 
 
    She made her way across the crowded floor to the lyrist. Recognizing her, the lad grinned and stopped playing. Then, once Ryana had halted beside him, he struck up the tune once more, fingers dancing across the strings. 
 
    Ryana began to sing, and as she did, the stresses and worries of the past few days sloughed away from her. She was always someone else when she sang. She was free. 
 
      
 
    “Morwen tried to remember him 
 
    The way he used to smile 
 
    The man whose gaze was carved upon her heart 
 
    She was born the day of meeting him 
 
    Born to breathe his name 
 
    She never dreamed they’d one day be torn apart 
 
      
 
    She cried a sea of tears 
 
    Drowned in her fears 
 
    Died for the memory of love 
 
    For the burning desire 
 
    For his kiss of fire 
 
    She prayed to the cruel gods above. 
 
      
 
    Morwen tried to forget him 
 
    The way he used to talk 
 
    The man whose voice was etched upon her soul 
 
    She was lost the day of meeting him 
 
    Lost inside his gaze 
 
    But the time they spent did finally take its toll. 
 
      
 
    She cried a sea of tears 
 
    Drowned in her fears 
 
    Died for the memory of love 
 
    For the burning desire 
 
    For his kiss of fire 
 
    She prayed to the cruel gods above.” 
 
      
 
    The verses went on and on. The Lay of Morwen was long, going into detail about Morwen, the lonely widow had taken in an injured soldier, who stole her heart and then left her. The song struck a chord with Ryana. She felt Morwen’s passion, her need to throw off the confines of her sad widow’s life and lose herself with her lover. She knew what it was like to feel stifled by your life. At twenty-two, Ryana had once longed for life-altering passion. However, it had come at a price. 
 
    These days she had no such illusions about life, or love. She preferred romance to remain in songs. These days, she realized that love wasn’t the answer to the restlessness that simmered within her even now. The problem lay deep inside her; a flaw that had been with her since childhood. 
 
    It had been her constant companion ever since she’d learned she was different to other children.  
 
    Halfway through the lay, Ryana noted a familiar face in the crowd. 
 
    A tall, dark-haired man dressed in black was leaning against the far wall of the common room. Partially cast in shadow, Elias had deliberately taken up a position where he could observe the room without being easily noticed. His gaze gleamed as he watched her. 
 
    Ryana’s heart lurched, and she nearly faltered. 
 
    Concentrate. 
 
    Wrenching her attention from him, she focused on the wood paneling behind the prince, at where the light of a cresset danced. She had to focus on the song, focus on getting to the end. 
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    About Your Brother 
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    ELIAS LEANED AGAINST the wall and watched Ryana sing. He hadn’t heard The Lay of Morwen in years; it was one of his mother’s favorite songs. Strange really, for Jada of Anthor was a cold, hard woman—and the lay was full of raw emotion. 
 
    Ryana had a voice to make the shadows weep: soulful, sensual, and sweet.  
 
    Elias felt the hair on the back of his arms prickle. His breathing grew shallow as he listened. Her voice was a caress. 
 
    The entire common room had gone still at Ryana’s singing, even the raucous dicers. The men gazed at her, their faces slack, as if a goddess stood before them. 
 
    Elias knew how they felt. Even dressed in her enchanter’s robe, leggings, and long boots, her blonde hair pulled back into a messy bun at the crown of her head, Ryana had a presence when she sang. A sensuality that laid her bare. 
 
    Elias had never heard such a voice. His body actually responded to it: his pulse quickened, and his groin tightened. 
 
    Ryana had seen him. He’d noted the alarm flare in her eyes earlier when she’d become aware of his presence. After that, she’d made a point of looking through him. However, when she finished singing, Ryana spared a wary glance in his direction once more. 
 
    They stared at each other for a heartbeat, both unsmiling. 
 
    In retrospect, Elias shouldn’t have entered The Black Boar. He should have stayed away. But he’d gotten bored in the evenings and had slipped from the palace after supper. Officially, he wasn’t supposed to stray from the confines of the palace, especially without an escort. He hadn’t even brought his men with him. The soldiers at the gates to the lower town had recommended this inn for its ale and dicing. Elias hadn’t expected to see Ryana here. 
 
    But now he had, he was intrigued. What was an enchanter doing singing in a dodgy tavern? His surprise grew further when he followed her path back to the shadowy booth on the far side of the common room. Asher and Mira both sat there, with another couple Elias didn’t recognize. A snow-white hawk perched on the back of the booth behind Asher: the enchanter’s familiar. 
 
    Ryana took her seat, leaned in, and murmured something to Asher. A moment later the High Enchanter glanced his way. 
 
    Asher frowned, and Elias favored him with a smile. The High Enchanter had remained aloof toward him throughout negotiations so far. After Elias had tried to kill Ninia a couple of months earlier, Asher wasn’t inclined to trust him. 
 
    Wise man. 
 
    The lyrist struck up another tune, this one jaunty, and the dicers resumed their bickering. 
 
    Elias drew back into the shadows. Perhaps it was best he find another tavern to drink and dice in. The food in this city tended to be plain and stodgy, yet the ale was delicious. 
 
    And the ale was bound to be just as good elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Ryana stifled a yawn and blinked in an attempt to ease the fatigue that made her eyes burn. The inn’s common room was nearly deserted now, save for two men in the corner who were still dicing—and Ryana who was propped up against the bar. 
 
    Asher and Mira had long since returned to the House of Light and Darkness, while Lilia and Dain had retired to their room upstairs.  
 
    But Ryana hadn’t wanted to go home to her austere chamber. She’d indulged in a couple of games of dice, both of which she’d won, before singing till she was hoarse. Now, her throat ached, her eyes smarted, and her body cried out for sleep. 
 
    She couldn’t put it off any longer. 
 
    Bidding the inn-keeper good night, Ryana slid off the stool and reached for her cloak. Despite that it was early summer now, the nights here in the highlands could still be cool. It was a long walk back to the House. 
 
    Ryana stepped outside, breathing in the night air, crisp and laced with wood smoke—pleasant after the muggy, overly-warm interior of The Black Boar’s common room. The narrow street beyond was empty, the high wood and stone buildings towering overhead. The lamplighters had been out earlier, although there were only two glowing orange lamps burning on this street. 
 
    The darkness didn’t bother Ryana—as an Enchanter of the Dark, the shadows were her allies. They would warn her if she was in any danger. 
 
    Even so, when a tall silhouette stepped out of the deep shadow of the inn, Ryana stiffened. 
 
    Her pulse quickened when she recognized Elias. Instinctively, the fingers of her right hand flexed. Around her the darkness stirred, awaiting its summons. 
 
    Elias’s mouth quirked. “Apologies. I didn’t mean to give you a fright.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Ryana growled back. “What are you doing, lurking in the shadows?” 
 
    “Waiting for you,” he replied. 
 
    Ryana’s gaze narrowed. “And why’s that?” 
 
    “I wanted to commend you for your singing … that’s quite a voice you have.” 
 
    Ryana pursed her lips. Drawing her cloak tightly around her, despite the fact that the night was actually quite mild, she moved past him. 
 
    Elias fell into step with her, and they walked up the street together. 
 
    Ryana cut him an irritated glance. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Accompanying you back to the House of Light and Darkness,” he replied smoothly. “It’s not safe for a woman to wander the city alone at night.” 
 
    Ryana huffed. “It is for me.” 
 
    “Really? What if a group of drunken men attacked you in one of these narrow streets?” 
 
    Ryana favored him with an arch look. “You think they’d dare attack an enchanter?” 
 
    “They might … if they’re deep enough into their cups.” 
 
    “I can walk home unescorted,” Ryana replied, injecting a frosty tone into her voice. “I don’t need your protection … thank you.” 
 
    But still he didn’t leave her side. Elias cut an imposing figure, clad in black leather, the orange lantern light highlighting the aristocratic lines of his face. Even dressed like this, without finery, you could see he was a prince. 
 
    “What are you doing outside the palace without an escort?” Ryana asked finally. They had left the narrow street behind. The pair now walked along a wider paved way that wound a curving path toward the gates that separated the upper and lower towns. “I don’t think the king would approve.” 
 
    Elias cast her a wicked smile that made Ryana’s breathing quicken. “He wouldn’t … but I’m used to having my freedom.” 
 
    “You didn’t stay long at The Black Boar?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to drink where no one knows who I am.” 
 
    Despite that she knew she shouldn’t, Ryana glanced once more at Elias. She drank in his haughty profile. “Word is that negotiations are going well,” she said carefully. “Was I wrong about you?” 
 
    He gave a soft laugh. Once again, Ryana felt her body’s swift reaction to him; this time it was a fluttering of excitement low in her belly. That laugh was full of sensual promise, full of danger. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I forget what opinion you had of me.” 
 
    Liar. He would remember their conversations at the ball and in the courtyard garden—she certainly hadn’t forgotten them. 
 
    Swallowing, Ryana fixed her attention to the outline of the iron gates looming before them. They passed through into the upper town and crossed the wide stretch of cobbles beyond, before beginning the steep climb up The King’s Way. 
 
    And with each step, Ryana’s awareness of the Prince of Anthor grew. Shadows take him, the man’s presence turned her witless. She hadn’t been this affected by a man since Gael. 
 
    The comparison drew her up sharply. 
 
    Gael, of course, had been bad news. Was this her curse? Would only dangerous men ever excite her? 
 
    Loneliness swept over Ryana in a cold tide, making her chest ache. She’d gotten used to going through life alone, had even made a success of it, but at that moment, as she walked next to a man she shouldn’t want but did, she wished her path had been different. 
 
    She wished she could have more faith in her own instincts, but they’d only ever gotten her into trouble. 
 
    Halfway up the hill, she stopped and turned to face Elias. 
 
    She knew how to warn him off, how to ensure he never wanted anything to do with her again. This wasn’t the right time or place to tell him, for they were alone. If he tried to attack her, she would have to fend him off without assistance. 
 
    However, she had to do this. It seemed important that he know who she really was. 
 
    When Elias halted, swiveling to her in surprise, she took a cautious step back and spread the fingers of her right hand surreptitiously behind her. It was best to be cautious. 
 
    “There’s something you should know,” she began, meeting his shadowed gaze. They stood alone on the wide street, the illuminated walls of townhouses surrounding them. “About your brother.” 
 
    Elias inclined his head, his gaze narrowing. However, he didn’t reply. 
 
    Drawing in a steadying breath, Ryana continued. “I killed him.” 
 
    Elias stared back at her, his body going still. “What?” There was no mistaking the edge to his voice. 
 
    Ryana swallowed. “He was about to murder a friend of mine … I had no choice.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them. Elias’s face was impossible to read. However, those dark eyes glinted. When he took a slow step toward her, Ryana’s heart started to pound. Instinctively, she backed up, beckoning the shadows that lay sleeping nearby. She would likely need their help in a few moments. 
 
    Ryana’s back hit the wall. She’d backed up farther than she’d realized. There was nowhere else to go. Elias was looming over her—so close she could feel the heat of his body enveloping her. 
 
    “How did you kill him?” he asked softly, his voice steel cloaked in mink. 
 
    “I gathered the Dark,” Ryana whispered back, her gaze never leaving his. “I threw a garrote and strangled him.” 
 
    Long moments passed, and all the while, Ryana’s nervousness increased. His stillness, his lack of reaction, made her instincts scream danger.  
 
    “What did you do with his body?” Elias asked finally. Once again, his voice was low, barely above a whisper. 
 
    Ryana wet her lips. She felt cornered. “I killed him in the foothills of the Shadefell Mountains,” she replied. “Once the battle was over … we retrieved his corpse and burned him on the pyres with those of The Shade Brotherhood.” 
 
    It sounded terrible—worse than in her head. Ryana wasn’t trying to enrage him, but she was well aware that she wasn’t helping her case. 
 
    And yet she wouldn’t apologize. She wasn’t sorry for killing Saul of Anthor. 
 
    “I think,” she eventually managed, her voice now husky with fear, “enough has been said … we should bid each other goodnight.” She started to edge along the wall, in an attempt to get past him.  
 
    However, she’d only traveled a few inches to the right when his hand shot out, blocking her path. 
 
    Ryana stopped abruptly, her pulse fluttering. 
 
    Stupid wench … you should have kept your mouth shut. Around her the Dark began to whisper, but Elias was standing too close for her to wield it properly. 
 
    She was trapped. 
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    Witch 
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    “LET ME PASS.” Ryana hated the tremor in her voice. She didn’t sound like herself—she sounded scared. 
 
    Elias didn’t move aside. Instead, he placed his other hand against the wall, forming a cage around her. 
 
    “I told you,” Ryana whispered. “Saul attacked my friend. I had to save his life.” 
 
    Still, he didn’t reply. 
 
    Ryana started to sweat. He was toying with her, letting her fear rise, before he reacted. She had to get away. Grabbing hold of one of Elias’s wrists she tried to pry his hand off the wall so she could get past. 
 
    That caused a reaction. 
 
    Elias grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her up against the wall. And before Ryana had a chance to fight him, he pinned her against the rough stone. Then his mouth crushed against hers. 
 
    The act was so sudden, so swift, that Ryana was momentarily stunned. 
 
    The kiss was forceful, possessive. He ravaged her mouth, demanded she open to him, and then his tongue slid between her lips. 
 
    Shock pulsed through Ryana, followed by a wild heat that made her gasp against him. Everything she’d been fighting, everything she dared not want, bubbled to the surface. It was idiotic to want this man. 
 
    And yet she did. 
 
    Shadows. He tasted good. The rasp of his stubble against her cheek, the scent of warm male skin, of leather, overwhelmed her senses. The hardness of his body against hers made her ache to rip those leathers off him. 
 
    His dominance, his anger, unleashed something equally ferocious within her. 
 
    Elias kissed her with near violence, but she matched him. She devoured him. She bit down on his lower lip, her fingernails digging into his biceps. 
 
    Elias tore his mouth from hers. His fingers reached up, loosening the bun that held her hair up. He then tangled his fingers in her heavy waves, pulling her head back so that her neck was exposed to him. His lips left a trail of fire down her throat, before his teeth sunk into the tender skin where her neck joined her shoulder. 
 
    Ryana whimpered. 
 
    Elias kneed her thighs apart and ground his pelvis against hers, pushing Ryana harder still against the wall. Gasping, she writhed against him while he slid his hands down her back, cupping her buttocks. Then he hooked a hand under one of Ryana’s knees and lifted her up against him so that the pulsing heat between her thighs was pressed up against the hard ridge of his erection. 
 
    Slowly, he let her slide down its long heavy length, and as he did so, Elias bit her neck once more. 
 
    Ryana cried out, the sound echoing across the empty street. Her body convulsed against his, taking her by surprise. The excitement that thundered through her veins turned into madness. She didn’t care that they were in a public place. She wanted him to turn her around, tear down her leggings, and take her savagely against the wall. 
 
    She wanted it so badly, she felt sick with need. 
 
    But he didn’t take her. 
 
    Breathing hard, Elias yanked himself away. His eyes were dark pools, his face all savage angles. He stared at Ryana, his chest heaving. She could do nothing but gaze back, longing for him to touch her once more. 
 
    Elias didn’t move. Long moments passed, before he took a step away, and then another. 
 
    Ryana’s gaze slid down his body, to where his erection tented the tight leather of his breeches. She longed to reach out, to trail her fingertips down it. However, the hard look on his face stopped her. 
 
    “Witch.” The word fell heavily in the stillness of the street. There was no missing the accusing edge. 
 
    Ryana swallowed the urge to laugh. It was ridiculous that the first man she’d wanted in a long while had just insinuated that she’d cast an enchantment over him. As if that was the only way she’d ever get a man to touch her. 
 
    If the notion hadn’t been so ridiculous, she’d have been insulted. 
 
    Wisely, she didn’t laugh, nor did she reply. She couldn’t speak anyway; lust had completely scattered her wits. 
 
    Elias’s expression darkened as if Ryana’s silence damned her further. Turning his back on her he moved away. He then disappeared down a side street, the shadows swallowing him. 
 
    Ryana sank against the wall, her legs trembling. 
 
    She should be relieved. Elias hadn’t tried to kill her. But what he’d done instead had completely disarmed her. There was no good denying it. She ached for him. The tender skin between her thighs throbbed and need pulsed in the cradle of her hips. 
 
    Her body knew what it wanted, even if her mind was convinced otherwise. 
 
    Glancing around, Ryana wondered if anyone had heard them. She was aware that she’d cried out. Yet the street was as quiet and deserted as it had been before Elias had pushed her up against the wall. 
 
    Ryana’s gaze shifted to the alleyway where Elias had disappeared. 
 
    Well, that’s it, she thought as both relief and disappointment swamped her. I’ve seen the last of him. 
 
      
 
    Elias was enraged with himself on two counts. 
 
    The first was that he’d kissed the witch in the first place after learning her secret. The second was that he’d not just given his instincts free rein and plowed her against the wall. 
 
    His groin ached now, making it uncomfortable to walk. He’d kept off The King’s Way, intending to travel up to the palace through back stairwells. However, now that he was out of sight of Ryana, he felt like a prize dolt. 
 
    The woman tells you she strangled Saul, and you react by sticking your tongue down her throat. 
 
    Elias stopped, halfway up the staircase he was climbing, and muttered an oath.  
 
    Ryana had drawn his attention from their first meeting, and tonight he’d been unable to stay away from her. He’d drunk and diced at three different taverns before returning to The Black Boar. It had taken a while, but eventually she’d emerged. 
 
    And during the entire walk back, all he’d been able to think about was kissing her. Learning about Saul should have ended that desire, yet instead it had released the beast in him. It had taken every ounce of will he had to step back from her, to feign disgust, and to walk away. 
 
    Letting out another curse, Elias dragged a hand over his face. 
 
    His self-control hung by a thread. When Ryana was near, he forgot about his purpose here in The Royal City, about the promises he’d made. He’d hoped to use her to his own ends, but the woman had turned the tables on him. He needed to keep away from her. 
 
    Time was passing and Ninia was still alive. He had to do something about that. 
 
      
 
    Ryana reached the House of Light and Darkness and let herself inside. It was late, just a few hours till dawn, and the corridors and stairwells of the building were empty. Reaching her chamber, Ryana crossed to where the window shutters still hung open. The sleeping city tumbled down the hillside beneath her. The sky was overcast, clouds drifting across the silver face of the moon. 
 
    Closing the shutters, Ryana shifted over to her sleeping pallet and sank down on it. A low fire still glowed in the hearth, illuminating her chamber in a soft light. In daylight, the room was austere and cell-like, but firelight gentled it. 
 
    With a groan, Ryana lay back on the pallet and stared up at the rafters.  
 
    The walk up to the House hadn’t eased her frustration, hadn’t cooled her blood. She still longed for Elias.  
 
    Lust had a way of chasing away good sense. It had been years since Ryana had felt so reckless. Elias freed something in her that she’d suppressed for too long. Yet she knew what the consequences could be of giving into it. Hadn’t Gael made her feel the same way once? Time had faded many of her memories of her first love. However, Ryana couldn’t remember feeling quite as desperate as she had tonight. 
 
    She reached up to her neck, her fingers exploring the tender spot where he’d bitten her. Breathing quickening, she let herself remember how he’d kissed her and the way he’d ground his hips against hers. His touch had set her on fire. 
 
    When Elias had pulled away, she’d felt as if she could die from want. 
 
    Stop this. Ryana squeezed her eyes shut. Reliving the encounter wasn’t helping.  
 
    She tried to relax her body, willed her limbs to sink into the coverlet. She was exhausted, but sleep wouldn’t visit her now; her nerves were stretched taut, her senses still too alert. 
 
    She’d done the right thing in telling Elias about his brother, Ryana reassured herself. She needed to distance herself from the Prince of Anthor and everything he represented. It was a folly that would only end badly for her. She wouldn’t be used and abandoned again. She wouldn’t throw herself into the abyss.  
 
    Aye, she’d done well to push Elias away. But that didn’t give her solace as she lay alone upon her bed.  
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    A Lone Wolf 
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    GAEL GROUND HIS jaw and resisted the urge to grab the man before him by the scruff and slam his face into the ground. 
 
    Teaching was harder than he’d expected. 
 
    He stood at one end of the lichen-encrusted courtyard, surrounded by blank-faced enchanters. 
 
    And yet their eyes weren’t as empty as their expressions. Many of their gazes were sharp, watchful, and one or two gleamed with malicious pleasure. This show of willful stupidity was for his benefit. The enchanters of Veldoras didn’t want him here—and this was how they’d chosen to defy him. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Gael dredged up the last of his patience. Despite that the day was cool and the sky overhead dull grey, he was sweating heavily. He could feel heat creeping up his neck. 
 
    Flustered. This insubordinate bunch had actually gotten under his skin. 
 
    “Let’s try that again, shall we?” he asked Marik, the enchanter before him. Middle aged with greying dark hair cut short, the man had a deep groove etched between his eyebrows. 
 
    “I don’t want to do it,” Marik replied with a sneer. “Make someone else.” 
 
    Again the urge to respond with violence surged through Gael. But he couldn’t lose his temper now. Not during his first session with the enchanters. 
 
    Gael had always been a lone wolf. He’d never gotten on with the other enchanters at Mirrar Rock’s House of Light and Darkness, and when he’d allied himself with The Shade Brotherhood, he’d deliberately kept to himself. He was at ease in his own company and had never needed anyone else—until now. 
 
    He had to get these enchanters to cooperate with him. 
 
    “Just try,” Gael ordered between gritted teeth. He spread the fingers of his right hand, and the shadows in the recesses of the surrounding portico started to whisper. “This time … gather the Dark and attack me.” 
 
    This caused some of the surrounding enchanters to share surprised looks. 
 
    Marik didn’t answer for a moment. At this point, Gael started wishing that the enchanter would defy him again. The Dark be damned, he’d enjoy using his fists on Marik. 
 
    But then Marik smiled, his thick lips twisting. “Alright then.” He stepped forward and began to gather the Dark with his right hand. 
 
    “You’re not testing bathwater,” Gael snapped. “Gather the Dark with purpose, man. Like you mean it!” 
 
    Marik swore under his breath, his gaze narrowing. A moment later a great wave of shadows roared out from under the portico. It rushed toward Gael, gathering momentum as it swept across the courtyard. 
 
    Watching it approach, Gael smiled. Finally, he had something to work with. 
 
    Gathering his own enchantment with a flick of the wrist, Gael raised a shield from the shadows behind him. The wave shunted off it and deflected straight into Marik. An instant later the man was lying on his back upon the pavers, groaning. 
 
    Around them, the watching enchanters shuffled back, their gazes wary. 
 
    Gael surveyed them. “Marik’s the best of you, is he?” When no one answered, he continued, gesturing to where the man had sat up. His face was milk white as he cradled the back of his skull. “Sloppy, undisciplined … lazy.” Gael was enjoying himself now. Mysandra had done a better job with this group than he’d expected—but Gael wasn’t about to let any of them know that. “No wonder the people of this city spit at you.” 
 
    One or two of the surrounding faces tightened. They were a prideful lot and tough. They’d had to be strong to survive their isolation in this city. Few folk in Veldoras sought out the healing skills of the Light these days, and fewer still visited the House to request a charm from those of the Dark—yet these resilient few persisted. They traveled around the city in groups these days, for safety, still looking to help those who didn’t revile them.  
 
    “From now on, you’ll get up at dawn and meet me here for training,” he instructed.  
 
    “What’s the point of this?” A woman named Tena spoke up. She was around Gael’s age, tall and thin with wild brown hair and slightly bulbous eyes. Out of all the Veldoras enchanters, she’d been the most hostile. “None of us are apprentices … we don’t need training.” 
 
    Gael favored her with a cold smile. “You do … if you’re to stand beside the enchanters of Mirrar Rock in battle.” 
 
    Tena’s lip curled. “And who says we will?” 
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    Gael let himself into his chamber and went straight to the wine decanter. He then poured himself a tall goblet and drained it in one go. 
 
    The wine was rough and vinegary, but he welcomed its punch. 
 
    The morning’s training had felt endless. Instead of earning the trust of the enchanters of Veldoras, they now disliked him. Gael didn’t care about being unpopular. However, he did mind that they weren’t cooperating. 
 
    Slamming down his goblet, Gael poured himself another. 
 
    His jaw and temples ached, and he seethed with frustration. There had been moments this morning when he almost regretted the grand plan he’d embarked on and the boasts he’d made to the king of Anthor. 
 
    All morning he’d resisted the urge to whip up a tornado of Dark and smash the skulls of this rabble against the columns encircling the courtyard. But he couldn’t do that—he needed them. 
 
    Grasping his fresh goblet of wine, Gael stalked over to his desk in the opposite corner of the chamber. Then he reached under the collar of his leather tunic and pulled Shade out, placing her gently upon the desk. 
 
    “You were quiet this morning,” he accused. 
 
    The rat sat up on her haunches, those unnervingly sharp red eyes fixing upon him. I didn’t want to put you off. 
 
    “You could have offered some assistance. Do you know how close I was to losing my temper out there?” 
 
    Aye, but you didn’t. Have patience, Gael. It’ll take time to gain their trust. 
 
    “I don’t have time,” he muttered, reaching for the wooden box behind Shade. “Without the formula, all those enchanters put together are of no use to me.” 
 
    Gael produced a small iron key from his robes and opened the box, withdrawing a thick stack of parchments. Yellowed with age and crumbling around the edges, these pages were incredibly fragile. Over five-hundred years old, they needed delicate handling. 
 
    Massaging his tense jaw, Gael sat down at the desk. He set his goblet aside, produced a fresh piece of parchment, and began leafing through the ancient pages before him. 
 
    “Where did I get to yesterday?” he mused aloud. 
 
    Shade didn’t reply. Instead, she sprawled out on the desk and started to clean herself. 
 
    Gael let out a long sigh. Translating these pages from the ancient tongue was laborious and tedious work, especially since he was rusty in the language and had to constantly refer to the large leather-bound dictionary that sat on the corner of the desk. 
 
    He was slowly getting through the text, although the painstaking job was starting to wear at him. 
 
    Somewhere within it was the secret he sought. 
 
    Irana had sworn the answer lay amongst these pages—although the former High Enchanter of Rithmar’s House of Light and Darkness had died before being able to reveal it to him. He’d sent them to her to translate a couple of months earlier and had almost regretted doing so. 
 
    Gael closed his eyes, trying to will the throbbing in his temples to subside. Tension had turned his shoulders to stone. His mood was dark. The last thing he wanted was to work on these translations. 
 
    And yet Reoul would want a demonstration soon, would demand to see these enchanters and their enhanced abilities. Gael had boasted that they’d be stronger than those of Rithmar, that they’d even be a match for Ninia of Thûn.  
 
    But if he didn’t uncover the formula Irana had seen, the enchanters of Veldoras would make him a laughing stock. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Gael took in the small, dark chamber the High Enchanter had assigned him. It was windowless and smelled of damp. Shabby furniture lined the space, and the bed-linen was threadbare. Unlike Saskia and the other Anthor enchanters, Gael wasn’t welcome in The Swallow Keep.  
 
    Instead, he was forced to reside here—in squalor. 
 
    Just another thing that soured his mood. 
 
    Stop brooding, Shade chastised him, and get to work. 
 
    Forcing his attention away from his poor lodgings, Gael dipped his quill into the inkwell and started to translate. He was just looking up yet another word when a knock sounded on his door. 
 
    Gael lowered the dictionary and frowned. “Who is it?” he called out. 
 
    The door opened, and a big woman cloaked in white glided into the chamber. As always, Mysandra was impeccably made up and coiffed. Her expression, however, was thunderous. 
 
    “Marik has suffered a cranial fracture,” she greeted Gael without preamble. 
 
    Gael shrugged. “Will he live?” 
 
    “Aye … I’ve healed him.” 
 
    “Why the scowl then?” 
 
    The High Enchanter looked down her nose at him, before her attention flicked across to where Shade sat, watching her. “Is violence going to be a regular occurrence?” 
 
    “I used Marik to prove a point,” Gael drawled. “He’s the strongest of your order … yet I brushed him aside like a gnat. All of your enchanters could do with improving their skills.” 
 
    Mysandra’s gaze narrowed, and then her attention shifted to the parchments before Gael. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Research,” he replied casually, resisting the urge to place his hand over the pages he’d found deep under the ruins of Dûn Maras. 
 
    “Really? What about?” 
 
    “Training texts.” 
 
    She smirked. “From what I’ve heard, you could learn a few skills in that area.” 
 
    “I’m the most powerful enchanter alive,” he pointed out, his tone wintry. “I’ve never needed to teach others.” 
 
    The High Enchanter’s smirk faded, and her painted lips drew together. “You have an inflated opinion of yourself, I believe.” 
 
    I still think you should be wary of this woman. Shade’s voice whispered through his head. She’s highly suspicious of you.  
 
    Gael pushed aside his familiar’s concerns. Instead, he favored Mysandra with a careless smile. “What you believe doesn’t interest me. What matters is the king doesn’t think so.” 
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    Blind 
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    ELIAS ADVANCED ON Santino, pressing his advantage hard. The ‘clack’ of wooden swords echoed off the surrounding stone, filling the training yard. His narrow face gleaming with sweat, Santino drew back, hemmed in now by the wall behind him. 
 
    Again and again, the soldier tried to counterattack, tried to get under his guard. But Elias was relentless, focused. 
 
    Days of frustration, of endless negotiations, and impulses he wouldn’t let himself act on, released. Fighting was an outlet. Under normal circumstances, Elias was a highly skilled swordsman. In his current state of mind, he was lethal. 
 
    Eventually, Santino dropped to his knees, his wooden sword slipping from his fingers onto the dirt as Elias’s blade pressed against his throat. “I yield,” he croaked. 
 
    Elias acknowledged his opponent with a curt nod before turning on his heel and striding out of the training yard. Applause followed him. Rithmar soldiers had gathered around the perimeter to watch them train. Elias had just given them a spectacle. 
 
    Dripping with sweat, Elias entered the armory and hung up his sword. He was toweling off his face with a drying cloth, when Santino entered behind him. 
 
    “Well fought, Your Highness,” Santino greeted him, his voice still raspy from exhaustion. 
 
    Elias cast his second a rueful look over his shoulder, tossing him a dry cloth. “Apologies if I went a bit hard on you.” 
 
    Santino caught the cloth and smiled. “I’m used to it. Keeps me on my toes.” 
 
    Silence passed as both men dried off. They were dressed lightly in leather breeches and sleeveless tunics. Outside, Elias heard muffled shouts as the captain of the King’s Guard began practice with his men. The captain had let Elias use the space first thing this morning.  
 
    Elias and Santino had fought for nearly an hour, and Elias’s body ached in the aftermath, yet the physical exertion hadn’t burned away all the frustration as he’d hoped. He could still feel the tension coiled within him, like a trap ready to spring. 
 
    “Your Highness.” Elias turned to see that his second still stood behind him, his narrow face strained. Elias knew what he was going to say—for the same subject had been on his mind for days now. “The girl,” Santino murmured, casting a look over his shoulder to ensure they were alone. “When will you do it?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    Santino frowned. “I heard you took supper with her and the king and queen?” 
 
    “Aye, but it wasn’t the right moment to strike,” Elias replied.  
 
    That was a lie—it had been the perfect moment to strike, and they both knew it. 
 
    Santino folded his arms across his chest, his lean face tightening. “You should have killed her.” 
 
    Elias went still. “Are you telling me what to do, Santino?” 
 
    Silence fell between the two men as they stared at each other. “There will never be a ‘right’ moment, Your Highness,” Santino said finally. “You just need to get this done.” 
 
    “And I will,” Elias growled back, his anger rising. “When the time comes.” 
 
    “But the time is upon you now.” 
 
    “I will strike when I’m ready.”  
 
    “The peace talks will end soon,” Santino countered. “Soon you’ll be out of chances. You should—” 
 
    “Enough.” Elias barked, cutting his second off. “We’re done here.”  
 
    Brushing past Santino, he strode out of the armory without a backward glance. 
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    The wall of shadow hurtled toward Ryana. 
 
    She moved to deflect it, gathering her own Dark, but she wasn’t fast enough. The shadows howled across the flat roof of the building and barreled into her. 
 
    Ryana flew backward and hit hard stone, skidding across it. Only the balustrade that lined the rooftop prevented her from toppling over the edge. 
 
    Wheezing a curse, she rolled onto her side. 
 
    “Shadows, Ryana! I’m so sorry!” 
 
    The quick pad of approaching footsteps followed. Ryana looked up to see Ninia standing over her. The girl’s face was creased in concern. 
 
    “You nearly knocked me off the roof,” Ryana muttered, pushing herself up onto her knees.  
 
    Ninia’s face paled. “I didn’t mean to,” she whispered. 
 
    Ryana cast her a rueful look and, grasping the balustrade, pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    They stood atop the House of Light and Darkness—a vast flat space that was ideal for training. Below them, the city was awaking to a misty dawn. However, the warmth in the air promised that the sun would soon burn the mist off and bring a hot summer’s day. 
 
    The aroma of baking bread wafted up from the kitchens, reminding Ryana that it was almost time for breakfast. 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” she admitted, rubbing her hip. She’d hit the roof hard and would need Asher to take a look at her hip later. “That was partly my fault. I pulled my shield up too late … however, you don’t know your own strength.” 
 
    Ninia’s gaze narrowed. “You’ve been distracted all through practice,” she observed. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Ryana continued to rub her bruised hip.  
 
    If only you knew.  
 
    “These peace talks worry me,” she said after a pause. That wasn’t a lie—not exactly. 
 
    Ninia’s frown deepened. “Why? I thought they were going well.” 
 
    “I don’t trust the prince of Anthor.” That was true enough. 
 
    “Nathan doesn’t either,” Ninia replied. 
 
    Something in the girl’s tone made Ryana tense. “And you do?” 
 
    Ninia’s brow smoothed, and her mouth curved. “He’s ruthless and driven … yet I believe there’s good in him.” 
 
    Ryana snorted, folding her arms across her chest. “I’m sure there was good in his brother too, if you looked hard enough.” 
 
    Ninia shrugged. “I never met Saul … so I couldn’t say.” 
 
    “Well, after talking to both brothers, I can tell you the men of that family are trouble.” 
 
    Ninia inclined her head. “Have you been spending time with Elias?” 
 
    Ryana tensed, inwardly cursing her slip. The girl had a mind like a whetted blade—little escaped her. “No,” she replied curtly. 
 
    “I saw you talking to Elias at the ball,” Ninia pressed on, “but have you seen him again?” 
 
    Ryana wet her lips nervously. She suddenly felt as if she was under interrogation and considered lying. Yet Ninia’s sharp gaze speared her, demanding honesty.  
 
    “I spoke to him briefly after the first peace council,” Ryana finally admitted, “And then I saw him again in The Black Boar Inn a couple of days ago.” 
 
    Ryana stopped there—she wasn’t about to reveal what happened later that evening. There were some things she’d never share with Ninia. 
 
    “The king allows him to wander about the city?” 
 
    Leaning back against the balustrade, Ryana raked a hand through her hair. She wished she hadn’t let Ninia corner her. “I don’t think Nathan knew Elias had slipped out of the palace,” she admitted. 
 
    Silence fell between the two women then, and Ryana became aware of the sounds of the morning rising up around them: the calls of hawkers at market, the clang of weapons being forged, and the shouts of soldiers at training.  
 
    Ninia interrupted the brief pause. “You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    The words slammed into Ryana’s belly like a clenched fist. Stifling a gasp, she turned to see the princess shift over to the balustrade next to her. The smile on Ninia’s face made heat flower across Ryana’s chest. As it rose up her neck, she swallowed hard. “What?” 
 
    “I’m fourteen, not blind,” Ninia replied. “And I know the signs … I traveled with Asher and Mira, remember?” 
 
    Of course. Ninia had witnessed the pair’s tempestuous courtship during their journey together a couple of months earlier. 
 
    “I don’t like him,” Ryana replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “The man’s arrogant and overbearing.” 
 
    The memory of Elias’s teeth sinking into her neck as he ground his hips against her core suddenly made it difficult to breathe. That was lust though—it didn’t mean she had any feelings for the man. 
 
    “But he’s very attractive,” Ninia pointed out, ignorant of Ryana’s heated thoughts. 
 
    Shoving the image aside, Ryana frowned. Ninia wasn’t even blushing. At the same age, Ryana couldn’t admit to a man being good-looking without going as red as a Honeycrisp apple. However, Ninia was much more self-possessed. 
 
    Ninia’s smile turned impish. “Like I said … I’ve seen this before.” 
 
    Ryana let out a sharp breath. “Enough of your lip.” She slung an arm around Ninia’s shoulders, steering her toward the steps leading downstairs. “Let’s get some breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    The feasting hall was full when Ryana and Ninia entered. They walked down an aisle, between rows of long tables. The excited chatter of apprentices echoed through the cavernous space. There were plenty of apprentices these days, after Ryana and Asher had sought to increase the numbers of enchanters. The Battle of the Shadefells nearly a year earlier had weakened the Order.  
 
    Ninia joined the apprentices, slipping onto the end of a bench and helping herself to a bowl of porridge. Most greeted her with warm smiles, although one or two gave Ninia wary looks. Noting their reaction, Ryana frowned. Irana’s attitude toward Ninia and her ability to wield both the Light and the Dark had left a lingering suspicion among some in the House that had proved difficult to shift. 
 
    Ryana walked on, making her way to the dais at the far end of the hall, where the High Enchanter and his consort, and the Head of the Light sat. As Head of the Dark, she took all her meals with Asher, Mira, and Wray. 
 
    “You’re limping,” Asher noted as Ryana stepped up onto the dais.  
 
    “Ninia got a bit rough during practice,” she replied, lowering herself down onto her seat with a grimace. “My hip’s bruised. Can I get some salve from you later?” 
 
    Asher nodded. “I’m going to the Hall of Healing after breakfast.” He reached for a pot of cream and drizzled some over his porridge. He then glanced up, his silver gaze focusing upon Ryana with unnerving intensity. 
 
    She tensed. It was a look she knew well. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve hardly seen you over the past few days … is anything amiss?” 
 
    Ryana shrugged and reached for a bread roll. She did it out of habit, although, in truth, her appetite was poor this morning. Ever since her run in with Elias, her stomach had been closed. “No.” 
 
    “You haven’t attended any more of the negotiations. Why?” 
 
    Ryana rolled her eyes. “I find them painful,” she replied. “One morning of watching Nathan and Elias lock horns was enough for me.” 
 
    Mira huffed a laugh at this, looking up from where she was buttering a roll. “How’s Ninia progressing?”  
 
    “She’s quick and able,” Ryana replied, grateful that Mira had just given her the opportunity to change the subject. “I’ve never trained anyone so sharp … you never have to tell Ninia anything twice.” 
 
    “She’s like that during our combat lessons.” Mira’s full mouth curved. “The girl has a mean right hook.” 
 
    Smearing the roll with butter and honey, Ryana then cast Asher an arch look. “I hear you’ve taught Ninia how to lift a Light Shield already. You’re showing me up. I might have to teach her how to gather a Shadow Spear tomorrow.” 
 
    Asher laughed. “Aye … but you might want to don some body armor before you do.” 
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    Gambling 
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    NATHAN OF RITHMAR regarded Elias steadily. “You buy minerals from us only,” he murmured. “Or the deal is off.” 
 
    Elias held the king’s gaze. He didn’t reply immediately, instead letting the silence drag out. It had been a long afternoon. He was tiring of the endless negotiations, of the minutiae of detail that Nathan insisted upon discussing.  
 
    The pair of them sat alone in the Council Chamber, save a scribe and two armed guards by the door. The scribe perched at a small desk behind the king, recording every item they addressed. A thin man with watery blue eyes, his face was grey with fatigue. Ink stained his bony fingers as he hunched over the parchment, scribbling. 
 
    The scratch of the quill was the only sound in the quiet chamber. 
 
    “Farras has Borite and Thormium,” Elias pointed out eventually. “Minerals that Rithmar doesn’t mine … and ones that are crucial to our glassmaking industry. I can’t agree to such rigid conditions.” 
 
    He’d noted over the past few days that Nathan of Rithmar wasn’t just a renowned military leader, he was also a shrewd politician. He fought Elias over every matter, no matter how small.  
 
    Nathan was relentless. He wanted every detail analyzed, agreed upon, and written down. Elias had argued over everything, although once the king started twisting the signet ring he wore on his right hand, he knew it was time to back off. 
 
    Nathan could only be pushed so far. 
 
    Initially, Elias had enjoyed the verbal sparring, yet it wore on him now. He also found it difficult to concentrate this afternoon. Other thoughts that had nothing to do with the negotiations kept intruding. 
 
    The princess who had to die. 
 
    The sorceress who tempted him. 
 
    Nathan leaned back in his chair, brow furrowing. “Very well,” he rumbled. “With the exception of Borite and Thormium then.” 
 
    Elias pretended to consider his words. In reality, he already knew the answer. His arse was numb, and his neck and shoulders ached. “Agreed,” he said. 
 
    Nathan watched him for a long moment. The king’s eyes still lacked warmth although he didn’t view Elias with the naked suspicion of a few days earlier. Eventually, a rare smile creased his face. “Excellent.” He rose to his feet and stretched his long body before casting a glance over his shoulder at the scribe. “That’s all for today. You may go, Thordis.” 
 
    Relief filtered across the man’s face. He then set the quill into its holder, unbent himself, and got to his feet before shuffling from the room. 
 
    The king’s attention returned to Elias. “I think today’s successful negotiations call for a goblet of wine, do you agree?” 
 
    This was a surprise. Nathan’s voice sounded almost friendly, although Elias didn’t trust his hearty tone. He wondered what the king was after. Nonetheless, wine appealed. 
 
    “Aye.” Elias rose to his feet as well and stretched out the kinks in his back. Outside those tear-drop shaped windows, the late afternoon sky was turning from blue to rose-pink. They’d been shut away in this chamber all day, with only a short break for the noon meal. Elias’s head felt as if it was filled with wool. “You drive some hard bargains,” he admitted. 
 
    Nathan’s smile expanded into a grin. “My father always told me to push until you get what you want.” 
 
    “As does mine.” 
 
    “I’m in no doubt of that.” Nathan crossed to the sideboard in a few loose-limbed strides and picked up a large crystal decanter of blood-red wine. He then poured two large goblets. “Reoul is known for his … tenacity.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth curved. “Aye, he’s a stubborn bastard.” 
 
    “He is.” Nathan carried the goblets over to Elias and handed him one. “Which is why I’ve been suspicious of you from the start. Your father never negotiated with Aron of Thûn.” 
 
    Here it was—the reason Nathan had offered him wine. He wanted to talk about the Anthor king, of his plans beyond these peace talks. 
 
    “His relationship with Aron was different,” Elias replied, choosing his words carefully. “My father respects you for one thing.” 
 
    Nathan’s mouth twisted before he held up the goblet. “Well then … here’s to his continued respect, although he’s yet to earn mine.” 
 
    Elias held Nathan’s gaze, noticing the glimmer in his dark eyes. Wordlessly, he raised his goblet in a toast, before lifting it to his lips and taking a sip. The wine was rich and spicy, and Elias recognized it instantly. “This is from Mirrar Rock,” he murmured, surprised. “From my father’s vineyards if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “You’re not,” Nathan replied. “I’m fond of Anthor wine and import a few cases of your best vintages every so often.” 
 
    Elias took another sip of wine and was immediately transported back to the bright sun and tawny, rock-studded hills of home. 
 
    “You have a faraway look in your eye,” Nathan noted. He still regarded Elias with unnerving intensity. “How long since you were last at Mirrar Rock?” 
 
    “Too long.” Elias made his response deliberately vague. No question from Nathan could be taken simply. The king was constantly delving for more. 
 
    “You’ll be able to go home soon though?” 
 
    “Perhaps … it depends what plans my father has for me.” 
 
    Nathan swirled the wine in his goblet, his gaze hooding. “And what would they be?” 
 
    Elias took another sip of wine and ignored the tightening under his ribs that occurred every time he thought on his father—something he’d tried not to do of late. 
 
    The old man was controlling, manipulative, and contrary. Elias had never been able to read him, or defy him. And although these peace negotiations had been Reoul’s idea, he’d not honor any of them. It was a pity, for during these meetings with Nathan, Elias had glimpsed another future—one where he didn’t have to shed blood to prove his worth. 
 
    It was a mirage though, like a beguiling siren that drew him into dangerous waters. The truth was that Elias would never be able to put down his sword.  
 
    “I have no idea,” he replied honestly. 
 
      
 
    Elias was in an introspective mood when he left the king’s apartments and made his way down the spiral staircase toward the banquet hall. Supper-time approached. The aroma of roasting pigeon drifted up from the kitchens. 
 
    However, Elias didn’t feel like dining in the palace this evening. He was restless, out of sorts, and lacked appetite.  
 
    These days it felt as if a boulder had taken up residence in his gut. 
 
    Instead of leaving the stairwell and making his way to the banquet hall, he continued to the lowest level, and left the palace. 
 
    Outdoors, the air was sultry and the sky was ablaze in red and gold. The day’s heat still lingered. Folk thronged the streets. There were plenty of soldiers about, for Nathan had called companies from every corner of Rithmar after Thûn’s fall. However, the atmosphere was festive this evening. Revelers spilled out of doorways, and the lilt of a lyre and the shrill pitch of a bone-whistle traveled across the cobbled streets. 
 
    Elias had heard that Rithmar’s Fire Festival was coming up in a couple of days, and it looked as if the residents of The Royal City were getting ready for it. Streamers festooned the streets, and in the great square before the gates to the lower town, an unlit pile of branches and logs sat in the long shadow of the Altar of Umbra. 
 
    Weaving his way through the crowd, Elias slipped through the gateway and into the lower town. He didn’t give much thought to his direction, for his feet had a will of their own this evening.  
 
    They had one destination in mind: The Black Boar Inn. 
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    “Let’s play again.” 
 
    Ryana met the dicer’s eye and slid a stack of silver talents across the table. Her opponent, a cloth merchant from Idriss, smirked. “I didn’t know enchanters were so well paid.” 
 
    Ryana forced a smile back but didn’t answer. She wasn’t in the mood for banter this evening. She just wanted to dice. Reclining in her chair, she picked up her tankard and waited for the dicer to accept her challenge. After a few moments, he did, adding a gold talent to the pile. 
 
    The din in The Black Boar was deafening this evening. It was the end of the week, and many laborers had coin to spend. The musky aroma of ale mingled with the oily fug of smoke drifting out from the kitchens. Roast mutton was on the menu again. 
 
    On the table between them was a small board and a stub of chalk. 
 
    “The first to reach one-hundred points?” The merchant asked. He had a heavy, unshaven jaw and penetrating dark eyes—a veteran dicer. He’d won their first two games, and Ryana was determined to not let him win the third.  
 
    In truth, enchanters were not well paid. Since they lived communally, the Order paid for all their basic wants. However, she did receive a monthly stipend, which she’d just exhausted this evening. 
 
    Ryana nodded. “Shoot and let’s see who starts,” she replied, her voice curt. She’d hoped that an evening dicing at The Black Boar would relax her, yet she found herself growing increasingly irritated by the merchant. 
 
    She didn’t like the smug way he grinned after winning each game. It made her want to grind his face into the floor boards. 
 
    Oblivious to her ill-temper, or perhaps not minding it, the merchant did as bid, casting a die onto the table between them. Ryana followed, and since she’d cast the highest number, began. 
 
    They played fast, shooting with six dice. Some expert players kept tally from memory, but as Ryana knew that often the worst fights often started in taverns this way, she insisted writing the numbers down upon the chalk board. 
 
    Ryana started well, racing ahead of her opponent. But then, halfway through the game, she cast three ‘ones’—and lost the entire score she’d accumulated thus far. 
 
    Grinning, the merchant picked up the dice and cast them once more with a flick of his wrist. “Thirty-six!” he said, victory gleaming in his eyes. “I suppose that means I win?” 
 
    Frustration exploded within Ryana, and her fingers curled around the table edge. She glanced down at the chalk board, her mouth thinning. Of course it did. The oily prick had only needed twenty-five points to win anyway. 
 
    The merchant reached out a blunt-fingered hand and swiped the coins from the table. He was still grinning, a sight which made Ryana grind her teeth together. “It’s been a pleasure, lass.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and moved away toward the counter to fetch himself another tankard. Ryana cursed under her breath and glared down at the six dice scattered across the table. Her purse was now empty. She’d have to sing for coin if she wanted any more tavern meals or tankards of ale this month. 
 
    Ryana ran a hand down over her face. She wasn’t sure why she did this to herself. Her restiveness only got worse when she ran out of coin. It seemed as if the only thing that brought her pleasure these days, besides spending far too many hours in The Black Boar, was her training sessions with Ninia. And even those didn’t take the edge off for long. 
 
    Having an empty purse just made her life feel more restrictive. 
 
    She was staring down into her half-empty tankard, inwardly berating herself for gambling her meager resources away, when someone took a seat opposite her. 
 
    All the booths were taken this evening. Ryana had managed to get herself a small corner table instead. She didn’t intend to share it. 
 
    “This table’s occupied,” she growled, glancing up. 
 
    Elias met her eye, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Usually drink alone, do you?” 
 
    For a few moments Ryana merely stared at him. After everything that had happened between them, he was the last person she’d expected to see in The Black Boar tonight. He was also the last person she wanted to see, and yet her heart leaped at the sight of him.  
 
    When she finally spoke, her voice was unnaturally high-pitched. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “For the same reason as you, I assume,” he replied smoothly, raising a tankard filled to the brim with frothy ale. His tone was relaxed although the gleam in his eyes told her otherwise. 
 
    Tension shivered between them. 
 
    Ryana swallowed hard, panic fluttering up. It suddenly felt overly hot and airless inside the common room. “I doubt it.”  
 
    She’d come to the inn to distract herself for a few hours, to distance herself from her thoughts, but Elias had the look of a man with an intent purpose. 
 
    He gave a soft laugh, his gaze dropping to the dice. “How about a game?” 
 
    “I’ve no more coin.” The admission made heat rise to her face. 
 
    He cast her an amused look. “No wonder that man who just left your table wore a smug expression.” 
 
    “Yes, well you can do the same.” 
 
    However, Elias didn’t move. Shadows take him, he looked even better than she remembered. A day’s stubble shadowed his jaw. His black silk shirt and leather breeches molded to his tall, muscular body. 
 
    A body that had been crushed against hers just two nights previous. 
 
    Ryana’s fingers tightened around her tankard. She didn’t want to think about that—not now. And yet the frustration that seethed within her, told a different story. 
 
    Elias was all she’d been able to think about since that night. How she cursed him for it. 
 
    Steeling herself, she met his gaze once more. He still wore that lazy, amused expression, although his dark eyes were riveted upon her, intense and searing. 
 
    “I suppose it’s just as well we ran into each other again,” she murmured, feigning casualness. “I wanted to apologize for the way I broke the news about your brother. I should have said something earlier.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “Aye … you should have.” 
 
    Ryana took a sip from her tankard. “I’ve heard about how things work in Anthor,” she continued. “Do I now owe you some kind of blood debt?” 
 
    He huffed a laugh. “We’re not savages, Ryana. Blood debts are part of the old ways.” 
 
    “You don’t want reckoning for Saul?” 
 
    Elias shrugged, his expression shuttered. “Knowing my brother, he probably deserved his end.” 
 
    Oh, he did. 
 
    Elias motioned to the dice. “How about that game?” 
 
    “I told you … I’m out of coin.” 
 
    He flashed her a wolfish smile that caused heat to rise up from the pit of her belly. “Let’s play for something else then?” 
 
    Ryana drew in a sharp breath, even as her pulse started to race. “What?” she asked weakly. 
 
    He inclined his head, his searing gaze never leaving hers. “Truths.” 
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    Truth Telling 
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    RYANA STARED ACROSS at Elias. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Elias’s mouth curved. “Instead of talents, we bet truths. For every game one of us loses, we must answer a question.” He paused there. “No lies permitted.” 
 
    Ryana wet her lips. To play such a game with Elias was unwise. She’d much rather gamble for coins she didn’t have than take the prince of Anthor into her confidence. 
 
    “So will you play?” he prompted, a challenge in his voice. “Or are your secrets too dangerous to share?” 
 
    Ryana raised her chin, heart thumping against her breast bone. “So sure you’ll win?” 
 
    “You’re not on a winning streak tonight so I’d say my chances are high.” 
 
    Arrogant bastard. 
 
    “Your brother used to boast of his skill with dice,” Ryana said, deliberately not rising to the bait. “I saw Saul play once … he was good.” 
 
    “Of course he was … dicing is in our blood. Every man of Anthor learns to play before he can walk.” 
 
    Ryana frowned in an attempt to mask her nervousness. Her pulse was now thundering in her ears. “It sounds like I won’t enjoy playing against you.” 
 
    “There’s one way to find out.” He scooped up a die. “Let’s see who goes first.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t want to play him, didn’t want to remain at this table. And yet, she was rooted to the spot as Elias cast the die. The reckless part of her, that part that had gotten her into trouble in the past, willed her to stay. 
 
    Elias cast a ‘three’ before catching her eye once more. “Your turn.” 
 
    As if by its own will, her hand then snaked out and picked up the die. She cast it. 
 
    Five. Ryana would start. 
 
    Elias motioned to the chalk board. “Shall I keep score?” 
 
      
 
    “One hundred,” Elias announced, leaning back in his seat. “That was an easy victory.” 
 
    “Blind luck,” Ryana replied through gritted teeth. Fortune wasn’t with her tonight. She’d thrown two sets of three ‘ones’ during this game, giving Elias a huge advantage. Frustration pulsed through her now; she hated to lose, but had done so repeatedly this evening. She should have remained at the House and opted for an early night. 
 
    “You’re right … but a victory all the same.” Elias picked up the tankard he’d hardly touched during the game and took a deep draft. “Alright … tell me … do you like being an enchanter?”  
 
    A beat of silence followed before Ryana replied. “Well enough.” 
 
    Elias raised an eyebrow. “Is that it?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you expected.” Ryana smiled, smugness rising within her. “You asked an ‘aye’ or ‘nay’ question.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Elias answered, his brows knitting together, brushing aside her flippant answer. “I think you feel suffocated by this life.” 
 
    Ryana’s smile faded. “Are you answering on my behalf now?” 
 
    Elias met her eye. “I’m merely highlighting that the point of this game is that we tell the truth.” 
 
    Ryana considered getting to her feet and walking off. She didn’t like being cornered like this. And yet, she’d agreed to this game. She hated to renege on things. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “Alright then … I sometimes do get bored.” Drawing in a deep breath, she continued. “But the fault lies with me, not in my choice of vocation. I’ve always been restless … and it’s gotten me into trouble in the past.” 
 
    Elias inclined is head, inviting her to continue. 
 
    “I once betrayed the Order,” Ryana admitted finally, her voice barely loud enough to be heard above the surrounding din. “I stole the first half of The King Breaker and unwittingly gave it to someone in league with The Shade Brotherhood.” 
 
    That surprised him. Elias drew back in his seat, and his gaze widened. “Unwittingly?” 
 
    “Aye … I didn’t realize what I was doing until it was too late.” 
 
    “Go on.”  
 
    Ryana gave a tight smile. “I’ve just given you two truths instead of one, prince. You’ll not get a third.” 
 
    He inclined his head and reached for the dice. “Very well. Let’s play again.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Elias won their second game as well. 
 
    The margin was smaller this time. He beat her by only five points. However, the smug look on his face made Ryana grind her teeth.  
 
    “Tell me more about the person you gave The King Breaker to,” he said, raising his tankard to her. “I sense there’s much more to that story.” 
 
    Ryana glared back at him. She’d known he wouldn’t let it go. “His name was Gael,” she said after a lengthy pause. Around them the inn had quietened a little as platters of roast mutton, braised onions, and coarse bread were served. Ryana and Elias hadn’t ordered any supper. Ryana’s belly had closed. Nerves made her feel queasy, chasing away any appetite for greasy mutton. “We were lovers.” 
 
    Elias didn’t answer; he merely watched her. 
 
    Finally, the tension got too much for Ryana. “He tricked me,” she admitted. “I thought he was a musician, but he was an enchanter. He cast a charm over me and forced me to do his bidding. I broke into the Vault under the House of Light and Darkness, stole the stone, and killed the man guarding it.” 
 
    Elias viewed her under lowered lids. “There’s more still to learn about this,” he murmured. “Isn’t there?” 
 
    “Aye,” Ryana replied tightly. “But you’ll have to win another game to find out.” 
 
    Elias won the next two games, after which Ryana told him about her ten year exile upon the Isle of Orin and her estrangement from her family. 
 
    “So you’ve never been back to Ridder Vale?” Elias asked, motioning to the inn-keeper for two more tankards of ale. They had been so engrossed in their dicing that they’d only just finished their first ales of the evening. The inn-keeper had been glowering at them, for they were taking up a table that could be used by those willing to buy a meal. 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “I was around eight when I started showing signs of the Dark … my parents and brothers changed in their attitude toward me after that. They became wary, treated me like I carried The Grey Ravage. It was a relief for us all when I turned thirteen and joined the Order.” 
 
    “They weren’t proud to have an enchanter in the family then?” 
 
    Ryana huffed a bitter laugh. “Ridder Vale is an isolated farming village where enchantment is viewed with open suspicion. They had a hedge crone once … but she was cast out after folk blamed her for a poor harvest.” 
 
    The tankards of ale arrived, and Elias paid for them. He then met Ryana’s eye once more, a challenge in his gaze. “Shall we play on?” 
 
    Ryana let out a heavy sigh. She’d already revealed the worst of her secrets to Elias, what more had she to fear? Strangely, she felt lighter after doing so. Few people knew the truth about her, but Elias had barely flinched at the things she’d revealed. Not surprising really—for the man likely had far worse secrets of his own. 
 
    “Very well,” she replied, picking up the dice. “It’s about time I won a game.” 
 
    And she did.  
 
    Fortune was with her, and she reached a hundred points with just five throws of the dice. Resisting the urge to grin, Ryana reclined in her chair and nodded at Elias. “Go on then. Reveal away.” 
 
    His mouth quirked. “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    Ryana inclined her head. “Who was the king’s favorite,” she said after a pause. “You or Saul?” 
 
    Elias grinned. “That’s easy to answer … me.” 
 
    His arrogance was breathtaking. “And why was that?” 
 
    “I was the eldest, the heir, and the one who did what he was told.” Did she imagine it, or was there an edge of bitterness to his voice? “Saul was too much like our father … they used to fight.” Elias paused here. “Saul was always trying to prove himself. It’s why he took that mission to retrieve part of The King Breaker.” He raised his tankard to Ryana then. “Enough about my brother. If you want to know my darker secrets, you’ll have to win another game.” 
 
    They played again, and Ryana won by just two points. It was a victory nonetheless, and she couldn’t resist flashing Elias a smug smile. “What happened to your winning streak?” 
 
    He snorted, although she could see the glimmer of irritation in his eyes. Just like her, Elias didn’t like to lose. “Go on then,” he replied ungraciously. “What is it this time?” 
 
    Ryana pondered for a moment. “Do you like being a soldier?” she asked finally, deliberately turning his earlier question back on him. 
 
    Elias tensed, and Ryana bit back another smile. Bull’s eye. The man was even more private than she was. He was at ease with banter, but didn’t like to go beneath that. Ryana, however, was determined to rip off his mask. Now that she was getting the upper hand, she was starting to enjoy this game. 
 
    “A soldier shouldn’t have regrets,” he replied after a lengthy pause. “It makes him maudlin.” 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “Sorry, that’s not a proper answer. I didn’t ask if you had regrets, but if you liked killing people for a living.” 
 
    Elias pulled a face and shifted in his seat. “It’s the only life I’ve known, although I sometimes wish I’d grown up in a time of peace. I fought in my first campaign at thirteen … and I’ve never stopped fighting since. I’ve been away from home, leading campaigns on the border, for so long I feel like I don’t belong anywhere.” 
 
    Ryana digested this information, empathy rising within her. She understood that better than most. “But you’re working toward peace now?” 
 
    His gaze shadowed. “Aye … but it’ll never give me back all those lost years.” 
 
    Ryana watched him. She’d asked for honesty, yet his candor surprised her nonetheless. It was disarming—and attractive. 
 
    Her pulse, which had finally slowed, picked up its pace once more. Her breathing grew shallow. 
 
    Silence drew out between them, and then Elias glanced up, snaring her gaze with his. “It’s getting late,” he said softly. “Shall we finish up?” 
 
    Ryana managed a strained smile. “One more game?” 
 
    Around them, The Black Boar had started to empty out. There were a few dicing games going on at other tables, and the lyrist was packing up for the evening. Ryana realized that she’d barely noticed the music; she’d been too focused on Elias to pay attention. 
 
    They played their last game slowly. After Elias’s admission the mood had shifted between them. Tension settled over the table. Elias had started the evening with a brash self-confidence, but now there was a reflectiveness to him, a brooding edge that made Ryana’s earlier nervousness resurface. 
 
    She became acutely aware of him, of the fact that their knees were almost touching under the table. His gaze had a magnetic quality. Every time he turned it upon her, she felt herself drawn toward him. She even caught herself leaning across the table toward him as they played. 
 
    Elias led the way for most of the game, and it looked like he would win. But then, when he’d reached ninety points, he cast three ‘ones’ and lost all the points he’d accumulated. On her next turn, Ryana won. 
 
    Stretching back in his chair and clasping his hands behind his head, Elias favored Ryana with a rueful smile. “Your luck has certainly improved.” 
 
    Ryana leaned her elbow on the table and rested her chin upon her knuckles. “That’s why you never want to dice with an enchanter.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “You haven’t cheated have you?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know if I had.” 
 
    Elias inhaled slowly, his gaze never leaving hers. “Go on … what truth will it be to end the night?” 
 
    Ryana studied Elias’s face, noting the way the light of the cresset on the wall beside them highlighted the chiseled lines of his face. She hated to admit it, but she’d enjoyed dicing with him. She’d never had an evening like this one; she was even a little disappointed it was coming to an end. Time had stood still for a short while. She’d been utterly absorbed by him. 
 
    “What do you want, Elias?” she asked softly. “What’s the thing you desire most?” 
 
    As soon as Ryana asked the question, she wished she hadn’t. It brought her back to that tavern room eleven years earlier where she’d asked Gael virtually the same thing. 
 
    His answer still haunted her sometimes. Everything. 
 
    Elias stared back at her, and the look on his face made Ryana’s breathing still. The rawness in his eyes made her regret the question even more. It was too much, too intimate. She’d overstepped. 
 
    “I—” she began, intending to ask something else.  
 
    However, Elias interrupted her. “I wish to lie with you,” he replied. 
 
    Ryana jolted upright in her chair, heat flooding through her. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’ve bewitched me,” he continued, a nerve flickering in his cheek, “for days now, you’re all I can think about. Every waking moment you plague me, woman. I can’t concentrate, I can’t sleep. This ache for you is slowly driving me mad.” 
 
    Ryana frowned, even if her heart now galloped. She didn’t know whether to be insulted or flattered, for there was an accusing edge to his voice. 
 
    “You need to work on your seduction technique,” she said, cursing the tremor in her voice. “It’s not a woman’s fault if you desire her.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. “I never claimed to be smooth-tongued … that was always Saul’s strength, not mine.” 
 
    Ryana huffed. Saul might have been a charmer, but he’d been forgettable next to this man. She had only to set eyes on Elias and she found it hard to breathe. She wouldn’t tell him that though—he was already insufferably conceited. 
 
    Elias drew in a deep breath. His gaze shadowed, and he raked his fingers through his short dark hair. It was the first time she’d ever seen him make the gesture—it was one she’d seen Asher do when something frustrated him. “You asked to know my deepest desire,” he growled, “and now you have it. Only the truth, remember?” 
 
    Ryana cleared her throat. She wasn’t sure what answer she’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. 
 
    Silence fell between them. 
 
    Ryana clasped her hands together under the table and wondered what to do next. Their dicing was at an end, and so was the conversation. There was nothing to be said after such an admission. 
 
    Get up and walk away, the sensible voice in her head counselled her. Bid him goodnight and don’t look back. 
 
    That was what she should do, what a wise woman would do. 
 
    And yet the desire that caused her pulse to race and her breathing quicken made Ryana pause. She thought back to how he’d pushed her up against that wall and kissed her, how he’d made her feel. As if nothing else in this world mattered but the two of them. She ached to lose herself in that sensation once more. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Ryana rose to her feet. 
 
    Elias cast her a questioning look, although she saw disappointment flare in those dark eyes. 
 
    “Wait there,” she ordered softly.  
 
    Without another word, Ryana walked across to where the inn-keeper was polishing glasses behind the counter. After a short conversation the man nodded. Ryana returned to their table. Elias’s gaze tracked her as she approached.  
 
    “I got us a room for the night,” Ryana said, meeting his eye and producing an iron key. She then smiled. “And I’ve told the inn-keeper you’ll pay.” 
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    Consumed 
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    RYANA’S HEART WAS beating so fast she was starting to feel lightheaded. 
 
    Hand trembling, she unlocked the door, pushed it open, and led the way into the chamber. 
 
    Elias followed her in. The door thudded shut behind them. 
 
    Ryana turned to him. Her stomach was now pitching as if she stood on the deck of a rolling ferry crossing The Wash in rough seas. She’d been proud of how calm she’d been downstairs, how she’d taken control of the situation. But now they were alone together, her courage suddenly vanished. 
 
    She felt out of her depth. It was as if she’d never before lain with a man and hadn’t the slightest idea what to do. 
 
    Elias was too much for her. She wasn’t sure she could handle him. 
 
    He moved toward her now, and instinctively Ryana shifted back. The wall brought her up short. 
 
    A smile curved Elias’s lips although his gaze was predatory. “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    Ryana swallowed the lump in her throat, raising her chin slightly to meet his gaze as he stepped close. “No,” she whispered, her voice suddenly hoarse. “It’s just that I—” 
 
    She never finished her sentence. 
 
    Elias pulled her hard against him, his mouth slanting over hers. 
 
    Shadows, what am I doing? 
 
    The thought flashed through Ryana’s mind and then dissipated like smoke. Lust slammed into her with such force that she gasped against his mouth. She’d spent the past two days trying to forget her desire, yet his kiss—searing and possessive—made want arch up inside her like a bow ready to loose its arrow.  
 
    There had been few moments in Ryana’s life when she released her hard-won self-control. Occasionally, while singing she let herself go. Some songs touched her, and it was so much easier to release hurt, loss, longing, and loneliness through music.  
 
    But not since Gael had she truly given herself to a man. There had always been a part of her she’d held back. 
 
    Elias wasn’t the best choice, she knew that, and yet the feel of his mouth plundering hers, of his hands exploring her body, was so ‘right’ that insanity seized her.  
 
    She had to have him. She would die if she didn’t. 
 
    They collapsed against the wall, tongues tangling, and heat pulsing between them. 
 
    Elias reached up then and began unfastening the tie of her robe. He stripped the garment off her before unfastening the soft leather vest she wore underneath to keep the fullness of her breasts confined. 
 
    Naked from the waist up, Ryana sank back against the wall. Reaching out, she started to unlace Elias’s silk shirt. Her fingers fumbled, such was her eagerness, but she persevered. And all the while he watched her with a melting gaze that turned Ryana hot with need. 
 
    If he kept staring at her like that she’d burst into flame. 
 
    Pushing off his shirt, Ryana’s hands roamed across the muscular planes of his chest. Her fingertips traced the whorls of crisp dark hair that tapered down to his belly.  
 
    “Ryana,” Elias rasped when she reached for the ties of his leggings. “You have no idea what you do to me.” He cupped her head with his hands and kissed her once more. This kiss was different to the ones they’d explored so far. It was a slow exploration of her mouth, her lips—and so masterful that Ryana sank against him. If he hadn’t been holding her up, she would have crumpled to the floor. 
 
    Moments later he tore his mouth from hers and trailed hot kisses down the column of her throat. However, when he reached the base of her neck, Elias halted. 
 
    His fingertips brushed the bruise that had formed there. “Did I do that?” he whispered. 
 
    Ryana nodded. She stared up at him, surprised to see concern in his eyes. “It looks worse than it feels,” she assured him. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be so rough with you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter … I wanted it.” 
 
    His face went taut, his eyes smoldering. Something feral moved in their depths, and excitement surged within Ryana in response. She couldn’t believe she’d spoken so boldly. Yet it was the truth. She wanted his hot mouth on every inch of her body.  
 
    Elias muttered a soft curse and lowered his head to her neck, his tongue tracing the spot where he’d bitten her. Ryana shivered with need at his touch, and when his mouth traveled down to her cleavage, she whimpered. 
 
    Her breasts were swollen and overly sensitive. They ached for his touch, and she arched up toward him. Dragging her fingers through his short dark hair, she urged him on. 
 
    Elias’s mouth fastened upon a nipple, suckling hard as she writhed and groaned under him. He then released the nipple, taking its twin in his mouth and drawing it deep. Pleasure pulsed through Ryana, radiating out from his gorgeous, wicked mouth. 
 
    “More,” she gasped. “Please.” 
 
    Elias released her breast and straightened up, giving Ryana a slow, penetrating look that made heat pulse between her thighs. He then reached down and started to unlace her leggings. “Aye,” he growled. “I’m going to give you more.” 
 
    The promise made Ryana tremble. Wordlessly, they rid themselves of the rest of their clothes. Naked, they faced each other, their bodies almost touching.  
 
    Elias’s brow furrowed as he looked upon her, his gaze stopping upon the bruising to Ryana’s hip. “I didn’t do that too, did I?” 
 
    Ryana huffed. “No … that’s the result of a duel with Ninia.” 
 
    Still leaning against the wall, Ryana let her gaze travel down the length of him. Broad-shouldered and strong, he had a battle-honed warrior’s body that bore numerous scars. The barely contained power of him made her body hum with need, and when her gaze drifted lower still to where his shaft strained toward her, Ryana stopped breathing. 
 
    She reached down, her fingers tracing its solid curve: so hard, so powerful. Ryana sighed, wrapping her fingers around the thick girth. 
 
    Elias gasped in response, and a thrill of power went through Ryana. 
 
    Elias sank to his knees before her, his hot mouth tracing a path down her belly to the triangle of dark-blonde hair between her thighs. When he parted her legs, she inhaled sharply, a keening sound escaping when his mouth found the most sensitive part of her. 
 
    She arched back against the wall and closed her eyes, giving herself to him. Her body turned liquid. She was dimly aware of her cries filling the room, yet she didn’t care. 
 
    Eventually, when Elias rose to his feet once more, she was a shaking, panting wreck. Opening her eyes, Ryana saw that his skin had pulled tight across his cheekbones. He was staring down at her, chest rising and falling sharply as if he’d been running, his eyes black with lust. 
 
    Elias moved then, hooking a hand under her right knee and lifting her leg high, as he had that night on the street. But now there was no clothing to separate them, nothing preventing him from doing what they’d both longed for.  
 
    He thrust into her, seating himself to the root in one movement. 
 
    Ryana cried out. It was a shock. He was big, and she hadn’t been with a man in a long while. The feel of him filling her caused a throbbing ache deep inside her that bordered on pain.  
 
    Ryana’s eyes fluttered closed, and she swallowed hard. 
 
    “Ryana,” he rasped. “Have I hurt you?” 
 
    “No,” she managed. “It’s just … unexpected. I’m … I’m fine.” She could barely answer him, could barely think straight. Drawing in a slow, trembling breath, she wrapped the leg he held around his waist, drawing him closer still, and then she gently moved her hips, rotating them against him. 
 
    Pleasure rippled through her lower belly, a deep hot pulse that made her moan. 
 
    Gripping her hips, Elias pressed himself up against her, his mouth claiming hers once more. His kisses were deep and sensual now, his tongue slowly sliding into her, mimicking the movement of his hips, and he ground against her. 
 
    Ryana melted against the wall, wrapping her arms around his broad back. She felt boneless, weightless. Any discomfort she’d felt when he’d first entered her had gone now, replaced by a feeling of aching fullness and shivers of pleasure that built with each move of his hips. 
 
    The feel of him inside her drove her quickly to the edge. Her body began to shudder, as he brought her to her peak, and she moaned into his mouth, giving herself up to it. 
 
    Elias pulled back, breathing hard, withdrawing from her. 
 
    Disappointed, Ryana grasped for him. “No … not yet.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he replied with a sensual smile that caused her heart to race wildly. “I’m not done with you.” 
 
    With that, he turned Ryana round, spread her legs, and slid into her from behind.  
 
    Groaning, Ryana leaned back against Elias, letting him take her weight as his hands slid round to cup her breasts. Then, one hand slid lower, caressing her belly before coming to rest between her thighs. He stroked her there while he continued to move inside her. 
 
    His touch brought her over the edge again, and she cried out, her body shaking from the pleasure that pulsed through her. Ryana sagged back against him—but he wasn’t done yet either. Shifting her forward so she could brace herself against the wall, he pulled her hips back and began to take her in slow deep thrusts. 
 
    Ryana gasped. The feel of his strength, thrusting into her, consumed her. She pushed back against him, her legs trembling. Coupling had never been like this for her, not even at its best. She’d never felt so vulnerable, so wild, so free.  
 
    When he reached his own peak, his body shuddering from the force of it, she sobbed his name. 
 
      
 
    Afterward they collapsed upon the room’s sleeping pallet and lay together, limbs tangled. 
 
    Ryana rested against his chest, listening to the rapid beat of his heart. Her wits felt completely scattered in the aftermath—as if she’d been torn apart and put together again.  
 
    Tracing her fingers over his broad chest, she noticed a tattoo—an inked line of cursive writing upon his ribs. 
 
    “Vadaras, Onoras, Leadalas,” Ryana murmured, reading the words aloud without understanding them.” 
 
    “In the common tongue it means ‘Valor, Honor, Loyalty’,” Elias replied. “It’s the Anthor military motto.” He paused here, and glancing up, Ryana saw the edges of his mouth lift. “I got it was I was sixteen … after a night on the ale.” 
 
    Ryana smiled. “Do I detect a note of regret there?” 
 
    He snorted. “Not really … only, at that age life is simpler. For years, I lived by those words.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    A pause stretched out, before Elias replied. “Now … I don’t think that a man’s purpose in life can be summed up by a motto.” 
 
    He fell silent then, and Ryana didn’t speak either. Instead, she buried her face in the hollow of his shoulder and breathed him in, content to let the conversation lapse. 
 
    As he lay there, Elias gently stroked her hair, his fingers sliding through the heavy waves. Outdoors, voices filtered up from the street below. A couple was arguing. She was in tears, and he was belligerent. 
 
    Ryana listened to it, a little of her contentment ebbing. 
 
    Happiness was a rare thing. She knew her friends had found it—Lilia and Dain, and Mira and Asher—but she didn’t think she ever would. 
 
    For one thing, she had a habit of giving her heart to the wrong men. 
 
    Releasing a soft sigh, she traced the patterns of hair on Elias’s chest. She didn’t want this moment to end, yet already reality was seeping in, like the dawn light filtering through the cracks in the shutters.  
 
    Sadness rose within her, casting a shadow over the room. 
 
    All her worst decisions in life had been the result of reckless impulse. She’d wanted Elias, had burned for him. At the end of their dicing game, the thought of not lying to him had filled her with despair. 
 
    But, in the aftermath, she realized it was a mistake. 
 
    She could pretend otherwise, but the fact was that she’d given more than her body to him. The Shadows curse her, she actually cared about the man. 
 
    Ryana’s throat constricted as the realization settled in a cold blanket. 
 
    The reality was that they came from different worlds and were about as ill-suited as two people could be. Soon Elias would finish his peace negotiations and ride from this city without a backward glance. 
 
    It had been lust for him. He’d been honest about that. 
 
    The specter of loneliness rose then, constricting her ribs.  
 
    Like it or not, she’d soon be back where she started: alone and restless, with a void within her that she had no idea how to fill. 
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    Dark Intent 
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    A GRIN SPREAD across Gael’s face.  
 
    Bending close to the parchment, he reread the line he’d just translated. He needed to make sure he’d got the details right. There they were, the words scrawled in a sloping style that made them hard to read, the ink faded with age. 
 
    Excitement pounded through Gael. Reaching out, he traced the words before him with a fingertip. 
 
    The words that spoke of Stynix. 
 
    Valgarth, The Shadow King, hadn’t needed to use it, for as a wielder of both the Light and the Dark, he was powerful enough. However, he’d studied at length for a way to create an invincible enchanter bodyguard. Stynix had long been known for its ability to enhance an enchanter’s powers. Unfortunately though, the mineral, mined deep in the Black Mountains to the north of Rithmar, was dangerous. You only had to take it a couple of times and you’d start bleeding from the nose. If you kept taking it, you usually choked to death on your own blood. 
 
    “Finally,” Gael whispered to Shade, his voice catching. The grey rat sat upon his shoulder, her long tail tickling his neck. “Weeks and weeks of searching … I was beginning to think Irana lied to me.” 
 
    I told you she hadn’t, the rat whispered in his head. 
 
    “Aye, and you were right,” Gael admitted. “However, her death was a major setback.”  
 
    Last winter Gael had approached Rithmar’s new High Enchanter. He’d heard she was frustrated by the weakening of the Order and sensed he’d found an ally. He’d been right. Ambitious and ruthless, Irana had been eager to join him. Together, they’d lift the Order of Light and Darkness to greatness. 
 
    Unlike Gael, Irana had been fluent in the old tongue and had agreed to translate the parchments he’d found. After a few weeks she’d sent word to him in Dûn Maras, letting him know she’d discovered how to utilize Stynix effectively and that she would explain all when they next met. 
 
    It was a pity she lost the Stynix she’d collected for us, Shade continued, her voice soft and sibilant in his head. I wonder what King Nathan did with it? 
 
    Gael frowned. Indeed, Irana had made a special trip up to the northern city of Errad to procure the mineral. It had been forbidden to mine Stynix for the past decades, but she’d managed to get hold of some. On the way back to The Royal City, other enchanters of the Order attacked her on the road and killed her. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he replied, a sour edge to his voice. “As long as he doesn’t suspect I was working with Irana.” 
 
    Gael had already been in The Royal City, awaiting Irana’s return, when he’d heard of her death. He’d acted swiftly, cloaking himself in shadow and stealing into Irana’s study, to take back his parchments. He’d been bitterly disappointed to see that she’d left no written translation. Not only that, but he’d been forced to go into the mines of the Black Mountains to obtain a sack of Stynix for himself. The whole mess had put him back months. 
 
    So what does it say? Shade pressed, her whiskers twitching. How did Valgarth manage to utilize the mineral without killing all his enchanters? 
 
    “He discovered that mixing Stynix with equal parts of Thrace would neutralize the dangerous side-effects of the mineral without reducing its enhancement,” Gael replied, scratching his chin. 
 
    Thrace … that shouldn’t be difficult to find. 
 
    Gael leaned back in his chair and thought hard. If he remembered correctly, the mineral—mined in the Shadefells—was most commonly used in paint. Shade was right; it wasn’t rare.  “Aye,” he murmured. “There’s sure to be a mineral merchant in Veldoras who stocks it. I’ll go out this afternoon and pick some up.” 
 
    Tucking the parchments back into their box and locking it tightly, Gael lifted Shade off his shoulder and placed her on the desk. Rising to his feet, he shrugged out his shoulders, which were knotted after sitting hunched over for hours. 
 
    Another wide smile stretched Gael’s face. His physical discomfort no longer bothered him, not when he’d found the answers he’d been seeking.  
 
    “It’s done.” He glanced down, meeting Shade’s crimson gaze. Then he reached out a hand so that the rat ran up his arm. “Come … a find this great needs to be shared.” 
 
      
 
    Saskia was leading the enchanters of the Light through their paces when Gael emerged into the courtyard. Some of them possessed surprising speed or flair.  
 
    Casting a glance across to where those of the Dark stood nearby, watching the drills, Gael noted that their expressions were no longer mutinous. 
 
    The first few days of training had nearly driven him mad, but yesterday they’d had a breakthrough. He’d thought about what these people really wanted—what he could give them. They respected their High Enchanter, but they grew increasingly frustrated with the hate and distrust heaped upon them by the citizens of Veldoras. If anything, the Anthor occupation had turned the populace even further against them, as if they were somehow to blame. It had made many of the Order bitter. 
 
    They owed the folk of this city nothing. 
 
    Gael had shown them the promise of a different future. He spoke of Reoul of Anthor’s plans for the Order. Under Gael’s tutelage they could become great again. Those who spat at them in the street would be punished. When they were ready, they would be invited to sit on the king’s council. They would have a say in the future of this kingdom. 
 
    They were audacious, yet empty promises—Reoul had said nothing of such things—but Gael knew he had to be bold. He had to give these enchanters something to work toward. They cared nothing for the glory of Anthor, only their own future. 
 
    It was understandable. Most folk were like that. 
 
    Even Marik and Tena wore smiles on their faces this morning as they watched a column of fire roar into the sky. One of the enchanters had just gathered the Light from a lantern that hung under the portico. 
 
    The men and women looking on cheered at the impressive display. 
 
    Gael didn’t join them. Once these enchanters got a taste of Stynix, this show would look pathetic. Those of the Light would be able to set a city alight, would be able to turn the very air into fire. 
 
    They were coming to the end of the practice session, and so Gael waited, watching as Saskia sent the enchanters on their way.  
 
    A few of them shot Gael curious looks. Shade fascinated them. Few enchanters in Veldoras over the past years had been powerful enough to draw a familiar to them. 
 
    When Saskia was finally alone, Gael strolled over to her. 
 
    The Anthor enchanter turned to him. As ever, her gaze was shuttered. Unlike the enchanters of this House, Saskia hadn’t warmed to him at all. “Where have you been?” she demanded. “Weren’t you supposed to be training those of the Dark?” 
 
    Gael ignored her hostile greeting and smiled. “We train at first light when the shadows are still deep. I’ve spent the rest of the morning studying.” 
 
    She scowled. “You’re secretive about those parchments from Dûn Maras. I’m beginning to think it’s all a ruse … that you don’t have anything of worth to share with us.” 
 
    Tell her, Shade urged. Prove your worth. 
 
    Gael stepped close to Saskia, taking hold of her arm and steering her toward the eastern side of the courtyard, where ivy climbed up a damp wall. “You’re wrong,” he told her, still smiling. “I have discovered Valgarth’s secret … I know how he made the enchanters who followed him almost as powerful as him.” 
 
    Saskia extricated her arm and turned to face him. She didn’t look impressed. “I’m all ears,” she drawled. 
 
    “He used Stynix.” 
 
    Saskia stiffened, her gaze hardening. “You know it’s a poison?” 
 
    “I’ve discovered how to use it so that no enchanter will come to any harm.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Gael cocked his head. “I think I’ll keep those details to myself … for now.” 
 
    Saskia scowled once more. “And those parchments you found contain such information?” Distrust emanated from her now. 
 
    “Aye … it’s written in Valgarth’s own hand. Stynix will transform even the least able enchanter into something to be feared. We will give Reoul a legion of enchanters with the ability to crush those of Rithmar.” 
 
    A beat of silence passed between them. When Saskia replied, her voice was harsh. “You do realize its use is forbidden?” 
 
    Gael grinned. “Reoul can bend the rules for us.” 
 
    “The king doesn’t want to invade the north yet. We need to strengthen our hold on Thûn first.” 
 
    Put her right, came Shade’s indignant whisper. Put the woman in her place. 
 
    “He’s only cautious because he lacks enchanters to rival those of Rithmar,” Gael countered. “Once we give him a demonstration, he’ll be willing to proceed.” 
 
    Saskia didn’t answer. Gael sensed she resented him and was angry that Reoul had agreed to all of this. Until he turned up, she’d been his advisor for everything regarding enchantment. “And what of the girl?” she snapped. “Have you forgotten Ninia of Thûn?”  
 
    “The king’s son has been sent to dispatch her, has he not?” 
 
    Saskia’s full mouth twisted. “Aye … but no word of her death has reached us. Maybe Prince Elias has failed?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if he has,” Gael countered, irritation rising. One young woman wouldn’t thwart him. “The girl is still largely untrained,” he pointed out. “She’ll be no match for the combined might of the Houses of Mirrar Rock and Veldoras. All the more reason to move quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Behind the ivy-covered wall, Mysandra, High Enchanter of Veldoras’s House of Light and Darkness, listened to the conversation. Gael and Saskia’s voices were low, yet they were incautious. Neither of them realized that her small walled garden sat behind the main courtyard. 
 
    She’d heard every word of their exchange. 
 
    Waiting until Gael and Saskia ended their conversation and moved away, Mysandra let out a long, measured breath. 
 
    Hands clenching by her sides, she attempted to rein in the alarm that pulsed through her. She’d suspected Gael was up to something from the moment he’d first entered her study, and he’d just confirmed her fears. She hadn’t believed him when he’d told her those old parchments in his room were training texts. She’d been planning on breaking into his chamber and having a look for herself, but he’d just saved her the trouble. 
 
    Although she wished he’d revealed exactly how he was planning to neutralize the dangerous side-effects of Stynix. 
 
    Turning on her heel, Mysandra swept from her garden, in between rows of lavender and daisies. Indoors, she retrieved her cloak. In her haste, her hands fumbled as she tied it around her throat. Made of light wool and dyed a dull-grey, it made her blend in with the other middle-aged ladies of The City of Tides. Her white robes drew unwelcome attention, especially in times like these. 
 
    Some folk believed the enchanters of Veldoras to be in league with the enemy. 
 
    Mysandra’s belly clenched at the thought. If she didn’t do something, they soon would be. 
 
    Bowing her head, she hurried up the squalid alleyway, away from the House of Light and Darkness.  
 
    Noon was approaching and warm light filtered down onto the cobbled streets of Veldoras. Mysandra had been enjoying the feel of the sun on her face in her garden earlier before overhearing Gael and Saskia. However, all thoughts of relaxing in the warmth fled now.  
 
    She had an urgent task to complete. 
 
    Leaving the slums behind, she crossed the humpbacked Bridge of the North Wind. The tide was out and mudlarks—small children who combed the river bed for coins—were up to their knees in river silt. There were more of them these days, more orphans whose parents had died during the siege. 
 
    Anthor soldiers patrolled the bridge, their black armor and steel blades gleaming. One or two of the soldiers cast her a curious glance as she passed. Mysandra didn’t acknowledge them. As far as she was aware, the High Enchanter was still allowed to walk the streets of the city without an escort, plus, she’d hidden her robes in a deliberate attempt to blend in. 
 
    “Hey you!” 
 
    Mysandra’s heart leaped, and she skidded to a halt. Dread clamped down on her throat as she glanced back over her shoulder. However, the soldier who’d called out wasn’t looking in her direction. He was striding toward a young man on The Spiral Way, who was making an obscene gesture at him. 
 
    The youth ran off, and the soldier broke into a sprint, giving chase. 
 
    Mysandra’s breath gusted out of her. Pulse racing, she turned and continued on her way. Her nerves were getting the better of her now. Sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades underneath her heavy robes. She wished the day wasn’t so warm. 
 
    A short while later she reached a wide street overhung with awnings. By this stage, Mysandra was out of breath, both from panic and exertion. She’d put on a lot of weight over the last few years and didn’t usually take brisk walks. 
 
    A crowd thronged the thoroughfare, and the chatter of voices echoed off the stone walls of the surrounding buildings. This was the Street of Iron, Silk, and Oak—where many of the city’s artisans resided. Mysandra passed a row of shopfronts, where carpenters, smiths, and tailors all worked. But she wasn’t looking for one of them. She didn’t halt until she reached the end of the street, where a goshawk scribe plied his trade. 
 
    He was a tall, angular man hunched over a rickety wooden table. Behind him perched a row of goshawks. They were small birds of prey, with mackerel patterns on their necks and breasts, and grey or brown wings. Each wore a tiny collar. 
 
    Mysandra stopped before the scribe and struggled to recover her breath. 
 
    “How much to send an urgent message to The Royal City of Rithmar?” she panted. “With your swiftest bird.” 
 
    He inclined his head, keen gaze narrowing. Mysandra tensed and fought the urge to adjust her cloak. Hopefully, it hid her white robes. “One gold talent,” he eventually drawled. 
 
    It was extortionate, yet Mysandra didn’t have time to haggle. Perhaps the war had raised the price. Whatever the reason, she couldn’t delay. Gael was planning on using Stynix-enhanced enchanters to wage war against Rithmar, and Reoul of Anthor’s son had been sent to kill the Thûn heiress.  
 
    Gael didn’t know anything of Mysandra’s history. Although she’d spent the past twenty years in Veldoras, she hailed from The Royal City.  
 
    Mysandra had admitted Gael and Saskia into the House, for she’d sensed that she had little choice. She’d hated helping the Anthor king and his subordinates, but had forced herself to submit to it. 
 
    But now that she knew the truth of what Gael was planning, something had to be done. Rithmar had to be warned. 
 
    Withdrawing a coin purse from her robes, she took out a gold talent and placed it on the table.  
 
    The scribe nodded, accepting the job. He then picked up his quill and dipped it into the ink pot. “To whom do I address the message?” he asked, reaching for a slip of parchment. 
 
    Mysandra’s mouth pursed, and she hesitated a moment. “To Asher,” she replied after a pause. “The High Enchanter of the House of Light and Darkness.” 
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    Time to Die 
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    TIME WAS UP. Tonight Nina would die. 
 
    From his chamber window, high in the palace, Elias watched as yet another volley exploded above the rooftops, illuminated against the deep indigo sky. Streamers of firelight shot into the air, heralding the beginning of Rithmar’s Fire Festival. 
 
    Soon he would leave the palace and join the revelers, but for the moment he remained at the window, his thoughts turning inward. 
 
    He and Nathan had concluded their negotiations today. Elias would have to leave The Royal City within the next day or two. 
 
    There would be no more delays. The job needed to be completed. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Elias stepped from the window, bent down, and drew the blade from his boot. The light was dim in his chamber, for none of the lanterns in the chamber were lit, but the slender dagger—folded and tempered Anthor steel—gleamed as if illuminated from within. The silver handle fitted into his palm, and he closed his fingers over it. 
 
    Ninia didn’t deserve this, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    He’d waited too long, allowed himself to feel too settled in The Royal City. 
 
    He’d allowed himself to get distracted. 
 
    Sheathing the blade, he turned from the window and walked to the chamber door. 
 
    Santino and the four other men of Anthor stood waiting for him. It was the first time since arriving in The Royal City, he’d seen his men amassed like this. Until now, Nathan had forbidden it. It seemed that tonight he was prepared to let his guard down. 
 
    A mistake. 
 
    The look on Santino’s face made Elias frown. His second bristled with impatience. He opened his mouth to speak, but Elias cut him off with a sharply raised hand. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what needs to be done,” he growled. “I’m well aware of it.” 
 
    Santino stared back at him, his lean face growing taut. Behind him, the other men exchanged surprised looks. “Excuse me, Your Highness … I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Enough,” Elias cut him off. His gaze swept over his men, before he glanced around to ensure they were alone in the corridor. “Be at the ready to move.” 
 
    They nodded, and Santino favored him with a tight smile. The man didn’t need to say anything, but Elias could read his eyes. It’s about time. 
 
    Elias led the way downstairs and out of the palace. In the sloping cobbled space beneath the palace gates, revelers had built a bonfire and were already dancing around it. Laughter and music rose up into the balmy night air.  
 
    Elias inhaled the aroma of baking bread mingled with the scent of wood smoke. Anthor celebrated a similar festival this time of year, for fire symbolized the beginning of summer. Only, the smells in Mirrar Rock were quite different; there, the aroma of garlic, frying fish, and hot peppers would fill the streets on a night like this. 
 
    Moving down the slope, Elias entered The King’s Way. He traveled down to the vast market square before the gates to the lower town, and as he walked, his thoughts started to spiral. The image of Ninia’s proud face, her frank hazel eyes, and the fearless way she looked at him rose unbidden—and a boulder settled upon Elias’s chest. Bile crept up his throat. 
 
    Enough. Elias savagely shoved the thoughts aside. For what was to come he couldn’t risk introspection. He had to enter the place he went to in battle. 
 
    A place devoid of feeling. 
 
    But as he entered the square and let his gaze drift across the jostling crowd, he saw her. 
 
    Not Ninia, but Ryana. 
 
    Elias stopped short, letting the crowd eddy around him. Ryana hadn’t yet seen him. She was dressed differently than usual this evening, in form-fitting leather leggings and a sleeveless charcoal tunic that was belted at the waist. The clothing showed off her tall, statuesque body. Elias dragged his gaze down the length of her, taking in the generous swell of those breasts he’d feasted on, the long, shapely lines of her legs that had wrapped around him as he’d taken her. She wore her heavy golden hair loose this evening. It fell in sensual waves down her back. 
 
    Ryana threw back her head and laughed at something the red-haired young woman beside her had just said. 
 
    Elias’s chest constricted, the weight on his breastbone increasing. Under different circumstances he’d have sought her out in the crowd, would have stayed at her side all evening before taking her back to The Black Boar for another night of passion. A day had passed since they’d lain together. He’d left the inn at dawn and hadn’t seen Ryana since. But tonight, he had another purpose.  
 
    He had to stay away from Ryana.  
 
    Elias refocused on his task.  
 
    Shifting left, he deliberately circuited the edge of the square. 
 
    It was impossibly crowded. The bonfire crackled and sparked, reflecting off the polished surface of the Altar of Umbra behind it. Elias passed a fire-eater putting on an impressive display. Children clustered around him, squealing with delight when the man plunged a burning torch down his throat. 
 
    A few feet in front of the bonfire, Elias spied a group of enchanters of the Light putting on a show of their own. To the amusement of onlookers, they sent plumes of sparkling light into the sky. 
 
    And then, near the gates leading through to the lower town, Elias spied Ninia.  
 
    The young woman was dressed in her black enchanter robes—being of both the Dark and the Light, the Order had gifted her with a uniquely-colored robe. Her thick brown hair was braided and wrapped around the crown of her head. The style accentuated the roundness of her face. It made her look heartbreakingly young. 
 
    Elias drew to a halt, once again forcing down nausea. Fisting his hands at his sides, he swallowed hard. 
 
    How things changed. 
 
    A few months ago he’d hunted Ninia. He’d felt nothing for her then. 
 
    That seemed like a lifetime ago. Ever since she’d spared his life, something had shifted in him. 
 
    Elias clenched his jaw. You’ve gone soft. 
 
    He cast a glance over his shoulder at his men. “I’ve seen her,” he murmured. “All of you except Santino remain here.” He caught his second’s eye. “Follow us, but at a distance. I don’t want to make anyone suspicious.” 
 
    Santino gave a brisk nod. 
 
    Turning from him, Elias continued through the crowd and followed Ninia out of the square. 
 
      
 
    Ryana turned from where she, Dain, and Lilia watched the enchanters’ light display. Her attention traveled over the throng. The evening was well underway. She’d expected to run into Elias by now. 
 
    She’d told herself she wouldn’t look out for him. 
 
    Cool, calm, and controlled. She’d made herself a promise before heading out this evening. Elias set her alight, but there was no future for them. Her head knew the truth of it, but her heart had other ideas, and she found herself scanning the crowd. 
 
    At the gates she spied Ninia. The girl was following the tide of the revelers into the lower town, to where more fire displays were taking place on the main thoroughfare beyond. Ninia had been looking forward to the Fire Festival for days. Thûn shared a similar celebration, although the princess had never been permitted to mingle with the masses. 
 
    An instant later Ryana saw Elias. 
 
    Her breathing caught merely at the sight of him. He was dressed as he’d been the first night they’d met, in leather breeches, a crimson shirt, and a black leather vest.  
 
    Elias hadn’t seen her. He moved through the crowd, his gaze trained on the gates ahead. 
 
    Longing rose within Ryana. 
 
    Damn the things she’d been telling herself all day. She ached to see him, to hear the rough timbre of his voice, to have those penetrating eyes upon her. She wanted to make him smile and drag him over to watch the shows. She wanted to forget all the reasons why they couldn’t be together, why he’d break her heart. 
 
    Both Ninia and Elias disappeared from view, the crowd swallowing them up. Ryana hesitated for a few moments, wrestling with herself. Finally, not even bothering to say anything to Lilia or Dain, she moved toward the gates. 
 
    A firm hand on her upper arm brought her up short. 
 
    Turning, her gaze met Asher’s. Irritated at being manhandled so, she frowned and was about to upbraid him when she saw the grim look upon his face. 
 
    Ryana tensed. “What is it?” 
 
    “A goshawk just arrived from the House of Light and Darkness in Veldoras.” Asher’s face was unusually pale, his jaw clenched.  
 
    Mira stepped up to his side, her expression equally strained. “Elias of Anthor isn’t here on a mission of peace,” she said, her voice flat and hard. “He’s after Ninia.” 
 
      
 
    Elias followed Ninia deep into the lower town.  
 
    The Royal City was busy these days, as soldiers from every corner of the kingdom temporarily resided here. A sense of foreboding settled over Elias at this observation. All these days of peace negotiations would be for nothing after tonight. It was supposed to have been a ruse, but the further Elias had gotten into the negotiations, the more he’d wanted to believe them. 
 
    Both his father and Saul would have laughed at his naivety. He had to admit, they would have been right. He’d been a fool. 
 
    The crowd was dense. There was barely room to move in places, although Ninia didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    The girl kept stopping. She halted to play a ring toss game; one where she had to throw a metal hoop over a row of burning torches in an allotted time. Ninia threw the rings with great precision and won herself a beautiful woolen shawl. Grinning, she threw it around her shoulders and continued on her way. 
 
    A few yards on she stopped to buy herself a candied apple. 
 
    Elias halted, making sure that the press of bodies around him concealed his presence from Ninia. Nibbling at her apple, the girl’s cheeks were flushed. She looked so happy this evening. 
 
    The sight made Elias start to sweat. He would be the one to extinguish the light from her eyes. 
 
    He followed her for a while, biding his time, and when Ninia turned into a side-street where soothsayers had set up awnings and scribes penned poetry for lovers, Elias knew his chance had arrived.  
 
    Ninia had stopped before a tent where a palm-reader was telling a young man’s fortune.  
 
    “Great adventures await you.” The woman’s husky voice filtered down the street. “You will travel to every corner of The Four Kingdoms.” 
 
    The youth’s eyes gleamed. “When?” he asked impatiently. “How will I escape my Da’s workshop? He never takes his eyes off me.” 
 
    A smile curved Ninia’s lips as she looked on a few feet away. 
 
    Elias approached her. He’d already drawn his blade and held it concealed in his palm. The lane was shadowed, dimly lit by glowing orange lanterns. The haunting strains of a lyre drifted out from the street behind them.  
 
    Step by step, Elias advanced, soft-footed in his hunting boots.  
 
    The princess stood side-on to him, her smile widening while she listened to the palm-reader’s continuing predictions.  
 
    “You will be under his yoke for a wee while yet,” she advised him. “But you must be ready to seize your chance when it comes … for it will only visit you once.” 
 
    Ninia was so engrossed that she didn’t even notice the tall figure who edged along the shadowy wall toward her. 
 
    Three feet from Ninia, Elias stopped. He breathed quietly, shallowly. His shoulders had tensed, and the fingers concealing the blade flexed. 
 
    His chance was now. Like the fortune-teller’s prediction, some opportunities, once missed, never presented themselves again. 
 
    Ninia of Thûn had to die. 
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    Returning the Favor 
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    “NINIA.” 
 
    HE SAID her name softly, so as not to startle her. 
 
    Ninia turned her attention from the palm-reader and settled it upon Elias. For a moment the pair of them just stared at each other. 
 
    The princess inclined her head, gaze narrowing. “Are you following me?” 
 
    “Aye,” he replied. 
 
    She surveyed him, her gaze sweeping from head to toe. She couldn’t see the knife still hidden in Elias’s palm, yet he noted how her small frame tensed, the way the fingers of her left hand flexed at her side. She was preparing to defend herself. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Elias let out a heavy breath, bent down, and slid the blade back into his boot. “I’ve been sent to kill you.” 
 
    Ninia’s hazel eyes widened, but she didn’t move, didn’t speak. 
 
    “As you can see, I’m not going to,” he concluded, his gaze never leaving hers. 
 
    She swallowed, tension vibrating through her, and then her attention shifted past Elias, focusing on something behind him. 
 
    Elias twisted, and he spied Santino. 
 
    His second had just entered the alleyway and now stood a few yards away, watching them with a scowl.  
 
    Elias went still. Had Santino seen him put his knife away? 
 
    “Leave us,” Elias ordered, his voice cutting through the chorus of excited voices and the lilt of music that drifted into the alley from the street beyond. Around them, the palm-reader and soothsayer had stopped what they were doing and were now watching the three newcomers.  
 
    Santino didn’t respond or comply. Instead, he drew a long dagger from his own boot and advanced toward Ninia. 
 
    Elias saw at a glance that the knife wasn’t Anthorian. Santino had been relieved of his weapons upon entering The Royal City, but he’d managed to get hold of a blade locally. That wasn’t surprising as, after the first few days, Nathan had been a lot of more relaxed about security regarding his Anthor guests. 
 
    The palm-reader gave a high-pitched cry, although Elias paid her no mind. Santino was intent on completing the job that Elias had just abandoned. 
 
    Beside him, he sensed Ninia shift position. The shadows around him began to growl and hiss, a warning that she was readying herself to unleash the Dark. 
 
    Santino lunged at Ninia. 
 
    He never reached her. 
 
    Elias knew how fast his second was. Santino was lithe, and could strike fast. Ninia would have to react quickly to defend herself from his attack. Whipping the slender blade from his boot, Elias threw himself between the girl and the soldier. 
 
    With one hand, he grabbed hold of Santino’s wrist, and with the other he slammed his own knife into the hollow at the base of the man’s throat. Elias threw his entire weight behind the attack, driving the blade home to its hilt. 
 
    Santino’s dark eyes seized upon Elias, shock flaring in their depths, and then he slumped in his arms. 
 
    Neither man spoke a word.  
 
    Elias merely stared down at him, holding Santino tight until his body went limp. He then lowered Santino to the ground and withdrew the blade from his throat.  
 
    Hot blood flowed out, pooling on the cobblestones. 
 
    The palm-reader started to scream. 
 
    The shrill noise jerked Elias’s attention from his second. He hadn’t wanted to kill Santino, but the man hadn’t left him a choice. 
 
    His father wanted Ninia dead. Elias no longer did. 
 
    A heartbeat later Elias heard shouting coming from the street beyond. Guards. 
 
    He turned to Ninia to find her still standing where he’d left her. She was watching him, a bemused expression upon her face.  
 
    “Sorry about all of this,” he muttered. “What a mess.” 
 
    She inclined her head. “Aye … you’re right about that.” 
 
    Elias glanced back at the entrance to the alleyway. Any moment now he’d be surrounded by city guards. 
 
    “Why are you standing there?” 
 
    Elias swiveled back to Ninia. She was watching him, an incredulous expression upon her face. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You need to go.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “You want me to run?” 
 
    Ninia folded her arms across her chest. “If you’re caught, you’ll be strung up for this.” 
 
    Elias frowned. “I spared your life, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Nathan won’t care about that. He’ll want to make an example of you.” 
 
    The shouting grew louder. Men’s rough voices echoed toward them. 
 
    Ninia’s face grew pinched. “Shadows, Elias,” she snapped. “Run!” 
 
    Elias backed up. The princess was right. If he didn’t flee now, he was a dead man. It had all gone wrong. Nothing had turned out as he planned—but his change of heart wouldn’t help him. 
 
    “Goodbye, Ninia,” he said gruffly.  
 
    Elias moved away, continuing down the alleyway in the direction of the river. He clenched his jaw. He hated running, but he didn’t want to sacrifice himself either. The survival instinct stirred. Elias wanted to live, although he didn’t want to leave The Royal City this way—not without seeing Ryana again.  
 
    There was no other choice. And once she found out what had happened, she’d want nothing to do with him anyway. 
 
    Elias began to run, the worn cobbles slippery underfoot. Behind him, he sensed movement, yet he didn’t slow his pace. He didn’t look over his shoulder. 
 
    Turning left, he entered an even narrower alleyway, littered with refuse and the huddled bodies of those who slept rough. Elias leaped over them, accidentally treading on one or two of the prone figures that were so well disguised under piles of filthy rags. 
 
    Grunts of outrage followed him, and then he heard the slap of booted feet and angry shouts. 
 
    The guards who’d discovered Santino and Ninia were giving chase. 
 
    After a few twists and turns, Elias made it to the Rith. The river flowed past, its waters reflecting off the orange glow of the surrounding lamps that lined the river bank. Elias halted on the edge of a stone jetty, breathing in the misty air. 
 
    Fortunately, he could swim. However, that didn’t mean he was keen to dive in. He could tell it was swiftly flowing, the sort of river that would have dangerous whirlpools just beneath the surface, hidden from view. There was a reason he’d never seen anyone bathe in its waters—but there was no other way out of the city. He’d never get by the guards at the main gates. It was the river or capture. 
 
    Elias muttered a curse, sheathed his still bloodied knife, and jumped in. 
 
    The water’s chill made his breath gust out of him. Even now, in summer, the Rith felt as if it came off an ice-flow. 
 
    He swam with the current, letting it carry him west, under the walls, and to freedom. The strong flow sucked at him, the chill throbbing through his limbs. It wasn’t easy getting out of the river, for its banks were high and covered in slippery reeds. But, after grabbing hold of a low-hanging willow-branch, Elias heaved himself up on his belly. 
 
    Gasping for breath and shivering, he climbed up the bank and onto the road. 
 
    It was still and silent out here, beyond the city walls. Breathing hard, Elias turned his head back to The Royal City. Numerous bonfires within lit up parts of the upper and lower towns like beacons, while flares of light exploded at intervals into the sky. And above it all, the palace stood, its pale walls glowing in the light of a half-moon that had just risen. The Tower of the North rose high into the night, graceful and silent, untouched by the cares of the rest of the world. 
 
    I’ve failed. 
 
    Elias waited for frustration and anger to boil up inside him, as it had last time he’d tried to kill the princess, but it didn’t. This evening, an altogether different sensation filtered through him—relief. 
 
    The oppressive weight he’d been carrying for weeks lifted. It was like taking a hot bath at the end of a long journey and washing away all the grime. For the first time ever, he felt like he had free will. 
 
    Elias let out a long exhale. 
 
    He’d handled things badly. Santino was dead, and the rest of his men would be apprehended or killed. Yet the boulder had been let lose down the mountainside now. The only thing he could do was get out of its way. He would have to run, disappear like a wraith into the forest and do his best to elude the soldiers who’d hunt him. 
 
    Turning his back on the city, he broke into a brisk jog, and headed west out of the valley. 
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    Ryana sprinted into the alleyway, skidding to a halt when she spied the crumpled figure before her. A man dressed in crimson and black. 
 
    Her breathing caught. 
 
    Elias. 
 
    Panic warred with the simmering fury that pulsed within her. It reached up its clawed hand and grasped her around the throat. Behind her, shouting and excited chatter drifted into the alley. Beyond, the revelers on the streets had heard there had been an attack—and that a man had died. 
 
    No! 
 
    But it wasn’t Elias sprawled there. As soon as she moved closer, she saw that the man was of a much smaller and slenderer build. His ashen face was sharp featured, a vulpine look accentuated by his neatly trimmed dark beard. He lay in a pool of blood.  
 
    Ninia stood a few feet back from the body. Her arms were folded across her chest, and she wore a grim expression. A circle of guards surrounded her, swords drawn and gazes watchful. A short distance away, under one of the awnings, a woman was crying hysterically. A pale-faced young man was doing his best to calm her. 
 
    “What happened here?” Asher stepped up next to Ryana. His gaze fixed upon the fallen Anthor soldier. 
 
    “This man tried to knife me,” Ninia replied. “I was going to stop him, but Elias beat me to it.” 
 
    Ryana went still, her heart now thundering in her chest. “He killed one of his own men?” 
 
    Ninia nodded. 
 
    “We’ve managed to capture the remaining four men of Anthor … they’ve been taken up to the palace for questioning.” One of the guards spoke up, interrupting them. “But we can’t find the prince.” 
 
    Asher nodded, his attention shifting to Ninia. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Elias ran … I told him to.” 
 
    A beat of silence followed, before Asher’s face went hard. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    Ninia met his gaze squarely. “Elias saved my life; I knew what would happen if he was caught.” 
 
    “He entered the city under false pretenses,” Asher growled. “He is an enemy of the Kingdom. He came here to assassinate you.” 
 
    Ninia snorted. “You’ve a short memory, Asher … weren’t you once sent to kill me too?” 
 
    The High Enchanter stiffened, his silver gaze narrowing. “Aye, but I’m not a trained killer.” 
 
    “I don’t think you and the prince are that different,” Ninia countered. “You’re both tormented by your own conscience.” Her mouth curved then. “The guards went after Elias … but I doubt they’ll catch him.” 
 
    Asher cursed. “I can’t believe you let him escape.” 
 
    Ninia continued to face Asher down. Her eyes gleamed in the lamplight, and she suddenly looked much older than fourteen. “Elias had plenty of opportunities to attack me over the past days,” she said finally. “But he didn’t take any of them. Just like you, people can change. Elias isn’t the same man who tracked us into The Forest of Fallen.” She glanced over at Ryana, her gaze pointed. “Something’s shifted in him ever since he arrived here.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t answer. She didn’t trust herself to. 
 
    Ninia shifted her attention back to Asher, chin lifting in defiance. “I know Nathan won’t be pleased about this, but I’ll deal with the consequences.” 
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    Hunted 
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    RYANA LEFT ASHER and Ninia arguing in the alleyway.  
 
    They didn’t notice her go.  
 
    Pushing past the company of guards who’d just trooped in off the street, Ryana clenched her jaw so hard that a sharp pain darted through her ears. Out in the wide thoroughfare, still thronged with revelers and fire displays as if nothing had happened, she turned right and marched toward the city gates. 
 
    Reaching the gates, Ryana found them barred and a row of hard-faced soldiers blocking her path. 
 
    “Let me pass,” she greeted them curtly. 
 
    “No one out or in,” one of the soldiers replied. “King’s orders.” 
 
    Ryana’s pulse accelerated, panic rising within her. This wouldn’t do. She had to get out of the city. 
 
    Shoving down the urge to barge past the soldiers, Ryana raised her right hand, revealing the Star of Darkness on her palm. “His Highness has sent me out to hunt the Anthor prince.” she replied, her voice tightly controlled now. “Just in case he’s managed to get outside the city.” 
 
    The guards exchanged dubious looks. 
 
    “Every moment you waste counts.” Impatience boiled within Ryana now. She was close to gathering the Dark and blasting these men aside. “If Elias of Anthor is indeed beyond these walls, you’re making it harder for me to apprehend him.” 
 
    The guard nearest met her eye, before his mouth thinned. “Open the gates.” His order rang out, and a moment later iron groaned as the bolts drew back. 
 
    Favoring the guard with a brusque nod, Ryana stepped through the breach. 
 
    The heavy iron gates boomed shut behind her. 
 
    The fires atop the walls illuminated the world for a few yards, but dense shadows lay beyond the city’s edge. A half-moon bathed the land in a soft silver light, yet even so the darkness had a brooding, watchful edge to it. 
 
    Shadow creatures no longer stalked the night, as they had a year earlier, but Ryana felt herself tense nonetheless. She wasn’t afraid of the dark, for it was her ally. Even so, she wasn’t used to venturing out blind like this, without even a torch to light her way. 
 
    Ryana drew in a deep breath and gathered the Dark, grabbing at it rather than using her usual gentle summons. The shadows lunged toward her with a growl, boiling around her feet. She’d always cautioned Ninia against treating the Light or Dark so roughly. However, it was difficult when she was this angry. 
 
    Fury writhed in her belly, longing for an outlet.  
 
    Elias.  
 
    I’ll get you … you bastard. 
 
    Just the thought of the prince filled her with a killing rage that made it hard to breathe, hard to think. All his talk of peace when in reality he’d been biding his time to strike. Ninia could have been killed. 
 
    She should have paid more attention. She should have never let down her guard. 
 
    Breathe, she counselled herself. You can’t work in this state … focus. 
 
    Around her the Dark gradually settled to an irate chatter. Some of it, she sent ahead. As her scouts, they would search the road and the surrounding hillside and warn her if they found Elias. The remainder of the Dark, Ryana pulled around her in a cloak. 
 
    Its nearness steadied her. Heaving in another deep breath, she stepped out onto the road, traveling west. 
 
      
 
    Ryana’s scouts didn’t come back for a while. 
 
    The Royal City lay many furlongs behind her, and her feet where starting to ache, when they finally returned. To the east, the sky was starting to lighten. Dawn was approaching.  
 
    Sensing the chatter of the approaching Dark, Ryana halted, tensing as it swirled around her, whispering to her. 
 
    Moments later she allowed herself a tight smile. 
 
    She’d done the right thing keeping to the road. 
 
    It seemed that Elias had taken the same route, waiting till he was a decent distance from the capital before he struck out south. 
 
    Ryana’s smile hardened. Of course, he’d be heading for the border. 
 
    Whispering her thanks to the Dark, Ryana sent out fresh scouts in the direction those returning had indicated. She wanted to know exactly where Elias was. She didn’t want any surprises when she approached him. 
 
    Stepping off the highway, Ryana lengthened her stride, her tired feet forgotten. Brow furrowed, she walked up the hill and into a dense pine thicket that covered a narrow valley between two mountains. It was the best route south. She wasn’t surprised Elias had taken it. 
 
    She needed to move fast. The king’s men would soon dispatch a hunting party. She wanted to find Elias first. 
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    Elias knelt by the stream and splashed water over his face. It was ice-cold, splintering the fog of exhaustion that had settled over him. He’d been traveling all night, and now that a red dawn filtered through the trees, he wanted nothing more than to stretch out under one of the surrounding firs and sleep for a while. 
 
    He couldn’t rest though. They would be hunting him now. 
 
    He’d yet to hear dogs, but he knew they would have picked up his scent. He’d be lucky to make it to the border.  
 
    Behind him, a twig snapped. 
 
    Elias straightened up, his right hand drifting down to the blade in his boot. Unsheathing it, he rose to his feet and slowly turned. 
 
    The stream ran through a mossy glade. Dark conifers rose around him in a wall, the air heavy with the scent of pine resin. 
 
    Elias frowned as he swept his gaze around him. He sensed a presence, could feel someone’s gaze boring into him, but he couldn’t see them. 
 
    Resheathing his knife, Elias cocked his head. “You can come out now, Ryana.” 
 
    Silence filtered across the clearing. Elias made no attempt to fill it. Now that he knew who lurked in the shadows, he was in no rush to speak. 
 
    Eventually, a tall figure stepped out into the clearing. Ryana stood before him, her cloak of shadows sloughing away. 
 
    Their gazes met. “How did you know it was me?” she asked. Her voice was sharp, forced. 
 
    Elias barely recognized the woman before him. Her face was pale and rigid; her skin was pulled tight across her high cheekbones. Those grey-blue eyes that could twinkle with mirth or darken with pleasure were like two chips of ice. 
 
    “Only you could have found me so fast,” he replied. “I should have avoided the king’s men and their hounds for a while longer.” 
 
    Her mouth twisted. “So you guessed?” 
 
    Elias huffed a soft laugh. “Aye … you could say that.” He paused then, his gaze narrowing. “Did you speak to Ninia?” 
 
    A deep groove formed between her eyebrows. “I did … but don’t think that changes anything. You owed her.” She took a slow step toward him then, her gaze burning. “You should have kept away from me.” 
 
    Elias drew in a slow breath. “I probably should have,” he admitted. “Yet I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to be flattered by that?” 
 
    He held her gaze steadily. “It’s the truth.”  
 
    Ryana’s expression grew darker still. Elias noted how the fingers of her right hand’s flexed. She was readying herself to attack. 
 
    “All those days pretending you wanted peace.” Her voice turned into a snarl. “But it was one big lie.” She took another, aggressive step toward him. “A goshawk flew in from Veldoras yesterday.” Ryana paused, a muscle bunching in her jaw. “When I told you of Gael, you acted as if you didn’t know him. But in reality he’s your father’s right hand. He’s rallying the enchanters of Veldoras, readying them to fight alongside those of Mirrar Rock. Reoul doesn’t want peace. He’s planning to take on Rithmar using Stynix.” 
 
    Elias tensed. In truth he hadn’t understood much of what Ryana had just said. Confused, he frowned, before deciding to address Ryana’s ex-lover first. 
 
    “I told the truth about Gael,” he said after a long pause. “I’ve never met the man.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Elias shook his head. “I also know nothing about this coalition between Anthor and Thûn enchanters … and I’ve never heard of Styx.” 
 
    “It’s called Stynix,” she spat at him. Ryana was glaring at him now, her self-control slowly slipping. “It was once used to enhance enchanters’ abilities, until they realized that it’s a poison. Apparently, Gael has discovered a way to neutralize its dangerous effects.” Her mouth twisted. “Your father didn’t trust your ability to finish Ninia off … the Stynix would ensure his enchanters can take her on if necessary.” 
 
    “I knew nothing about any of this, Ryana,” Elias countered, alarm coiling in the pit of his belly. “You must take me at my word.” 
 
    “Must I?” she spat. “Every word that comes out of your mouth is treacherous. You let us all believe there would be peace between our kingdoms. You even convinced me. But you’ll do anything to further the glory of Anthor … nothing and no one else matters. Valor, Honor, and Loyalty indeed.” 
 
    Elias shook his head. Ryana’s fury was an impenetrable wall between them. “I make no apologies for who I am,” he replied, his voice clipped. His own temper was fraying now. “But I didn’t plan any of this. All the work I put into those peace negotiations was real. My father isn’t likely to be interested in any of it, but I’m tired of following his lead. I did it for myself, and I spoke to Nathan in good faith.” He heaved a deep breath. “And as for you … that wasn’t planned either. But I’ll not regret it.” 
 
    In response, Ryana gathered the Dark in one swift movement and hurled it at him. 
 
    Elias had no time to react, or to even try to defend himself. A moment later he found himself lying on his back in the stream, a coil of shadows wrapped around his throat. 
 
    Reaching up, Elias tried to pry off the garrote—but it was like taking hold of quicksilver. He couldn’t get a grip on it. All the while it tightened, slowly crushing his windpipe. 
 
    Ryana approached, stalking him. He’d never seen her this way. A huntress: fey, beautiful, and as wild as the shadows she wielded. She waded out into the stream and stood over him. “It’s time for you to meet the same end as your brother,” she snarled. “I can’t think of a more fitting death for either of you.” 
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    And There Was You 
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    RYANA STARED DOWN at Elias and slowly drew the fingers of her right hand in toward her palm.  
 
    The Dark obeyed her, tightening its grip on his throat. 
 
    Elias’s lips parted. He was struggling for breath, grappling with the garrote. He was strong, but he couldn’t break it. 
 
    And yet he didn’t beg to be released. Even on the edge of death the man was stubborn and proud. The Shadows take her, but she loved that about him. The realization made Ryana even angrier. 
 
    “Killing me won’t change anything.” Elias’s voice was a rasp. “Alive … I’m more useful to you.” 
 
    “And why is that?”  
 
    The pressure on his throat increased, and Elias’s dark eyes widened, panic flickering in their depths. His face turned taut. “I can get you to Gael,” he managed. “Together we can stop Anthor from attacking Rithmar … I will … make my father see sense.” 
 
    Those final words were be barely audible. Elias gave up speaking then. His body arched back, his legs kicking as he started to suffocate. 
 
    An instant later Ryana released him. 
 
    With a gasp he collapsed back into the stream. The clear water bubbled over smooth grey stones and eddied around him. Elias paid it no mind. He rolled over onto his side, choking, wheezing, and clutching his bruised throat. 
 
    Ryana watched him. 
 
    Her fingers itched to tighten once more, to have this arrogant, ruthless, and deceitful man at her mercy. But the red fury that had descended upon her as she’d stepped into the clearing started to ebb.  
 
    She couldn’t kill him. 
 
    Watching Elias struggle to recover his breath, she wondered if she’d come to regret her decision. 
 
    Elias pushed himself up into a sitting position. He was soaking wet but didn’t appear to notice. His gaze fastened upon her, and she caught the baleful glint in his eyes. She’d have to be careful around him now. 
 
    The mask had slipped. He’d likely want his revenge upon her. 
 
    “So … you can get me to Gael?” she asked finally.  
 
    Elias nodded. 
 
    Ryana stared back at him. She tried not to think about his betrayal, his lies. It was too raw.  
 
    Instead, she focused on Gael. Just the thought of the enchanter made her belly ache. Gael was like the Grey Ravage, a plague that you couldn’t rid yourself of—he kept turning up and poisoning everything he touched. After those knives Dain had sunk into him, the enchanter should have died that day in the cavern under the Shadefell Mountains. Yet somehow he’d lived. And not only that, his ambitions had merely shifted elsewhere. Now that releasing Valgarth was no longer possible, he’d appeared at Reoul’s side. 
 
    It occurred to her then that this would be her only chance to stop the man. 
 
    This wouldn’t be vengeance; it was unfinished business. 
 
    “When did Gael ally himself with your father?” 
 
    Elias swallowed, wincing as the act pained him. “I don’t know. I told you … I’ve never met him.” He paused here, before he rose unsteadily to his feet. “It’ll be recent … after my departure for Rithmar.” 
 
    Ryana’s mouth thinned. She still didn’t believe him. 
 
    Elias stepped out of the stream, his waterlogged boots squelching. Even bedraggled, he was distractingly attractive. His leather breeches and silk shirt clung to his muscular frame. However, Ryana was grateful for the stony expression on his face. It reminded her who this man really was. 
 
    Silence fell in the clearing, broken only by the whisper of the breeze through the pines and the chatter of the stream. 
 
    Hurt rose then, crushing her chest and making it difficult to breathe—but Ryana shoved it aside. She would lick her wounds later, when she was far from this man. 
 
    Ryana’s brow furrowed as she considered the way forward. 
 
    She could try taking Elias back to The Royal City and handing him over to Nathan. 
 
    The thought appealed. 
 
    But it wouldn’t get her to Gael. 
 
    “Gael has no allegiance to anyone but himself,” she said finally. “He’ll use your father to his own ends. He must be stopped.” 
 
    Elias gave a brusque nod. On one thing they agreed. “So come with me to Veldoras,” he replied, his voice still hoarse. “I’ll speak to my father and try to persuade him to avoid conflict with Rithmar. In the meantime, you track Gael down and kill him.” 
 
    Ryana’s anger surged once more. Elias was trying to take control of the situation, but she wouldn’t let him. “I don’t need you for that.” The fingers of her right hand flexed, and the shadows under the nearby pines whispered back. “Maybe I should just finish what I started … here and now.” 
 
    Elias withdrew the slender blade from the back of his boot once more, his big body coiling. He wouldn’t let her catch him off guard again. “You won’t get into Veldoras without me,” he pointed out. “My father will have the city locked down.” 
 
    Ryana scowled. She could always cloak herself in shadow and try to sneak in, but it would certainly be easier to travel south with his help. “So your father will listen to you?” she asked finally.  
 
     “I’m likely the only person who could convince him,” he replied. 
 
    She moved back from him, glancing up at where the sun now peeked over the tree tops. “We’d better get moving then. We’ve a long journey before us.” 
 
    She glanced back at Elias to see him watching her, his gaze wary. “So you’ll travel to Veldoras with me?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And what of Nathan’s men? They’ll hunt us down before we reach the border.” 
 
    Ryana cast him a humorless smile, letting the mask settle firmly in place. “Not if they don’t pick up our scents … I had my shadows erase any sign of our trail so I could finish you before anyone arrived.” 
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    Elias glanced up at the hard blue sky, squinting into the glare. 
 
    It felt like the hottest day of the summer so far. The sun was almost as searing as it could be in Anthor. The heat had dried his wet clothes, although now they had itched and chafed his skin. It was late afternoon, and the heat had reached its peak. Sweat slid down his back and turned his silk shirt into a second skin once more. 
 
    He led the way down yet another forested vale. The highlands were vast. They still had another day of them, before the land would open out. Ryana followed around half a dozen yards behind Elias, silent and surly. 
 
    Apart from a few terse exchanges when they’d rested briefly at noon, they hadn’t spoken since leaving the clearing. Elias didn’t mind that—he wasn’t uncomfortable with silence. However, his temper had slowly been simmering all day. 
 
    Ryana had tried to kill him. 
 
    When she’d first attacked him, he hadn’t been overly concerned. He’d thought she’d just been letting off steam. But when that garrote of shadows had tightened around his throat, he’d realized she was serious. 
 
    Elias clenched his hands by his sides, remembering the incident. 
 
    The mad bitch had nearly gone through with it. That was the closest he’d ever come to dying. Even when Darg had tortured him inside the Dim Hold months earlier, it hadn’t been this close. He itched to take out some form of retribution upon her. He would have if it had been anyone else. 
 
    But underneath Elias’s outrage lay a deep disappointment—in himself, and in her. The woman he had enjoyed flirting with, the woman he’d bedded, had disappeared. 
 
    It was as if nothing had ever happened between them. 
 
    Elias swatted away a fly and scowled. His regret irritated him. 
 
    There had never been much time in Elias’s life for women. A soldier’s life meant that his unions were usually short-lived—and until now that hadn’t mattered. But in just a few days Ryana had gotten under his skin. It bothered him that she’d gone so cold, that she hated him now. 
 
    It’s over, he reminded himself cruelly. You need to look ahead. 
 
    And he did. He had to ensure they reached the border, before Nathan’s soldiers caught up with them. After that they would need to ride swiftly for Veldoras.  
 
    Elias clenched his jaw as he walked, determination settling over him. He’d failed at the mission his father had set him—but now he was free to choose his own way forward. 
 
    He was free to persuade his father to keep the peace with Rithmar. 
 
      
 
    The day slowly waned. The sun set late this time of year, especially this far north, and Elias was relieved when the sky finally started to glow pink to the east. They made camp for the night next to a rock pool and a swiftly flowing mountain stream, where Elias caught them a trout. He lit a fire on the riverbank and used his knife to scale and gut the fish. 
 
    Ryana had taken a seat upon a large sun-warmed rock a few feet away. She said nothing, did not comment on the day that had passed or on the fact that he’d caught them supper. 
 
    Elias cooked the fish upon a flat stone he placed in the center of the fire. Soon the delicious aroma of cooking trout wafted up into the balmy evening air. Elias’s belly growled. He hadn’t eaten since supper the night before. His mouth watered as he turned the fish over. Just a little longer and it would be ready. 
 
    They ate in silence. 
 
    Ryana would have been as hungry as he was, but she gave no sign. The trout’s flesh was pink and juicy. You didn’t get this kind of fish at Mirrar Rock. Trout was a delicacy that Elias hadn’t discovered until he left Anthor. It was one of the few foods that he would miss if he ever returned home to live. 
 
    Eventually, Ryana broke the tense silence between them. 
 
    “You should put that fire out,” she said, her voice sharp. “I’ve done my best to mask our trail today, but let’s not put out a beacon.” 
 
    Elias frowned. He wasn’t an idiot. He was well aware of the fact that keeping a fire blazing at night would only draw unwelcome visitors to the campsite. Without speaking, he rose to his feet and kicked dirt over the fire, dousing it. Then he settled back down upon the riverbank. 
 
    It was an idyllic spot to stop at for the night. The rock pool was deep and clear. The gush of water as the river bubbled its way down the rocky hillside mingled with the twitter of roosting birds. 
 
    Elias glanced over at Ryana. She wasn’t looking his way. She’d returned to that large flat stone, where she sat cross-legged. She’d closed her eyes, and her right hand waved and fluttered. Without asking, Elias knew that she was setting wards around the campsite. If anyone approached, they would warn her. 
 
    Elias waited until she finished her task before he spoke. “I’m used to silence, Ryana,” he began softly. “But is this how it will be? We aren’t to speak till we reach Veldoras?” 
 
    Ryana’s gaze flicked toward him. “I prefer silence to lies,” she replied, her voice wintry. 
 
    Elias watched her. His throat still ached from her attack at dawn, a reminder of what had passed between them. “I’ve had my secrets, Ryana,” he admitted softly. “Ones I couldn’t share with you.” 
 
    “Aye … what a burden it must have been for you.” 
 
    There was no mistaking the bitterness in her voice. 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “You have no idea.” They stared at each other for a long moment, before Elias continued. “I was brought up to follow orders without questioning them.” 
 
    Her eyes shadowed, yet she held her tongue. 
 
    “I should have killed Ninia months ago,” Elias pressed on. “So I was sent to finish the job. I was to distract Nathan with talk of peace while I got close enough to Ninia to strike.” Elias paused here, choosing his words carefully. “But I couldn’t forget what Ninia did. She saved my life, and I couldn’t let it go. Every time I got close to her, it stopped me from drawing my blade. The peace negotiations complicated matters too … I was given a glimpse of what the future could look like.” He halted here, his gaze never leaving Ryana’s. “And then there was you.” 
 
    Ryana heaved in a deep breath. “I was a distraction,” she murmured. 
 
    “No,” he countered, leaning toward her. “You weren’t.” 
 
    “Stop.” She brought up a hand to ward him off. Her face had gone taut, and her eyes gleamed as if she was on the verge of tears. “No more of your lies.” 
 
    “Ryana,” he tried again. “I don’t—” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    With that, Ryana turned away, giving him her back. 
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    Destiny 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINIA WATCHED KING Nathan closely. Despite the humid morning, he wore his heavy mink cloak. The mantle emphasized the breadth and power of his shoulders. Nonetheless, it couldn’t disguise his tension: a nerve flickered under one eye, and his jaw clenched. Nathan’s brown eyes smoldered and the hand that lay upon the table was fisted.  
 
    The king didn’t speak while they all filed into the Council Chamber. 
 
    Taking her own seat, Ninia glanced over at where Asher had just sat down. He wore a serious expression, his gaze shadowed. Beside him, Mira was frowning. She’d taken Ryana’s place at the table. 
 
    The Head of the Dark’s absence was painfully evident this morning.  
 
    Once all the members of the council were seated, the king turned to the captain of the King’s Guard. “Jonas … any word from your men?” 
 
    Captain Jonas’s mouth thinned. “Most of them are still out searching, sire. However, they sent back news that the prince has eluded them so far. The hounds haven’t been able to pick up his scent.” 
 
    Nathan’s dark brows knitted together. He shifted his gaze to Asher. “This is Ryana’s doing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Asher replied, frowning. “Elias could have covered his tracks.” 
 
    The king continued to stare him down. “No one escapes my dogs.” 
 
    Asher’s frown deepened. “Ryana wouldn’t help Elias escape.” 
 
    “And yet she’s gone … and you can’t tell me where.” 
 
    “Ryana was shocked when I told her about his treachery,” Asher pointed out. “Why would she help him?” 
 
    King Nathan leaned back in his carven chair and viewed the High Enchanter under hooded lids. “Because they’re lovers.” 
 
    A stunned silence fell in the chamber. Asher and Mira exchanged looks, while Captain Jonas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
    Ninia’s breathing hitched as she remembered her conversation with Ryana atop the House of Light and Darkness a few days earlier. She’d teased her friend at the time, but it all made sense now. 
 
    Deciding it was best to address this head on, Ninia cleared her throat. “Do you have proof of this, Your Highness?” 
 
    The king shifted his attention to her. His stare wasn’t friendly. For the first time since she’d come to live in Rithmar, Ninia felt an outsider. The assessing look on his face reminded her that Nathan was a military commander. “Do you think I’d let an Anthor prince walk around my city unwatched?” Nathan replied. “He couldn’t keep away from the witch.” 
 
    Ninia tensed. She didn’t like the tone the king had just used. Ryana was a talented enchanter and her friend. “Ryana didn’t go with Elias,” she pointed out with a frown. “He left on his own.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he didn’t wait for her outside the city walls,” Nathan replied. His expression hardened further. “Why did you let him escape?” 
 
    Ninia squared her shoulders. She’d been waiting for this and had been surprised that Nathan hadn’t hauled her in for a meeting the night before. Yet it seemed he’d been biding his time, waiting until they had an audience. Ninia didn’t mind, she’d spent most of her life dealing with the intrigue, disputes, and politics of court life. Even so, Nathan of Rithmar was an intimidating sight this morning. “You know why,” she said, raising her voice so it echoed off the council chamber walls. “He stopped one of his men from killing me.” 
 
    “That wasn’t your decision to make.” 
 
    “Aye, it was.” A chill silence settled over the chamber at these words. Nathan had gone still, his gaze boring into her, but Ninia continued. “You don’t understand.” She then cast a quelling look in Asher’s direction. “And you should, but don’t seem to either.” 
 
    Asher’s gaze narrowed, while across the table Nathan started to twist the signet ring he wore on the little finger of his right hand. His gaze smoldered. “Enlighten us then.” 
 
    “A bond was forged between Elias and me in the Dim Hold when I spared his life,” Ninia replied, pressing on doggedly despite Mira’s warning look. “He’s a complex man, weighed down by a sense of responsibility that will be his undoing … but he isn’t black-hearted.” She paused here. “I don’t regret letting him go.” 
 
    It was true. Relief had filtered over her as she’d watched Elias disappear down that alley. 
 
    She was glad he’d gotten away.  
 
    Nonetheless, sweat trickled down her back between her shoulder blades as she weathered Nathan’s displeasure. Ninia had no wish to thwart the king, but she wouldn’t apologize. 
 
    “You’ve let an assassin loose,” Nathan replied, his voice harsh now. “A man who lied his way into my confidence, who wasted days of my time.” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t a ruse?” Ninia countered. The king’s fury was blistering, but she wouldn’t back down. “I believe Elias does want peace.” 
 
    The king’s clenched fist slammed down on the table. The sound boomed through the chamber. “You defend him?” 
 
    Ninia stared back at him, her own hands balling into fists on her lap. Her heart started to pound against her breast bone. Nathan was threatening, but she wouldn’t let him dominate her. He wasn’t her king. 
 
    “Reoul of Anthor sits on the Swallow Throne plotting while he sends his son to kill you.” Nathan bit out the words. “And now he’s in league with the same enchanter who nearly freed Valgarth … the man Ryana assured me was dead.” 
 
    “We all thought Gael was,” Asher interjected.  
 
    Nathan leaned forward, clasping his hands together. His nostrils flared when he fixed Asher with a hard stare. Ninia let out a slow breath, relieved that the king had found another focus for his anger. “Thought, isn’t good enough.”  
 
    Asher’s jaw tightened at that, but this time he held his tongue. The king’s temper held by a thread. 
 
    Silence fell in the chamber, while Nathan silently seethed. 
 
    Ninia cast a cautious glance around her, taking in the tense faces and wary gazes. Would anyone dare speak? 
 
    Eventually, the king reclined in his chair and began to slowly twist his signet ring once more. “When I heard that Anthor had repaired and remanned the leagueforts, my first instinct was to rebuild my army and ready myself for an attack,” he rumbled. “I gathered men from every corner of the kingdom to my side, but the Anthor prince’s arrival deflected my focus.” Nathan paused here, his gaze sweeping around the table. “I’ll not wait till they march on us. Reoul is a usurper. He knows that the use of Stynix is forbidden, yet he’ll stop at nothing to extend his power.” Nathan’s attention came to rest upon Ninia then, pinning her to the spot. “We will march south, liberate Veldoras from its oppressors … and put the rightful heir on The Swallow Throne.” 
 
    Ninia flinched, as if he’d just struck her. She’d been expecting his rage, but not this. She stared, aghast. “Your Highness,” she began, using Nathan’s title for the first time since entering the chamber. Now was not the time for defiance. “I’m not ready. Of course, I wish to see an end to my people’s suffering … but this is too soon.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “This isn’t up for debate, princess. It’s time for you to accept who you are … to accept your destiny.” 
 
    Ninia’s fists tightened, her fingernails digging into her palms. “But what about my training? My life is here, with the Order.” 
 
    “Your life is in Veldoras, ruling your people,” Nathan countered, his expression turning fierce. “Thûn has been crushed, stripped of hope. It needs you.” 
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    Asher found Ninia atop the flat roof of the House of Light and Darkness.  
 
    She was leaning against the balustrade, staring off into the distance. Joining her, Asher didn’t speak immediately. After they’d returned from the palace, he’d left Ninia alone for a while. However, when she didn’t appear for the noon meal, he’d gone looking for her. She hadn’t been in her chamber, so the roof was the next place to look. 
 
    The sun beat down on them, heat rising up from the surrounding stone. There was no shade up here, and yet Ninia didn’t seem to notice the blinding sun. Her face was hard, her hazel eyes almost green with the force of the emotions churning within her. 
 
    “This isn’t the end, you know,” Asher said softly, breaking the silence. “You will be the first enchanter queen of The Four Kingdoms of Serran.” 
 
    Ninia glanced his way, her gaze narrowing. “What? I can’t be both.” 
 
    He huffed. “Who says you can’t? Once you’re queen of Thûn, you make the rules. You can rebuild the Order in Veldoras, if you wish.” 
 
    Ninia stared at him, realization dawning in her eyes. But they were still shadowed. “I love being an enchanter,” she whispered. “I like living as I please. I don’t want to go back to Veldoras … not yet.” 
 
    Asher sighed, turning his gaze from her a moment and looking out across the rooftops and the verdant valley beyond. “I understand how you feel,” he said after a pause. “More than you realize.” 
 
    Ninia’s brow furrowed. “How so?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to become High Enchanter,” he replied with a wry smile. “A couple of months ago, I considered leaving the Order. Mira wanted us to run away together … and I was tempted.” 
 
    “What stopped you?” 
 
    Asher reached up and dragged a hand through his hair. “Nathan asked me if I would consider taking on the role, but that wasn’t the reason why I stayed.” He broke off there, searching for the right words. He didn’t want to sermonize. “I realized that there are some responsibilities we can’t run from … there are some things we must face.” 
 
    Ninia watched him. Her frown had deepened, but she didn’t contradict him. 
 
     “Your path was never going to be easy,” Asher continued. “Not only were you born a princess, but you are also an enchanter of incredible power. With all of that comes great responsibility.” 
 
    Ninia muttered a curse under her breath. “No doubt, Nathan will have me on the front line once we reach the gates of Veldoras.” 
 
    “Aye, and that’s because he knows you will fight to free your people,” Asher answered. There wasn’t any point in treading lightly; Ninia preferred it when he was direct. “I know Elias failed in his mission, but his father sent him here to assassinate you nonetheless. Reoul poses a great danger to The Four Kingdoms. Every day more reports reach us of how the people of Veldoras suffer under his yoke. Thûn needs you, Ninia.” 
 
    Her jaw clenched. “I know that … I just wanted more time study … to explore enchantment … to be me.” 
 
    Asher’s chest tightened at the anguish in her voice. “You can rule Thûn and still be you.” He moved closer to her then and slung a brotherly arm around her shoulders.  
 
    Ninia tensed. She wasn’t used to being touched. However, after a moment, she relaxed against him. They stood in silence under the shimmering sun, listening to the chatter of voices rising up from the streets below and the ever-present clang of iron from one of the many new forges. All the men that Nathan had called from far-flung corners of Rithmar would now have a purpose. The king had announced that they’d ride out the dawn after next.  
 
    “You have been good to me,” Ninia said finally. She didn’t look at him as she spoke, almost as if such words embarrassed her. “I will never forget your kindness … your patience.” 
 
    Asher cleared his throat, suddenly overcome. “What you said yesterday … about me being sent to kill you,” he began, a rasp to his voice. “I’ll go to my grave regretting what I did.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Ninia glanced up at him. “Irana may have given the order, but killing is not part of who you are … that’s all that matters.” She smiled then. “I trusted you from the start, long before Mira did.” 
 
    Their gazes locked, and Asher heaved in a deep breath. “I’ll always be here for you,” he replied, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Remember Veldoras and The Royal City are only a goshawk flight away.” 
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    My Consort 
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    THE LEAGUEFORT ROSE before them against a blushing sky. 
 
    Ryana slowed her step as she approached it, taking in the huge construction of ash, beech, and iron, and the twenty-foot palisade that stretched into the distance either-side. A high wooden watchtower loomed over the gates.  
 
    She suppressed the urge to look over her shoulder. She’d sent out scouts that morning, and they’d returned with the news that Rithmar soldiers were heading toward the border, but were still many furlongs behind them. 
 
    They’d outrun their pursuers—but even so, Ryana was nervous. 
 
    For the first time in hours, she glanced Elias’s way. “The fort looks new,” she observed. 
 
    He nodded. “Aye … it’s the leaguefort that Ninia burned to the ground a few months ago. They only recently finished rebuilding it. “ 
 
    Ryana digested this news. If this was that leaguefort then they were around two leagues north of Lake Thornmere, where Asher had traveled earlier in the year to track down and kill Ninia and the woman who guarded her. 
 
    Ryana’s lips compressed. So many people wanted her dead, but Ninia had defied them all. So far, kindness had been her strongest weapon. “How are you going to play this?” she asked.  
 
    Elias raised a dark eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Will you tell them Ninia’s dead?” It was a bold question, but she needed to hide the fact that the sight of the leaguefort unnerved her. 
 
    She was about to enter enemy territory. 
 
    The prince’s mouth lifted at the edges. “Aye … it’s best for us both if everyone thinks that for the moment.” His gaze shadowed then. “My father will be easier to deal with if he doesn’t already know I’ve failed him.” 
 
    Again. 
 
    The word was unspoken, yet seemed to whisper in the humid early evening air.  
 
    They were nearing the iron gates now. A row of helmed Anthor guards stood before them. Their stance was aggressive, spears thrusting toward the newcomers. However, when some of the soldiers recognized the man striding toward them, they lowered their spears. 
 
    “Your Highness!” 
 
    Elias smiled and raised a hand in an unconsciously regal gesture. 
 
    Ryana’s tensed, misgiving fluttering in her belly. They were about to walk into his world—a world where, after his father, Elias of Anthor ruled. 
 
    The line of guards parted, and one of the men stepped up to the iron gates and pounded his fist upon it. “Open the gates … Prince Elias has returned!” 
 
      
 
    Elias walked through the tunnel and halted while his men raised the portcullis on the southern entrance and opened the gates. The garrison commander awaited him. Tall and rawboned, he was new to the post. Mira had killed the previous commander. 
 
    The man bowed low from the waist, leather armor creaking. “Your Highness … welcome. I’m Commander Aureliano.” 
 
    Elias acknowledged the man with a nod. “Good eve, commander. Have a room prepared in the fort. We’ll be staying overnight.” 
 
    “Aye, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Address me as ‘captain’,” Elias replied. “Save the formal titles for court.”  
 
    The commander’s face tightened in embarrassment. “Of course, captain.”  
 
    Elias’s attention shifted to the leaguefort that loomed over them. “You and the lads have done a good job rebuilding this,” he commented. “Last time I saw the fort, it was little more than a smoldering ruin.” 
 
    Commander Aureliano smiled, basking in the praise. “The men have worked hard. No one crosses the border without our say so.” His gaze searched Elias’s face then, his dark eyes burning with curiosity. “Your mission … was it successful?” 
 
    “Aye,” Elias replied, deliberately keeping his answer brusque. “I will deliver the news to my father in person.” 
 
    Commander Aureliano’s gaze moved past Elias then, focusing on the woman who stood silently a few feet behind him. “Who’s she?” 
 
    “My consort,” Elias replied, not bothering to even look in Ryana’s direction. “Ryana is an enchanter … she helped me escape The Royal City after I slew the princess.” 
 
    Elias heard Ryana’s swift intake of breath, her low hiss of outrage, and he bit back a smile. Revenge could take various forms. He’d enjoy this. 
 
    Elias moved past the commander and into the leaguefort’s watch tower through a set of heavy wooden doors. The scent of sawdust greeted him as his boots sank into a thick layer of it.  
 
    Wordlessly, Ryana followed him in. 
 
    The feasting hall was cavernous and lined with rough planks of timber. Heavy iron girders criss-crossed the high ceiling. A raised wooden platform sat at one end of the hall, where the commander and the highest ranking of his men took their meals. To the right, a wooden staircase wound its way to the upper levels of the tower. 
 
    Elias headed for the platform and the long table that sat upon it. He took a chair at one end and sank down, motioning to Ryana to take a seat to his right. 
 
    Her expression was pinched, her gaze narrowed, yet she obeyed. 
 
    The aroma of roasting venison wafted out of a nearby doorway, causing Elias’s belly to contract. He cast Ryana a deliberately careless smile. “That’s good timing … we’ve arrived just in time for supper.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t reply. She sat beside him, her posture stiff, her gaze watchful. 
 
    Men, some of the lower ranking guards, brought out jugs of ale and filled the commander and his guests’ cups first. 
 
    Commander Aureliano had joined them at the table, his attention riveted upon Elias. “The princess,” he began, his expression keen. “Did she give you any trouble, captain?” 
 
    Elias took a gulp of ale. “No … I crept up behind her and drew a blade across her throat.” 
 
    The commander nodded, his mouth curving.  
 
    More men appeared then, bearing platters of roast venison and unleavened bread. Elias’s belly ached at the sight of it. How he’d been looking forward to a proper meal. He didn’t want to answer the commander’s questions. He wanted to eat and drink. 
 
    Beside Elias, Ryana helped herself to a slice of venison and tore off a piece of bread. Her expression was still stony, although he knew she’d be as hungry as he was. 
 
    “You did well reaching the border, captain,” the commander continued, undaunted by the prince’s silence. “Didn’t they send a hunting party after you?” 
 
    Elias swallowed a mouthful of venison and nodded. “They did … but my enchanter here managed to cover our tracks.” He caught Ryana’s eye and winked. She stared back at him, high spots of color appearing on her cheeks. Elias resisted the urge to grin at her, before he glanced back at Commander Aureliano. 
 
    “Have your men prepare us a bath in our room and find us clean clothes,” he ordered. “We’ll also need horses ready for us tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Certainly, captain,” the commander replied with a polite smile. “I shall see it done.” 
 
      
 
    Ryana followed Elias up the creaking stairs, glaring at his back. 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice or care. 
 
    She didn’t like being inside this leaguefort. Now that the men here thought she was the prince’s consort, she’d caught one or two of them leering at her.  
 
    The sooner they resumed their journey south, the better. 
 
    A guard led the way to the third floor of the watch tower, where he took them into a sparsely-furnished chamber. The air smelled of freshly milled wood, a fragrant scent that would have relaxed Ryana if she hadn’t been seething. 
 
    A large iron tub stood in the center of the floor. A privacy screen sat next to it.  
 
    Ryana’s gaze slid over the tub, going to the single sleeping pallet in the corner, where two piles of clean clothing sat. Hands clenching by her sides, she whipped round to face Elias. However, he had his back to her as he closed the door to the room. 
 
    With a click, he sealed them both inside before turning to her. 
 
    The bastard was grinning. 
 
    “My enchanter. My consort.” She spat out the words. “Was all that for my benefit?” 
 
    “No,” he replied smoothly. “It was for mine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I wanted to see the fury on your face.” 
 
    Ryana inhaled deeply, her hands balling at her sides. “Well, you’ve had your fun. Get them to prepare me my own room. I’m not staying here with you.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ryana,” he said in a tone that didn’t contain an ounce of contrition. “It’s important we keep up the pretense … otherwise folk will wonder why you’re traveling with me.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “This is going too far. I’m not bathing … or sleeping … in the same room as you.” 
 
    He shrugged and started to unlace his shirt. The once bright crimson was stained with dirt and sweat. Tearing it off, he reached for the laces of his breeches. “Well, if you don’t mind I’m going to bathe … I stink like a goat.” 
 
    Ryana backed away from him. The sight of his broad chest and the smattering of dark hair that arrowed down to his belly made her pulse race. “Undress behind the screen,” she snapped. “I don’t want to see this.” 
 
    He cast her a slow smile that challenged that assertion, but did as bid, moving to the steaming tub and pulling the screen across so that he was concealed from view. Moments later she heard him sigh as he sank into the water. 
 
    Ryana stood by the doorway, tension rippling through her. 
 
    His behavior was deliberately goading.  
 
    Ever since their confrontation that first evening out from The Royal City, they’d communicated little. Ryana hadn’t minded. It certainly made traveling together easier. She didn’t want to hear his excuses, or more lies. However, it seemed as if Elias had been biding his time till they reached the leaguefort. He’d wanted to embarrass her. He’d enjoyed it. 
 
    “This ruse isn’t necessary,” she grumbled, moving over to a low stool and settling herself down on it. Her limbs ached, and her filthy tunic and leggings itched her skin. Ryana wrinkled her nose. She too badly needed to bathe. “You could have come up with a different excuse for my presence.” 
 
    Elias gave a soft laugh. “Aye … but this one suits me better.” 
 
    Ryana glowered at the screen. How had she ever let this man seduce her? He was obnoxious. And yet, as she heard splashes while he washed, images of his strong, naked body flashed into her mind. The way that body had slid against hers, the feel of his sculpted muscles under her questing fingertips, tortured her. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Ryana squeezed her eyes shut, banishing the heated thoughts. 
 
    It was lust, pure and simple—the reason why she’d fallen under his spell. It had tricked her into believing she had feelings for this man. Even now, when she knew him to be a liar, her body still responded to him. 
 
    Tears pricked the back of her eyelids, and Ryana drew in a long, shuddering breath. After Gael, she’d thought she was wiser when it came to men. But this mess had taught her the opposite was true. She’d let herself be drawn into Elias’s web once, but she wouldn’t be taken in again. 
 
    Ryana glanced around the room. It might as well have been a cell; she was trapped in here. 
 
    A short while later Elias emerged from behind the screen. He was naked save for the drying cloth wrapped around his loins. 
 
    “The water’s still hot,” he informed her. His gaze slid over her sweat and travel-stained clothing. “I suggest you take advantage of it.” 
 
    Ryana rose to her feet. “Give me some privacy, and I’ll bathe.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Elias moved to the sleeping pallet, picked up a pile of clothing, and disappeared behind the screen once more. When he re-emerged, he was dressed in black leather breeches, a black silk shirt, and a black leather vest. The clothing made him look rakishly attractive. “I’ll be back shortly,” he promised before leaving her alone. 
 
    As soon as the door thudded shut behind him, Ryana breathed a soft curse. Shadows, how she loathed him. She bitterly regretted her decision to accompany him to Veldoras. She should have abandoned Elias on the other side of the border and returned to The Royal City.  
 
    Ryana huffed another curse. The promise of Gael had been too tempting. 
 
    Guilt gnawed at her then. It was her fault Gael had lived to cause more trouble. She had no idea how he’d managed to discover a way to safely wield Stynix, but if something wasn’t done, he’d throw The Four Kingdoms into chaos. 
 
    She should have ensured Gael was dead that day before the Ice Door. Instead, she’d been focused on ensuring that Lilia destroyed The King Breaker. 
 
    This was her mess, and she’d put it right. 
 
    Hands trembling, Ryana unbuckled her belt, pulled off her tunic, and removed her leggings. Then, she walked over to the tub, lowering herself in. The water indeed was still hot. Elias hadn’t spent long in there.  
 
    Grabbing a block of lye soap, Ryana started to scrub at her skin.  
 
    She wouldn’t think about Elias now—not when she was naked in the same bath water that had caressed his nakedness. She’d focus on getting clean. After that, she’d turn her attention to dealing with Gael. 
 
    Until then, she’d have to keep a close eye on Elias. 
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    Shadows in the Woods 
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    NINIA MADE HER way out of the encampment, seeking solitude. 
 
    A grey dusk settled over the vast Rithmar army. They were in the midst of the highlands, at the end of their first day out from the capital. Pine-clad peaks wreathed in mist surrounded them this evening. The scent of wood smoke filled the valley, and the rumble of male voices punctuated the dusk. Space was limited here in the highlands, so the army had made camp on the highway, its bulk spreading up the foothills either side.  
 
    Ninia wandered past soldiers lighting hearths and settling down to a supper of bread, dried meat, cheese, and apples. It was decent fare for camp rations, but later, when the bread grew stale, they would have to make do with twice-baked oatcakes for the rest of the campaign. 
 
    Few paid her any attention despite that they all would know who she was. Their focus, and conversation, was on the upcoming battles. First they would take the leaguefort that spanned the Royal Highway on the Rithmar-Thûn border, and then they would march south to Veldoras. 
 
    Rithmar would deal Anthor a hammer blow. 
 
    Ninia’s skin prickled at such talk. She’d never traveled with an army before. Aggression and excitement charged the air. 
 
    Strangely, she found herself enjoying it. 
 
    Slipping out of the perimeter, where soldiers were erecting a line of pitch torches, Ninia strode up a slope toward the tree line. A dark wall of conifers towered over her. She stopped a few feet away and fluttered the fingers of her left hand. 
 
    Until now, she’d always undertaken her daily training with Ryana at her side. It felt strange to practice alone. One or two of the other enchanters of the Dark had offered to train with her, but Ninia had declined. 
 
    She wouldn’t be with the Order for much longer—she needed to start training alone. 
 
    The reminder that her new life in Rithmar as an enchanter was coming to an end made Ninia’s chest constrict. Just a few brief months of freedom. How she would miss it. 
 
    Ninia let her hand fall to her side as her thoughts turned inward. 
 
    She’d been so lonely, locked away in The Swallow Keep. Her parents had been overly protective of her, and when the queen had discovered her daughter’s abilities, she’d been paranoid her husband would learn of them.  
 
    Once you’re queen of Thûn, you make the rules. Asher’s words returned to her then. He’d been right, she wasn’t returning to her old life. If anything, the challenges before her were far greater than any she might have faced if she’d remained in Rithmar. 
 
    Enough of this. Ninia flexed the fingers of her left hand once more. Ryana would tell you off for letting your thoughts wander during practice.  
 
    The Star of Darkness burned in the center of her palm, as it always did when she summoned enchantment. Drawing in a slow breath, Ninia reached out her left hand toward the long shadows that stretched out from under the boughs of the trees before her.  
 
    The darkness shifted and moved away from the copse, rippling like dark oil over the ground. Whispering, chattering, the shadows slid toward her, pooling at Ninia’s feet. 
 
    She was just about to go through her drills when movement up ahead caught her eye. 
 
    Small, dark shapes flitted in and out of the trees. Their excited chatter drifted toward her. 
 
    Ninia went still. 
 
    Dusk Imps. She hadn’t seen any since leaving The Forest of the Fallen. 
 
    And as she watched, one of the imps stopped, its long whip-like tail snapping back and forth like an angry cat’s. Yellow eyes stared at her through the gloaming, unblinking. 
 
    Ninia stopped breathing. In the Dim Hold, an entire host of shadow creatures had knelt before her and called her their queen. But that had been months ago. Out here in the wild, they might not even recognize her, or care. 
 
    A heartbeat later the Dusk Imp gave a high-pitched yip and bounded forward, following its companions into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the camp, Ninia was introspective. She thought shadow creatures kept well away from folk these days, especially after their defeat in the north.  
 
    I must alert Asher to their presence. 
 
    Making her way into the center of the encampment, she headed to where the Order had pitched their tents for the night. The rumble of men’s voices surrounded her, and like earlier she caught snatches of conversation. 
 
    “Anthor won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “We’ll free Thûn.” 
 
    “We’ll send those southern bastards home.” 
 
    Ninia’s breathing quickened as she listened, and she momentarily forgot about the shadow creatures. It was all becoming real now. She could almost taste the men’s eagerness. Nathan had whipped them into a frenzy.  
 
    Ninia’s mouth curved into a rueful smile. Despite the fact that she resented Nathan’s heavy-handed approach with her, she had to admit he knew how to lead. These men weren’t just fighting for him, but for justice. 
 
    Continuing on, Ninia headed toward the enchanters’ tents. Nathan and his King’s Guard had camped in the heart of the encampment, with the enchanters flanking him. The Royal City company formed the next ring, while the rest of the companies—soldiers from Orin, Errad, Idriss, and the Western Cradle—spiraled out toward the perimeter. 
 
    In the midst of the enchanters’ enclosure, Mira was lighting a fire. She stood before the High Enchanter’s tent, a large conical structure with a stag’s head flag hanging from the center pole.  
 
    Mira glanced up at Ninia’s arrival and raised her eyebrows. “Where have you been?” 
 
    Ninia forced down an irritated sigh. Old habits died hard it seemed. Mira sometimes forgot that she was no longer her protector. Even so, it wasn’t something to get surly over. “Practicing the Dark.” 
 
    Mira accepted her answer with a tired smile. “I was going to break open a skin of ale. Do you want a cup?” 
 
    “Aye, thank you.” Ninia sat down upon one of the leather packs that had been dumped outside the tents. Her throat was dry after a long day’s travel. 
 
    “This reminds me of the old days,” Mira said, handing her a cup. “On the road together.” 
 
    “Aye, Nelly and Melinda,” Ninia replied with a snort. “I think you enjoyed posing as my bossy aunt.” 
 
    Mira laughed. “I loved putting you in your place.” 
 
    Ninia’s mouth quirked. It worked both ways. On their journey north, as they tried to escape capture by Anthor soldiers, she’d taken pleasure in defying her protector. 
 
    They were half-way through their cups of ale when Asher appeared. Lilia and Dain were with him. Ninia waved them over. She’d met the couple for the first time that morning. Lilia especially fascinated her. 
 
    “Take a seat and grab a cup,” Mira greeted them. “Pour yourself some ale before we finish it.” 
 
    “Generous of you, my love.” The High Enchanter sank down onto the ground and folded his legs with loose-limbed grace. He took the cup Mira passed him, before his attention then shifted to Ninia. “Do you need to go through some Light drills with me later?” 
 
    “I’ve taken to practicing on my own,” Ninia replied. “I think I’m ready.” It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him about the Dusk Imps she’d spied in the woods. However, something stopped her. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why, but her instincts told her that she should keep her news to herself for the time being. 
 
    Asher frowned. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Cursing how astute he was, Ninia shook her head—Asher must have seen her hesitation. “I’m just tired.” To prove her point she gave a delicate yawn. 
 
    “Make sure you get a good night’s sleep,” Asher replied, raising the cup of ale to his lips. “Tomorrow we take the leaguefort.” 
 
    Tension settled over the group gathered around the fire. Asher’s comment was a reminder that tonight was the last moment of quiet before the campaign truly began. Everything would change from this moment on. 
 
    “The men are excited,” Dain said, breaking the taut silence. “They’re itching to get to the border so that they can tear down that fort.” 
 
    Lilia muttered something under her breath at this, although Ninia smiled. She glanced over at Dain, meeting his eye. “It’s strange, but now that we’re on the march, I am too,” she admitted. 
 
      
 
    Around them the dusk settled in a heavy grey curtain. The mist that had wreathed the mountaintops lowered, blocking out the sky. The glow of the camp fire illuminated the faces of Ninia’s companions as they shared a simple supper of bread, butter, and boiled eggs. 
 
    Lilia sat to Ninia’s right. She had joined the army as a cook, and traveled in the rear-guard, whereas Dain was one of the foot soldiers. 
 
    Ninia kept stealing glances at Lilia. Small and flame-haired, she had a sweet, pert face and expressive brown eyes. Few realized that Lilia was a shape-shifter. Asher had warned Ninia to keep this fact secret during their journey south. Shifters had been reviled for centuries. Despite what Lilia had done, the soldiers on this campaign wouldn’t want her kind amongst them. 
 
    Eventually, Lilia stopped eating and looked over at her. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she murmured, her mouth curving. “I’m not going to suddenly start sprouting red fur and baring my fangs.” 
 
    Heat rushed into Ninia’s face. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I didn’t mean to stare.” 
 
    Lilia shrugged. “Your reaction is better than most. Curiosity I can understand … revulsion is harder to take.” 
 
    “Asher told me what happened last year,” Ninia replied, meeting her eye. “About what you did.” 
 
    Lilia smiled. “It’s strange, but these days it feels as if all of that belongs to someone else’s life.” Her expression shadowed then. “Unfortunately, destroying The King Breaker didn’t fix everything. There’s always another threat to deal with … and this one has been growing for a while now.”  
 
    “Ninia … is it true Nathan is going to put you on The Swallow Throne?” Dain asked, his brow furrowing. Seated next to Lilia, he’d been listening to their conversation. 
 
    Ninia’s mouth curved. “Aye,” she replied. “If we manage to topple Reoul off his perch.” 
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    Take It Down 
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    THE ROAR OF BATTLE assaulted Dain’s ears, vibrating in his bones. Raising his shield high, he pressed forward. Arrows rained down on them, peppering their shields. Yet, the men advanced, foot by foot, until they were before the great iron gates. 
 
    Dain had never seen a leaguefort before. This one was the largest of the fortifications that lined the Rithmar-Thûn border, for it arched over The Royal Highway. The great road led travelers south from Rithmar, through Thûn, and eventually to Anthor and Farras. Until recently this leaguefort was said to have been in ruins—until Reoul of Anthor ordered it rebuilt. 
 
    Take it down. 
 
    Like the other Rithmar soldiers, Dain was determined to see this leaguefort fall. It was a symbol of Anthor’s arrogance. Battle fury pumped through him, obliterating the nerves that had twisted his belly earlier that morning. 
 
    This was his first battle, one he’d been preparing for over the past year. He’d joined Orin’s Port Guard after returning to the isle and had known he’d likely soon be called to the king’s side. Dain wasn’t afraid of a scrap—but nothing prepared you for the chaos of battle: the noise that made it hard to think, the rank odor of sweat, fear, and blood. 
 
    Boom. A battering ram slammed against the gates. 
 
    Dain gritted his teeth and surged forward, protecting the men that wielded the ram. Another volley of arrows hammered down on them. Next to Dain, a soldier gasped and toppled forward, an arrow sticking from the back of his neck. 
 
    Sweat coursed down Dain’s face as he pressed forward once more. It was nearing noon; the sun beat down upon them. His shoulders and upper arms were starting to ache, his arms trembling from the weight of the shield. He gritted his teeth, exhaustion filtering through the fury that had propelled him forward till now. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to go on.  
 
    Hold out a little longer … they’ll break through soon. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The battering ram slammed against the gates once more. The screech of metal followed, and the massive iron gates gave way. 
 
    The horn of Rithmar rang high into the air, cutting through the din.  
 
    A roar went up amongst the ranks of foot soldiers. Exultation surged through Dain, crushing the fatigue that had made his legs go weak under him. The tide of armored bodies carried him forward.  
 
    They surged through the gates and into the tunnel beyond, bringing their battering ram with them. However, they weren’t clear yet. There was a portcullis and another set of iron gates to breach before they’d break through. 
 
    Soon after, they did just that. The fort shuddered, a groan of metal sundering, as the second pair of gates gave way. They were through. 
 
    “Rithmar … Rithmar … Rithmar!” 
 
    Dain joined in the shouting, his throat raw. The wave of Rithmar foot soldiers swept through the tunnel into Thûn. 
 
    Out in the bright noon light, Dain made sure to keep his shield raised. He shifted away from the firing line, giving the rest of the army space to move through the tunnel. 
 
    Behind him, the battle grew more frenzied. Dain craned his neck up, cautiously peering up at the walls. As he looked on, an arrow pierced the chest of an Anthor soldier. The man toppled over the edge and fell to his death, his screams lost in the roar of battle. 
 
    A shriek echoed overhead, and Dain looked up at the hard blue sky to see a white hawk circling about the leaguefort. Grim, Asher’s familiar, was surveying the fight from above. 
 
    Men and women on horseback, clad in charcoal and smoke-grey robes, thundered out of the tunnel, following the foot soldiers. 
 
    Enchanters.  
 
    Asher led the way. Wisely, the High Enchanter hadn’t worn his white robes into battle. It made him far too easy a target. Instead, he was dressed as Dain remembered him from their first meeting over a year earlier, in smoke-grey like the other enchanters of the Light. 
 
    A moment later Dain spotted Ninia. Dressed in black, she rode a stocky cob with a bristly mane. Her face was creased in concentration, her gaze fierce. 
 
    “Fall back!” A Rithmar captain roared down the line. “Move away from the fort!” 
 
    Dain obeyed, lowering his shield as he did so. He was out of range of the arrows now, but he didn’t let the jubilation at breaking through the gates distract him. The battle wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Men of Anthor spilled out of the leaguefort, their black armor gleaming in the sunlight. Shouting, they barreled toward the Rithmar foot soldiers. 
 
    Dain drew his sword and braced himself to meet them. 
 
    He’d just engaged the first Anthor soldier, a small, wiry man with wild eyes, when the ground shuddered. 
 
    His opponent stumbled, and Dain seized the opportunity, driving his blade into his neck. The man fell, blood spraying over them both, but Dain was already moving forward. 
 
    The ground shook once more and with a whoosh the leaguefort burst into flames. 
 
    It went up like a torch—as if it had been doused in oil. 
 
    Dain stumbled back. Around him the shouts of panicked men were deafening.  
 
    The fire roared high. The heat from the inferno licked Dain’s face, and he brought up his shield to protect it. Flames raced along the walls now, devouring the wood. Dark smoke plumed into the sky. 
 
    “Shadows,” the Rithmar soldier beside Dain grunted. “What caused that?” 
 
    Dain’s gaze shifted to the small figure a few yards away.  
 
    Ninia still sat upon her cob, flanked by two other Enchanters of the Light. Her right arm thrust forward, her fingers splayed as the flames leaped higher still. 
 
    Dain heaved in a breath, awe filtering through him. He’d heard about the princess’s abilities, but until now hadn’t witnessed them. A grim smile stretched across his face. With Ninia in their front lines, Anthor didn’t stand a chance. 
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    News from the North 
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    REOUL OF ANTHOR surveyed the yard. Ten of his men lay scattered across it, either dead or injured. Smoke rose from some of their bodies, while one corpse still burned. The sickly sweet stench of charred flesh drifted through the air.  
 
    In the midst of the space that had once been the training yard of The Swallow Guard, was a sallow-faced young man clad in smoke-grey robes. He stood in battle stance, legs akimbo, right hand still holding the bolus of sunlight he’d just wreaked havoc with. 
 
    “Well done, Daric,” Gael called out. “That’s it for now.” 
 
    The youth nodded, relaxing his stance. 
 
    “What do you think, Your Highness?” Gael asked. 
 
    Reoul tore his gaze from one of the few men who’d survived the attack. The soldier, one who’d followed him loyally for the past decade, lay on his side whimpering, his face a ruin. 
 
    Drawing in a deep, steadying breath, Reoul braced himself to look at Gael. The grey rat sat on the enchanter’s right shoulder, its crimson gaze spearing the king. At the sight of the rodent, Reoul started to sweat. “Impressive,” he finally managed. 
 
    Gael grinned. “Magnificent, wasn’t it?” 
 
    That was one way to describe what he’d just witnessed. Gael had promised him a demonstration of these powerful new enchanters he was training, but when Reoul had descended from the keep, he hadn’t been expecting much. 
 
    He’d instructed ten of his personal guard—his best fighters—to attack the lad Gael had selected for the demonstration. They’d swaggered into the yard, grinning at the chance to beat the weakling into a pulp. 
 
    One enchanter wasn’t a match for ten trained killers. 
 
    But when the lad had moved, Reoul felt a sinking sensation in his gut. 
 
    The young man lost his gaucheness the instant he’d gathered the Light. He’d brought all of them down within moments. 
 
    It had been horrific to watch, and Reoul’s heart still pounded against his ribs in the aftermath. That—and the rat’s proximity—was making him feel unwell. However, on the outside he kept a semblance of calm. 
 
    Reoul cast a glance over his shoulder at where his consort stood a few feet behind him. Saskia’s face had gone the color of milk. Her gaze was riveted upon the carnage scattered across the yard. Unlike her king, she found it hard to contain her shock. 
 
    “It’s a bit messy, I’ll admit,” Gael continued with a shrug, “but you needed a show of power to impress.” 
 
    “Aye.” Reoul forced his voice into a drawl. “You’ve certainly done that.” 
 
    Gael’s dark gaze gleamed. “Praise indeed from you, sire.” 
 
    Reoul nodded, although he found it hard to concentrate. The rat was now preening itself. “How many people know of this?” 
 
    “Just us,” the enchanter assured him. Reaching up, Gael stroked the rat’s silky back. 
 
    Reoul swallowed, hard. “What about the High Enchanter?” 
 
    “I’ve said nothing to her,” Gael replied. “Daric is the only enchanter, besides myself, who has been trialed with the Stynix. I wanted to be sure there were no side-effects.” Gael stepped forward then, narrowing the gap between them. “Does this mean you’ll attack Rithmar now, sire?” 
 
    Reoul’s breathing constricted, and his heart started to hammer against his ribs. It took all his will not to draw Reaper and throw it at the rat. His aim was good; it wouldn’t survive. However, the creature was Gael’s familiar—he wouldn’t take kindly to having it slain.  
 
    “I … might start making plans,” Reoul replied, taking a cautious step back. “Can you make all the Anthor and Thûn enchanters as powerful as the lad?” 
 
    Gael inclined his head, smirking. “Aye.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” A leather-clad figure strode into the training yard at that moment, interrupting them.  
 
    The Anthor soldier had only covered a couple of feet when he halted abruptly, his gaze sweeping over the strewn, charred bodies. The man’s face paled, and his gaze snapped to Reoul. 
 
    “What do you want?” Reoul snarled, his temper fraying.  
 
    The guard raised his right hand, revealing a small scroll of parchment. “An urgent message has come from the northern border, sire.” 
 
    “Give it here then.” 
 
    The guard approached him, keeping his gaze averted from the smoldering corpses nearby, and handed it over.  
 
    Reoul snatched the goshawk message, broke the black wax seal—which heralded an urgent missive—and unfurled the scrap of parchment. 
 
    And as he read the message within, he forgot all about Gael’s rodent and his slaughtered men. An icy finger trailed down his spine, and he read the missive once more just to make sure he’d understood. 
 
    “What is it, Your Highness?” Gael asked when the silence drew out. “What news from the north?” 
 
    Reoul raised his gaze. After today’s display he’d planned to rid himself of Gael; the enchanter was too powerful, too ambitious. Yet he couldn’t now. Shadows take them all, he needed the bastard. 
 
    “Nathan has mobilized his army,” the king replied, a rasp to his voice. “He’s just hit The Royal Highway leaguefort and razed it to the ground. The Rithmar army is now marching south … Ninia of Thûn is with them.” 
 
    Gael frowned. “Wasn’t your son supposed to kill her?” 
 
    Reoul’s fingers tightened, crushing the message.  
 
    “Clearly, he failed,” Gael went on. “And now Nathan of Rithmar is enraged and looking for blood … yours most likely.” 
 
    Reoul drew in a slow, deep breath, seeking calm. He didn’t need the situation spelled out to him.  
 
    “This is our chance, Your Highness.” Gael took another step toward him, and the rat rose up on its hind legs, nose twitching, revealing a soft pink belly. “We are ready. Ride out to meet them and unleash your enchanters.” 
 
    “No,” Reoul replied, revulsion penetrating his rising temper, although this time he managed to master his body’s reaction. “Let them come to us. We will remain here and defend this city.” 
 
    “But if we meet them on the road you can push north after we defeat them … take Rithmar.” 
 
    “If Nathan falls before the gates of this city, his kingdom will be leaderless all the same. The north will be there waiting for me when I’m ready.” Reoul’s voice had turned soft and ice-cold. Behind him, he sensed Saskia shift nervously. She knew what such a voice meant—all who’d spent time with Reoul did.  
 
    But Gael evidently didn’t know, or care. Recklessly, he pushed on. “Why the hesitation, sire? We should strike when they’re at their weakest.” 
 
    A fire started to kindle in Reoul’s belly, a rising heat that he knew to be deadly. Gael’s enchanters would be of great use in the battle to come, but Reoul wished he’d had one of his assassins cut this weasel’s throat days ago. Gael had gone too far today. 
 
    “We remain at Veldoras,” Reoul said finally, enunciating each word as if speaking to a dull-wit. “We will fight them here.” 
 
    Not waiting for Gael’s response, the king turned to the guard who still waited a few yards away. Pale faced, the man was deliberately keeping his gaze fixed upon his boots. The stench of burning flesh was stomach churning now, but Reoul was too enraged to even notice. 
 
    Elias had failed him. 
 
    Nathan was marching on him. 
 
    And Gael was daring to question him.  
 
    “Get this mess cleared up,” Reoul ordered.  
 
    The guard nodded, his throat bobbing. “Aye, sire.” He then turned on his heel and marched out of the yard, almost running in his haste to be away from the carnage. 
 
    Reoul turned his attention back to Gael. “The Rithmar army will be here within the next four to five days,” he said, his voice expressionless. “We need to start preparing for the attack. You and the Veldoras enchanters will move into the Swallow Guard barracks. Return to the House of Light and Darkness and make the arrangements.” 
 
    Gael’s jaw clenched. He wasn’t used to being refused. He didn’t like taking orders from anyone, even kings. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” 
 
    The enchanter pulled a face. “Aye, sire. With respect though … I think you are making a grave mistake.” 
 
    “This discussion is at an end.” 
 
    Gael’s lips compressed, but he still didn’t move. The rat hunched on his shoulder, the hackles on its neck and back rising. 
 
    Saskia stepped up to Reoul’s side, her face hard. The fingers of her right hand splayed. She was readying herself to defend her king. With Reoul's personal bodyguard destroyed, she was the only one left.  
 
    Reoul was armed. As always, he carried many knives strapped to his body, as most fighting men of Anthor did. Yet he wondered if Gael had taken some Stynix before accompanying the young enchanter into the training yard. 
 
    Gael was a man to be wary of. 
 
    Even so, Reoul’s hand itched to draw the blade strapped to his right thigh and slash the enchanter across the gullet with it.  
 
    But if Ninia of Thûn was aiding Rithmar, he needed power to balance hers—and that meant that Gael was useful to him, if he would do as he was told. 
 
    The two men stared at each other for a heartbeat longer. Reoul’s body tensed, and he readied himself to fight. Then Gael gave a curt nod, spun round, and stormed out of the training yard. 
 
    Saskia turned to Reoul, her face strained, her gaze shadowed. “That’s man’s trouble, sire,” she murmured. 
 
    “Aye,” Reoul replied, his attention flicking back to where Gael and his loathsome pet had just disappeared. “As soon as we defeat Rithmar, I shall have him dealt with.” 
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    Second Chances 
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    RYANA REINED IN her horse, her attention riveted upon the flotilla of sailboats on the lake before her. A brisk wind scudded across the rough surface of the water, filling the sails. From this distance it looked as if a flock of birds had just landed upon the lake. 
 
    “The Witchmere regatta.” Elias spoke up beside her. “It’s a yearly event.” 
 
    Ryana tore her gaze from the boats and cast Elias an appraising look. Seated astride a heavy black destrier, she had to admit he cut an imposing figure. They were making fast progress south. The garrison commander had given them two horses and an escort of four men for their journey. They’d stopped at Thornmere the night before and, after leaving Witchmere, would need two more days to reach the capital. 
 
    Ryana was counting down the hours. 
 
    “Come on.” Elias urged his stallion forward along the lake path. “A tankard of cool ale awaits.” 
 
    The faces of the men following them lit up at this; it had been a long, hot day of travel. They were all sweaty and tired. Flies bothered the horses, buzzing around their ears and causing them to constantly switch their tails. 
 
    Ryana’s lips thinned as she urged her mount forward. As much as she longed for a cool drink at an end of the day’s journey, she dreaded the arrival of the evening. It meant having to spend time with this company of men. The four soldiers escorting them were brash and loud company, whereas Elias just put her on edge. He said little, yet she often caught him watching her. 
 
    Riding into Witchmere, Ryana’s attention shifted from her brooding thoughts to the town itself. She was struck by how different it was from Thornmere. The latter was built out on a giant pier over the lake, while Witchmere climbed the steep hillside in terraces. The buildings were all painted pastel shades: blue, pink, and green.  
 
    It was the prettiest town Ryana had set eyes on. Under different circumstances she might have enjoyed the ride along the cobbled waterfront, past shop fronts with hanging baskets. Elderly women sat outside in the sun, peeling vegetables for supper, while crowds of townsfolk sat on the lake’s shingle edge, watching the regatta. Even the presence of Anthor soldiers here, a constant reminder of Thûn’s occupation, couldn’t dim the town’s loveliness.  
 
    The only thing to cast a shadow over Witchmere was its Altar of Umbra. The obelisk sat high on a plinth upon the lake’s edge, looking north. Every settlement, no matter how small, in The Four Kingdoms had one. They’d been erected during the time of The Shadow King and held a powerful enchantment that made it impossible to pull them down. 
 
    The altar was a dark stain on an otherwise beautiful summer’s eve. 
 
    At the eastern end of the waterfront sat The Dog and Duck, a three-storied wooden building painted the color of custard. Stabling their horses behind it, the travelers made their way into an empty common room. Most folk were still out watching the boating.  
 
    As he had the night before, Elias paid for three rooms: one for him and Ryana and the other two for their escort to share—and as previously, Ryana ground her teeth when the inn-keeper favored her and Elias with a knowing smile. 
 
    Only two days into the journey, and it was already becoming unbearable. 
 
    Elias ignored the inn-keeper’s smirk and ordered a round of local ale. He took a small booth in the corner, motioning for Ryana to join him, while the soldiers took a larger table in the center of the floor. Moments later one of them pulled out a pouch of dice, and they began to play. 
 
    “Do the men of your country do anything but play dice?” Ryana asked sourly as she watched them. 
 
    “Not much,” Elias replied. “Aside from a bit of drinking, swiving, and fighting.” 
 
    Ryana frowned. “They must end up gambling away their wages.” 
 
    “Something I also caught you doing at The Black Boar, if you remember?” 
 
    Ryana stiffened. She didn’t appreciate a reminder of that evening. 
 
    The tankards of ale arrived then. Elias took a deep draft before leaning back in the booth with a sigh. “Try not to look so disapproving,” he continued. “They don’t have much else to spend their coin on, this far from home.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t reply, instead taking a gulp of ale. It was delicious, with a sharp, hoppy aftertaste. Leaning back, she let her gaze travel around the common room. A few folk were starting to trickle in now, faces reddened from the sun and wind. 
 
    “We’re only a couple of days out from Veldoras,” she said when the silence stretched out between them. “What are you going to say to your father?” 
 
    His mouth curved. “I’m not sure … I’ll judge his mood, before I start speaking.” 
 
    “But how will you convince him to agree to peace?” 
 
    Elias scratched his chin. She watched his eyes shadow, saw the doubt there. “I’ll present him with the facts. Aside from land, my father also covets wealth. If he thinks it’s in his interests … he’ll negotiate.” 
 
    Ryana frowned. “And the agreements you made with Nathan … they’ll be enough?” 
 
    He held her gaze. “They’ll have to be.” 
 
    A soft melody drifted through the common room then. A lyrist had appeared and set himself up in one corner. Moments later the young man began singing: a ballad about a lonely merchant who was doomed never to find love.  
 
    Ryana didn’t question Elias further. Instead, she focused on the music. Without realizing it, she started to tap her foot along to the song. 
 
    “I take it, you know this one?” Elias observed. 
 
    Ryana abruptly stopped tapping her foot.  
 
    “I find northern songs gloomy,” he continued when she didn’t answer. 
 
    Ryana pursed her mouth. “How so?” 
 
    “They’re all about loneliness and loss.” 
 
    “Not all of them are.”  
 
    “Give me an Anthor drinking song any day.” 
 
    Ryana snorted, letting him know what she thought of such songs. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    Silence fell between them for a few moments, before Elias spoke once more. “You should be … you hardly know me.” 
 
    Stiffening, Ryana met his eye. “Aye … you’re right about that.” 
 
    Elias frowned, and she thought he might contradict her, but instead he turned the conversation back to their plans. “Who’s stronger in a fight—you or Gael?” 
 
    Ryana’s pulse quickened. “He’s stronger,” she admitted, glancing away.  
 
    “You’re going to have to catch him unawares then.” 
 
    Ryana nodded. She thought about telling Elias that Gael had managed to sense her presence in The Caverns of the Lost a year earlier, but dismissed it. She didn’t feel like sharing such concerns with him; she’d figure out how to approach Gael by herself. She didn’t need this man’s help. 
 
    And yet, even seated across the table from Elias, she felt the familiar pull toward him. She was acutely aware of him, of his nearness.  
 
    Her continued attraction to him angered her. 
 
    Ryana took one more gulp of ale and pushed the tankard aside. “I’m tired,” she announced, sliding out of the booth. “I’m going upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    Ryana rolled over, huffing as she tried to get comfortable. There wasn’t much space on the pallet, for she’d erected a barricade of pillows down the center of the mattress. The last couple of nights, she’d ended up squashed against the wall. 
 
    However, it was preferable to being pressed up against Elias. 
 
    It was getting late, although she could still hear raucous, drunken laughter drifting up from the common room. A woman’s irate voice punctuated the laughter. The inn-keeper’s wife was telling someone off. 
 
    Ryana allowed herself a tight smile. She hoped it was Elias. 
 
    The creak of floorboards outside the door made her smile freeze. Elias was returning to their room. 
 
    She hated this part of the evening. She’d retire early and pretend to be sleeping when he entered. She’d keep up the pretense, forcing her breathing to slow, until she was sure he was asleep. Only then did she relax. 
 
    Light from the lantern hanging on the wall on the landing flowed into the room, followed by Elias’s heavy tread. The door closed gently, and he moved across the floor. 
 
    Facing the wall, Ryana squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    She tried not to think of him undressing. On the first night at the leaguefort, she’d made a point of insisting he slept with some of his clothes on. She hadn’t cared that he’d laughed, only that he did as she asked. She hoped he still was. 
 
    The mattress dipped as Elias lowered himself onto it. Ryana clenched her jaw, clinging onto the far side of the bed. She wanted to sleep as far from him as possible.  
 
    Elias shifted around for a few moments, before he got comfortable—and then the bed-chamber went silent. 
 
    Downstairs, the inn-keeper’s wife was still tearing strips off some unfortunate. Ryana could barely make out the words. Finally, she could stand it no longer. 
 
    “What’s all the fuss about? One of your men causing trouble?” 
 
    Elias snorted. “So you’re awake after all.” 
 
    “It’s hard to sleep with all that noise downstairs.” 
 
    “It’s one of the locals … he groped a serving wench.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t answer. She wished she hadn’t let curiosity get the better of her. It wasn’t worth letting him know she was awake for that piece of inane gossip. 
 
    Silence stretched out between them. Ryana closed her eyes, willing Elias to go to sleep. Yet his breathing didn’t change. He was alert, watchful. 
 
    “Shadows,” Ryana finally muttered. “What is it?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Again, she caught the amused edge to his voice.  
 
    “I can’t sleep with you lying there thinking.” 
 
    A beat of surprised silence followed.  
 
    “Do you want to know what my thoughts are, Ryana?” he asked softly. He spoke her name like a caress, and heat flooded through Ryana at the intimacy in his voice. 
 
    “No,” she choked out the word. “I’d rather we slept in separate chambers.” 
 
    He heaved a sigh. “We’re not going into this again.” The mattress shifted as he rolled toward her. “I don’t understand why we have to have these pillows taking up half the bed. I’m not going to maul you.” 
 
    “I’m not sharing this sleeping pallet without them,” Ryana replied through gritted teeth. 
 
    Elias didn’t reply immediately. However, she could feel his gaze boring into her back, willing her to turn around and face him. 
 
    “Are we to be enemies forever then?” he asked finally. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Shadows, don’t tell me you’re the sort to nurse grudges?” 
 
    Ryana heaved in a deep breath, her anger rising. Grudges? The man had a nerve. “You deceived me,” she said, her throat tightening. “I don’t give liars second chances.” 
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    Council of War 
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    THE KING ROLLED out a map upon the table, placing stones at each corner. “This will be familiar to two of you here, at least,” he announced. 
 
    Ninia’s gaze settled upon the intricately-drawn map. “It’s one of my uncle’s drawings,” she murmured with a smile. “I’d recognize his hand anywhere.” 
 
    Nathan glanced her way. “He died in the siege?” 
 
    “No … around five years ago, of a heart complaint.” She looked back at the map, remembering how she’d perched upon a stool in her uncle Phelan’s studio, watching him work. He’d been a gentle man with a dry sense of humor; she’d spent more time with him than her own father. 
 
    Across the table Mira peered forward. She reached out, tracing the familiar coil of The Spiral Way with a finger-tip. “Veldoras,” she said with a smile. “There’s no city that resembles it. I used to mudlark on this canal.” 
 
    “Aye, the city’s layout has thwarted many attackers over the centuries,” Nathan paused there. “Until Reoul of Anthor.” 
 
    “Until last year, no one had breached The Swallow Keep since the time of Valgarth,” Mira confirmed, her brow furrowing. “Reoul will have it well defended.” 
 
    “How quickly did Anthor take the city?” Nathan asked. 
 
    Mira’s gaze clouded. “They breached the city gates within a matter of hours,” she replied. “After that it took them a day to get to the keep.” 
 
    Ninia frowned at the memory. She would never forget venturing out onto the swing bridge between the East Tower and The Swallow Keep to see the city aflame. Noise had assaulted her in a deafening roar. The Anthor army had swept through her city like a violent storm. 
 
    “Won’t Reoul ride out to meet us?” Asher spoke up. “Surely he isn’t a man to let his enemy come to him.” 
 
    Nathan huffed out a breath and straightened up. As always, he wore his magnificent mink cloak—the plush fawn-colored fur gleamed in the light of the braziers illuminating his tent. “I’d wager he is not yet ready to launch a full-scale attack on the north … hence why he sent Elias to kill Ninia in the meantime.” The king’s mouth compressed into a hard line. “Veldoras is his prize … he’ll not yield easily.” 
 
    “Of course, there is another way into the city,” Mira reminded them all. She met the king’s eye across the table. “There’s the tunnel that leads from the Marsh Hills under The Swallow Keep.” 
 
    Nathan’s brow furrowed. “Ninia told me how you escaped last year,” he replied, “but with all those iron gates to open and the narrowness of the tunnel, I would only use it as a last resort.” His frown deepened. “We need to face Anthor, army to army. I’ll not take the back door in.” 
 
    Listening to these words, a blend of excitement and trepidation prickled Ninia’s skin. It was getting ‘real’ now. The attack on the leaguefort had gone well—better than she’d expected. Even so, seeing the leaguefort go up like a torch had been a shock. Before beginning her training, Ninia’s power had been raw, uncontained. To be able to harness it, if not always faultlessly, both thrilled and unnerved her. 
 
    Unleashing the Light like that had been intoxicating. She could see how such power could be misused. 
 
    A shiver rippled down Ninia’s spine at the thought. Straightening in her chair, she shrugged it off. I’m not Valgarth, she reminded herself. And I never will be. 
 
    Her thoughts turned then to their destination, to Veldoras. The leaguefort was just a taste of what was to come, of what would be expected of her. 
 
    “And what of the attack itself?” she asked finally. “Do we have a plan?” 
 
    Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Aye, princess. I always have a plan.” He stepped closer to the table and placed a row of grey markers outside the gates of Veldoras. “At our current pace, we will reach the city in just under two days. Once we do, I will keep the parley brief.” 
 
    “Aye, sire,” Captain Jonas agreed with a nod. “Reoul won’t surrender.” 
 
    “The exchange will be a formality only,” the king confirmed. “Even if we arrive late in the day, I won’t delay the attack.” He shifted his attention to Asher. “Have you chosen a new Head of the Dark?” 
 
    Asher nodded. “Erina is younger than ideal, but strong. I believe she’ll lead the enchanters of the Dark well.” 
 
    “Very good.” Nathan dropped his gaze to the row of counters once more. “Your enchanters will form our front line. Then, as soon as the gates are breached, I’ll send my cavalry in. I don’t want to give Reoul time to rally. If he has a host of powerful enchanters at his disposal, we need to hit them hard from the first.”  
 
      
 
    Ninia walked out of the tent and glanced up at the overcast sky. It had been a humid day, and now storm clouds rolled in from the south-west. The air felt charged. Ninia’s mouth curved, and she flexed her hands at her sides. Both the Stars of Darkness and Light on her palms prickled. After the council of war, she felt restless and on edge. More than one type of storm was approaching. 
 
    Asher and Mira walked away toward the nearby enchanters’ tents, while Captain Jonas and his lieutenants wandered off to get some supper. 
 
    Ninia wasn’t hungry. 
 
    She trailed Asher and Mira for a few yards. They paid her no attention, for they talked quietly together, heads bowed close. Slowing her pace, Ninia veered right, heading toward the perimeter of the camp. The High Enchanter and his lover didn’t see her go. 
 
    Ninia made her way through a sea of stained hide tents. 
 
    She needed some time alone. She’d grown up spending a lot of time on her own, and as such was comfortable with solitude. It was wearing to be constantly in the midst of a crowd. Apart from at night, when she crawled into her tiny one-person tent, she never had time alone with her thoughts. 
 
    The council had gone well, although the only unanswered question was Gael and his host of enchanters. They were an unknown quantity. Ninia knew about Stynix, and its dangers to one’s health, but she also knew that it could make an enchanter fearsomely powerful. Perhaps she could take on one or two of these enchanters—but a whole legion? 
 
    Ninia clenched her fists by her sides and quickened her pace.  
 
    Everyone was relying on her. If the siege went ill, it would be her fault. She didn’t want to let the people of Thûn—or the Rithmar army—down. 
 
    Ninia slipped past the perimeter, where a line of pitch torches now burned. Thunder rumbled once more, closer now. The air had a rich smell, not unlike when Ninia gathered the Light. She allowed herself a wry smile as she remembered her experiments, back when she’d lived in The Swallow Keep. She’d tried to keep them hidden, especially from her bodyguard, Mira. But on one occasion she’d set fire to the curtains in her room. The entire chamber had smelled like a thunderstorm afterward. 
 
    “Miss!” One of the guards called out to her as she strode away, toward the copse of beech trees that lined the highway. “Don’t wander far, night is almost upon us.” 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly,” Ninia called back, injecting an imperious note into her voice. “Worry not.” 
 
    Entering the stand of trees, she let out a slow, relieved breath. The woodland had a calm, soothing presence. Breathing in the rich smell of soil and vegetation, Ninia felt her tension melt away. A few yards in, she lowered herself onto a fallen log and closed her eyes. 
 
    Veldoras lay close now. The last time she’d been there her family had all been alive. Now it was an occupied city—one that needed to be liberated. 
 
    She’d tried to resist it, but the truth was that she couldn’t abandon her people.  
 
    With each passing furlong that they inched south, she found her thoughts returning to The City of Tides. She remembered the view from her tower window over the peaked roofs of the city, the way sunlight glittered off the mud of the Brinewater Canal at low-tide, and the chime of morning bells, calling locals to market.  
 
    She had to go home. 
 
    Ninia sat there for a while, her thoughts churning. Thunder rumbled again, this time overhead, and rain started to patter down. She opened her eyes and glanced up. The light had almost completely faded now. It was time to return to camp. 
 
    She’d lingered deliberately, hoping to catch a glimpse of Dusk Imps like she had days earlier. Ever since then, she’d been on the alert for other creatures. But she’d seen none. She hadn’t said anything to Asher about the incident in the end, deciding to keep it to herself.  
 
    But as she rose to her feet, she caught the whiff of a familiar smell. 
 
    The tang of hot iron wafted through the trees. It was the odor of a smith’s forge. 
 
    Ninia remembered the first time she’d ever smelled that odor. She and Mira had fled Veldoras and were trying to make it to the village of Deeping. On the forest road, they’d encountered this smell. Shortly after, a horde of shadow creatures had chased them. 
 
    Ninia tensed. It seemed that she’d gotten her wish. 
 
    Shadow creatures must be nearby, but she couldn’t see or hear them.  
 
    Eyes straining in the gloaming, she peered into the shadows—and then she saw mist snaking across the ground toward her. It was fine and milky, and moved as if pushed by a brisk wind. The mist reached her, curling around her ankles. 
 
    Ninia’s pulse started to race. Instinct told her to back away, turn, and flee back to camp. And yet she stood her ground, waiting. 
 
    The Hiriel appeared shortly after. There were three of them. Tall and ethereal, with tattered white cloaks that floated around them as if they were suspended in water, the shadow creatures drifted toward her. Ninia studied them, taking in the antlers that perched upon their heads, their milky, featureless faces, and pin-prick eyes that burned like twin stars. 
 
    Her throat constricted, and her spine tingled. She couldn’t let them see her fear though. She had to stay strong. 
 
    They knelt before you once, Ninia reminded herself. Face them down.  
 
    But then all three Hiriel stretched out long, spidery arms, reaching toward her. 
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    Paths Diverge 
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    RYANA SPIED VELDORAS from afar. From this distance, it appeared little more than a hump on the western horizon, but as they drew nearer, she made out the spires of The Swallow Keep perched high above a city of peaked slate roofs. A high granite wall encircled it all. 
 
    Wrinkling her nose, Ryana shifted her gaze to one of the stagnant pools beside the road, from where a rotten smell drifted up. “Shadows,” she muttered to herself. “Who builds a city on a swamp?” 
 
    “Reclaimed swamp,” Elias corrected, overhearing her. “Closer to the city, they’ve managed to turn the marshes arable.” 
 
    Ryana pulled a face but didn’t reply. However, sure enough, a few furlongs out from The City of Tides, a patchwork of fields appeared. Locals had raised up the land using earth and planks of wood. Small wooden, thatch-roofed huts lined the fields, and a riot of summer vegetables basked in the humid afternoon light. But there was no one tending them. No smoke rose from the roofs of the huts. 
 
    Frowning, Ryana glanced over at Elias. “Where are all the farmers?” 
 
    Elias’s own brow furrowed as he surveyed the empty plots and deserted houses. “I don’t know,” he replied. “These fields were busy when I left here.” 
 
    Up ahead, loomed massive studded iron gates. They were new: the iron gleamed, and there wasn’t a trace of rust on them. A row of unwelcoming spikes faced out around five feet above the ground. Up on the walls, Ryana spied the outlines of men moving around, silhouetted against an overcast sky. 
 
    “Why are the gates closed?” she asked as they approached. 
 
    “I told you, my father has the city locked down,” Elias replied. Yet when she looked his way, she saw he was scowling. 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” he murmured. “Something just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    They reached the guard house and stopped before a line of helmeted Anthor soldiers, clad in gleaming obsidian armor and scarlet cloaks.  
 
    Leaving Ryana waiting with their escort, Elias urged his stallion forward to meet them. 
 
    One of the guards stepped forward. “Good afternoon, Your Highness.” 
 
    Elias nodded a greeting. “My father is still in residence, I take it?” 
 
    “Aye, Your Highness.” The guard’s expression was hidden under his helm, although his voice was wary. 
 
    “Something is amiss here,” Elias replied. “Why are the fields all empty?” 
 
    A beat of silence followed, before the guard answered. “We’re preparing for the siege, Your Highness.” 
 
    Ryana tensed. The siege? 
 
    Elias inclined his head. “There’s an army approaching?” 
 
    “Aye. The Rithmar force is no more than a day behind you.” The guard paused here. “You didn’t know?” 
 
    Ryana saw Elias’s broad shoulders tense. “Let us through,” he ordered. “I need to see my father urgently.” 
 
    The guard nodded, and the line of soldiers gave way. Moments later the creak and clank of heavy iron rent the damp marsh air. They were opening the gates. 
 
    Urging her own horse forward, Ryana drew up alongside Elias as he rode into the city. Nerves fluttered up under her ribcage. Finally, after days of travel, they were here.  
 
    Somewhere in this huge city was Gael.  
 
    The fluttering sensation morphed, and suddenly Ryana felt as if a great hand was squeezing her chest. He was the last person she wanted to see, and yet she knew she had to face him. 
 
    They entered a vast cobbled square, ringed in stone houses. On the eastern edge of Veldoras’s Great Square rose the city’s Altar of Umbra. Ryana imagined that this space was usually filled with market stalls, but this afternoon it was deserted. When she looked up on the walls, she saw they were crawling with men. 
 
    A sense of foreboding rose within Ryana, causing her breathing to quicken. For a moment she forgot Gael, her thoughts going to the friends she’d left behind. Asher, Mira, Dain, Lilia, and Ninia—they were just a day behind her. 
 
    When they reached the midst of the square, Elias reined in his horse close to Ryana’s. Behind them, their escort halted. The men’s gazes were curious as they glanced around them. A moment later the great iron gates clanged shut, sealing all of them inside Veldoras. 
 
    Elias leaned in close, his gaze meeting Ryana’s. When he spoke, his voice was low. “This complicates things.” 
 
    Ryana frowned, hoping that he couldn’t see how on edge she was. “I didn’t think Nathan would move this fast.” 
 
    “He would if angry enough.” 
 
    Ryana drew in a steadying breath. “So what now?” 
 
    “We stick to our plan.” He glanced around to make sure their escort couldn’t overhear them. “I go to my father, while you seek out Gael.” 
 
    “I still don’t see how you’ll convince your father to make peace … especially now.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth twisted into a humorless smile. “This situation makes it even more important I talk to him. I’ll do what I can to avoid war with Rithmar.” 
 
    Ryana stared at him, shock filtering through her. His response unbalanced her. Did he really mean what he’d said about wanting peace?  
 
    “Reoul will know you’ve failed him,” she said finally. “He won’t be happy with you, or in the mood to listen.” 
 
    Elias huffed. “Let me worry about that.” His gaze narrowed as he met Ryana’s eye once more. “Be careful with Gael. You have the element of surprise, don’t waste it. Make sure you strike fast … before he knows you’re there.”  
 
    “Aye,” Ryana replied, forcing a smile. As much as she hated to admit it, he was right. “I’ll try.” She hadn’t forgotten the last time she’d fought Gael. He’d bested and nearly killed her. She couldn’t beat him in a fair fight, and now he would have the added advantage of Stynix. 
 
    Watching her intently, Elias frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “Some enchanters can sense the presence of other enchanters,” she admitted with a grimace. “Gael knows my scent. He’ll be difficult to sneak up on.” 
 
    Elias’s brows drew together, and a nerve bunched in his jaw. “Maybe I should go with you.” 
 
    Ryana stiffened. Was that jealousy she’d just seen shadow his eyes? Surely not. She raised her chin, holding his gaze. “No … this is where our paths diverge, Elias of Anthor.” 
 
    Silence fell between them, and for a long moment they merely stared at each other.  
 
    When Elias spoke once more, his voice held a gruff edge. “Once you kill Gael, you need to get out of the city before Rithmar arrives.” 
 
    “How can I do that with the gates locked?” 
 
    “They’ll have watches outside the walls all through the night,” he replied. “Shifts of guards will come and go. Just shroud yourself in shadows and wait. Your chance will come soon enough.” 
 
    Ryana nodded slowly. “As easy as that?” 
 
    His mouth quirked. “Aye … get out of this city, before Nathan and his army arrives.” 
 
    Ryana watched him, trying to read his face and failing.  
 
    Elias was such an enigma. His manner now reminded her of the brief time they’d spent together in The Royal City. Like then, he’d just given her a glimpse of the man beneath the mask. 
 
    She really wished he hadn’t. 
 
    I loathe him. 
 
    Aye, she did, but then why was it so hard to bid him farewell? The sentiment suddenly lacked force, as if she was merely trying to convince herself. 
 
    “So this is the end then,” he said softly. “Goodbye, Ryana.” He leaned in then and kissed her cheek. The rasp of his stubble against her smooth skin and his warm, musky male scent, overwhelmed her. 
 
    Ryana drew back from him, her pulse quickening. This was the last thing she needed. His touch jumbled her thoughts. She gathered the reins, tearing her gaze from his. “Which way to the House of Light and Darkness?” 
 
    “Take The Spiral Way, and when you pass the second bridge, turn left into the slums,” he instructed. “The House is at the heart of them. You’ll recognize it by the stag’s head on the door.” He paused there. “I’ll let you go on ahead.” 
 
    Ryana nodded, reined her horse to the left, and cast one last look over her shoulder at Elias. She’d been looking forward to parting ways with this man, but now the time had come, she was filled with regret. There were too many things left unspoken, and now they’d run out of time. 
 
    But some things were best left unsaid, especially to a man who now belonged to the enemy camp. A peace-maker or not, Elias was still Reoul of Anthor’s son. 
 
    “Good fortune with your father,” she said, forcing a lightness into her voice she didn’t feel. 
 
    He smiled back, although his dark gaze remained somber, and raised a hand in farewell. 
 
    Throat constricting, Ryana urged her horse into a brisk canter and rode out of the square. 
 
      
 
    Elias watched Ryana go, his gaze tracking her until she disappeared from sight onto The Spiral Way. He’d let her have a few moments to get a head start before he moved off. 
 
    Seeing her depart had left him feeling empty. 
 
    Despite that she’d been angry with him, despite that they’d sparred and argued all the way south, he’d had her company. And he’d enjoyed every moment, knowing it could never last. 
 
    He didn’t like the thought of her going after Gael alone. When she’d told him her ex-lover could scent her, jealousy had ripped through him. Many years had passed since Ryana and Gael had been together, yet it was a reminder of the connection they’d once shared. Misgiving needled him now. If Gael was as dangerous as Ryana said, she shouldn’t be facing him alone. 
 
    Elias tore his gaze from where the enchanter had just disappeared and let out the breath he’d been holding. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    He couldn’t help her; he had problems of his own to contend with. Straightening in the saddle, he let his gaze roam around the Great Square. This wasn’t how he’d envisaged returning to Veldoras. He’d hoped to have some time to work on his father before Nathan moved.  
 
    He couldn’t believe the Rithmar army was only a day away. Nathan would have pushed hard to travel south so fast.  
 
    Elias’s attention shifted from the walls—where men were setting up cauldrons for boiling oil and frames for catapults—over the steepled rooftops of the large city, to The Swallow Keep itself. The fortress, made of grey-blue stone, had a brooding quality this afternoon. 
 
    His father would be there waiting for him, and he would be wanting answers. 
 
    Let’s get this over with. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Elias wheeled his destrier around and followed Ryana’s path out of the square, his escort following behind him. 
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    Son of Mine 
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    ELIAS STRODE INTO the throne room. His gaze swept to where his father sprawled in his throne. The Swallow Throne dwarfed the king; it was a carven silver monstrosity with a back the shape of a swallow’s tail.  
 
    Not slowing his pace, Elias walked across the vast floor toward the dais. All the while, his father watched him, tracking his progress. Elias passed rows of pillars the width of oak trunks. His boots whispered on the iron-grey marble that had been polished so that it shone like a shield boss.  
 
    As always, Reoul was dressed finely, in black leather breeches and a quilted silk vest that left his muscled arms bare. The king was alone, which surprised Elias. His father usually liked to have an audience in the throne room. His lover, Saskia, was normally in attendance, but not this afternoon. 
 
    Reoul had a dagger out, which he was idly playing with, flipping the blade from hand to hand. Elias recognized it instantly. Reaper—his father’s favorite knife. The jewel-studded hilt and long thin blade made the weapon easy to spot. 
 
    Misgiving feathered across the back of Elias’s neck. Blades were a core part of his father’s identity, and yet the way he rhythmically flipped and tossed the dagger made Elias wary. 
 
    The king wasn’t in a good mood. 
 
    Stopping a few feet back from the dais, Elias bowed low from the waist. “Good day, father.” 
 
    Silence stretched out between them, and when Reoul eventually spoke, his voice was soft. “Is it?” 
 
    Elias straightened up and met his gaze, waiting for the storm to hit. 
 
    “How did you manage to mess this up?” his father asked, his voice lowering further still. 
 
    “Santino thought I was taking too long to strike,” Elias replied carefully. “He took matters into his own hands, but the princess killed him. I was forced to flee.” Weaving such a lie chafed. Elias preferred the truth, as ugly as it was. However, he also was aware than being Reoul’s son wouldn’t save his neck from the noose. If his father knew the truth, he was a dead man. 
 
    As he’d anticipated, his excuse didn’t please the king. Reoul’s lip curled. “You ran without finishing the job?”  
 
    Elias stifled a wince. “Aye, father … thanks to Santino, my cover was blown.” 
 
    Reoul’s gaze burned. “Twice now you fail me … there won’t be a third time.” 
 
    Elias dropped his gaze to the floor. He didn’t do penitence well, yet he knew it was his only hope now. “I am sorry, father.” 
 
    “Not half as much as I am,” Reoul growled. “Two sons, both useless. I should have dealt with the girl myself.” 
 
    Anger stirred within Elias then. You’ll have your chance soon enough. He looked up, meeting his father’s eye once more. “I found out what happened to Saul,” he said coolly. “He retrieved that piece of The King Breaker from the Gordi Isles … but lost it. Saul died in the north trying to get the stone back.” 
 
    Reoul stared back at him, his expression as unyielding as ever. “Like I said … useless.” 
 
    A chill silence stretched out between them. “I’ve just heard that Rithmar marches on us,” Elias said finally. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you didn’t know?” 
 
    “No … as soon as I left The Royal City, I traveled south as swiftly as I could.” He drew in a slow, deep breath. This wasn’t going to be easy—every word would have to be chosen carefully. “While I was at The Royal City, I negotiated peace with King Nathan,” he continued. “Over the space of a few days, we organized terms favorable to both kingdoms.” 
 
    Reoul snorted. “So what? It was all part of your role while you got close enough to the princess to kill her.” 
 
    “I dealt on your behalf in good faith, father. In return for us abandoning the leagueforts, Nathan agreed to order all Rithmar’s weaponry from us over the next decade. They’ve also agreed to buy in only Anthor wine. In return we will get most of our minerals from Rithmar. We spent days agreeing the terms … Nathan will still have them.” 
 
    Reoul had stopped flipping his dagger and was now toying with the blade. “Well … you both wasted your time,” he said after a long pause. “There will be no treaty with Nathan of Rithmar.” 
 
    Elias took another step toward his father. He wasn’t beaten yet. “There’s still time. When the Rithmar army arrives at our gates, there will be a parley. Go to Nathan, tell him there will be peace. Negotiate the terms if you wish, but don’t waste this opportunity … you won’t get another.” 
 
    Reoul went still. “What’s happened to you?” he hissed. “When you left here you were a soldier, a military commander, but now you stand before me as a diplomat?” 
 
    Elias held his ground. “There are times a man should fight … and times he should put down his sword and work toward something greater than himself.” 
 
    The king barked out a harsh laugh. “And now you’re a philosopher?” 
 
    Dragging in a deep breath, Elias clenched his hands by his sides. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this, he was only digging himself a bigger hole with each passing moment. “Nathan of Rithmar is open to the idea of peace with us,” Elias ventured, making one more attempt to sway his father. “He’s angry now, but he would still respond to negotiations.” 
 
    “Then he’s a fool,” Reoul countered. 
 
    “You’re the fool.” Elias’s temper finally frayed. He’d had enough. “Is this what you want for Anthor? To burn and conquer lands that have nothing to do with us? Even if you manage to take Rithmar, you’ll never be able to return home. You’ll spend the rest of your life fighting to keep the lands you’ve stolen.” 
 
    His father’s sharp intake of breath echoed through the throne room, and a heavy silence fell. 
 
    Elias had gone too far. He clenched his fists tighter, readying himself for the storm that was about to be unleashed. 
 
    Reoul’s rage, when it hit him, was wintry. “One more word and you’ll swing from a gibbet tonight.” 
 
    Elias straightened his spine, raising his chin. Yet he held his tongue. 
 
    A nerve flickered under the king’s right eye. Elias might not have used a blade, but with his last words he’d managed to wound his father. It would be a short-lived victory, however. 
 
    After a long pause, Reoul resumed toying with his knife. Elias wondered if he was considering throwing it at him. “You will fight on the walls tomorrow,” his father said finally. “In the front line.” 
 
    Elias slowly let out the breath he’d been holding. As far as punishments went this one wasn’t so bad. He was a soldier after all.  
 
    But the king wasn’t finished with him. 
 
    “You’d better make sure you don’t live through the battle,” Reoul continued. “For you are no longer a son of mine.” 
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    As soon as she left The Spiral Way, Ryana dismounted her horse. Unlike the deserted square before the gates, the streets in this area were thronged with Anthor soldiers and locals alike. Ryana passed men and women with gaunt faces and hollowed eyes. They were preparing to lock themselves indoors for a while, preparing for another army to lay siege to Veldoras. 
 
    Let’s hope Nathan manages to liberate this city, Ryana thought as she passed a pale, thin young woman who carried a wailing babe. 
 
    Her thoughts then turned, traitorously, to Elias. He’d have reached The Swallow Keep by now and would be likely standing before his father. She didn’t like his chances of convincing Reoul to make peace with Nathan. 
 
    Ryana frowned. She shouldn’t care what became of Elias—and yet the thought of him being imprisoned, tortured, or killed for failing his father made her feel queasy. 
 
    Stop it. Ryana shoved aside her worries. He made his choices … and I’ve made mine. 
 
    A block in from The Spiral Way, she sold her gelding to a merchant for two silver talents. The horse was worth more than that, but Ryana didn’t have the time or the patience to haggle. Slapping the gelding on the rump in farewell, she threw her small leather pack over one shoulder and continued on her way. 
 
    The slums lived up to their name: a network of narrow, fetid streets that stank of rotting rubbish and urine. Washing criss-crossed many of the streets, giving an air of industry to an otherwise depressing area. 
 
    Ryana walked the narrow streets, looking out for the stag’s head knocker that would alert her she’d arrived at her destination. 
 
    Along the way, she noted she was attracting some stares. A woman shaking out a rug on her front step gawked at her. Ryana was aware that she was an odd sight. Locals likely didn’t see many tall blonde women wearing Anthor attire: black leather breeches, long boots, and a black silk shirt. The clothing was surprisingly comfortable, although it drew unwelcome attention.  
 
    Ryana felt the weight of the woman’s gaze tracking her down the cobbled street. 
 
    When another woman, who was sitting outside her door shelling peas, spat at her, Ryana quickened her stride. 
 
    She needed to find the House of Light and Darkness, before she attracted too much attention. 
 
    Eventually, she located the House.  
 
    It sat halfway down a narrow, shadowy lane. All the facades were crumbling and peeling here. The cobbles were cracked and missing in places, meaning you had to be careful not to twist an ankle. Wrinkling her nose as she stepped over a pile of human excrement, Ryana picked her way up the steps. She fastened her fingers around the iron door knocker and banged three times—hard. 
 
    It took a while for anyone to answer. Meanwhile, Ryana spied figures approaching from the far end of the street. A mob was gathering. She needed to get inside. 
 
    “Anthor whore!” someone shouted. 
 
    Ryana loosed a weary sigh. If only they knew. 
 
    The door before her creaked open then, and a small woman with a gaunt face wearing a stained house dress peered out. “What do you want?” she asked, her gaze narrowing as she dragged it down the length of Ryana.  
 
    “Slut!” A man’s rough voice echoed toward them. 
 
    Ryana favored the servant with a bright smile. “You’d better let me in,” she greeted the woman, raising her right hand to reveal the Star of Darkness. 
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    Elias walked from the throne room in a daze. 
 
    That was it. He’d been disowned, stripped of rank and honor. He was no longer Prince Elias of Anthor. He was a grunt, just one of the many soldiers who’d give up their lives to defend the city during the initial siege.  
 
    As the shock settled over him, another emotion surfaced. 
 
    Relief. 
 
    He was a condemned man—and yet his father had just unwittingly set him free. He’d felt a similar sensation upon fleeing The Royal City, but it was stronger now. 
 
    He was no longer welcome in the keep. Tonight he would be expected to sleep in the barracks with the other soldiers. He no longer mattered. He was invisible. 
 
    To his surprise, Elias realized he wasn’t upset about that. Years of responsibility sloughed away. For the first time in his life, his duties were straight-forward. He no longer carried his father’s expectations upon his shoulders. 
 
    Elias descended the graceful spiral stairwell that led down to the bottom level of The Swallow Keep. High windows let in the daylight. An overcast day that had followed thunderstorms was merging into an equally grey dusk. Servants were moving up the stairwells, lighting banks of candles. They ignored Elias as he passed. 
 
    Emerging from the keep, he halted on the top step for a moment. From here he had a view of the inner bailey, the walls, and the sea of roofs beyond. 
 
    Elias drew in a deep breath. He wondered how Ryana was getting on. Had she tracked Gael down? Had she killed him? 
 
    He’d been planning on warning his father about Gael, to tell him not to trust him. However, things had gotten out of hand in there. If he’d pushed Reoul any further, he really would have thrown the dagger at him.  
 
    And if Ryana had succeeded in killing Gael, it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Elias’s gaze swept right, to the roof of a long, low-slung building: The Swallow Guard barracks. Before it was a high-walled yard, where training was taking place. Elias studied the figures, who appeared to be going through drills. A plume of fire roared up into the air, causing Elias to draw back in surprise.  
 
    That wasn’t sword practice. 
 
    The enchanters were here, inside the keep’s walls. 
 
    Elias frowned. Was Gael amongst them? His gaze searched the crowd below, settling upon a tall, dark-haired figure in their midst. The man, dressed in a charcoal robe, was shouting out instructions, his commanding voice ricocheting off the surrounding stone. “Stronger!” he roared. “Show me what you’re capable of!” 
 
    Elias’s mouth thinned. He needed no introduction. That man was Gael, he knew it. 
 
    Breathing a curse, Elias continued down the steps. He needed to find Ryana. 
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    A Complicated Tale 
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    “GAEL’S NOT HERE.” Mysandra informed Ryana. Her tone wasn’t friendly. Like the locals outdoors, she’d concluded that despite her pale northern looks, Ryana had sided with the enemy. “And neither are the other enchanters … they all reside in The Swallow Keep these days.” 
 
    Ryana breathed a curse, raking her hands through her hair. Her fingers snagged on knots, making her wince. “Why?” 
 
    “They’re valuable to the king now,” the High Enchanter replied. “Reoul wants them nearby.” 
 
    Ryana frowned. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Mysandra pursed her red mouth. She was a striking woman: neatly coiffed and made up, her body draped in pristine white robes. The two of them stood in the paved courtyard at the center of the house. The High Enchanter had ventured out to meet Ryana there. “I refuse to take part in this,” she said after a pause. “Although I’m the only one.” 
 
    The accusation in her eyes made Ryana tense. “I’m not dressed this way out of choice,” she replied, her tone sharpening. “I told you … I’m an enchanter of Rithmar.” 
 
    “So you say.” Mysandra still didn’t look convinced. “Do you know if Asher received my goshawk message?” 
 
    Ryana nodded. “It’s the reason King Nathan is marching on this city.” 
 
    The High Enchanter watched her for a moment, before her face sagged. She suddenly looked much older, and tired. “He’s too late,” she murmured. “Gael controls both the enchanters of Veldoras and Mirrar Rock now. He’s harnessed the use of Stynix.” 
 
    The despair in the woman’s eyes was contagious, and Ryana felt hopelessness tug at her. Fighting it, she replied. “Rithmar has Ninia. I’ve been training her in the Dark over the past months … the girl possesses incredible power.” 
 
    Mysandra heaved in a deep breath. “But is she strong enough to take on fifty enhanced enchanters?” 
 
    Ryana went still. Possibly not. 
 
    Mysandra muttered a gutter curse, one that was at odds with her genteel appearance. “What a mess.” 
 
    Ryana didn’t disagree with her.  
 
    At that moment the servant reappeared. “High Enchanter … what time will you be wanting supper this eve?” 
 
    “Now will suit,” Mysandra replied. “Thank you, Isla.” She then shifted her attention back to Ryana. “It will only be simple fare, I’m afraid … but there will be wine. Care to join me?” 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “I can’t. I have to track down Gael and kill him.” 
 
    The High Enchanter inhaled sharply. “You’re mad. He’s locked inside the walls of The Swallow Keep. Even if you cloaked yourself in shadow, you’d never get to him without being detected.” 
 
    “I have to try,” Ryana shot back. “Someone has to stop him.” 
 
    “Aye … but your reckless plan isn’t the way.” 
 
    Ryana scowled. “I can’t sit around and wait for Gael to lead those enchanters into battle.” 
 
    “You can’t prevent that now,” Mysandra countered. “With or without Gael the battle is going ahead, and those enchanters will be using Stynix. If you want to bring Gael down, do it when his focus is elsewhere. If I were you, I’d wait until he’s out there in battle. Your best chance is when he is already distracted.” 
 
    Running a hand down her tired face, Ryana sighed. This woman talked sense. “Alright … I’m listening.” 
 
    Mysandra smiled. “Come on … join me for some supper in my garden, and we can form a revised plan.” She favored Ryana with a shrewd look then. “One that, hopefully, doesn’t get either of us killed.” 
 
      
 
    The High Enchanter’s courtyard garden was a haven from the rest of the world. Ryana stepped into a lush space that was a riot of color. Water trickled over a small fountain in the form of a diving swallow. 
 
    “Shadows,” she whispered, her gaze traveling over the garden. “It’s lovely.” The light was fading, and a brazier had been set up in the center of the space upon a tiled patio. The warm, humid air was heavy with the scents of rose, lavender, and honey-suckle. Standing in such a spot, you could believe the surrounding city didn’t exist—that war wasn’t breathing down their necks. 
 
    Mysandra smiled. “Aye … welcome to my sanctuary.” 
 
    They took seats at a table upon the patio, while the servant, Isla, carried in a jug of wine and goblets. 
 
    “What’s for supper?” The High Enchanter asked. 
 
    “There’s only salted pork and bread left,” Isla replied with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “That will have to do then.” Mysandra paused. “Make sure to take some for yourself.” 
 
    The woman nodded and left to do her bidding. 
 
    “Isla’s the only servant still residing here,” Mysandra said when they were alone once more. She poured them two large goblets of red wine. “The rest left when the enchanters did.” 
 
    Ryana raised her goblet to her lips and took a sip. It was delicious, if slightly sweeter than what she was used to. “Aren’t the enchanters of the Order loyal to you?” she asked. 
 
    Mysandra snorted. “They were,” she replied after a pause. “When Gael first arrived, they distrusted him … but once he began training them, he managed to win them over.” 
 
    “How exactly?” 
 
    Mysandra’s mouth twisted. “He promised them things I couldn’t: respect and standing in the eyes of the community … and power. They were tired of being mistreated by the folk of this city … and I can hardly blame them for that. I’d hoped one or two of them might have seen through him … but none did.” 
 
    Isla brought out a platter of food before leaving them alone once more. The two women ate in silence for a while and sipped at their wine. Around them dusk settled, although the brazier illuminated the garden in a soft light. 
 
    Ryana released a sigh, stretching her long legs out before her and crossing them at the ankle. It felt wrong to eat and drink while Gael still breathed, while war hurtled toward them like a loosed volley of arrows—and yet there was solace in the respite this garden and supper provided. 
 
    Despite everything, Ryana needed it. 
 
    “How did you get to Veldoras so soon?” Mysandra asked finally, breaking the companionable silence between them. “You must have galloped here from The Royal City.” 
 
    Ryana huffed a laugh. “It’s a complicated tale,” she replied. 
 
    Mysandra reached for the jug and refilled both their goblets. “Excellent. I like a good story.” 
 
    Ryana pulled a face. “I don’t think you want to hear this one.” 
 
    The High Enchanter smiled. “Now you’ve got me really curious. Come on … tell it to me.” 
 
    Ryana hesitated. She didn’t know this woman, but she liked Mysandra. The wine had relaxed her, and she felt the sudden need to unburden herself. 
 
    And so she told her it all. She started from the very beginning, revealing her link to Gael and her involvement in ridding the world of the threat of Valgarth. She then went on to Elias. This part was harder to tell, for it was still raw. However, she forced the words out, explaining how they’d met, how they’d become lovers, and then what had happened the night of the Fire Festival. She concluded the story with details of their arrival here and what Elias had planned to do. 
 
    Mysandra had shown little reaction during the story, although her gaze widened when Ryana told her about Elias. Once Ryana finished speaking, they sat in silence for a while. 
 
    “I told you it was complicated,” Ryana said with a grimace. “I feel like I’ve made a colossal mess of things.” 
 
    The High Enchanter didn’t contradict her. However, her first comment, when it came, surprised Ryana. “You have interesting taste in men.” 
 
    Ryana snorted. “Aye, perhaps it’s time I took a vow of celibacy.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Mysandra replied with a shrug. “We all make mistakes. My past is littered with them.” 
 
    Ryana watched the High Enchanter, taking her in with fresh eyes. Mysandra was indeed an enigma. A highly intelligent woman who’d been left in charge of a decaying House. She was wasted here, and yet Ryana sensed that this path had been Mysandra’s choice. 
 
    “It seems as if my life has developed a pattern,” Ryana replied eventually. “I mess up, and then I have to try and fix things. I managed last time … but I’m not sure I will now.” 
 
    “Don’t take responsibility for things you can’t control,” Mysandra said with an airy wave. “Most of it has nothing to do with you … Reoul … Gael … Elias … they’ve all made their choices. But like I told you earlier, all isn’t lost. Gael will be vulnerable tomorrow. You just have to choose your moment to strike.” 
 
    Ryana met her eye. “And what of you? What will you do when the siege begins tomorrow?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” the High Enchanter huffed. “As soon as I get the opportunity, I’m joining the ranks of the Rithmar enchanters. Her green eyes shadowed then. “I’m from The Royal City. It’s time I went home.” 
 
    “I wish I was.” 
 
    A male voice interrupted them. 
 
    Ryana launched herself to her feet, her wine splashing over the table. A few feet away, leaning against a stone pillar at the entrance to the garden, was Elias. 
 
    “How did you get in here?” she demanded. 
 
    His mouth quirked. “A servant let me in.” 
 
    “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    “Long enough.” 
 
    Ryana’s attention swept over to Mysandra. The High Enchanter sat there looking completely unruffled. Heat flowered across Ryana’s chest and crept up her neck as realization dawned. “You knew he was listening to us?” 
 
    Mysandra smiled before nodding. 
 
    Mortification rose within Ryana. Her mind raced, and she started to feel queasy. The wine had loosened her tongue. She’d been frank with the High Enchanter and open about her hurt. All the while, the man who’d betrayed her trust was eavesdropping. 
 
    Ryana shot Mysandra an infuriated look. “You shouldn’t have let him in.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” the High Enchanter replied. “But Isla’s easily convinced.” She shifted her attention to Elias, observing him keenly. “I’d wager you’re charming when it suits you.” 
 
    Elias inclined his head to the High Enchanter before favoring her with a slow smile. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ryana demanded. 
 
    “Looking for you, obviously. I wanted to tell you that Gael now resides in the keep … but I see you already know that.” 
 
    “And what about convincing your father to take the path of peace?” 
 
    Elias’s smile faded. “That conversation didn’t go well.” He shifted his attention back to Mysandra. “Is there somewhere I could talk to Ryana … in private?” 
 
    Ryana stiffened. “I’m not speaking to you. Get out of here … now.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving … and what I have to say is for your ears only.” 
 
    A tense silence settled over the garden courtyard, eventually broken by Mysandra. Her mouth curved as she met Elias’s eye. “Isla will take you to the library. You can talk there.” 
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    It’s Too Late 
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    RYANA STRODE INTO the library, jaw clenched. Elias followed her in and shut the door behind him. Turning, Ryana scowled before folding her arms over her chest. It was a defensive gesture, a barrier against his presence here.  
 
    “What is it?” she snapped. 
 
    Shelves of dusty books surrounded them, and a long oaken table dominated the room. It didn’t look as if anyone had studied here recently, for the table was empty save for a large lantern softly burning at the far end. 
 
    Elias watched her, his own brow furrowing. “You can’t stay here, Ryana. Get to the gates like I told you.” 
 
    She bristled at his authoritarian tone. “I’ll go when I’m ready … and while Gael breathes, I’m not.” 
 
    “You can’t reach him inside The Swallow Keep.” 
 
    “You could get me inside.” 
 
    A muscle contracted in his jaw. “Not anymore … my father has disowned me. I’m no longer welcome there.” 
 
    Ryana drew back, surprised. “He can do that?” 
 
    “Of course he can.” 
 
    Ryana stared back at him, momentarily forgetting her ire. “Is that his only punishment?” 
 
    “He’s put me on the wall tomorrow, in the front line. I’m to make sure I don’t survive the battle.” 
 
    Silence fell between them. Elias had delivered the words casually, as if he had just spoken of what he planned to have for breakfast the following day. 
 
    Ryana’s throat constricted. “You don’t have to do that,” she whispered. “I could get you out of the city by cloaking you … if you wanted me to.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll not add ‘deserter’ to the list of black marks against my name. I failed my father, and this is my punishment. I’ll not run from it.” 
 
    Ryana swallowed hard. “You came here to tell me this?” 
 
    He moved toward her, away from the closed door. “Aye … among other things.” 
 
    Ryana stood her ground although her pulse accelerated at his approach. “I’m not leaving Veldoras either,” she said softly. “Mysandra has a plan … I’m going to approach Gael tomorrow during the battle. I’ll attack him from behind.” 
 
    Elias’s dark brows knitted together. “Why don’t you leave that to me? A sharp knife across the throat will be as effective as enchantment.” 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “This is my task, not yours.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment longer, and then Elias stepped closer to her. They only stood around three feet apart now. 
 
    “Stop right there,” Ryana gasped, panic welling. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    The intense look in his eyes made heat rise in her cheeks. It had been a mistake to agree to talk to him alone in the library. 
 
    “You’re the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met,” Elias said, his mouth curving, although the fire in his eyes didn’t dim. “You have no idea how much it makes me want you.” 
 
    Ryana stifled a gasp. His words shocked her. She let her arms fall to her sides, her fingers closing into fists. “What?” 
 
    “You anger me, frustrate me,” he continued. “But you’re in my blood, in my soul, just as you’re branded on my skin.” He reached up to where the faint bruise of her attack still remained upon his neck. 
 
    “Don’t say these things,” she replied shakily. “It’s too late.” 
 
    He stepped toward her, closing the narrow gap. “It’s not yet.” He reached up, his fingertips tracing her cheek.  
 
    To her fury, Ryana trembled under his touch. 
 
    “But it will soon be.” His fingers reached her chin, before the pad of his thumb slid gently over her lower lip. “I’ll not go to my death leaving things unsaid. I’ll not let pride stop me from saying this.” His voice lowered. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, Ryana … a beacon of warmth and light in an otherwise soulless life. Meeting you made everything I’ve ever done seem pointless. Before the end, I want you to know that.” 
 
    Tears leaked from Ryana’s eyes, trickling down her cheeks. Her chest now ached. The wound of his betrayal, which had barely started to scab over, ripped open once more. Only this time it wasn’t rage that swept over her but grief. 
 
    She hadn’t known he felt that way—but would it have mattered if she had? They were from different worlds and were now on opposing sides. And yet the past few days could have been spent differently if she’d been open to hearing the truth from him, or if he’d had the courage to admit it. 
 
    But time was running out now. 
 
    “Don’t cry,” he whispered, brushing away her tears with his thumb. “It wasn’t my intention to upset you.” 
 
    Ryana drew in a trembling breath, fighting the urge to break down completely. “Life is so hard,” she finally managed. “It’s as if we’re constantly fighting the tide. I’m so tired of it all.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s time we stopped fighting,” he replied, his gaze shining. “Give in to it. Give me tonight to show you what you mean to me.” 
 
    Ryana sucked in a deep breath. She ached for him now. Her skin tingled where his fingertips traced. Longing rushed through her veins like wildfire. She couldn’t fight this anymore. All her rage sloughed away, leaving naked want in its place. With a soft sigh she nodded. 
 
    Elias pulled her into his arms, his mouth claiming hers.  
 
    The kiss was gentle at first, but as his tongue parted her lips and he deepened it, heat started to pulse between them. Ryana groaned into his mouth. Then she reached up and linked her arms around his neck. How she’d missed this: the taste of him, the feel of his stubble dragging across her cheek, the spicy male scent of his skin, and the feel of his hands on her body. 
 
    The longing burned like a fever now. But she was done fighting it. 
 
      
 
    Elias drank Ryana in, feasted on her soft, sweet mouth. She tasted of berry wine. His heart was beating so fast, it made him feel sick—ill with want. He’d never desired anything like he wanted Ryana. His fingers coiled into her thick blonde hair, pulling her head back. Tearing his mouth from hers, he let his lips trail down her neck. 
 
    He breathed in the scent of her skin. Fumbling in his eagerness to touch her, he unlaced her shirt and the leather vest beneath. Then he bent over and buried his face in the softness of her breasts.  
 
    Heart thundering, he sank to his knees before her and traced his lips over the satiny skin. He adored her full, ripe breasts. The silk shirt she’d worn over the past few days showed them off in a way her enchanter robes never had. During the journey south, he’d caught himself staring at their outline, jiggling as she rode.  
 
    He’d been longing to suck on them. And when his mouth closed over a small, pink nipple, she gave a soft whimper.  
 
    The sound made desire arrow through his groin. His shaft ached, pressed against the confines of his breeches. Yet he ignored it, focusing instead on drawing the nipple deep into his mouth, suckling gently at first and then increasing the pressure so that Ryana groaned and writhed against him. Her fingers dug into his scalp, urging him on. 
 
    Elias shifted to the other breast, catching its nipple between his teeth and biting gently. 
 
    Ryana gave a cry, shuddering against him. 
 
    Breathing hard, Elias rose to his feet and pushed her back against the table. He was surprised to see that his hands trembled slightly as he stripped off Ryana’s shirt and vest, and started to unlace her leggings. 
 
    All the while, she watched him under long lashes, her grey-blue eyes burning.  
 
    Stripping the leggings off her, he spread her pale thighs, his fingers brushing over the dark blonde curls between them. Ryana caught his hand and brought it up to her mouth, kissing his palm gently as she reached out with the other hand and started to unlace his shirt. “I want to touch you,” she whispered. 
 
    Elias stepped closer, between her spread thighs, his breath coming in short gasps as she leisurely undid his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. Her hands explored his chest, before she bent her head to him, her lips and tongue exploring his skin. When her teeth nipped at his nipples, it was his turn to gasp. 
 
    She slid off the table and lowered herself to her knees as she made her way down his torso. And when her fingers slid across the heavy rod in his breeches, Elias sucked in a breath. 
 
    Just the slightest touch from her undid him. 
 
    Ryana unfastened his breeches and slid them down. 
 
    His shaft sprang out to meet her. It was swollen, its end slick with need. And when she closed her mouth over it, he groaned, nearly losing control then and there.  
 
    Elias growled out a curse, closing his eyes and letting his head fall back. Her mouth, her tongue, were almost too much.  
 
    Moments later he couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to be inside her. Now, or he’d explode in her mouth. Hauling her up, he pushed Ryana back on the table, his mouth slanting over hers. She kissed him back hungrily, spreading her legs wide for him as he rubbed his shaft against her. 
 
    Body trembling in anticipation, he slid inside Ryana, sheathing himself completely with the first thrust. Shadows, she was so wet, tight, and hot. He didn’t want this to be over fast, but it was taking everything he had to maintain control. 
 
    Ryana groaned his name, arching back. 
 
    Elias ground against her, and he felt her heat contract against his shaft. Ryana’s legs wrapped around his hips. She pulled him closer still, writhing against him as he took her in deep, powerful strokes. 
 
    Sweat beaded on Elias’s skin. He deliberately slowed himself down. He wanted this to last. Withdrawing from her, he stepped away from the table. Ryana gave a gasp of protest, but he merely smiled, before pushing down his breeches and heeling off his boots. 
 
    Naked, he climbed onto the table and rolled onto his back, pulling Ryana with him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked as he guided her astride him. 
 
    He favored her with a slow smile. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    Before Ryana could answer, he lowered her onto him. She groaned, throwing back her head, while Elias took hold of her hips and ground her hard against him. 
 
    “Shadows, Elias,” she gasped. “I—” Her body started to tremble then, cutting her off. Her words slurred into a cry. 
 
    Watching her, Elias felt his self-control fray. Her loved how wild Ryana was when they lay together, how she let herself go completely. He wanted to do the same for her, but he’d never let his guard down—ever. This position was new to him too. He usually liked to be the dominant partner. He liked to take a woman and remain in control. 
 
    Yet, Ryana rode him now, mastering him. She slid up and down his shaft with agonizing precision, and with each slow rock, Elias inched toward oblivion. He forgot about control, about anything except this beautiful woman astride him.  
 
    The lantern light kissed her voluptuous body, gilding those magnificent breasts that bounced with each movement. 
 
    Elias’s climax slammed into him like a charging bull, taking him by surprise. A tingling, shivering sensation exploded up from his groin. His heart started to pound, and the world shrank. Nothing mattered but that moment. The muscles in his stomach and back contracted, and he arched up toward her, his neck snapping back as his hoarse cry echoed through the library.  
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    Hold Back Tomorrow 
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    RYANA STIRRED, SNUGGLING into Elias’s shoulder. “I think we should find a bed,” she murmured. “This table isn’t too comfortable.” 
 
    Soft laughter rumbled in Elias’s chest. “Aye … let’s get our clothes back on.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Ryana slid from the table and reached for her abandoned clothing. She had just pulled on her leggings when she glanced up to see Elias’s staring at her. His gaze was luminous, his expression tender. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    Suddenly shy, Ryana smiled and looked away. 
 
    “It’s true,” he continued, stepping close and hooking a finger under her chin. She raised her gaze, meeting his eye once more. “I never say anything I don’t mean.” 
 
    Ryana swallowed, her smile fading. These moments were magical, yet already she could feel time passing, traveling with frightening swiftness toward dawn. “I wish we had longer together,” she murmured back. 
 
    His mouth quirked, and he stroked her neck in a sensual gesture that made Ryana’s breathing quicken. “So do I,” he replied, “Never has time seemed so precious to me … but we will have to make the most of these hours we have left.” He stepped back from her then and reached for his breeches. “Fortunately, most of the night still lies ahead of us.” 
 
    They finished dressing in silence and left the library. The servant, Isla, was nowhere in sight so they retraced their steps back to the courtyard garden 
 
    Mysandra was still there. The High Enchanter sat quietly, staring into the flames of the brazier. She glanced up when they entered, a knowing smile curving her mouth. 
 
    “I was wondering when you two would reappear.” 
 
    Ryana felt heat stain her cheeks. She knew they’d both been noisy, and wouldn’t have been surprised if Mysandra understood exactly what had happened in the library. “Can Elias stay here overnight?” she asked casually. 
 
    Mysandra nodded, her smile widening. “I’ve already had Isla make up a room for you upstairs. She’ll take you to it.” 
 
    Ryana hesitated. “Did you want to go over our plans for tomorrow?” 
 
    The High Enchanter shook her head, waving them away. “They can wait till morning.” 
 
    When they left the garden, Isla was there waiting for them. 
 
     The servant led them up to the third floor. Mysandra had given them a large room that looked as if it had seen better days. The whitewashed walls were stained and peeling, yet it sat on the corner of the building with a wrought-iron, wrap-around balcony that looked out over the building’s inner courtyard. It was a warm evening so Isla hadn’t bothered to light a fire in the hearth. However, she’d set two glowing lanterns either side of a large bed that was covered in a soft white woolen coverlet.  
 
    Ryana thanked Isla, and the servant let herself out, bidding them both a good night. 
 
    When they were alone, Elias and Ryana merely stared at each other. Ryana drank him in. Her fingers itched to tear his clothes off him, to explore his powerful body once more, but she prevented herself. 
 
    Ryana forced herself to slow down her breathing. She wanted to savor this moment. 
 
    Elias broke the spell, moving toward Ryana with a hungry look that made excitement rear up within her. Throwing any lingering caution aside, she rushed forward and threw herself into his arms. 
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    Elias fell back on the bed, breathing hard. Stretching out next to him, Ryana placed a hand upon his chest. His heart pounded against her palm. A thrill went through her; she loved being able to shatter this man’s self-control. 
 
    “Shadows, woman,” he gasped. “Any more of that and I won’t be able to walk at dawn.” 
 
    Ryana gave a soft laugh, her hand splaying out across his chest. “Showing your age, Elias?” 
 
    “I’m only thirty-four,” he huffed. 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed the scattering of dark hair upon his chest, before she curled herself against him. “Still in your prime then.” 
 
    “Cheeky wench.” 
 
    She felt his hand curl through her hair, gently untangling the heavy waves. He’d done that after the first time they’d lain together. She liked the gesture; it relaxed her. 
 
    “I’m exhausted,” Elias admitted after a pause. “I feel like I could lie here for a week.” 
 
    Ryana let out a soft sigh. “That’s what happens when you stop fighting,” she murmured. “You take a deep breath, finally realize where you are … and then it hits you.” 
 
    He huffed. “Like a club to the head.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Ryana replied. “I wish I could slow down time … hold back tomorrow.” 
 
    “About tomorrow,” he said finally, his tone sobering. “I want you to be careful. Don’t take any unnecessary risks with Gael.” 
 
    Ryana tensed. She didn’t want to talk about what lay ahead, but she knew she couldn’t ignore it any longer. Dawn was creeping inexorably toward them. 
 
    “I will be careful,” she promised, before she propped herself up on an elbow and peered down at him. “But what about you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “There’s no point in saying that … you know I will.” Ryana frowned then. “Don’t you go falling on your sword. I don’t care what your father said to you … try to survive the battle.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “And if Rithmar wins?” 
 
    “All the better.” 
 
    “You think Nathan will welcome me … after everything that’s happened?” 
 
    Ryana held his gaze. “We’ll deal with Nathan when the time comes. He’s proud, but not unreasonable. When he hears you were sincere in your talk of peace, he may decide it’s worth keeping you alive.” 
 
    Elias raised a dark eyebrow. “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she said huskily. 
 
    Elias stared up at her, and she watched his handsome features tighten. “You deserve better than this,” he said softly. “Better than a few stolen moments.” 
 
    Ryana favored him with a small smile. “I’m glad you sought me out earlier. If either of us falls tomorrow, I don’t want there to be things left unsaid.” Her vision swam then. 
 
    Sweeping up her hand from his chest, Elias brought it to his lips. “This can’t be the end,” he said, his voice suddenly urgent and rough. “I won’t let it be.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The sun was just peeking over the rooftops to the east when Elias slipped out of The House of Light and Darkness. It was a humid morning. The air was charged, almost as if another thunderstorm was on its way. 
 
    Elias stepped over a puddle of urine and walked up the street. He didn’t look back at the House, instead he kept his gaze firmly forward. If he glanced back, even once, he’d be lost.  
 
    Leaving Ryana was the hardest thing he’d ever done.  
 
    After their conversation earlier, they’d slept fitfully in each other’s arms for a while. And then, as the first streams of light filtered in through the shutters, he’d forced himself to rise. They’d said little then while he dressed. Everything that needed to be said had been. However, before leaving, Elias had knelt by the bed and pulled Ryana into his arms one last time. She’d wept, silently, and it had nearly torn his heart from his chest. 
 
    He’d kissed her then, a soft, lingering touch, before leaving the chamber.  
 
    Elias made it to the end of the street and then turned left. Immediately, he started to feel better, although the ache in the center of his chest still hadn’t eased. He hadn’t made things easy for himself by going to Ryana, and yet he was glad he had.  
 
    He’d sensed that beneath her anger she’d cared about him. He was relieved she’d not let pride sour everything for them both. 
 
    He had a memory now that would sustain him during what was to come. 
 
    The streets of Veldoras had a gloomy air this morning. There were few folk about save patrols of Anthor soldiers and people who slept rough. There were quite a few vagrants these days, more than he remembered: men, women, and children bundled up in blankets on the hard cobbles. Most likely, they’d been turfed out of their homes by soldiers. 
 
    The occupation of Veldoras was starting to take its toll.  
 
    His father ruled the city with an iron fist, taking the best food for himself and his huge army. He’d forced locals to billet his men as the barracks weren’t big enough to house them all. Elias passed an older couple as he walked through the slums. Both thin and dressed in threadbare tunics and leggings, the husband and wife had bare, filthy feet. They avoided meeting Elias’s eye. 
 
    Elias thinned his lips and lengthened his stride. 
 
    It’s time to give Veldoras back to its people. 
 
    The vehemence of his reaction surprised Elias. The irony of it wasn’t lost on him, for he was still one of the oppressors and had helped his father conquer this city. 
 
    A lad of no more than ten winters appeared ahead. Barefoot, his thin body caked with grime, he looked like one of the mudlarks—the forgotten children who roamed the riverbed at low tide. The boy’s face was hollowed with hunger. 
 
    Something twisted under Elias’s ribcage—a strange sensation that he suddenly realized was guilt. At this lad’s age he’d lived in luxury, and had never known a day of hunger or real hardship. 
 
    Elias dug into the pouch at his waist and moved to block the boy’s path. 
 
    The lad saw him and stopped, cringing back. “I didn’t do nothing,” he gasped. 
 
    “Here,” Elias said gruffly, holding him out a gold talent. “Get yourself some food.” 
 
    The boy stared at him. His hazel eyes widened, suspicion flaring in the depths. The urchin didn’t trust him—and for good reason too.  
 
    “Go on.” Elias flicked the coin into the air, and as he’d expected, a thin arm shot out, grimy fingers closing around the gold talent. 
 
    Watching the lad run off, clutching his prize, Elias found himself smiling. 
 
    It was a small thing, but it was a start. 
 
    Now that his father had disowned him, the loyalty that had been a yoke about his neck no longer weighed him down. He wanted Rithmar to defeat Anthor, and for his father to slink back to Mirrar Rock, a beaten man. 
 
    He wanted a chance to make a fresh start—with Ryana. 
 
    Emerging from the slums, Elias crossed The Spiral Way and The Bridge of the North Wind. The tide was up and a warm wind that smelled of the sea tickled his face. He was heading to the Western Barracks, a huge complex that hugged the edge of the city. It took him a while to reach his destination, for Veldoras was a large, sprawling city. However, the walk did Elias good. It allowed him to put his thoughts and emotions in order, to mentally ready himself for what was to come. 
 
    He wondered how the other soldiers would react to him. He’d once been their captain, and now he’d be fighting at the front with the other foot soldiers. In other circumstances, such a fall would have been humiliating, but Elias found he hardly cared. 
 
    He had other priorities these days. 
 
    Finally, the grey stone bulk of the Western Barracks hove into view. The building crouched in the shadow of the city wall, where the silhouettes of guards moved back and forth; dark outlines against a cloudy sky. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Elias mounted the steps. The entrance to the barracks yawned before him, and he spied two guards stationed there, spears at the ready. Their gazes flicked over him, recognition flickering in their eyes.  
 
    They let him pass without a word. 
 
    Elias’s mouth twisted as he strode into the building. Of course, few of the troops would have heard about his fall from grace. His father had left it to him to inform them. 
 
    His boots whispered on polished stone as he crossed the entrance hall and walked out into a massive courtyard. The paved space was being used for hand-to-hand combat training this morning. The grunts of men as they punched, kicked, and wrestled punctured the heavy morning air. 
 
    Around the rectangular courtyard, the three-storied grey walls of the barracks rose up. 
 
    Halfway across the expanse, Elias halted. Without thinking, he’d been heading toward the stairwell that would take him up to the captain’s apartments on the top floor of the building.  
 
    But those chambers no longer belonged to him. Instead, he’d be sleeping on a pallet in a dorm with the other grunts. 
 
    “Morning Captain!” A soldier stepped away from the training. Face flushed and sweaty, he wiped an arm across his forehead and grinned. Elias recognized him. The man was a fairly new recruit, a soldier who’d only joined them for the siege of Veldoras. He would now be Elias’s superior—something they’d both likely have trouble adjusting to. 
 
    Iago—that was his name. 
 
    “It’s just ‘Elias’ now,” he greeted the soldier with a wry smile. “I’m reporting for duty.” 
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    It Has Begun 
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    “DRAG HIM IN here,” Mysandra hissed, beckoning Ryana toward the alley. 
 
    Ryana shot the High Enchanter an irritated look. “Aren’t you going to help me? I can’t do this on my own.” 
 
    Huffing with frustration, Mysandra emerged from the shadowy lane. Grabbing an arm each, the women dragged the soldier into the alleyway. They moved fast, stumbling in their haste. Any moment now a patrol would come stomping down the street and catch them. 
 
    Once they were hidden in the shadows, Ryana let out the breath she’d been holding. 
 
    On the street beyond, heavy booted feet thundered past. Both women froze, waiting until the soldiers had moved on before either spoke. 
 
    “This one’s perfect.” Mysandra’s gaze fixed upon the helmed figure who lay sprawled before them. 
 
    “I needed a man of around my height, wearing armor,” Ryana agreed. She knelt down and pulled off the man’s helm. “If I’m not well disguised, I’ll never get close enough to Gael to strike.” She glanced up at her companion. “I’ll need your help with this too.” 
 
    Mysandra gave a heavy sigh. As Head of the Order, she was a woman who preferred to give instructions and then watch from a distance while others worked, it seemed. However, she did as requested. Sweeping up her long skirts and crouching beside Ryana, she then began to unbuckle the soldier’s armor. 
 
    The man Ryana had just killed was young, barely into his twenties. His time in the army had not been kind to him; his skin clung to his bones and he had a cruel mouth—or at least Ryana told herself it looked cruel. It made it easier on her conscience. She didn’t like killing, but left alive this soldier would put both her and Mysandra at risk. 
 
    Ryana was dressed in her black Anthor-style attire from the previous day. Rather than remove her own clothing, she struggled to fit the gleaming obsidian armor over the top. Tugging hard, she finally managed to pull it over her ample chest. She turned to Mysandra “Quick, tie the straps while I hold the breastplate in place.” 
 
    “One moment … there … I’ve managed to get it on the loosest hole,” the High Enchanter announced finally. 
 
    Ryana released the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “It’s difficult to breathe with this thing on.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    The rest of the armor went on easier. Ryana had braided her hair and tucked the plait down the back of her shirt. The helm went on top, concealing her identity. She then helped herself to the soldier’s long-sword, buckling it around her hips. 
 
    She turned to the High Enchanter. “How do I look?” 
 
    Mysandra stood back and cast a critical eye over her. “To me, you look like a woman wearing armor,” she said with a grimace. 
 
    “I don’t think Anthor has any female soldiers.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s just hope they don’t look at you too closely.” 
 
    Mysandra adjusted her own kerchief. The High Enchanter was also in disguise this afternoon. She’d changed out of her snow-white robes into a hard-wearing woolen dress. It was dyed blue, a popular color among the ladies of Veldoras this year. Under the matching blue kerchief, Mysandra had also braided her long white hair. Her face was free of make-up. 
 
    She was almost unrecognizable.  
 
    Ryana was just about to comment on that fact when a horn’s wail reverberated across the city. 
 
    Both women fell silent, listening. The wail drew out before the horn blew once more. And then it blasted a third time. 
 
    Mysandra let out a slow exhale. “Three blows of the horn … last time we heard it the Anthor army stood before our gates.” 
 
    Ryana met her eye. “It has begun then.” 
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    Elias stood high atop the walls and looked down upon the army that had amassed before the gates. The Rithmar numbers appeared huge: line after line of foot soldiers and cavalry. The men were garbed in gleaming silver helms and chainmail. Silver and green Rithmar banners fluttered from standards, and a sea of iron-tipped spears and the outlines of siege towers bristled against a monochrome sky. It was a grey, sultry afternoon, and in the distance thunder rumbled. 
 
    Spots of water splashed onto Elias’s face, and he glanced round at the dark clouds that were rolling in behind him. 
 
    “Great,” one of the men nearby grumbled. “We’ll be fighting in the rain.” 
 
    Elias frowned. Rain was the least of his problems. He’d lost his rank, his family, his woman—and now he was about to become battle fodder for the Rithmar front lines. 
 
    Dressed in Anthor battle leathers, his head bare, Elias felt dangerously exposed up here. As a low-ranking soldier, he didn’t wear armor or a helm, and the sword at his hip wasn’t the double-edged broadsword his father had gifted him on his thirteenth birthday either, but a much lighter, shorter blade designed for stabbing at close quarters. He was to defend the walls once the ladders and siege towers went up. 
 
    Standing there, Elias waited for despair to settle over him, but instead he’d never felt more alive. His grandfather had once told him that a man never appreciated life as much as when he was climbing the steps to the gallows. Elias had shrugged off the comment at the time, yet he understood now. 
 
    He wanted to live. He would do whatever it took to survive this battle. 
 
    Elias stood next to one of the catapults. He and two others were charged with loading it. A pile of heavy rocks sat behind him. An acrid odor reached him as more drops of rain splashed onto his leathers; cauldrons of hot oil sat nearby upon beds of coals, awaiting the siege. 
 
    As he waited, Elias spied a rider below. The sight drew him out of his introspection. His red cloak fluttering behind him, the envoy moved out from the gates toward the Rithmar front lines. They were around two furlongs back, but Elias could make out the smoke and charcoal grey robes of Rithmar’s enchanters—and there in the center of them was a figure in black: Ninia. 
 
    Elias’s breathing hitched. The young woman he’d been sent to kill twice—and who had spared his life twice now—was crossing his path once more. And this time he’d be directly in her line of fire. 
 
    A small party rode out to meet the Anthor emissary: King Nathan and two of his men. 
 
    Stopping a few yards apart, they faced each other. Elias could just make out the rumble of their voices but not the words. They were too far away from him to see the expressions on their faces. 
 
    The parley was brief, as he’d expected. His father had made his position clear. He wasn’t interested in peace. Elias let out a slow, measured breath, disappointment knifing through his gut. Despite everything, he’d hoped his father would see sense. Short-sighted idiot. 
 
    The Anthor emissary reined his horse around and cantered back to the gates. 
 
    One of the men next to Elias snorted. “That was short.” 
 
    “Ready yourselves,” Elias murmured back. “It’s about to start.” 
 
    “They won’t attack this time of day,” another soldier answered. “It’s nearly dusk.” 
 
    Elias glanced over at the man. He was a squat, bulky fellow with a shaved head. The man’s gaze was fierce as he glared out at the Rithmar lines.  
 
    “Nathan’s not going to waste any time,” Elias pointed out. “He’ll strike hard and fast.” 
 
    The soldier met his gaze. “Aye, whatever you say, captain.” 
 
    There was no missing the challenge in the man’s voice. By now most of the troops knew about Elias’s fall from grace—about his failure to kill Ninia of Thûn. Many of the men were now wary around him, while others appeared embarrassed and avoided his eye. Some, like baldy here, found his presence offensive. 
 
    Elias grinned at the soldier, showing him his teeth. “Just wait and see me proved right.” 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Thunder exploded overhead, and the air trembled. The rain started to patter down in heavy drops. 
 
    The horn of Rithmar sounded a moment later—a clear, silvery sound that lifted up high over the walls. The slow, steady beat of battle drums followed. Elias’s skin prickled with anticipation. He’d been standing up here all afternoon, his gaze trained east. But, finally, the waiting was over. 
 
    Elias spared a look at the man who’d challenged him earlier, meeting his eye. “Vadaras, Onoras, Leadalas,” he said softly. 
 
    The soldier’s heavy-featured face twisted. “Aye,” he grunted. “For the motherland.”  
 
    A roar went up amongst the attacking force, shattering the tension.  
 
    An answering shout echoed back from atop the walls, pulsing in time with the battle drums. Elias’s gaze swept over the line of enchanters advancing toward them. Upon the wall, those in charge started bellowing orders. Men edged the cauldrons of boiling oil into position. 
 
    A tongue of flame shot up from the Rithmar ranks, scoring along the wall. Anthor soldiers reared back, although one or two weren’t fast enough. Beating at the flames that devoured them, they fell screaming off the wall. 
 
    “Archers ready!” a captain called out. “Loose!” 
 
    Arrows hissed through the air, flying in a graceful arc from behind those on the front of the wall and spraying the battlefield, clanging as they hit upraised shields. However, the enchanters held a silvery sphere of light before them. The arrows bounced off it without causing any damage. 
 
    Siege towers rumbled toward the walls now, and the Rithmar ranks parted to let them pass. 
 
    “Catapults ready!” the captain bellowed. 
 
    Elias moved into position, hauling a heavy rock onto the catapult. 
 
    “Fire!”  
 
    Great chunks of stone hurtled through the air. One found its mark, crashing into a siege tower and bringing it down. 
 
    A roar of victory went up on the walls. 
 
    Elias didn’t join them. He was scanning the battlefield, noting that Rithmar foot soldiers followed close behind the siege towers. They were now raising ladders against the wall. 
 
    “Loose the oil!” the captain’s voice held an edge of panic. He’d seen them too. 
 
    Boiling oil gushed over the wall. Rithmar soldiers fell, their yells and screams ripping through the roar of battle. Meanwhile, the storm unleashed its fury overhead. Rain now lashed across the city, soaking defenders and besiegers alike. 
 
    None paid it any mind. 
 
    Long dark arrows slammed against the wall, unleashed by the enchanters of the Dark below. Elias ducked as a volley whistled past his head. However, one of the arrows slammed into the throat of the bald soldier next to him. With a strangled cry, the man fell back, grasping at his neck. 
 
    A deep roar thundered up from before the gates. Elias looked up to see a twister rise into the air, ink-black and terrifying. It hit the wall, tearing along it. Elias threw himself at the catapult, clinging to it as the twister ripped past, taking half a dozen soldiers with it. 
 
    And when the twister had passed, Elias lifted his head to see the outlines of dark shapes approaching through the rain. 
 
    More siege towers rumbled in. 
 
    A heartbeat later the first of them collided with the wall. Elias felt the impact shudder under his feet. Men clad in silver and green spilled from it, blades flashing. 
 
    Elias drew his own sword and stepped forward to meet them. 
 
    Above, lightning forked across a purple sky. An instant later an explosion rocked the walls of Veldoras. The impact threw Elias off his feet, slamming him onto his back. Some of the Rithmar soldiers who’d just leaped onto the wall lost their footing. They stumbled and lurched, one or two of them falling to their deaths. 
 
    The walls shuddered once more, and pure white light exploded into the sky. Elias twisted away, shielding his eyes. Screams rang out across the wall, and beyond.  
 
    Ears ringing, Elias clawed his way up the parapet and peered over it. 
 
    Ninia—it had to be her. She’d harnessed the power of that lightning bolt and wreaked havoc. 
 
    Smoke stung his eyes, but as it cleared, he saw what was happening below. The Rithmar cavalry surged into the city. The gates had been breached. 
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    Fire and Ash 
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    IT TOOK RYANA a while to get up to the front.  
 
    The streets leading to the Great Square were packed with rows of Anthor soldiers. A few times she was told to get back and join her squad, but she pressed on with the excuse that she had a message for the king.  
 
    Speaking made her nervous; lowering her voice and affecting an Anthor accent wasn’t easy. If their attention hadn’t been elsewhere, she wasn’t sure how many men of Anthor she’d have fooled. She made sure to press on fast, lest any of them questioned her. 
 
    At the entrance to the Great Square, she found the way blocked by Reoul of Anthor’s guard. The rain swept in. It drenched the soldiers’ magnificent red cloaks and ran off their shiny black armor and helms, yet they didn’t appear to notice. The men’s gazes were riveted ahead. 
 
    Ryana sidled up, as close as she dared, and craned her head, trying to get a glimpse beyond. 
 
    Shouting from above drew her eye. A pitch battle was going on atop the walls. Men clashed with knives and swords. And as she watched, an Anthor soldier toppled off the edge and fell to the square below.  
 
    Ryana’s heart lurched into her throat. Elias would be in the midst of that chaos. 
 
    At that moment, a soldier in front of her shifted to one side. Suddenly, Ryana had a clear view of the square beyond. 
 
    Those massive iron gates were now a twisted, smoking wreck.  
 
    Ryana’s breathing caught. She’d never seen iron bent like that. She’d heard the explosion. Even from three blocks back, she’d seen the bright white light that had illuminated the stormy sky.  
 
    Ninia. The girl had harnessed the lightning that had forked down just moments earlier. 
 
    The Rithmar cavalry thundered in through the broken gates—toward the host of enchanters awaiting them in the center of the Great Square. The soldiers drove their destriers, huge warhorses bred for battle, forward. 
 
    Dread slithered down Ryana’s spine. She didn’t like how still the defending enchanters stood—how they let the horses come to them. 
 
    Her instincts flared. The Star of Darkness upon her right palm pulsed in warning. It’s a trap. 
 
    Gael stepped out to meet the riders, and Ryana stopped breathing. 
 
    There you are, you bastard. 
 
    He was thinner than Ryana remembered and had grown his dark hair longer, tying it back at his nape. But he was still roguishly handsome, with high cheekbones and a smoldering gaze. His sodden charcoal robe clung to him as he whipped the Dark up and hurled it at the approaching cavalry.  
 
    A great black wave slammed into them. 
 
    Horses squealed and men shouted—and then the Anthor soldier in front of Ryana moved, blocking her view once more. 
 
    Ryana drew back, heart hammering. She didn’t need a clear view to know that the enchanters following Gael had just engaged. The air around her shifted, as the fading daylight and the growing dusk responded. Fire and ash rained over the square, blocking out the sky.  
 
    Around her, Anthor soldiers shuffled forward, readying themselves to attack. 
 
    Ryana flexed the fingers of her right hand. She also needed to prepare herself. 
 
    The roar of battle was like nothing she’d ever experienced. The Great Square was a vast space, and yet it seemed confined, as enchantment ricocheted off the surrounding stone. Shouts, screams, and the clash of metal hammered against Ryana’s ears. Overhead, the thunderstorm still raged. If anything, it grew more intense now, as if responding to the power of the Light and Dark. 
 
    “Vadaras, Onoras, Leadalas!” 
 
    A few yards in front of Ryana a man stood up on his stirrups and raised a magnificent sword into the air. Its long steel blade shimmered in the rain. Clad in obsidian armor, golden epaulets gleaming at his shoulders, Reoul of Anthor was an imposing sight.  
 
    A roar rippled out around him as his men responded. 
 
    “For Anthor!” 
 
    “For glory!” 
 
    And then they charged forward. 
 
    Ryana gasped and tried to shift out of the way. 
 
    It was too late. The tide carried her into the Great Square, thrusting her into the fighting. 
 
    The press of bodies around her made Ryana panic. She couldn’t see anything, for smoke now drifted across the square. The charred odor of burning flesh reached her, and a plume of fire shot into the air in front of her. Then, somewhere in the press, a man started screaming. 
 
    Bile stung the back of Ryana’s throat. She’d never actually fought in a battle before. She’d known it would be brutal, but there were some things in life you could never prepare yourself for. Her heart started to hammer against her breast bone as fear seized her. 
 
    Jostled by Anthor soldiers, she clumsily drew her sword. She had to look like she was here to fight. 
 
    The Great Square heaved with bodies now. Soldiers, horses, and enchanters surged into the wide space. A soldier slammed into Ryana. With a snarl, he shoved her out of the way. Ryana staggered and then tripped, hitting the cobbles. Booted feet slammed into her ribs, and panic spiked through her. If she didn’t get up, she risked being trampled. 
 
    Clawing her way to her feet, Ryana gathered the Dark and shunted the men nearest away from her.  
 
    Fire raged around her, while a huge twister of shadow clove a path through the fray, sucking its victims up into a vortex. The smoke was so thick, the crowd so dense, that it was nearly impossible to discern friend from foe. 
 
    Ryana glanced around her, frantic. Asher and Ninia would be in here somewhere, yet she couldn’t see them. Instead, through the smoke, she spied King Nathan’s banner. It was around twenty yards away and listing under the onslaught. 
 
    Ryana continued to elbow her way through the wall of muscled bodies. She couldn’t think about her friends, or her king. Frustration pulsed through her, as did a growing anxiety. It was like fighting a spring tide. The more men she elbowed aside, the more seemed to replace them.  
 
    She had to get to Gael—had to kill him. 
 
    Only, it was pandemonium inside the Great Square. She couldn’t see more than two feet in any direction. 
 
    The light was fading, and although the rain wasn’t driving in as before, dark clouds still roiled overhead. Smoking torches burned around the perimeter of the square and atop the walls, casting an eerie light over the fighting.  
 
    Panic welled once more within Ryana, making it hard to breathe. She was running out of time. But the press of bodies around her seemed even thicker than before. 
 
    Cold sweat ran down between her shoulder blades. Acrid smoke billowed around her. She struggled forward, using the Dark to cleave her way through the press.  
 
    And around ten feet away, she caught a flash of pale hair. 
 
    Asher. 
 
    If her friend was nearby, then so was Ninia. 
 
    Another soldier barreled into Ryana then, but instead of knocking her to the ground, he propelled her forward. She slammed into a wall of obsidian and leather before shoving the Dark ahead of her like a battering ram. 
 
    Grunts of pain followed, and then the barrier gave way. 
 
    Ryana stumbled out of the line of soldiers and into the midst of where enchanters dueled. Breathing hard, she looked around, searching for Gael. 
 
    The smoke cleared, and she caught sight of a large woman, swathed in blue, fighting alongside the Rithmar enchanters. A whip of fire curled from the woman’s fingers, slicing through an Anthor soldier’s breast plate. 
 
    Mysandra. 
 
    How had she managed to fight her way into the heart of the battle? 
 
    The smoke swirled back in, concealing Mysandra once more. 
 
    Heart pounding, Ryana ripped off her helm. She couldn’t see properly wearing it.  
 
    Moving forward, she readied herself to attack. She stepped over prone figures and tried not to look at their faces. The cobblestones underfoot were slippery with blood; the metallic stench filled her nostrils. 
 
    And then, through a haze of oily smoke, she spied Gael once more. 
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    Elias groaned before shoving the dead weight of a Rithmar axe-man off him. 
 
    Head throbbing, he grabbed the hilt of the blade embedded in the man’s chest and yanked it out. Around him the battle for the walls was still raging. 
 
    If Elias wanted to live, he needed to get down from here. He shook his head, in an attempt to clear the ringing in his ears, and made for the stairs. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to reach them. 
 
    Rithmar soldiers barreled at him from every angle. Some he shoved out of the way, others he punched and mauled, while some—the persistent ones—he killed. By the time he reached the stone steps that led down to the Great Square, Elias’s breathing was coming in ragged gasps. 
 
    The fight atop the walls had been so intense that Elias hadn’t had a moment to even glance down at the square. However, he’d heard the battle: the roar of enchantment, and the yells and the screams. He’d also felt the heat of the tongues of flame that licked skyward and coughed on the oily smoke that drifted up from the fighting. 
 
    Elias started down the stairs before abruptly halting. 
 
    He’d fought in many battles over the years, but never in one like this. Never one this savage. 
 
    There were too many soldiers and enchanters packed into the square. More Rithmar troops surged in through the gates, while men of Anthor still flooded in from the two streets leading off the Great Square. The soldiers hacked at each other as the crowd surged. Men fell and were trampled underfoot.  
 
    From above he could see the truth of things: Anthor was winning. Those enchanters in the center of the square held nothing back. Light and Dark ripped through the throng. Fire devoured while shadow turned into a rampaging beast that tore off limbs and decapitated indiscriminately. 
 
    Elias’s gaze scanned the melee, looking for Ryana, but the crowd was so dense—obscured in parts by smoke—that he couldn’t find her. 
 
    Glancing back over his shoulder, Elias checked to make sure he still was alone on the stairs. There was a brawl going on above him. The last of the men of Anthor defending the wall were trying to keep the Rithmar soldiers from reaching the stairs. They’d hold them at bay for a few moments yet. 
 
    Elias shifted his attention back to the square. He wanted to move, to join the fray. However, he had to know where Ryana was first. Once he entered the crowd it would be much harder to locate her. 
 
    But as he searched, instead of Ryana, Elias saw his father. 
 
    He’d fought alongside Reoul on many campaigns and had seen him kill numerous times. Yet he’d never seen his father fight with such savagery. He wielded two blades, slashing and stabbing, his face a rictus of concentration. 
 
    And when Elias’s attention shifted to his father’s opponent, he realized why. 
 
    He faced Nathan of Rithmar. 
 
    Elias’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his fighting knife. He’d abandoned his sword not long after the attack had started. It wasn’t a good blade anyway, and he preferred to use a knife at close quarters. Despite everything that had happened—even after his father had disowned him and put him on the front line to die—his first instinct was to rush to his aid. 
 
    Elias heaved in a shuddering breath, fighting the instinct. Ryana … I have to find her.  
 
    Reoul could deal with this battle on his own. 
 
    Shadows, Nathan could fight. One glance at the way the king of Rithmar wielded his two-handed broadsword, and Elias knew his father had met his match. Nathan was nearly twenty years his junior too. Strong and fit, Nathan’s thick mink cloak swung behind him as he twisted, hacked, and parried. 
 
    And as Elias watched, Nathan ran Reoul through with his blade. 
 
    His father threw his head back and bellowed, but the sound was drowned out by the thunder of battle. 
 
    Elias did lurch forward then, his boots skidding on the stone steps. Under him, the crowd heaved as an explosion rocked the Great Square. 
 
    Both kings disappeared under a sea of black armor and silver chainmail. 
 
    And then, around ten yards back from where Nathan and Reoul had clashed, Elias caught a glimpse of golden hair. 
 
    His gaze swiveled to it, his father forgotten. 
 
    There—hemmed in amongst Anthor soldiers and enchanters—stood Ryana. 
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    Fury 
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    NINIA DREW BACK her left arm before launching a twister of shadows into the wall of Anthor soldiers before her. The dark whirlwind lurched through their midst, scattering bodies in its path. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Asher grunted. “Nathan’s bringing in more troops behind us.” 
 
    Ninia nodded, gritting her teeth as she glanced over her shoulder. Her brows knitted together. It was too crowded in here. It was getting difficult to tell allies from enemies. She risked maiming Rithmar soldiers with her enchantment. 
 
    Moving forward, Ninia gathered the Dark once more and sent it howling toward the enchanters that approached from the far side of the square. The power of the Light and Dark throbbed through her, obliterating all traces of the nerves she’d had before battle. As they’d approached the walls of Veldoras, her bowels had cramped and she’d broken out into a cold sweat. 
 
    She’d thought she was going to be sick, that she’d need the privy. But the moment she pulled down that lightning bolt from the sky, she forgot fear. 
 
    Asher fought at her side, as he had from the moment the battle began. They’d lost a few enchanters on the way in, but he was still standing. However, his face was starting to show the strain: pale and drawn, his silver gaze narrowed with the effort it was taking to hold his own against the streams of fire and shadow that shot across the Great Square toward them. 
 
    Asher was strong, but he was no match for the fury of these enhanced enchanters. Those of the Light set the very air ablaze, and those of the Dark, whipped the air into a tempest. 
 
    Doubt crept into Ninia’s mind then, a hairline crack in the cloak of invincibility her abilities had given her. 
 
    They’re too strong. 
 
    Pushing her fears back, she clenched her jaw and pushed on. This time she gathered the Light from the guttering braziers atop the wall. A bolus of flame dropped into the midst of the enemy enchanters and exploded. Cries of pain reached her, even through the chaos of battle. 
 
    Ninia grimaced and glanced over at Asher. Their gazes fused for an instant, and despite that his face was wet with sweat and streaked with ash, he managed a grim smile. 
 
    Tearing her attention back to the battle, Ninia gathered both the Light and the Dark and prowled forward, shoulders rounded. And as she did so, the line of soldiers clad in gleaming obsidian before her parted. 
 
    A tall dark-haired man stalked toward her out of the fray, flanked either-side by robed figures. 
 
    Ninia’s step faltered. Gael.  
 
    It had to be him: the man who’d used Ryana to steal part of The King Breaker, who’d tried to free Valgarth—and who had somehow managed to safely utilize Stynix. 
 
    The man she needed to kill if she was ever going to liberate this city. 
 
    Ninia’s pulse started to thunder in her ears. This was it, the moment she knew she wasn’t ready for and yet had to face nonetheless. Lunging forward, she whispered to the Light and the Dark, calling them close, before unleashing her fury upon Gael. 
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    Heart hammering, Ryana took in the scene before her.  
 
    Gael and his enchanters had formed a tight knot, surrounding Ninia.  
 
    The young woman was faltering. She’d started the battle with such a show of power, yet Ninia’s face was now strained and blood-streaked. Her eyes were wide with fear. She stumbled, struggling to shield herself from the shadows and fire that hammered into her on all sides. Ninia couldn’t compete with their combined strength.  
 
    The young woman hadn’t been ready, but she had given it her best. 
 
    Asher fought at the princess’s side, sweat streaming down his face. He too was nearly spent. 
 
    Ryana couldn’t watch this, couldn’t see her friends cut down. She gathered the Dark close and launched an attack at Gael—but her shadows just bounced off the shield of fire that roared up to protect him. 
 
    And then an explosion rocked the Great Square.  
 
    The ground bucked beneath Ryana’s feet.  
 
    Gael and his companions had broken through Ninia and Asher’s defenses. The force of the blast flung them both backward. The pair barreled into a wall of smoke and disappeared. 
 
    Shadow spawn, she thought, savage anger rising within her. I’ll get you. 
 
    Hands shaking, Ryana whipped up a Dark Blade and launched herself at Gael. As she reached him, and raised her arm to sink the blade into his back, Gael turned. 
 
    Recognition flashed across his handsome face.  
 
    And then he moved—faster than a man should have been able to—and clubbed Ryana around the head. She staggered, before a blunt force slammed into her side, knocking her to the cobbles. Rolling onto her back, Ryana looked up to see Gael looming over her. He drew his right arm back, preparing to strike. 
 
    Despair washed over her in a cold, sickly wave. It’s over. 
 
    And then a tall leather-clad figure barreled into Gael.  
 
    Steel flashed, and Elias sank a blade into Gael’s ribs. 
 
    Ryana’s breath gusted out of her. Panting, she clambered to her feet. The two men were locked together, struggling with the knife that Elias had yanked from Gael’s side. Around them roared columns of flame and twisters of shadow. The booming roar of battle shuddered through Ryana’s body, drilling deep into her skull. It made it hard to think. 
 
    She staggered over to where Elias and Gael wrestled and desperately looked for a way in—an opening to stab Gael with the Dark Blade she'd gathered once more. 
 
    Yet the two men were in a frenzy. 
 
    Gael gathered a Dark Blade of his own and slammed it into Elias’s shoulder.  
 
    Elias roared and head-butted Gael in the nose. The enchanter rolled off him and rose to his feet. Blood trickled out of Gael’s nostrils from his crushed nose. He staggered, cradling his injured ribs. 
 
    In his free hand, Gael fisted a black spike. 
 
    Elias lurched to his feet, but it was too late. Gael thrust the spike into his side. 
 
    Ryana cried out, the keening sound lost amongst the din of battle. 
 
    Time slowed. Elias sank to his knees on the cobbles. Then his eyes rolled back in his head, and he collapsed. 
 
    Gael turned to Ryana, favoring her with a bloody smile. Then he gathered the Dark once more with a flick of the wrist. 
 
    Ryana glanced around, looking for help. A sea of black and red surrounded her. Where was Nathan? Where were the other Rithmar enchanters? Were Ninia and Asher still alive? 
 
    It was over—for all of them. 
 
    And then, Ryana caught a familiar scent. 
 
    The odor of hot iron wafted over the square, cutting through the smoke and stench of blood. 
 
    Gael knew that smell too. His pale face went taut, and he straightened up, his gaze shifting from Ryana toward the gates—where a milky white mist crept in, wreathing amongst the fighting. 
 
    Above them, where the smoke had parted, Ryana saw that night had fallen. The rain had stopped although the air suddenly grew chill. 
 
    She watched Gael’s lips move, as he breathed a curse. 
 
    Following his gaze, she spied tall hooded figures emerging through the mist.  
 
    Thracken.  
 
    Ryana had never seen one, but Asher had—and he’d told her of these wights that ruled the remaining shadow creatures. Emptiness lay within their hoods. They glided through the crowd, sleeved arms outstretched.  
 
    Men crumpled as they passed. 
 
    Behind the Thracken, more shadow creatures appeared. Nightgengas loped into the fray, peering through curtains of lank hair with the eyes of predators. Dusk Imps scampered and chattered, their meat-hook claws scraping across the cobbles. Hiriel glided into the square, their tattered ghostly cloaks trailing after them. Fen Hounds stalked in behind the sprites—huge wolf-like beasts with protruding ribs and drooling jaws. 
 
    And there were many other creatures that Ryana had no name for; things that slithered, crawled, and scuttled. 
 
    Howls and shrieks rent the air, and then the servants of the shadows attacked. 
 
    Ryana froze where she lay, fear washing over her in an icy tide. She hadn’t thought the situation could get worse. What had brought the shadow creatures here? 
 
    Around her, Anthor and Rithmar soldiers and enchanters alike turned to face the onslaught. Shock filtered across their faces, and then fear. 
 
    Screams echoed over the Great Square. 
 
    Ryana rolled to her feet, gathered the Dark, and prepared to defend herself. 
 
    But then she realized that the shadow creatures were ripping into Anthor soldiers and enchanters. They were leaving those of Rithmar alone. 
 
    Ryana’s breathing caught. She didn’t understand it—but somehow, they were here to help them. 
 
    A few feet away, Gael’s attention had been drawn by a mob of Dusk Imps that had just attacked an Anthor enchanter. The dark-haired woman went down screaming, and the wet sound of the imps’ feasting rose into the air. 
 
    Gael wasn’t looking Ryana’s way—her chance was now.  
 
    Ryana moved. She leaped at Gael and sank the Dark Blade deep into the hollow of his neck. 
 
    It was a mortal wound, unlike those he’d sustained a year earlier. She’d not make the same mistake. She’d not let this serpent live. 
 
    Gael choked, his knees buckling under him. 
 
    Ryana dug the blade deeper still, even as his hands grasped at her wrists, trying to pry the Dark Blade free. 
 
    “Not this time,” she said between gritted teeth. 
 
    Gael stared up at her, surprise rippling across his features. She watched the life drain from his eyes.  
 
    As soon as Gael went limp, Ryana released him. 
 
    And then, something small and grey wriggled out of the neck of Gael’s robes. Ryana reeled back, only to see a sleek rat emerge. Nose twitching, the creature turned its focus for an instant upon Ryana. 
 
    A keen intelligence shone in those crimson eyes. 
 
    Ryana rocked back on her heels. She hadn’t realized Gael had a familiar.  
 
    A heartbeat later the rat twisted away, streaking across the square to safety. Ryana let it go. She had more important things to worry about than chasing after a rodent—plus the creature could do no harm with Gael dead. 
 
    Elias. 
 
    The shadow creatures were tearing through the panicked crowd around her. She had to get to Elias before they did. They wouldn’t know he’d helped Rithmar. If he was still alive, they’d savage him. 
 
    Ryana scrambled across to where Elias lay on his side. 
 
    His face was frighteningly pale, and when she placed her hand on his chest, it came away sticky with blood. Yet he was breathing, just. 
 
    Ryana heaved in a deep breath as a sob rose within her. “Stay with me,” she whispered, climbing over Elias so that her body covered his. “Don’t give up.” 
 
    A Nightgenga lumbered toward them, its huge rawboned hands outstretched.    
 
    Ryana cried out, and moved to gather the Dark. But instead of lunging at Elias, the creature grabbed a Thûn enchanter who was trying to flee. Those strangler’s hands fastened around the man’s throat, cutting off his scream. 
 
    A tide of shadow creatures descended upon them then, and Ryana bowed her head, squeezing her eyes shut. 
 
    She’d done all she could. There was no more strength left in her to fight. 
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    Back to the Dark Places 
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    RYANA STIRRED AND opened her eyes. She’d collapsed on Elias’s chest. Pushing herself up, she checked his pulse; it fluttered under her fingertips. He still breathed too, albeit shallowly. 
 
    What just happened? 
 
    One look at the carnage and devastation around her brought it all back. Piles of broken bodies surrounded them, illuminated by the fires that still burned on the walls.  
 
    For the first time in her life, Ryana had fainted. 
 
    How long was I out? 
 
    She supposed it hadn’t been long, for at the perimeters of the square, Fen Hounds and Dusk Imps feasted upon their victims—some of whom still fought them. 
 
    The ripping sound of flesh and muscle, the crack of sinew, and the crunch of bones filled the air. Nausea crept up Ryana’s throat. The shadow creatures had turned the tide in Rithmar’s favor, but to see them eat men who weren’t even dead yet sickened her. She sat up and raised a shaking hand to her mouth. 
 
    Someone had to stop them. 
 
    Around her the mist and smoke drew back, and a small figure dressed in black limped into the middle of the square. Ninia’s round face was chalk-white. Blood trickled down her cheek from a shallow cut to her brow. One arm of her robe was completely singed off, although her jaw was set in determination. 
 
    Relief filtered through Ryana at the sight of her; she’d thought Ninia dead. After the girl’s spectacular attack on the gates, she expected Ninia to leave a path of destruction through the city—but Gael and his enchanters had anticipated that. They’d hemmed her in, stopped her from unleashing her full force. 
 
    Watching Ninia move confidently past where two Dusk Imps snarled at each other over an Anthor enchanter’s corpse, Ryana’s breathing hitched. 
 
    The skin on her forearms prickled as realization dawned. Ninia brought the shadow creatures to Veldoras. 
 
    The young woman approached Ryana and Elias, stopping before them. 
 
    “How?” Ryana whispered. 
 
    Ninia’s mouth stretched into a tight smile. “The shadow creatures made me their queen,” she replied, her voice hoarse. “Before we left The Forest of the Fallen, their general promised me … that should I ever need their aid, I could call upon them.” 
 
    Ryana’s breathing caught. “So you did?”  
 
    Ninia ran a hand over her face. “I didn’t want to … but I knew things would go against us during the siege.” She cast Ryana a rueful look then. “I’m strong, not invincible … and I suspected that I couldn’t beat a company of enchanters who’d all taken Stynix.” 
 
    “Now what?” Ryana motioned to the nearby Dusk Imps, who were scrapping over a severed leg. “You can’t just let them … feed.” She swallowed hard as a contented growl drifted across the eerily still square behind her. 
 
    Ninia’s hazel eyes clouded. She then inhaled deeply. “Darg,” she called out, her voice ringing out across the Great Square. “Come forth.” 
 
    A heavy hush settled. Even the shadow creatures gorging at the margins of the square went silent. A gentle mist rolled in, and with it, a tall cloaked figure. 
 
    Ryana’s mouth went dry, and her breathing quickened. Darg, Lord of the Thracken and general of these shadow creatures, approached. 
 
    The wight drifted across the square, the hem of its robes dragging through blood and gore, before it came to a halt a few feet from Ninia. The empty cowl dipped, and a cold, hard voice whispered. “You called, My Queen.” 
 
    Ninia lifted her chin as she faced him. “Thank you for bringing the shadow creatures here,” she greeted him, her own voice confident and calm. “You have all done well.” 
 
    “We exist to serve you, My Queen.” 
 
    “And you have … but now is the time for you all to leave Veldoras.” 
 
    The Thracken released a low outraged breath. “So soon?” 
 
    “The city has been liberated. Anthor no longer has control of Veldoras … but I won’t have those of their army who’ve survived tortured and eaten. Call off the others and depart.” Ninia paused here, her eyes narrowing. “I command it.” 
 
    A long pause followed. Ryana caught her breath. Maybe Ninia didn’t have the control over these creatures that she thought she did. 
 
    The cloaked figure bent its hooded head. “As you wish, My Queen.” 
 
    Moments later the shadow creatures started to empty out of the city. They didn’t go quietly. Growls, shrieks, and much enraged swearing accompanied their exit. 
 
    Ryana watched the terrifying tide flow across the Great Square and out of the gates. Her breathing was coming in short gasps now, and she was starting to feel lightheaded. Panic clawed at her throat as a Dusk Imp bounded by, its long rat-like tail slashing from side to side.  
 
    Like during the battle, she noted that there were more varieties of shadow creatures than she could have imagined, from those that resembled beasts, to those who were parodies of men, and those, like the Hiriel, that were otherworldly. 
 
    “Where will they go now?” she whispered, as the last of them stalked through the gates. 
 
    “Back to the dark places of this world,” Ninia replied, watching them go. “Far from us all.” 
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    Two figures approached through the clearing mist: a tall blond man dressed in singed and bloodied smoke-grey robes, and a dark-haired woman in fighting leathers. Mira’s face was pale and strained. She walked slowly, leaning on Asher for support. 
 
    Ryana’s vision blurred at the sight of them. She’d thought Asher lost—and she’d had no idea where Mira had been during the battle. 
 
    Nearing the center of the square, where Ryana still sat at Elias’s side, Asher met Ninia’s eye and gave an exhausted grimace. “Are your friends all gone?” 
 
    Ninia raised an eyebrow. “Aye … although they saved your hide too.” 
 
    Asher didn’t reply, yet he frowned.  
 
    “Victory always comes at a cost,” Ninia murmured, her gaze shadowing. 
 
    “Aye … and without the shadow creatures Veldoras wouldn’t be liberated.” A gruff voice intruded.  
 
    Ryana shifted her gaze behind Ninia to see King Nathan approach. The man was battered, bloodied, and favored his right arm. His once pristine mink cloak was singed and caked in gore, but the Rithmar king still walked tall and proud.  
 
    Chain-mail clinking and armor creaking, he drew up next to Ninia. “You did well,” he said, his mouth curving. His attention shifted to where a dark-haired man garbed in slate-grey robes lay sprawled before him. “Is this Gael?” 
 
    “Aye,” Ninia replied. A beat of silence followed. “Ryana killed him.” 
 
    Surprise flared in the king’s eyes before he focused on Ryana for the first time. “I thought you a traitor,” he rumbled, “but I see now I jumped to conclusions.” 
 
    Ryana tensed at this admission but held her tongue. She couldn’t blame the king for thinking the worst of her after she’d disappeared from The Royal City on the same night as Elias. 
 
    A few feet away Asher left Mira’s side and hunkered down next to Ryana. “Would you like me to take a look at Elias?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “He’s not dead?” The harsh edge to Nathan’s voice made Ryana tense. 
 
    Asher leaned forward and felt for Elias’s pulse before shaking his head. “No … but he needs healing or he will be shortly.” 
 
    “Let him die,” Nathan ordered. 
 
    Panic grasped Ryana by the throat. “No!”  
 
    Nathan shot Asher a warning look. “Step away from him.” 
 
    “How dare you condemn this man?” Ryana rounded on the king, fury turning her reckless. 
 
    Nathan scowled, his broad shoulders tensing. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Elias could have killed Ninia back in Rithmar, but instead he saved her from one of his own men,” Ryana snarled. “The first thing he did upon arriving in Veldoras was try to convince his father to make peace with you. Reoul disowned him for it and put him in the front ranks. Elias went against his own people to aid us. He lies here injured …” Ryana’s voice’ caught, yet she forced herself on. “… because he attacked Gael.” 
 
    Silence fell. Ryana raised her chin, meeting the king’s eye. “He deserves our help … and your respect.” 
 
    Nathan stared at her, and as he did so, she saw something move in the depths of his dark eyes. 
 
    At that moment a noise behind the group drew their gazes. 
 
    A small red fox streaked in through the gates and bounded across the square, skidding to a halt before them. 
 
    And then, red fur gave way to smooth pale skin. A young woman with wild auburn hair rose to her feet in front of them. 
 
    Breathing hard, Lilia swept her gaze over the group. “Dain,” she gasped. “Have you seen him?” 
 
    All of those standing before her knew that Lilia was a shifter. Even so, seeing her change in front of them was a shock. Ryana gaped, taken aback by her friend’s sudden appearance. Lilia stood there stark-naked. The firelight on the walls burnished her smooth skin. 
 
    The king didn’t answer. He merely stared. 
 
    Lilia’s features tightened, her brown eyes glistening now. “Have any of you seen Dain?” she asked again, her voice rising. “I can’t find him anywhere.” 
 
    “He’s alive.” Asher was the first of the group to answer her. “He’s gone ahead with the rest of the king’s men … to make safe The Swallow Keep. You’ll find him there.” 
 
    Relief flared in Lilia’s eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    And with that, the young woman shifted again—shrinking in size, her face transforming into a long muzzle, fur sprouting—until the fox stood before them once more. Before any of them could say another word, the vixen turned and fled across the square toward The Spiral Way. 
 
    Asher cleared his throat and caught the king’s eye. “Your Highness … can I tend to the prince now?” 
 
    Nathan tore his gaze from where Lilia had disappeared, blinking. “Aye,” he said roughly. “Go ahead then.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The night stretched out, eerily quiet after the turmoil of battle. The sky had cleared overhead, the storm clouds passing on, and for the first time all night the full moon sailed into view. Ninia stared up at it. 
 
    She stood in the midst of Veldoras’s Great Square, a woolen cloak wrapped around her. It wasn’t a cold night, but shock had settled over Ninia, making her feel chilled. Most folk were trying to get some rest after the battle, yet Ninia couldn’t sleep. She needed to be here, alone with her thoughts—and the dead. 
 
    Piles of corpses lay around her: enchanters and soldiers, their bodies twisted, charred, and broken. The sight made the chill that had settled over her drill into her bones. 
 
    I’m responsible for this. 
 
    And yet she knew that not all of the dead heaped around the square had fallen under the onslaught of shadow creatures. Gael and his enchanters had torn through the Rithmar ranks, and if it hadn’t been for Elias and Ryana’s intervention, they’d have finished Ninia too. After Gael had thrown her across the square, she’d collided with a stone wall and lain stunned for a while. 
 
    She owed Elias and Ryana her life. 
 
    Asher had tended to Elias, brought him back from the brink, before he’d been lifted onto the litter and carried up to The Swallow Keep. Ryana was with him now—she’d refused to leave his side. 
 
    A smile curved Ninia’s mouth. She’d done the right thing letting Elias go that evening in The Royal City. Nathan had been furious with her for following her instincts, yet she’d known it was the right thing to do. 
 
    A man could change the course of his life; even a man who’d grown up in the shadow of Reoul of Anthor. 
 
    Ninia’s gaze slid across the shadowy square. The fires on the walls still burned. The dead lay strewn there too—but all of them would be left till morning. It would take many days to clean up the city. And as Ninia took in her surroundings, her attention came to a rest on the Altar of Umbra. 
 
    It sat on the eastern edge of the Great Square, its obsidian surface, inscribed with ancient runes, gleaming in the firelight. 
 
    Ninia grew still as she gazed upon it, her breathing slowing. It didn’t surprise her that such carnage had taken place under its shadow. The Altar was a stain, an evil scar that that left its imprint on every settlement in The Four Kingdoms.  
 
    After Valgarth’s fall, folk had tried to pull them down but to no avail. Enchanters had tried to destroy the altars too—but the Shadow King had cast a powerful enchantment upon them. And so, even centuries later, they remained.  
 
    A reminder of the darkness. 
 
    Ninia raised her hands and turned them over. The Stars of Darkness and Light winked up at her from her outstretched palms.  
 
    She was the only one since Valgarth to wield both the Light and the Dark. Maybe she could achieve what others couldn’t? 
 
    Moving across the square, she carefully picked her way through the sea of bodies till she stood around ten yards from the Altar of Umbra. And then she gathered both the Light and the Dark. Shadows rushed in around her, and the braziers atop the walls roared high into the sky. The guards nearby shifted, one or two of them exclaiming in surprise as enchantment shattered the stillness. 
 
    Ninia raised her hands high and then swept them in an arc, focusing both the Light and the Dark upon the huge black pillar before her. 
 
    Fire and shadow converged, hammering into the altar. 
 
    A hollow cracking sound echoed over the square, and then the Altar of Umbra groaned. Ninia had never heard stone make a noise like that—it almost sounded as if it was in pain.  
 
    A heartbeat later the obsidian pillar toppled, crashing down into the square. 
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    Blood is Blood 
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    ASHER DREW BACK from the bed and straightened up. His face was strained, his eyes hollowed with fatigue. On his palm, the bolus of lantern-light he’d been using to heal Elias faded. “That’s it,” he murmured. “The rest is up to him.” 
 
    Opposite Asher, Ryana cast him a weary smile. “You should get some rest … you look ready to drop.” 
 
    Asher cast her an arch look. “So do you.” 
 
    Ryana stifled a yawn and waved her friend away. “I’m fine … off you go.” 
 
    On the bed between them lay Elias. He was still unconscious; although there was some color to his cheeks now, his breathing had deepened, and his pulse was strong. The wound to his shoulder had been reasonably easy to deal with, but the one to his side—from the shadow pike Gael had driven into him—had caused some serious damage. 
 
    It had taken Asher hours to begin the mending process, before Ryana had wrapped a bandage around his torso. 
 
    Asher stretched his back and rubbed a hand over his face. “Shadows, I’m so tired I can barely think.” 
 
    “Go find Mira,” Ryana urged. “She didn’t look in a good way earlier.” 
 
    “She sustained a lot of cuts, shallow flesh wounds mostly … but lost a lot of blood,” Asher replied, his features tightening. “She’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “So will we all.” 
 
    Asher moved toward the door. Reaching for the handle, he glanced over his shoulder. “I was impressed by what you did back in the square … standing up to Nathan like that.” 
 
    Ryana huffed. “In hindsight it was a bit foolish.” 
 
    “Well it worked … he listened to you.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping Elias.” 
 
    Asher shrugged, his mouth curving. “Whatever our differences in the past, I was never going to let him die … not after he saved your life.” 
 
    The door clicked shut as Asher let himself out, and the room fell silent. It was a large chamber with a high vaulted ceiling, expensive rugs covering the floor, and an arched window that looked out over the city. Ryana had closed the shutters. A single lantern burned on a low table. 
 
    Ryana settled back in the upholstered chair beside the bed, her gaze settling upon Elias once more. Anxiety quickened her breathing, puncturing the cloak of fatigue that hung over her. She’d seen that terrible wound to his side before Asher had begun his healing—such injuries were often fatal. 
 
    Leaning forward, Ryana placed a hand over Elias’s, squeezing firmly. In the flickering lantern-light his cheeks looked slightly flushed. She hoped he wasn’t getting a fever.  
 
    “Asher says that he’s done all he can,” she murmured. “You must fight now, Elias.” Her vision blurred. Exhaustion had rendered her more tearful than usual. “Don’t you dare die.” 
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    Elias awoke to sunlight warming his face. 
 
    Eyelids flickering, he slowly opened his eyes and found himself in a soft, comfortable bed in a richly decorated chamber. 
 
    The Swallow Keep. 
 
    Elias closed his eyes, trying to remember how he’d gotten here. 
 
    He recalled the battle, seeing his father fall, and then spying Ryana in the midst of it all. He’d then fought his way across to her, just as Gael had been about to kill her. The struggle that had followed had been swift and brutal. He’d injured the enchanter, but the man had been fearsomely strong—stronger than any man Elias had ever fought—and he’d bested him. 
 
    Elias remembered then, the searing agony down his side as Gael stuck him with that pike. After that the world had gone dark. 
 
    “Finally … I was beginning to think you were going to sleep all day.” A woman’s voice greeted him. 
 
    Elias opened his eyes once more and turned his head, his gaze settling upon Ryana. 
 
    She sat in a big chair, her legs pulled up under her chin. Her blonde hair was a mess, there were dark smudges under her eyes, and her face looked drawn—yet Elias had never seen anything more beautiful. 
 
    “How long have I been asleep?” he asked. Shadows, his voice sounded feeble; like it didn’t even belong to him. 
 
    “Around a day and a half … Asher said your body needed that time to repair itself.” 
 
    Asher. It was an irony that a man who couldn’t stand him had saved his life. “Thank him for me.” 
 
    “You’ll be able to do that yourself,” she replied, amused. “He’ll be looking in on you later.” Ryana pushed herself up out of her chair and reached for a pitcher of water. “I imagine you’re thirsty?” 
 
    Elias nodded. That was an understatement. His mouth and throat were so dry he could barely swallow. 
 
    “Here.” Ryana poured water into a cup before gently raising it to Elias’s lips. She’d propped him up with a pillow, which made it easier to sip. After a couple of gulps, Elias sank back against the pillow. He felt sickly and was aware of a deep throb up his left side. 
 
    “The injury,” he murmured. “Is it bad?” 
 
    Ryana’s brows knitted together. “Aye … it was, but Asher says you’re over the worst. You won’t be doing much for the next few days though.” 
 
    Their gazes met then and held. Ryana’s grey-blue eyes softened. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I’m surprised I’m not,” he replied. “How are any of us still alive?” 
 
    Ryana’s mouth curved. “Ninia called the shadow creatures to our aid.” 
 
    Elias inhaled sharply. “And I missed all this?” 
 
    “It was probably for the best … they slaughtered all the remaining Anthor and Thûn enchanters and most of your father’s army as well.” 
 
    Elias frowned. Ryana was right—that wasn’t something he’d have wanted to see. “And where are the shadow creatures now?” His throat tightened as he asked the question. His time in the Dim Hold still haunted his nightmares sometimes. 
 
    “Gone … sent back to the forests and hidden corners of The Four Kingdoms.” Ryana paused here. “And Ninia did something else too. She managed to bring down the city’s Altar of Umbra.” 
 
    Elias’s gaze widened. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Not for Ninia it seems.” 
 
    Inhaling deeply, Elias closed his eyes. He suddenly felt lightheaded. It felt difficult to concentrate, to take everything in. He was still coming to terms with being alive. 
 
    Eyes still closed, he reached out for Ryana’s hand. A moment later he felt her fingers interlace through his, squeezing tight. 
 
    “What you did,” she began softly, “for me … I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    Elias opened his eyes, turning his head so he could look on her once more. “You know that I never wanted you to face Gael alone.” 
 
    Ryana’s eyes glinted. “I killed him in the end,” she said softly. “I got the revenge I’ve been craving for years.” 
 
    “And how does it feel?” 
 
    Ryana’s mouth lifted at the corners. “Not as fulfilling as I’d imagined … but I’m relieved nonetheless. The world’s a safer place without him in it.” 
 
    They stared at each other then, and Elias tightened his grip on her hand. There was so much he wanted to say, needed to say, and yet his head felt so heavy. He couldn’t get the words out. 
 
    As if sensing his frustration, Ryana leaned across, her lips softly grazing his. “Welcome back.” 
 
      
 
    Elias was sitting, propped up on a mountain of pillows, finishing a bowl of mutton broth and boiled vegetables, when someone knocked on the door. Ryana had left his side to bathe and have a nap. Before departing, she’d opened the shutters wide, letting in the afternoon sun and a warm breeze. 
 
    The meal had revived Elias. The throbbing in his side had lessened to a dull ache, and his head had cleared. However, he still felt as if he’d been trampled by a herd of stampeding goats. 
 
    “Come in,” he called out. 
 
    Asher stuck his head in. “Ryana told me my patient was awake and demanding food.” 
 
    Elias pulled a face and motioned to the bowl on his lap. “You call this food?” 
 
    Asher smiled. “Are you up to visitors? Nathan and Ninia would like to see you.” 
 
    Elias tensed. He’d hoped to avoid Nathan for a few days yet. However, it was probably best to get this meeting out of the way. “Send them in,” he grunted. 
 
    Asher nodded before retreating. Meanwhile, Elias set aside the remains of his meal. 
 
    A few moments later Nathan of Rithmar strode into the chamber, Ninia at his heels. 
 
    They were both dressed finely. Nathan wore a magnificent black sable cloak around his shoulders, and Ninia was dressed in a blue woolen gown that trailed on the ground as she walked. 
 
    Ninia hurried past Nathan and, all decorum cast aside, threw her arms around Elias. The princess smelled wonderful—of lilac soap and rosemary. When she pulled back, her eyes were bright. “I’m glad you’re finally awake,” she murmured, suddenly embarrassed by her behavior. 
 
    Nathan cast the princess a reproachful look as she stepped back to his side. “Don’t expect such a welcome from me,” he rumbled. 
 
    Elias snorted.  
 
    “You’re still weak, so we’ll keep this brief,” Nathan continued. He wore a stern, guarded expression that warned Elias the king had not forgotten, or forgiven, what had happened in The Royal City. “Ryana told me what you did … that’s the only reason you’re still alive.” 
 
    Elias nodded. He’d guessed that much. 
 
    “You should also know that I killed your father during the battle.” 
 
    Elias let out a slow exhale. “I know,” he said after a pause. “I saw you run him through.” 
 
    The men’s gazes met.  
 
    “Do you want reckoning?” Nathan asked finally. 
 
    Elias shook his head. “You bested him fairly, in battle. It ends there.” 
 
    Nathan watched him, surprise flaring in his dark eyes. He hadn’t expected such a response. Eventually, the edges of his mouth lifted. “Of course … you’re the only surviving heir to the Anthor throne.” 
 
    Elias favored the Rithmar king with a tight smile. The man didn’t mince words. “Not anymore … my father disowned me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter … blood is blood.” 
 
    Elias frowned. “You wouldn’t oppose it?” 
 
    A beat of silence followed, and then Nathan shook his head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t either,” Ninia said firmly. “The surviving Anthor soldiers are under house arrest, but are free to leave when you do.” 
 
    “You haven’t had them executed?” Elias asked, surprised. 
 
    Ninia huffed. “They were only doing as their king bid.” 
 
    Stiffening, Elias shifted his gaze to Nathan. “About that …” 
 
    “The less said about the incident the better,” Nathan growled. “This doesn’t make up for what you did. However, Ryana managed to convince me that a man can rethink his loyalties.” He paused here, gaze narrowing. “I take it, all the things we agreed upon during our negotiations still stand?” 
 
    “Aye,” Elias replied without hesitation before glancing over at Ninia. “Although there are now three of us who need to agree upon them.” 
 
    A smile spread across Ninia’s face. “Once you’re well enough, we will … although I think we should contact the King of Farras so that everyone gets a say.” She flicked a look at Nathan, before her smile turned into a grin. “You need to get out of bed soon though … my coronation is in three days’ time.” 
 
    Another knock on the door interrupted them. 
 
    “Come in,” Elias called out, although his gaze never left Ninia. He was surprised that she looked so pleased about becoming queen. He thought she’d been wedded to the idea of devoting her life to The Order of Light and Darkness. 
 
    The door creaked open, and the High Enchanter of Veldoras entered. Dressed in flowing white, Mysandra held a wooden box in her arms. Catching Elias’s eye, she smiled. “Good to see you awake.” 
 
    “Did you find the papers?” Nathan asked. 
 
    The High Enchanter nodded. “And the key … it’s all in here.” 
 
    Elias frowned. “What is?” 
 
    “The formula Gael used to be able to safely wield Stynix,” Nathan replied, his expression hardening. “We can’t let anyone use it again. It needs to be destroyed … and we all need to witness it.” 
 
    Mysandra placed the box on the table at the foot of the bed and inserted a small iron key. Reaching inside, she withdrew a thick sheaf of parchment leaves. Some were yellowed with age, and others fresh. “Gael found these under the ruins of Dûn Maras,” she explained. “And then he translated them.” 
 
    “Burn the lot,” Nathan instructed. 
 
    Mysandra hesitated, her gaze shifting to Ninia and then Elias. “Are all three of you in agreement?” 
 
    Ninia nodded. “Aye … Nathan’s right. Such knowledge will always fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “I agree,” Elias murmured. “Burn them.” 
 
    The High Enchanter moved over to where a fire smoldered in the hearth at the far end of the room. It was a warm afternoon, but the stone keep remained cool all year round. Wordlessly, she cast the sheaf of parchment onto the glowing coals. 
 
    All four of them looked on as Valgarth’s legacy went up in a whoosh of flame. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    38 
 
    A New Start 
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    NINIA’S CORONATION TOOK place in the throne room of The Swallow Keep. 
 
    The cavernous space was packed with standing room only. The roar of excited voices rose high into the spider-vaulted ceiling, only ceasing when trumpets blasted, announcing the princess’s arrival. 
 
    Ryana stood in the front row, between Elias and Asher.  
 
    Dressed in Anthor finery, a crimson cloak rippling from his broad shoulders, Elias was distractingly handsome this afternoon. Only the fact he held himself gingerly hinted that he was still recovering from his wounds. The prince would need to convalesce for a while yet at Veldoras before making the journey south. After that he too would be crowned. 
 
    King of Anthor. 
 
    Ryana dropped her gaze to the polished grey marble beneath her feet. 
 
    She was happy for him—she really was—but when he’d told her that Nathan and Ninia had both endorsed him ascending the Anthor throne, she’d felt as if someone had just kicked her in the stomach. 
 
    It was foolish really, expecting him to walk away from his destiny. 
 
    He was an Anthor prince and the only surviving heir. Of course he’d take the throne. 
 
    However, she’d been on edge and unhappy ever since hearing the news. She’d reduced her visits to Elias and had kept her distance physically. She needed to prepare herself for the inevitable. 
 
    She’d never forget him, but their paths were about to diverge. She had to ready herself for it. 
 
    “Ryana … are you well?” Asher asked, intruding on her thoughts. “You look pale.” 
 
    Glancing up, Ryana flashed her friend a smile. “It’s this gown … I think the servants did the corset up too tightly. I can hardly breathe.” 
 
    “It reminds me of the gown you were wearing the eve we met,’ Elias murmured from next to her. 
 
    Ryana turned to see Elias favor her with a slow smile. Of course, he could see straight down her cleavage. The silver-blue satin gown was low-cut in Thûn fashion; it left the upper swell of her breasts on display.  
 
    Frowning to mask the fact that her lower belly melted at that smile, Ryana tore her gaze from Elias. 
 
    Bastard. He was making this even harder than it needed to be. He didn’t seem to even care that things were about to change for them both. On the brief occasions she’d seen him over the past three days, they hadn’t spoken of the future.  
 
    “Look,” Mira hissed, tugging at Asher’s arm. “There’s Ninia!” 
 
    A vision in silver and black—Thûn colors—appeared at the end of the throne room. Head held high, Ninia began the long walk to the dais, where the Swallow Throne awaited her. 
 
    She looks like a queen already, Ryana thought, her throat constricting.  
 
    Of course she did. Although Ninia had cast off her lineage for a while, eventually she’d had to accept who she was: heir to the Swallow Throne. Ninia was an enchanter with a rare gift, but she was also the only surviving member of the Thûn royal family. Despite Reoul of Anthor’s best efforts, she’d not only survived but thrived and matured. Ninia was still young, yet she was ready to take the crown. 
 
    Ninia swept past, her long silver train whispering across the floor behind her. 
 
    Upon the dais, Mysandra and Nathan of Rithmar awaited her. The High Enchanter held a plush purple cushion, upon which sat a delicate silver crown with an intricately wrought swallow’s tail in its center. 
 
    Ninia reached the dais and stopped in front of the throne, before turning to the audience. She then gracefully sank to her knees. 
 
    Nathan stepped up to her side. “People of the realm,” his powerful voice rang out through the now silent hall. “I present to you, Ninia of Thûn. Your undoubted queen.” Nathan paused, his gaze sweeping over the amassed crowd. “Are you willing to follow her?” 
 
    A roar went up, making the stone beneath Ryana’s feet tremble, as the people of Thûn responded. 
 
    Nathan turned to Ninia. “Do you take the oath, Ninia of Thûn … to govern the peoples of this realm and exercise justice, law, and mercy in all your judgements?” 
 
    “All of this I promise to do,” Ninia replied, her voice clear and firm. 
 
    Nathan turned and carefully picked up the crown that Mysandra held out to him. Then he lowered it onto Ninia’s head.  
 
    “Receive this crown. Be merciful, but not remiss. Execute justice but do not forget compassion. Punish the wicked, but protect and cherish the just. Lead your people in the direction they should go.” 
 
    Nathan stepped back, eyes gleaming.  
 
    “All hail, Ninia, Queen of Thûn!” 
 
    Another roar went up, and this time the very air seemed to tremble. The tightness in Ryana’s throat spread to her chest. Biting down on her cheek, she blinked back tears. The atmosphere in the throne room was so charged it was difficult not to weep. 
 
    Eyes shining, Ninia rose to her feet. Her gaze swept around the hall, and to Ryana’s surprise the queen met her eye. The two women stared at each other for a long moment, and then Ninia smiled. 
 
      
 
    Servants flowed into the throne room, bearing goblets of wine and trays of Thûn delicacies: boar pâté on slivers of walnut bread, quails eggs encased in sausage, and skewered fowl hearts. 
 
    Helping herself to a goblet of wine, Ryana took a large gulp. It was a sparkling apple wine that tickled her nose and reminded her of summers on the Isle of Orin, where the locals excelled in such wine. Suddenly, she wished she was back there, sitting by a riverbank with nothing more arduous to plan than which inn to stop at for the night. 
 
    Elias had moved across to congratulate Ninia, and so Ryana took the opportunity to lose herself in the throng. The press of bodies was so thick that her path toward the exit seemed to take an age.  
 
    She was halfway across when someone called her name. 
 
    Turning, Ryana spied Lilia and Dain making their way over. Despite her bleak mood, Ryana found herself smiling. She’d never seen the pair of them dressed so finely. Dain wore a velvet green shirt and a beautifully tailored black leather vest. An emerald cloak hung from his shoulders. Likewise, Lilia was also dressed in green: a shimmering gown that, like Ryana’s, showed off her full cleavage. Lilia’s russet hair was piled high on her head, leaving her shoulders bare. 
 
    “You two look like royalty yourselves,” Ryana greeted them. 
 
    “Ninia insisted I wear one of her gowns,” Lilia answered, smoothing her hands over the silken material of her skirts. “I adore it.” 
 
    Dain put an arm around Lilia’s shoulders. “She’s invited us to stay a while.” 
 
    “And will you?” 
 
    Lilia and Dain shared soft smiles. Watching them, Ryana’s throat constricted. She didn’t resent them their happiness, yet seeing it only highlighted the emptiness in the pit of her belly. 
 
    “I think so,” Lilia replied. 
 
    “Not leaving with us then?” Asher asked, stepping up next to Ryana. Mira was at Asher’s side, one arm looped through his. She was dressed in a slinky silver gown that hugged her form. However, Mira still had a bandage on one arm and walked with a slight limp. 
 
    Dain shook his head, before he grinned. “No one refuses a queen.” 
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    “So you’re making a new start?” Elias raised his goblet to Ninia with a smile. “Rebuilding the Order of Light and Darkness in Veldoras is going to be quite a job.” 
 
    “Aye, but I’ve got years ahead of me,” Ninia replied, lifting her goblet to her lips and taking a dainty sip. “Plus, Mysandra has agreed to remain here … she will help me.” 
 
    Elias glanced over at where the High Enchanter was now deep in conversation with Asher and Mira a few yards away. The roar of exuberant conversation thundered through the throne room, as dozens of servants threaded their way through the crowd with more food and drink. “You’ve made a good choice there,” he murmured. “Mysandra was the only enchanter in the city who didn’t fall under Gael’s spell.” 
 
    Turning back to Ninia, he found her watching him intently. 
 
    “I’m not the only one making a new start,” she observed. “How do you feel about returning to Mirrar Rock, to your own coronation?” 
 
    Elias considered the question. The future had been on his mind a lot over the past few days. He’d wanted to discuss it with Ryana, yet he’d hardly seen her of late. “I’m not sure,” he admitted after a pause. “There’s a part of me that welcomes it … I always knew as the eldest I’d take the throne one day … and there’s much I want to change.” He pulled a face then. “But there’s another side that just wants a quiet life, away from all the ceremony and back-stabbing of court.” 
 
    Ninia laughed, her hazel eyes twinkling. “You and I were born into this world,” she reminded him. “We know how to handle ourselves.” 
 
    “Aye, but isn’t there a part of you that wishes differently?” 
 
    Ninia’s smile faded. “There was,” she admitted. “But Nathan was right … those of us born of Royal blood can’t turn our back on it as easily as we might think. Our people need us … Anthor needs a king like you.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth quirked. “The people of all The Four Kingdoms of Serran have much to thank you for. I hear too that all the Altars of Umbra have fallen.” 
 
    It was true. Just a day after the liberation of Veldoras, word had started to filter into the city from other nearby towns and villages that all the altars had fallen. Elias had received this news with relief. Mirrar Rock’s Altar of Umbra had sat on the great terrace below the palace, a constant reminder of the shadow king’s reign. 
 
    “I have no idea how I did it,” Ninia admitted. 
 
    Elias shook his head, his smile widening. “All that matters is that you did.” 
 
      
 
    Elias left Ninia, as a crowd of high-born Veldoras men and women descended upon her, and made his way over to where Mysandra still conversed with Asher and Mira. As he walked, Elias scanned the sea of heads around him. 
 
    “Have you seen Ryana?” he greeted them when Asher glanced his way. 
 
    “She’s right behind us,” Mira replied, glancing over her shoulder at where Dain and Lilia were helping themselves to mouthfuls of aged cheese smeared with quince paste. “Or she was.” 
 
    “Ryana isn’t herself today,” Asher added with a frown. “She seemed … distracted. Have you two argued?” 
 
    Elias scowled back at him. He didn’t appreciate the question. He’d seen a bit of Asher over the past few days, and although relations had thawed between them, he found the man could be a bit too free with his opinions.  
 
    Like now. 
 
    “No,” he replied curtly. “I’ve hardly seen her over the past days.” 
 
    With that, he excused himself with a nod and moved across to Lilia and Dain. 
 
    “Ryana left a short while ago,” Lilia informed him as she licked quince off her fingers. “She’s gone to pack.” 
 
    Elias stiffened. “What?” 
 
    Lilia met his eye, concern clouding her eyes. “Didn’t Ryana tell you? She’s leaving with the Rithmar army tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    39 
 
    Virgin Territory 
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    THE KNOCK ON her door made Ryana freeze. 
 
    Putting down the charcoal enchanter robe she’d laid out for the following morning, she glanced toward the entrance to her chamber. Everyone was still supposed to be celebrating in the throne room. That was why she’d slipped away; no one would notice her gone. 
 
    Another knock sounded—a heavy, insistent blow. 
 
    Ryana swallowed before calling out. “Who is it?” 
 
    The door swung open, framing Elias in the doorway. The sight of him made Ryana’s breathing quicken. Her palms suddenly went clammy, and she turned from the bed. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I missed you after the ceremony … Lilia said I’d find you here.” 
 
    Ryana clenched her jaw. Shadows take Lilia, couldn’t she have told him that I went to use the privy? 
 
    Elias stepped into the chamber, his gaze sweeping to the bed, where an open leather pack sat. Clothing lay strewn around it. “I hear you’re leaving,” he said, his voice flat. 
 
    “Aye,” Ryana murmured. “Nathan’s going tomorrow, so I might as well join him.” 
 
    “Were you intending to say goodbye?” 
 
    Ryana glanced away. “I was hoping to avoid it,” she said softly. 
 
    She heard Elias’s heavy tread as he moved across the chamber toward her. “Why?” 
 
    “I thought it would make things easier,” she whispered, still not looking at him. 
 
    “It’s not like you to act the coward.” 
 
    Ryana jerked her chin up, irritation spearing through her. Elias had stopped before her now, and their gazes met. “We were going to go our separate ways sooner or later,” she pointed out, her voice clipped. “I didn’t see the point in prolonging things.” 
 
    “So you thought you’d sneak off … after everything we’ve been through together. You thought I deserved no better?” 
 
    Heat rose in Ryana’s cheeks. He was deliberately being difficult, deliberately trying to provoke her. She wouldn’t snap at the bait. 
 
    Elias’s gaze shifted to the bed then, resting upon the enchanter robe. “Is this the life you want for yourself?” 
 
    Catching the challenge in his voice, Ryana stiffened. “This is my life.” She drew in a deep breath, forcing herself on. “Circumstances changed things for a few days, but I must now return to The Royal City.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want you to?” 
 
    Ryana’s lips parted in surprise. She was aware then of how close he stood. Backing away from the bed, Ryana tried to put some distance between them. Her long skirts rustled as she moved, hampering her. However, he followed her, and when she collided with the wall, Ryana’s heart started to flutter like a caged bird. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” she replied, her voice strangled. “I’ll not be a king’s consort … the wild woman from the north you keep for your pleasure.” 
 
    Elias’s dark eyes shadowed. He moved closer still, placing his hands on the wall either side of Ryana, boxing her in. “Is that what you think you are to me?” 
 
    Ryana stared back at him. “It’s what I would be. We both know it.” 
 
    “What if I asked you to be my queen … to travel south and wed me before the people of Mirrar Rock?” 
 
    Ryana drew in a sharp breath. “Why would you want that?” 
 
    He gave a soft, sensual laugh that made her knees tremble. “Isn’t it obvious, woman? I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Silence followed this admission. The only sound in the chamber was the rasp of their breathing. Elias’s chest moved rapidly now, the expression on his face so intense that Ryana started to feel dizzy. 
 
    She hadn’t expected such a proclamation; she didn’t know how to respond to it. 
 
    Elias lifted a hand from the wall and reached down, taking one of her hands and lifting it to his chest. 
 
    His heart thundered under her palm. 
 
    “I won’t lie,” he whispered. “I didn’t think my cold heart knew what love is, but it did. I want you, Ryana—at my side and in my bed—for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Ryana’s fingers curled against his chest. His words completely undid her, and yet underneath it all, lay a tight kernel of fear. “I can’t wed you,” she whispered. “I don’t want to be a queen.” 
 
    His fingers tightened around hers. A nerve flickered in his cheek. “You don’t love me?” 
 
    “I can’t … I’m not—” 
 
    “Do you love me, Ryana?” 
 
    He stepped forward, pressing her against the wall. Their bodies lay against each other now, and the strength of him, the scent of warm male mingled with a hint of spice from his cologne made it difficult for Ryana to muster any coherent thought. 
 
    “Don’t ask me that.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s a fair question. You have my heart, and I wish to know if you feel the same.” 
 
    Ryana heaved in a shuddering breath. Tears pricked the back of her eyelids, and she cursed them. He’d cornered her now, and she had no choice but to answer. “Aye, I love you,” she croaked out the words. “But it doesn’t change anything. A woman like me can’t become a queen.” 
 
    He inclined his head, breathing fast now. “Why not?” 
 
    Ryana pushed against his chest with both hands, trying to create some distance between them. But he was immovable. “Because I’m not a high-born lady. My parents are farmers, and I’m …” Ryana broke off here, searching for the words. “I’m too independent, too difficult to be a queen. I’d never suit such a life. You’d wed me and then, before you realized it, the woman you thought you loved would be a burden to you.” 
 
    Elias shook his head, his expression turning fierce. “I don’t think I love you, I know it. I would never cage you. Anthor queens are allowed more freedom than those of the north. My mother never bowed to my father. She’s been able to live as she pleases.” He broke off here, a hand cupping her chin. “I would give you all the freedom you desire … all I ask is that you be my wife, that you let me love you.” 
 
    Ryana’s breathing faltered. This man was relentless. He would never give up, and suddenly she was tired of resisting him, of fighting what she really wanted—deep down where she dared not look. She’d been alone for so long that she’d convinced herself it was the only way forward for her. It was easier than risking her heart. 
 
    But she realized she was past that now. She already loved Elias. Leaving him would tear her apart anyway, and she would hate herself forever for giving up a chance of happiness. They came so rarely. One might never present itself to her again. 
 
    “I’m scared,” she whispered as her vision blurred.  
 
    He gave a soft, shaky laugh, his thumb brushing away a tear that trickled down her cheek. “And you think I’m not?” 
 
    “This is all new to me.” 
 
    His lips curved. “It’s virgin territory for me too. Help me explore it … will you be my wife, Ryana?” 
 
    “Aye,” she breathed. “I will.” 
 
    Relief gleamed in Elias’s eyes, and he leaned in, his mouth covering hers. 
 
    This kiss wasn’t like any of the others. Their unions before now had been hungry, fierce, and almost brutal at times, yet this kiss was achingly tender. It was full of love. 
 
    Ryana melted against Elias as he deepened the embrace. It was still soft, yielding, although his heart now galloped under her palm. Ryana’s lips parted under his, and she welcomed his tongue. Elias growled deep in his throat, pulling her hard against him. 
 
    Suddenly, he gasped. 
 
    Ryana stilled. Drawing back, she noted the pain that tightened his features. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He favored her with a lopsided smile. “My side … I’d forgotten I’m injured.” 
 
    Ryana huffed. Reaching up, she traced a fingertip along the strong line of his jaw. “It’ll heal soon enough,” she whispered, “but in the meantime I’ll have to be gentle with you.” 
 
    Elias’s smile turned sultry, his gaze burning into her now. His hand reached up, the backs of his fingers brushing across the tops of her breasts. The gown she wore pressed them up shamelessly against him. 
 
    Ryana swallowed, trembling under his touch. “You don’t want to rejoin the celebrations?” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “They’ll have brought out the sweets by now.” 
 
    Elias’s mouth quirked, and he leaned forward, placing his lips to where her pulse fluttered at the base of her throat. He then breathed her in. “We too have something to celebrate,” he murmured against her skin. “And I don’t want sweets … I’d rather feast on you.” 
 
      
 
    Later, they lay naked together upon the bed, bodies entwined. Ryana’s clothes and the leather pack lay discarded on the floor, while the late afternoon sun streamed in through the window, warming their skin. 
 
    Outdoors, laughter filtered up from the bailey below, as did the shrill notes of a bone whistle. The celebrations had moved outdoors it seemed. The people of Veldoras would celebrate long into the night. 
 
    “It must feel strange,” Ryana murmured as she lay nestled into Elias’s shoulder, “for you and your men to still be here … the defeated enemy in a liberated city.” 
 
    “Aye, it does,” Elias admitted. He stroked her back—a soft, sensual caress. “I’m not entirely comfortable with it … the sooner we depart for home the better.” 
 
    Home. The way he said that word made warmth seep through Ryana. 
 
    “You once said you hadn’t been back to Mirrar Rock in years,” she replied. “What’s the thing you miss most?” 
 
    Silence stretched out while Elias pondered her question. “The air,” he said finally. “It’s warm all year round. During the day it smells of the sea and frying garlic, but after dark the scent of night flowering jasmine drifts through the city.” 
 
    Ryana smiled at his description. She liked the idea of that. “The Royal City smells of pine and wood smoke,” she murmured. “It’s a different world.” 
 
    “Will you miss it?” he asked after a pause. 
 
    Ryana shook her head. “You can’t miss a place that never really felt like home.” 
 
    “You’ll like Mirrar Rock,” Elias assured her. 
 
    His confidence made her smile widen. “How can you be so sure of that?” 
 
    “Because it’s bold, sultry, and earthy … like you, my love.” 
 
    In response, Ryana laughed, the sound filtering across the chamber and into the bright afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Shelter 
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    Mirrar Rock  
 
    The Kingdom of Anthor 
 
      
 
    One month later … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELIAS, KING OF Anthor, wed Ryana of Ridder Vale upon a wide terrace above the city, beneath the gleaming black bulk of the palace. 
 
    It was not yet noon, but the sun blazed down from a hard blue sky. Shielded from its fierceness, Elias and Ryana stood beneath a shade sail while the High Enchanter of the Order of Light and Darkness performed the wedding ceremony. From here, they had a magnificent view over a swathe of tiled roofs, down to the wide blue expanse of the sea.  
 
    Ryana couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    She’d been nervous about this ceremony—especially about standing up in front of the folk of Mirrar Rock—but now she was here, her nerves disappeared. The folk of Mirrar Rock packed the terrace; the men were dressed in black, the women in colorful gowns and parasols. Incense wafted through the air, carried on a hot wind. 
 
    Elias and Ryana joined hands, while the High Enchanter stepped forward. Biel was a tall, spare man with long greying hair tied back at his nape.  
 
    “Now you will feel no rain.” Biel’s baritone reached out over the terrace. “For each of you will be shelter for the other. You will feel no cold, for each of you will be warmth to the other. There will be no loneliness, for each of you will be companion to the other. You are two persons, but there is only one life before you. May beauty surround you both in the journey ahead and through all the years. May happiness be your companion and your days together be good and long upon the earth.” 
 
    Ryana’s vision misted. She’d always been dry-eyed at weddings, too cynical to let the vows touch her. 
 
    But that was before Elias—before today. 
 
    Her husband pulled her into his arms for a passionate kiss, and the crowd responded with a thunderous applause. 
 
    The people of Anthor had a love for theatre, for public displays of affection, it seemed. The cheering went on a while—as did the kiss. 
 
    When they finally broke apart, Ryana was gasping for air. 
 
    Elias grinned down at her. “Do you think that’s enough, or should we go in for another?” Before Ryana could answer, he embraced her again, sweeping her off her feet into his arms. 
 
    The crowd went wild, and another enthusiastic applause rippled across the terrace. This time, Ryana gave them the spectacle they cried out for. She wrapped her arms around Elias’s neck and kissed him back lustily, not caring that half the city looked on. 
 
      
 
    Later, they sat side-by-side at the banquet table upon the terrace and shared their first goblet of wine together. Shade sails billowed overhead, shielding long tables of feasters, while brightly garbed servants brought out trays of food: saffron rice and grilled prawns, cured hams, huge wheels of aged sheep’s cheese, fat green olives stuffed with anchovies, and long thin loaves of dark crusty bread. 
 
    Ryana’s mouth watered as a servant placed a huge silver tureen of saffron rice mixed with seafood before her. The aroma of garlic wafted across the table. She’d only been in Mirrar Rock a few days and was in love with the food. It made the cuisine of her own people seem stodgy and bland in comparison. The flavors here were so bold that they danced off her tongue. 
 
    Elias served them, spooning the bright yellow rice onto a shared dish before them. “How did you cope being away for so long?” she asked. “If I’d grown up with dishes like these, I’d have never left.” 
 
    “You never appreciate what you have until it’s gone,” Elias replied with a wry smile. “On campaigns, most of the talk around the fireside was about food.” 
 
    Ryana took a mouthful of rice, her gaze widening in pleasure. She swallowed her mouthful and smiled. “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    She was aware then of a gaze boring into her. Ryana glanced up to see a sharp-featured, raven-haired woman farther down the table staring at her: Jada, the dowager queen. 
 
    The sour look on the woman’s face was impossible to miss. 
 
    Of all those she’d met at Mirrar Rock, Ryana’s mother-in-law had been the least welcoming. Jada had once been a beauty, you could see it in the sculpted lines of her face. Yet bitterness and scorn had eroded her looks far faster than time ever could. 
 
    Ignoring the dowager queen’s glare, Ryana favored Jada with a bright smile and turned back to Elias. 
 
    He was watching her, his eyes hooding in a way that never failed to excite Ryana. He looked striking today, dressed head-to-toe in black silk and leather, silver epaulets gleaming at his shoulders. In contrast, Ryana wore Anthor red: a high-necked crimson gown with long full skirts. 
 
    “I’m glad your friends could make it,” Elias said, smiling. “Even if Ninia couldn’t.” 
 
    Ryana nodded, her attention shifting to the long table around ten yards away. At its center sat four figures: Asher, Mira, Lilia, and Dain. Catching Ryana’s eye, Asher raised his goblet in a silent toast. Dressed in a white linen tunic and breeches, Asher reclined in his chair, one arm slung protectively over Mira’s shoulders. She’d never seen him so relaxed. Upon the back of his chair perched Grim; Asher’s familiar had joined him on his trip south. 
 
    Ryana smiled back at him and lifted her goblet. 
 
    “So you’re pleased you’re here?” Elias asked softly, drawing her attention once more. “That you’re my wife?” 
 
    Ryana’s mouth curved. Leaning back in her chair, she picked up her goblet and took a sip. Like the food, the wine in this city was delicious: deep, rich, and spicy. His question surprised her a little. Wasn’t it obvious from her beaming face that she loved it here? Even his shrew of a mother couldn’t dim her joy. 
 
    “Do you even need to ask that?” she asked after a pause. 
 
    He leaned close and reached up, stroking her cheek. “Aye … for sometimes I look at you and wonder if this is all real. I never thought I’d wed … frankly, I never thought I’d live this long.” 
 
    Ryana caught his hand with hers and placed a gentle kiss on his palm. She too had thought she’d never find someone to share her life with. She’d carried too many ghosts of the past with her. But now she’d left all of that behind, she could love and let herself be loved in return. It still frightened her sometimes, the depth of what she felt for this man. But she would never give it up, would never go back to her old life.  
 
    “I love you, Elias,” she whispered. “And I’ve never been happier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    And here we come to the end of The Light and Darkness series!  
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed Ryana and Elias’s tale—and the stories of Lilia and Dain and Mira and Asher that preceded it: three very different romances but with common threads that bind them. I saved Ryana and Elias to the end deliberately. Not because they’re my favorite couple (although every couple is my favorite when I’m immersed in their story), but because of all the six protagonists in this series they had the most growing to do. 
 
      
 
    I’ve long had a love affair with Epic Fantasy, but the books I used to read as a teenager never had enough ‘romance’ in them for my tastes. These days there are quite a few fantasy romance novels around, although many of them follow just one couple through a series of books. My series was a bit different. My Historical Romances feature stand-alone romances with an over-arching back story and I wanted to give readers the same experience with these novels. I hope you’ve enjoyed dipping into three separate love stories while getting to experience an epic adventure spanning a trilogy. 
 
      
 
    It’s been a long journey … I began Book #1, RULED BY SHADOWS in 2016 and then published the novel in 2017. THE LOST SWALLOW was published in 2018, and since then I’ve been working on getting PATH OF THE DARK ready for publication. I’ve loved bringing The Four Kingdoms of Serran to life and populating it with a colorful cast of characters, but like all journeys this one has come to an end.  
 
      
 
    Thank you all for coming along on this journey with me! 
 
      
 
    Jayne x 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spread the word!  
 
      
 
    Enjoyed PATH OF THE DARK and would like to share your thoughts with other readers? Please consider leaving a review—your opinion really does make a difference. Here are the links to the various Amazon stores. 
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