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			Dedication

			For Arya, EJ, Isla, and the two angels in heaven who didn’t get the chance of having names.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Blistering pain exploded through Aedra’s cheek, reverberating in waves through her skull. Stunned, she blinked away the gush of tears and reached up, her fingers grazing a wound. Warm, sticky blood colored her skin a deep crimson. She actually hit me, Aedra thought, eyeing her opponent with renewed appreciation. Though stars danced in her vision, she had no time to nurse her bloodied cheek. The air shifted behind her, and without waiting, she ducked. The following whoosh of air confirmed her instincts; she had barely escaped another strike as her opponent took advantage of her temporary distraction. 

			Sucking in a sharp breath, Aedra willed herself to focus. She whirled, crouching low, and kicked her foot out just as the attacker charged. The other woman was caught off guard, the strike to her shins throwing her off balance. She sprawled to the ground, wet sand kicking up as she landed. Her head hit a rock with a sickening thunk, and she didn’t rise again. 

			Rolling away from the woman’s semi-conscious body, Aedra sprang to her feet, smirking as she wiped the trickle of blood from her face. One down, two to go.

			The ocean’s anger roared behind her, its icy winds whipping her clothes until they billowed around her figure like a trapped sail. The remaining warriors circled her with raised swords, sparing quick glances at their fallen friend. Both men were in their early twenties and heavily muscled, but Aedra wasn’t deterred. Their strength and height came with the loss of speed and agility, and she was nothing if not fast. 

			A cocky smirk twitched the lips of the smaller man as he slowly closed in, certain he had the advantage. He was wrong. Aedra waited as he quickened his pace and charged, his feet kicking up sand as a savage war cry tore from his throat and tangled with the screams of the wind. She kept the sea at her back, a natural defense. Not only would they be unable to sneak up on her again, but they would be forced to deal with the onslaught of the wind gusting directly in their faces. 

			She tensed as he approached, keeping his partner in her periphery. He was a dozen steps away, a half dozen. Now! She side-stepped, turning with the shifting sands. His strike breezed past her, the strength of his missed blow causing him to lose his balance. It was a moment, a mere breath, but it was more than enough.

			Aedra’s small stature was as much a blessing as it was a curse, and she knew how to use it to her advantage. She was faster, slighter, harder to hit. She rushed at the man, and in a dizzying display of punches, she struck with her fists: his ribs, kidneys, stomach, and finally, a knee to his jewels. His legs buckled, and he hit the ground where the sea licked the sand. Clutching his groin, he let out a strangled groan.  

			“Sorry, Tiem,” she muttered as he dry-heaved on the sand, but a smile still worked its way to her lips, the surge of victory making another rush of adrenaline spike through her veins. 

			It was a short-lived celebration. An arm wrapped around her neck, and the realization of her folly spread through her like ice. The third and largest of her attackers had inched his way closer while she smirked over Tiem’s defeat. Her enemy tightened his grip, cutting off her airway. Instinctive panic flooded her mind, and she clawed at his beefy arm. Already, her mind swam with darkness, the edges of her vision growing hazy. She struggled for a useless moment before regaining control over her emotions, willing her hammering pulse to slow. Aiming a sloppy kick backwards, she missed his groin, hitting a leather-clad shin instead. He chuckled, squeezing her neck tighter. 

			“Yield, Princess,” he growled in her ear. 

			She squirmed in his grasp, frantic for breath but unwilling to lose. In one last desperate attempt to win, Aedra slackened her entire body until she hung as dead weight in the man’s arms. Her opponent’s reaction was visceral; he flinched, releasing her body instantly. She hit the sand hard but refused to show any indication of consciousness. Damp sand and sea-smoothed pebbles dug uncomfortably into her cheek, burning as the coarse grains found their way into the fresh cut on her face. 

			Her opponent’s shadow fell over her, darkening her closed lids as he blocked the overcast sky. “Gods’ burn, Aedra, are you—”

			Her eyes snapped open, and she smiled at his startled expression. In a swift movement, she landed a punch square in his gut and wrestled him down to the sand. She pinned him to the ground, shifting so her legs locked around his neck in a move Master Erello would have been proud of. Her smile widened as his eyes bulged, and he clawed uselessly against her legs, desperation radiating from his body as he searched for leverage between his neck and her thighs. He found none. Anger flashed across his reddening face, soon replaced by the look of terror that accompanies suffocation. He rapped his knuckles three times on the sand as a thick vein in his neck throbbed, barely visible beneath the collar of his cloak. 

			She released him, the tension of the battle flowing from her muscles as she stood. Brushing the sand from her clothes, she surveyed the beach. Kaylee cradled her head, sitting on a small boulder wedged deep into the earth. 

			“Oi, you alright?” Aedra called. 

			The woman glanced in her direction, wincing as she moved. 

			“Been better,” she admitted with a forced smile. “Sorry about that, by the way,” she added, gesturing to Aedra’s injured cheek.

			“It’s just a scratch.” The bleeding had stopped, and though the throbbing ache was irritated by the lingering grains of sand, she knew any healer could mend it in mere seconds. She’d suffered worse hurts during past sparring matches. 

			Tiem—apparently recovered from his injuries—crouched next to Kaylee, placing a hand on her temple. His gloves hid the golden light, but Aedra knew he was healing her, and the two of them shared a private look that made Aedra blush. She turned away, giving them a moment of privacy. 

			“Wren, let’s go again. Just me and you.” Aedra shifted onto the balls of her feet, taking up a striking stance. She wiggled her fingers, trying to taunt her friend into the fight. 

			“No cheap shots to the goods,” he muttered, raising his hands. “I saw what you did to Tiem, and I’d like to father children one day.”

			Aedra’s brows shot up, surprised from his admission, but she didn’t have time to discuss that questionable life choice. Wren shot forward, his bulky figure racing toward her like an avalanche. Laughing, she jumped out of the way. One of the practice swords was abandoned on the ground, and she rushed toward it, hoping to get the advantage in the fight. Wren had the same idea, and he unsheathed his weapon, swinging it tauntingly through the air. 

			“Come now, mighty warrior, let’s see what you’ve got.” He faked a yawn, adding to the indifference of his stance. No matter how many times she bested him, he always maintained a self-assured swagger.

			“For someone that just yielded to a girl half your size, you certainly are confident.” She stepped slowly toward him, not fool enough to rush at a waiting opponent. Each step was carefully measured as she judged his body language, the twitch of his eye, the growing tension in his muscles. “Perhaps you’re compensating for something?” She nodded at the ties on his trousers and watched him bristle with feigned insult. “Don’t worry,” she continued, stalking closer. “I won’t tell anyone about Little Wren.” 

			An overexaggerated wink was all it took to break Wren’s patience. He charged at her again, a Gods’ honest flush pinkening his cheeks. 

			Their wooden blades struck hard, the vibration carrying all the way through her arm. It took all the strength in her body to hold off his attack. Being smaller was useful, but there were moments like now where her inadequacies were obvious. She pushed him back taking quick steps out of reach, but again he rushed her, using the full force of his strength. 

			Tiem and Kaylee were cheering, but who they were rooting for was lost on deaf ears. She knew nothing other than the duet of their blades, the dance of their feet, and the sweat stinging the scratch on her cheek. Wren came at her again and again, forcing her toward the waves, until her boots sank into wet sand, the tide licking her feet in a hungry caress. 

			It was easy to act exhausted. In truth, she was. But not as much as she let on. Wren swung again, charging with a war cry that would scare even the twisted creatures of the Poison-Wastes. She planned on jumping out of the way at the last second, forcing him to rush into the icy sea. Heart hammering wildly, she tensed, each second slowing as she waited.  

			“What is going on here?” A shrill voice cried over the wind. Aedra’s eyes darted past Wren’s shoulder, her stomach knotting with annoyance as she spotted the black-haired woman on the hill. 

			Wren somehow stopped short of knocking them both into the ocean. He groaned, sharing a look of dread with Aedra before offering her his hand and pulling her out of the ankle-deep water.

			“Look alive,” Tiem muttered, just loud enough for them to hear. “We’ve company.”

			“A little warning would have been nice,” Aedra replied under her breath. She brushed off her clothes, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance and utterly failing. “Mistress Vrenae,” she said, a grimace of a smile plastered to her face. “What brings you out on a day like today?” 

			Everyone knew how much the woman hated the ocean and the wind, and the storm blowing in should have been more than enough to keep her locked tight in the castle, nestled by a fire. 

			Small locks of hair blew free from the tight bun Vrenae constantly wore, and she shook her head disapprovingly as her judgmental stare darted amongst the group, finally landing hard on Aedra. She gasped, raising a hand to her bosom. “Your face! What have you done?” 

			Aedra rolled her eyes and turned her back to the woman. She didn’t have the patience to deal with Vee’s exaggerated indignation. “Let’s go, Wren, I’m not through with you.”

			Wren raised his brows, shouldering his wooden practice sword as he shook his head. “Ah, lass, we’re already caught red-handed. I’m not fool enough to spar with Mistress Vrenae looking over our shoulders.” He nudged Tiem and nodded at Kaylee. “Round of morning drinks, anyone?”

			Kaylee pushed herself to her feet, swaying a bit as she stood. “First, let’s go to Bane’s. Tiem did what he could, but my head still feels like slush.” 

			“You need to learn to fall better,” Aedra said. “Next time—”

			“What is this ‘next time’ nonsense? Princess, how many times have I told you it is wholly inappropriate to go galivanting off with this lot?” 

			Aedra gritted her teeth, praying for an ounce of patience, before she slowly turned to face the woman. “It’s just a bit of fun.” 

			Vrenae had the gall to stomp her foot and shake her head. “Off with the three of you, and you best hope I don’t write to the king about this. Injuring one in the line of succession is a hanging offense.” 

			Wren couldn’t fight the smile that spread across his face and covered it with a conspicuous coughing fit. “Right. Off we go.” 

			They waved over their shoulders, and half-carrying Kaylee, Aedra’s three friends began the trek up the dunes toward the expansive estate on the edge of town. 

			Aedra fought her annoyance as Vrenae continued her incessant fussing. “I’m truly fine. It’s nothing Bane can’t patch up.” She flinched as Vee’s fingers grazed the area, the ache sharpening at her touch.

			“If this were an inch higher, it would’ve been your eye. Is that what you want? To be known as the blind princess?” She didn’t wait for Aedra to bite back a reply. “Come. There’s a missive from your father.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Feeling much like a whipped puppy, Aedra trailed behind Vrenae as they trekked through the sands, following the footprints of her friends. The winds calmed as they left the beach, the roaring waves softening in the distance as the scent of brine and salt drifted away. Sweat slicked her face and hair, chilling her in the bitter winter air. All her earlier warmth from sparring evaporated as her pulse slowed, the ecstasy of the fight dying just as easily.

			She stared at Vrenae’s back as they walked. The woman clutched her heavy fur cloak tightly around her body, as if terrified the wind would weasel its way through her clothes. Three years had passed since they first arrived together in Trygul, each winter harsher than the last. Aedra wondered if the older woman begrudged her the isolation. Vrenae had lived in the capital since birth and, though she never married or bore children, she left behind an entire life when the king sent her to accompany Aedra. It had come as a shock when she learned she was staying indefinitely, though certainly the gifted estate was enough to ease the hurt of forced relocation. Vrenae would never admit such a thing, so Aedra didn’t waste her breath asking. 

			“Honestly, Vee,” Aedra said, her teeth beginning to chatter. “A scriber couldn’t wait another hour until I returned?” She tried to put a touch of warmth in her voice, knowing it must’ve taken a hell of a lot of willpower for Vrenae to come out in the cold hunting for her. But damn, it was difficult to find sympathy for her glorified nanny. 

			The older woman glanced over her shoulder, giving a small shake of her head. She stopped dead in the middle of the street, and Aedra nearly ran into her. “You’ll catch your death out here one day,” she said, unfastening the cloak from her shoulders and placing it around Aedra’s shaking body, despite her continued protests. “Enough.” Vrenae wrapped Aedra’s hands in her own, casting a current of heat through her body. The racking shivers slowed, then stopped, and for the briefest of moments, it was as if she was standing in front of a roaring fireplace. 

			“Thank you,” Aedra whispered, taking a quick step backward. “You shouldn’t have done that.” She glanced around to see if anyone witnessed the exchange. The outskirts of the city were blessedly slow in the grey dawn. A few sailors were hauling a net over to the docks, but they didn’t pay them any heed. If someone were to realize Vee had casted to warm her, there would be questions. She had hidden the truth for too long and was determined no one would uncover the ruse now. 

			“Next time I’ll let you freeze,” Vrenae said dryly, but she didn’t meet Aedra’s eye. 

			Aedra swallowed down her annoyance. They walked in tense silence the rest of the way. 

			The estate was surrounded by a shoulder high stone wall that Aedra always thought was useless in the way of protection. In the summer, ivy tendrils climbed up, covering the entire wall in a blanket of greenery. Currently, it was coated in a thin sheet of ice from the freezing wind, dozens of crystal-like flowers appearing mid-blossom on the top. A few of the estate workers were rather skilled casters, and during the last prayer day, they weaved the ice into different shapes, entertaining the local children as their parents made offerings to the God of Sea and Salt. The remnants of their handiwork remained, and Aedra fought the urge to snap off one of the flowers as they passed, her gloved hands skimming across the smooth surface. Vrenae muttered under her breath about catching cold and sneaking out and an array of other things Aedra tried to tune out. 

			A trickle of anxiousness crept its way past her defenses. “Did you happen to read the scriber my father sent?” she asked. She lost the battle of will and plucked one of the ice crystal flowers, cradling it in her palm for a few heartbeats before the magic of its spell broke, and it crumbled into a hundred tiny shards of ice. 

			“He didn’t send a scriber,” she replied cryptically.

			Aedra rolled her eyes. Whether he sent the letter through the magically spelled parchment or via bird, it didn’t really matter, its content would be the same. Vrenae got off on her little power trips, and Aedra decided she wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of her simmering curiosity. 

			It had been months since her father had written. The loneliness used to plague her as a child, but it faded over the years of separation and constant traveling. She stayed in one place just long enough to form connections with those around her before being uprooted again, all in the guise of furthering her education and getting to know her people. It was an elaborate lie, but a lie, nonetheless. 

			No men guarded the front gate. It was another folly Aedra had pointed out when she first arrived, but her concerns always fell on deaf ears. Sequestered against the Bay of Tears, the people were certain of their protection. They worshiped the God of Salt and Sea with a deep-rooted devotion. This port, and another half dozen like it, were scattered along the southwest border of the ocean, and likely the only things keeping the Cystrian people from succumbing to the Poison-Wastes to the north. Without the influx of money and supplies from trade, their nation would likely starve to death. A shiver worked its way down Aedra’s spine as she recalled the horrors her father told her about the Wastes. It was where animals turned into mutilated, deranged forms of themselves. No life could flourish in the land the Goddess cursed, plants withered and died, and to spend any length of time in the forsaken land was said to twist the minds of men, too. 

			Aedra glanced over her shoulder before following Vrenae inside, a sliver of the ocean visible from this angle. The smallest piece of her mind wondered at the thrill of being ship-bound, navigating those raging waves. But that was one of dozens of lives she would never live, and the painful bite of icy wind made her question the God’s supposed righteousness.

			The warmth inside was sweltering, and she quickly discarded Vrenae’s cloak and hat. She kept the fur-lined gloves on, making a mental note to switch to more appropriate ones after her bath. “Honestly, Vee, you couldn’t have just given me the letter outside?” she asked as she followed the woman into the parlor. 

			“Perhaps I’m a little more exciting than a letter,” a voice said from inside the room. 

			Aedra froze on the threshold, ignoring Vrenae’s smirk as her eyes raked over the room. She knew that voice, knew it better than her own. And yet, besides the crackling fire radiating heat, the parlor was empty. “Finn?” she asked despite herself, trying to hold back the floodgate of hope. 

			A body crashed into her from the side, and she shrieked with laughter as Finn wrestled her to the ground. As startled as she was, she allowed him to pin her down. “Someone’s getting rusty with all this salt water in the air, aye?” Finn said with a grin as he pressed his weight down against her arms, his face inches away from her own and a taunting glee dancing in his dark eyes. 

			Aedra bucked against his grip, and though he lost his balance for a moment, the man didn’t give up his position. “You’re here.” A wave of realization crashed over her, a blazing rage melting through her delight. She redoubled her efforts to escape, taking him off guard and elbowing him hard in the ribs. He grunted in pain as she scrambled to her feet. 

			“What was that for?” Finn asked, his brows furrowing as he studied her. 

			She glared back before darting her eyes at Vrenae, who was watching them with her trademark look of disapproval. “You may leave us, Vee.” 

			Shock crossed the woman’s face before she steeled her features again. Aedra didn’t give frequent commands, and the reminder of just who she was and the power she held must have taken Vrenae by surprise. The older mage nodded wordlessly, then left, shutting the parlor door harder than necessary. 

			Aedra plopped onto the vacant couch, kicking her boots off and setting them near the fire to dry. Her socks were soaked, so she discarded them, too. She had taken sparring with Wren too far. If Vrenae hadn’t interrupted, they both would’ve been soaked from head to foot in icy water. Freezing to death would be the least of her concerns when people began questioning why she didn’t use her casting magic to dry their clothes and warm their bodies. Her stomach knotted. She knew she needed to be more careful. If people discover what I am, then the last decade of hiding will be for naught, she thought, biting the inside of her cheek. 

			Finn sat beside her, gazing down at her feet. The ends of her toes were white from the cold and completely numb. He shook his head but didn’t scold her. Instead, he grabbed her hands, yanking the gloves off to examine her fingers, which fared a little better than her feet. He wrapped his hands around hers, golden light leaking out as warmth shot through her veins. The numbness was replaced with searing pain as life reinvigorated her limbs. 

			“You’ll take it too far one day. They’ll call you Aedra the Toeless.” He chuckled at his own joke before releasing her hands and leaning back on the couch. 

			“You’re sounding just like Vrenae,” she replied scathingly. “Go pester her. I’m sure you two will make fast friends.”

			“You’re mad.” He raised a brow, as if that was the most unfathomable emotion she could have.

			“Damn right, I am.”

			“Why?” He leaned in, pushing a lock of pale hair that escaped her braid behind her ear. 

			She swatted him away. “How long has it been, Finn?” she asked, eyeing him slowly. His hair was shaved tight on the sides and an intricate braid twisted over the top of his head. It was hard to tell beneath the layers of leather and fur, but she was certain he had gained weight, likely from the endless training he forced his men to endure. Like father, like son. Damned soldiers, she thought. 

			Her assessment wasn’t unnoticed. “Like what you see, eh?” He unfastened his cloak, tossing it carelessly across the sofa. His tunic was thick wool, but the solid cords of muscle in his shoulders and arms strained against the fabric. 

			He definitely gained weight, Aedra thought. 

			Leaning close, he whispered in her ear. “Be a bit less obvious about it though, lass, or people will talk.” 

			This time, she punched his arm, wrinkling her nose with mock disgust. “You wish.” 

			“Only on every star.” His expression was dead serious, making her flush. He always knew the worst ways to burn her last nerve. 

			“Stop avoiding the question. How long, Finn?”

			He sighed, running a hand over his braid. “A few months?” 

			“Try fourteen, you giant oaf.” 

			He frowned at that. “It hasn’t been that long.”

			“It has. You’ve left me here to wither away alone for over a year. No letter, no note, nothing.” She stood, turning her back on him as she busied herself tending to the fire. It burned and licked the logs without difficulty and truly didn’t need the prodding, nor the extra log she threw on top, but she refused to let Finn see the hurt in her expression.

			“I’ve been busy,” he said rather lamely. 

			Her anger flared alongside the flames. “And I’ve been banished to the sea, alone.” 

			“Vrenae said you’ve made friends. She says you’re quite close with one of them, in fact. His name is something like … Worm, is it?” 

			“Wren? That’s nothing, we aren’t—”

			Finn threw up his hands in defense. “You needn’t explain your love life to me, Princess. Though if you think for a second your father would allow you to entertain a commoner’s attentions, you’re mistaken.”

			“I’m not entertaining anything!” She threw down the fire poker, the metal rod clanging to the stone floor. “Even if I was, what’s it to you? You’ve abandoned me for over a year. What right do you have to waltz back and poke fun at how I find comfort?”

			“So, you are finding comfort with Worm? Warming his bedsheets at night?”

			“Finn, so help me, if you keep it up, I’m going to knock you senseless.”

			“Let’s go then,” he said, springing to his feet. “I’ve wrestled you down once today. I’m sure I can best you again.” 

			Aedra glared. If she hadn’t wasted so much energy just an hour ago on the sands, she would’ve taken Finn up on his offer. As angry as she was, she couldn’t ignore the exhaustion in her muscles, nor the way her fingers and toes still ached from the pain of the cold. And she certainly couldn’t fight Finn and lose. “You’re a damn bastard and a terrible friend, you know that?” 

			“And you’re a miserable wretch that doesn’t know how lucky she truly is.” 

			They glowered at each other for a long moment, the silence broken by the fire crackling in the hearth. Finn bit his lip, but a snicker escaped, and before she could stop herself, Aedra began laughing, tears filling her eyes. In that moment, Aedra could almost imagine the stone walls of her father’s castle and sneaking along the shadows with Finn as children when their parents thought they were safely tucked in bed. So many years had passed since those carefree days. “I’ve missed you, you heartless prick.” She tackled him, wrapping her arms around him in a tight embrace. She breathed him in, the smell of sandalwood and mint like coming home. It was a welcome change. 

			“I’ve missed you, too, insufferable brat though you are.” He squeezed her back, tight enough to make her ribs ache. “I’ve brought you something.” 

			She freed him from her embrace, poking him hard in the ribs. “You know I only accept the finest jewels and gems.” Putting on an air of superiority, she stuck her nose into the air, doing her best mock impression of Vrenae. “The rarer the better, of course.” 

			“Ah, might as well toss it in the fire then.” He stood, walking over to the hearth, motioning to throw the hidden object into the flames.  

			“Wait! You know I’m only joking.” She hurried toward him, trying to pry his fingers open as he chuckled. Her cheeks flushed as she met the intensity of his gaze. “Come now, don’t be such a—”

			“Prick?” he said, finishing her sentence for her. In a swift movement, he opened his hand and grabbed her arm, pushing the sleeve of her dress high enough to expose the thin curving lines of the tattoo on her forearm. His thumb grazed over the ink as he traced the swirling image of the waves, making a smile rise on her lips. Her eyes inadvertently darted to his arm, knowing his matching tattoo was hidden in the same spot on his body. He fumbled for a moment, and she stared in surprise as he finished fastening a bracelet around her wrist. 

			“There. The finest stones in all of Cystra.” 

			She raised her wrist, studying the jewelry with fascination. It was tradition that every time Finn finally showed up, he would bring her a present. Usually, it was some small trinket or sweets from whatever shop he had happened to pass before arriving. Once, he had brought her venison jerky he made himself, seasoned with peppercorn and sea salt. That had been her favorite, and she pestered him for years to make it again. But his duties as a soldier kept him busy, especially as he advanced quickly through the ranks. After his father died, he took over the role as one of the lead commanders; he didn’t have time to roast deer and experiment with the flavors. 

			The bracelet was composed of a dozen shiny black beads strung upon a thin silver band. It warmed instantly to her body heat and fit perfectly around her wrist. She squinted, twisting her arm so the firelight flickered across the beads. They had too much depth and detail to be made of simple glass, and upon closer inspection, she could see the nearly imperceptible gold flakes glimmering inside. It had the kind of simplicity Aedra expected from something more valuable than it seemed. Realization made her throat tighten. “Finn, there’s no way… Are these lava stones?” 

			Finn nodded. “Straight from the Poison-Wastes themselves. My men and I were investigating reports of bearbane sightings north of Burfell. We made a brief detour around the fire mountain at the edge of the Wastes.” He reached down, running a finger along the beads, ignoring her incredulous look. “I am sorry I haven’t been around, Aedra.” 

			She stared at him, disconcerted at the softness in his tone. She had been about to chastise his stupidity for crossing into the Wastes, but her rebuke fell away as she caught the remorse darkening his face. “You could’ve written.”

			“Aye. I could’ve written.” 

			They shared another moment of silence, but this time it held an air of peace and understanding that only comes from years of friendship. He was the son of the late army commander and clever as a fox. Often, when their fathers were holed up in whatever political meeting they had planned for that day, she and Finn would sneak out, finding whatever small mischief they could get into. Strange to think how much their positions had changed. 

			“How long are you staying?” she finally asked, her eyes falling back to the bracelet. Master Erello had taught her years ago to read expressions, each twitch of the eye or tightening of the mouth meaningful. She could discern lies and sense displeasure beneath even the most masked of features, yet she avoided studying her friend, already suspecting the answer and hating it. Finn’s visits were few and far between, and he never stayed long.

			“I’m leaving in a couple hours.” 

			A rush of sadness nearly took the wind from her lungs. “So soon?” she muttered, not able to hide the disappointment leaching into her words. She stared into the flames of the hearth, desperate to end the rush of tears that burned behind her eyes. She was stronger than that, and she’d be damned if Finn saw her cry. 

			“Aye. Pack your bags, Princess. You’re going home.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Kaylee threw her arms around Aedra’s shoulders. “I’ll miss you,” she said with a sniff, pulling away to wipe her nose. 

			“It’s not like I’m dying, Kay,” Aedra said with a forced grin as her chest tightened. She hadn’t thought saying goodbye would be this hard. 

			“No, of course not, your Highness. Promise you’ll write?” 

			“I promise.” 

			Kaylee nodded once, then strode over to where Tiem was leaning against a large windowsill at the foyer. He hugged her, wiped a tear from her cheek, and whispered something in her ear. Whatever he said seemed to comfort her, because she looked at him with adoration sparkling in her eyes. Aedra shifted on her feet, adverting her gaze. Something had been brewing between the pair for weeks now, whether or not they admitted it. 

			“Good luck,” Tiem called, waving with casual nonchalance as he guided Kaylee down the corridor. 

			“See you,” Aedra said, half raising her hand in farewell. She strained her eyes, searching the dimly lit hall for Wren. Certainly, he won’t let me leave without saying goodbye. 

			Vrenae hung like an apparition in the darkened hallway a few feet away, her presence baffling. She stepped lightly forward, as if afraid to get her slippers soiled by the dirty floor near the entryway. “You make sure you wear your gloves, do you hear me?” she asked, her eyes sharp with unspoken rebuke. 

			“Yes, ma’am.” Aedra was certain the Mistress had a deep-rooted despisal for her.

			“And cut back on that sparring nonsense. It’s not fit for a lady, let alone a princess.”

			“I’ll make no false promises, Vee.” 

			They glared at each other for a long moment, and Aedra couldn’t help but wonder what their relationship would’ve been if they had stayed in the capital all those years ago. Would Vrenae be warmer, kinder? Though it happened infrequently, there were times when Vrenae’s kindness showed through her rough exterior. Aedra sighed, craning her head to peer down the corridor once more. 

			A gust of breeze caressed her back with an icy touch as the door behind her opened and shut. “Carriage’s ready, Aedra,” Finn said, stomping wet slush from his boots. 

			“I—” Aedra glanced from Finn to the empty hall in front of her, the ache in her chest doubling. Wren wasn’t coming to say goodbye. She cleared her throat, stamping down the pain. “Right, of course,” she said, grabbing her cloak from the nearby hook and fastening it around her neck. “Bye, Vee,” she said over her shoulder as she followed Finn into the bright, frosty morning. 

			An inch of fresh snow coated the ground outside, and though the flakes had stopped falling hours ago, the wind was strong as ever. The God of Salt and Sea sure likes to be noticed, Aedra thought as her hood was blasted clear from her head. She yanked it up again, holding it in place as she stepped carefully across the icy walkway toward the carriage.

			Nearly a dozen soldiers surrounded an enormous carriage and wagon, their leather armor hidden beneath thick fur cloaks. Almost as ridiculous was the carriage itself, the wheels alone rivaling the height of the men, their tread at least an inch deep. Two of the largest horses she had ever seen stood docilely, the straps on their harness gently swaying in the wind.

			“Is this really necessary?” she asked, scanning the group.

			Finn offered his hand as he held the carriage door open. “Only the best for our princess.” Somehow, he kept the serious look plastered on his face. 

			Aedra rolled her eyes, ignoring his outstretched hand as she yanked herself up into the carriage.

			“Wait!” 

			She paused halfway inside, peeking over her shoulder at the voice. Wren crashed through the entryway door, sliding in the slush as he hurried toward her. Aedra couldn’t contain a burst of laughter as Wren’s arms windmilled around his bulky body, barely catching himself from falling. “Wait,” he all but gasped, his chest heaving as he sucked in quick breaths. 

			The knot in Aedra’s chest unwound with a rush of warmth. She hopped down from the carriage ledge in a flurry of emotions, rushing to her friend and nearly tackling him in a hug. He grasped her in his thick arms, picking her up and swinging her in a circle. His footing on the slick ground gave a few inches, making them both slide. Aedra shrieked, clutching on a little more tightly. 

			“You giant oaf,” she said fondly as Wren set her down. “I thought you weren’t coming,” she said in a quieter voice, turning her back on the carriage and the party of waiting soldiers. 

			“You think so little of me that I wouldn’t send you off?” he asked, mock hurt spread on his face. “No, I was just … ill-prepared.” His eyes darted up, hardening as he glared at something behind Aedra’s back. “Another night to give you a proper sendoff wouldn’t have hurt,” he muttered. “But anyway…” he pulled a hefty package from beneath his cloak, unceremoniously shoving it into Aedra’s hands. “A little something for the road,” he said with a wink. 

			She raised a brow, heat spreading across her cheeks. Two gifts from two different men within a day’s time. My mother must be rolling in her grave, she thought. “What is it?” she asked as she unfastened the linen wrapping with an embarrassed smile. 

			“Don’t let Vrenae see,” Wren said, side-stepping so his body blocked Vrenae’s spying from the foyer window. 

			She pulled the linen out of the way, uncovering a bottle of her favorite rum and a book from Vee’s library, and damn it if tears weren’t burning in her eyes. 

			She blinked them back, refusing to be teased for crying. “Thank you, Wren,” she managed, throat tight with emotion. It wasn’t fancy jewels or expensive finery. It was even better. “Two of my favorite things,” she said with a forced laugh. How odd it is to actually regret leaving this place.

			“It … won’t be the same here, without you. I mean, we all knew you wouldn’t stay forever but… Tiem and Kaylee are shite at sparring. I’m going to get rusty without you.” 

			“I’m going to miss you, too,” Aedra said, wrapping him in one last hug. They weren’t usually this touchy, unless it was during a fighting match, but his body was warm and comforting and familiar. 

			The wind gusted, disheveling Wren’s already messy hair, and blowing Aedra’s hood from her head once more. He reached forward, his fingers grazing either side of her neck as he raised the hood back over her pale braids. “What will I do without you?” he asked, one of his hands lingering at her neck, the warmth of his touch seeping through her cloak. 

			Aedra couldn’t ignore the glint of pain in his hazel eyes. Her throat tightened, regret mixing with the familiar sense of loss. It sat heavily in her core, and she swallowed hard, her eyes dropping to the ground. “You’ll be fine,” she muttered. “And anyway, without me here to outshine you, you’ll finally claim the title of best fighter in Trygul.”

			He snorted, pushing her shoulder playfully. “I’ve got a secret,” he said, stepping forward as he lowered his head to her ear. “I’ve been letting you win,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling her neck. 

			She didn’t have a chance to reply as Finn pushed his way between the two. “We’re already behind schedule, Aedra.” 

			Finn’s features were a blank mask, but she didn’t miss the way his lips tightened into the faintest hint of a frown. Her fingers twitched around the bottle of rum and book. He had been gone for over a year and had the audacity to be jealous of the friendships she made in his absence. She wanted nothing more than to punch him in his conceited face. 

			“You heard the commander,” Wren said, stepping back with a tight smile. “Get along now. Stay safe, your Highness,” he said as his face split into a grin, fully knowing how much Aedra hated the formalities. 

			“Bye, Wren. Stay safe, too. And tell Tiem if he breaks Kay’s heart, I’ll come back and carve out his own.”

			“I’m sure he expects nothing less,” Wren said, backing down the path. With a final wave, he disappeared through the entryway. 

			Aedra stared at the closed door for a long moment, then took a final sweeping look at the estate. Knowing her father, it would likely be years before she had a chance to visit the dockside town again. A flash of movement caught her attention, and she watched as Vee’s face disappeared, the curtains to the large front window slowly swishing into place. 

			Aedra whirled around to Finn. He was studying the estate, too, annoyance coloring his features. As if he has a right to be irritated by the slight delay in his precious schedule. She held Wren’s gifts tightly against her body, ignoring the deepening ache inside her chest. Instead, she stoked the flames of her anger. “You couldn’t have given me a few minutes to say goodbye?”

			Finn’s eyes slipped from the building, meeting her hard stare. “If you and Worm had unfinished business, you really should’ve taken care of it in private,” he said, raising a brow. 

			“Unfinished…” Aedra trailed off as she grasped the hidden meaning behind his words. She took a deep breath, praying to whatever God would listen for patience. “I’ve already told you, it’s not like that with Wren.”

			“Right,” Finn said, raising a brow. “And next you’re going to tell me that he wasn’t just about to kiss you.” 

			“Finn!” she nearly screeched, heat flaming in her cheeks. “He most certainly wasn’t!” 

			“Right.” Finn overexaggerated a wink. 

			She rolled her eyes, shouldering past him to the carriage. She slammed the door in his face before he could climb in after her. What an ass, she thought, her breaths coming quick as she fumed in anger. She hadn’t been lying when she told Finn she and Wren were just friends. There had been nothing more. Even if we had a more intimate relationship, what business is it of Finn’s? Windows lined with miniature curtains were set on either side of the carriage, and she peered out, briefly catching Finn’s eye. She yanked the curtains closed, resting her head back against the plush cushions.

			The door banged open after a few heartbeats, and Finn jumped in before she had a chance to protest. “Slide over,” he commanded, giving her no choice but to move down the cushioned wooden bench seat as he forced his way inside. He hauled a small basket loaded with different cheeses and baked goods and pushed it toward her before taking a seat. 

			In the dozen times he escorted her from one city to the next, he never rode in the carriage, preferring to boss around the other soldiers, overseeing their every step. Years ago, she had teased him for being so controlling, but he refused to rise to her bait. ‘I am honor bound to protect you, Aedra,’ he had said, and the determination in his eyes was enough to stop her mocking. 

			Aedra hadn’t expected to feel the pang of sadness as she left, but there it was, stinging deep in her chest as she rode away from the town. Vrenae was prim and harsh, and honestly, Aedra was relieved to be free from her oppressive grasp, but Kaylee, Tiem, and Wren were another breed entirely. The small band of misfits welcomed her when she first arrived with only small jabs at her status and title. She could show pieces of her true self with them. Leaving them behind was a harsher pain than she would admit, so instead, she focused on her irritation.  

			“What makes you think I want your company right now, Finn?”

			Finn ignored the jibe. “Here, eat.” He reached into the basket at their feet, pulling out two pastries and handing her one before biting into his own. 

			She stared at it, the crumbly sugar topping gritty in her hand. “What’s going on, Finn?” She finally asked, tossing the pastry back into the basket and earning a disapproving look. “I haven’t been home in years. Haven’t even heard from my father in nearly as long. And suddenly, you show up—after fourteen months of silence, mind—”

			“You really were counting the days until I returned, weren’t you?” He grinned, leaning back in his seat and brushing crumbs to the floor. “I’m flattered, truly, but you’re going to make Worm jealous—”

			“Shut up,” she hissed, glaring at him until he motioned locking his lips and throwing away the imaginative key. “You finally show up after everyone in my life has forgotten me and whisk me away at a moment’s notice. I didn’t even have time to give my friends a proper goodbye!” 

			Finn studied her, as if trying to discern a message hidden between her words. After a drawn-out minute, he raised one hand, and golden light spilled through the carriage. She felt the effect of his magic as it fell lightly over her skin, as soft as mist, before the sensation vanished just as quickly. “Silencing spell,” Finn explained, glancing at the small gap in the carriage door. He sighed, running a hand over the buzzed sides of his head, searching for words. 

			Aedra tensed. Finn was nothing but serious when it came to his position. It was jarring seeing opposite sides of him. If she had only known the cold soldier part of his personality, she would’ve thought him a pretentious ass, right in line with Vrenae. But she knew the person he was, too, when he allowed the hard exterior of his title and rank to fall away. They had spent many nights of their youth finding trouble and excitement while their fathers were working. She knew his spirit just as well as her own, and the crease between his brows told her something was wrong. Yet he remained quiet, staring at nothing. 

			“What’s the point of the silencing spell if you won’t talk to me, Finn?” she asked after a few tense minutes. 

			“You never make things easy, do you?” he said, his words clipped. She flinched at his tone, taken aback. He must have noticed, because his voice softened, and he leaned in, resting a hand lightly on her own. “I can’t tell you everything.”

			She pulled her hands away from his touch. “At least I’ve had a lot of practice with secrets and silence.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Why don’t you get out and walk with people you actually enjoy being around?” She turned away, pushing the curtains back and staring out the tiny window. Condensation formed on the glass, obscuring everything from view, and she wiped it away, a touch rougher than necessary. She’d been in the dark for so long, she didn’t need Finn to sit there and flaunt whatever secrets he had over her. Her gloved fingers skimmed over the beads of her bracelet and up the markings of her tattoo. I never thought we’d grow apart, she thought, but here we are. 

			“Enough.” He grabbed her chin, turning her head back toward him. “Everything we do is for your protection.”

			She spun her wrist in a move that Master Erello taught her the summer before, dislodging Finn’s grip from her face. A look of surprise crossed his features. 

			“I’m not some porcelain doll that needs protecting,” she said.  

			“Aren’t you?” he muttered, the golden light filling the carriage again. Suddenly, she was frozen in her seat, her muscles straining against the invisible force. She struggled silently, fighting to even breathe under the crushing weight of magical bonds, but it was useless. She knew the moment the vise-like grip wrapped around her body that fighting was pointless. Frustrated tears welled in her eyes, and she couldn’t turn her head to hide them. 

			Finn sighed, releasing his magical grip. “You’re at a severe disadvantage, and the only thing keeping you alive is how well we’ve hidden it so far, Aedra. Don’t do something stupid this far into the game.”

			She ignored him, blinking her tears back to the depths of hell from where they arose. The truth in his words didn’t make them less bitter to swallow. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on or not?” 

			“I can tell you part of what’s going on, not everything.”

			The carriage hit a bump, jostling her from the seat. She nearly smashed her head against the ceiling. She glared at Finn, daring him to laugh. He didn’t, his mouth in a tight line. “Oh, for the Gods’ sake. Go on then, Master of Secrets.” He didn’t even smirk. “And while you’re at it, maybe pull the stick out of your arse.” 

			“The world’s going to shite, Aedra.” 

			“Shocking news, that. Truly devastating.” She reached down, picked a pastry from the basket, and took a bite. “But please, continue,” she mumbled, her mouth full.

			“I thought Vrenae was supposed to help you with acting more … queenly.” He gestured at the crumbs accumulating on her cloak. 

			“Vrenae couldn’t teach a pig to roll in shite.” She swallowed. “Stop stalling.”

			Finn sighed again. “The rebellions are spreading, and your father is getting concerned. We received word last week the entire village of Banvaen was burnt to the ground. The lunatic behind it is claiming he’s Haddeon reborn.”

			Aedra snorted mid-swallow, which wasn’t the brightest thing she’d ever done. Her eyes welled with tears as her lungs burnt for breath, and for a fleeting moment, she was quite certain this would be how she died. A second later, Finn’s fist pounded on her back, and she turned into a coughing mess, tears streaming down her eyes. 

			“For the Cursed Mother’s sake,” Finn muttered, shaking his head in exasperation. 

			“Oi,” Aedra began sharply, her throat hoarse from coughing. “That Cursed Mother granted you your special casting magic, aye? The only one here that gets to tarnish her name is me. Anyway, you can’t say something like that and not expect someone to laugh.” She widened her eyes, wiggling her fingers mischievously as she spoke and burst into a fit of giggles. “Surely Father’s sent someone to rid us of this Haddeon reborn.” 

			Finn wasn’t amused. “He’s sent men, aye.” 

			Aedra blinked in surprise when he didn’t continue. “And?” 

			“They’ve all been slaughtered. We were given the wonderful gifts of their heads returned to us, wrapped ever so kindly in burlap sacks.” 

			“Gods’ burn,” Aedra whispered, her stomach dropping to her knees. The reports of rebellions weren’t uncommon; several bigots had been trying to convert people to the ways of the Goddess-blessed, putting non-mages in their rightful place for years. The idea had been scoffed at originally, but as the winters worsened and crops produced less and less, it seemed the people were desperate for some type of hope. Thus, the ideas of reform had spread, non-mages forced to submit to those blessed with powers. There was pushback and strife, but no one had resorted to such violence. Her father had dealt with the rebels on an individualized basis, preferring to keep word of the uprisers quiet, afraid any light shed upon the topic would cause the idea to spread. 

			She wondered at the logistics of mailing back severed heads, the pastry rising in her throat in a wave of nausea. “So, he wants me back home as a safety precaution? Trygul didn’t seem too keen on the idea of solid defenses, anyway. Did you see that decoration they used as an outer wall? The children climb it for fun.” She wiped her sticky fingers on her traveling dress, half wishing for a pint of ale to wash the pastry down. A look out the foggy window said it was much too early for spirits, especially with Finn’s judgmental gaze. 

			“Aye. Your safety is one of our top concerns.” A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he didn’t meet her eyes.

			“What aren’t you saying?”

			Finn opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. He shook his head with a look of exasperation. “All I can tell you is the rebel uprising is well underway. Those not blessed by the Mother are being hunted for sport. Slaughtered. Enslaved. We’re receiving reports from the north and west of the deteriorating conditions.” He eyed Aedra, his face grim. “You need to be on your best behavior if you want to make it out of this unscathed.”

			Without another word, he casted again, the weightless silencing spell lifting, before pulling open the carriage door and jumping onto the moving road below. A gust of wind blew inside, and a shiver tiptoed down Aedra’s spine. What can be worse than the decimation of my entire country? she thought, leaning to the other side of the carriage and peeking out the window. Finn must have marched to the front or rear of the brigade. He was nowhere in sight. 

			She spun the lava stone bracelet with anxious fingers. What is he hiding, and why? 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The capital city Cyteras was only a three-day ride from Trygul. Cystra thrived on the sea market trade, and every shipment of goods was loaded into wagons and shipped to Cyteras, then dispersed to various parts of the country. The roads on the coastal side of Cystra were maintained year-round to ensure shipments could be delivered without significant delays. The snow always posed a challenge, and a combination of casting magic and manual labor kept much of the population busy throughout the winter months. 

			They camped off the road each night, the soldiers taking turns standing watch. The carriage seats were a unique design, and Finn taught Aedra how to jostle them, levering a hidden piece of wood to form a makeshift bed, complete with cushions covering the hard surface. It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but Aedra knew it was better than sleeping on the ground.

			Despite her persistent pestering, Finn disclosed no more information about why she was being summoned home. Instead, he took on the attitude of a cold, hard soldier, all business as he directed the other men. Self-important, more like it, Aedra thought more than once as Finn barked orders, his tone harsher than necessary. It was a lonely journey, and she felt the absence of her friends acutely. The three years in Trygul were the longest stretch of time she spent in one place since she was a young teenager. Solitude haunted her childhood, and its ghost was slowly creeping back in. She tried to busy herself with the novel Wren gifted her, but she finished it before the afternoon of the second day on the road. 

			On the evening of the third day, Finn finally joined her in the carriage. She pointedly ignored him, annoyance clawing at her chest from everything he refused to tell her. 

			“We’re about to come into Cyteras. Keep your curtains drawn and your head low.” He handed her a curved knife the length of her forearm. “If anyone tries to attack, defend yourself.” 

			The knife was cold and heavy in her hands, and she fought the urge to run a finger along the blade to test its sharpness, knowing Finn would never arm her with a dull weapon. “This is my father’s city. My city. What madness has taken hold of you? Who would try to harm me, this close to the king?” She offered him the blade back, trying not to feel insulted by his insinuation.

			Finn gave her a flat stare. “Desperation turns even the most logical men into fools. Keep the blade, Princess. I trust Erello taught you how to wield it?” 

			Aedra spun the thing in a pretty display, careful not to hook the curved blade along her cloak. 

			“Good,” Finn said and leaned forward suddenly, his chest nearly flush against her own. 

			She froze, her eyes wide with surprise as his face came within inches of her own. This close, she could see the half dozen small scars from years in the army, evidence of his fights and monsters felled. His eyes were hardened steel, sunlight glinting off his irises from the carriage window. For a heartbeat, Aedra was certain he was going to kiss her, shock twisting in her stomach at his proximity. Instead, he twisted slightly, drawing the curtains tightly together and blocking out the flow of sunlight. 

			Without another word, he left, jumping swiftly from the carriage before she had a chance to protest. We’re entering the capital of my country, yet I’m being smuggled inside like some sort of contraband. She ground her teeth together, shifting uncomfortably on the bench seat. It had only been three days, but the walls of the carriage were closing in around her. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been so restricted in her freedom. Vrenae was a thorn in her side, but even she understood that Aedra couldn’t live like a caged animal.  

			I am the princess of Cystra, the next in line for succession. I will not be treated like some common criminal. 

			She ran a hand over her braids, tucking the loose strands of hair behind her ears, then donned her gloves, stretching her fingers in the worn, smooth leather. Pausing for a moment, she smirked, knowing Finn would be irate, then opened the carriage door, jumping onto the moving road with ease. 

			The nearby guards looked at her in alarm. “Princess Aedra,” the nearest one said. “You must get back inside. The city streets are not secure—”

			“What the hell, Aedra?” Finn growled, rushing up from the rear of the procession. “Are you insane? Did you lose what little sense you had in Trygul?”

			Aedra ignored him, making a show of stretching. She cracked her neck, smiling as a series of little pops sounded, relief flowing through her body at the sudden freedom. “Just felt like stretching my legs a bit. Perhaps I’ll get the pleasure of greeting my people on the way through.” A vein throbbed in Finn’s temple, and the muscle in his jaw twitched. I wonder if he’ll rupture an aneurysm, Aedra thought, remembering the medical textbooks she’d been forced to memorize as a child, detailed images of the insides of men illustrated in spelled ink to never fade. She gave Finn an innocent smile, as if she wasn’t fully aware of invoking his ire.

			He grabbed her arm, pulling her aside from the others. One of the soldiers halted the horses, and the entire party stopped. 

			“Get back in the carriage,” Finn hissed into her ear, loud enough for only them to hear. 

			“I’d prefer to walk. Thank you for the offer, though.” She moved to join the others, but Finn held her upper arm with a death grip. 

			“Aedra, I swear to the damned Goddess, if you do not walk your two cursed feet back into that carriage, I will put you in there myself.”  

			“Is that a threat, sir?” Her voice was laced with sarcasm as she cocked her head. Whatever power trip Finn was on needed to end, now. 

			“Please, Aedra,” he began, genuine desperation saturating the words. “Just get back in—”

			“Sir,” one of the soldiers interrupted, a tight frown on his face. “We’ve company.” He nodded to the front of the carriage, where two people stood. Though people didn’t seem the right word. Their thin, pale skin was sunk into deep hollows beneath their eyes and cheeks. Their clothes were little more than rags, hanging off skeleton frames in tattered rips.

			Bodies, more like, Aedra thought, her stomach souring with nausea. Her mouth fell open as she watched them hobble closer, wondering how in the Goddess’s name they hadn’t froze to death already. The wind, while less blustery than Trygul, was dangerously cold and burnt her lungs, and her breath formed little clouds of vapor each time she exhaled. She took a small step toward Finn despite herself, wondering if the dead had somehow risen. Have the Poison-Wastes spread so far? 

			Finn positioned himself between Aedra and the strangers, his hand falling to the sword sheathed at his waist. “Halt!” he called, his voice full of command.

			The people stopped in the middle of the road, only a dozen feet away. This close, Aedra realized one was little more than a child in her early teens. “Please,” the older man asked. “Please, just a scrap of food and we’ll be on our way.” His words wheezed in his chest, and he doubled over as a coughing fit took hold. The younger of the two didn’t speak, just stared with wide, wild eyes. 

			“We’ve nothing for you,” Finn said. “In the king’s name, step aside, or there will be consequences.” He pulled an inch of his sword free from its scabbard, the metal blade catching a glint of the sun. 

			“Finn,” Aedra scolded, her eyes locked on the people. These were her people, in the capital of her country, and by the looks of them, they were days away from death, if not hours. 

			Finn held up a hand, trying to stop her, but she pushed past him. “We’ve food to spare.” She ducked inside the carriage, retrieving the basket of baked goods and cheese. “Please. Take it all.” 

			“Oh, the Goddess shines on us today,” the man croaked, wiping bloody spittle from his chin. He grabbed the basket, using what seemed to be the entirety of his strength. Before she could pull away, he grabbed her hand. “The Mother sees the light and darkness in us all, child. Never forget.” 

			“Let her go,” Finn said, appearing beside her in an instant. His sword was fully drawn, and a look of sheer hatred spread across his face. “Now.” 

			The man obliged, pulling the mute child along behind him and disappeared down the road. Aedra watched them leave, her heart twisting at the lack of clothes. “Shouldn’t we get them help? If they don’t find decent shelter tonight, they’ll likely freeze to death.” 

			Finn turned on her, his eyes flashing with anger. “Get in the damned carriage.” He all but lifted her inside. “Move,” he commanded to the men, before climbing inside after her and slamming the door shut. 

			“What’s your problem, Finn? They were starving. We’ve more than enough food, and we’ll be back at the castle within the hour.” She adjusted her skirts, feeling quite proud of herself and how she handled the situation. 

			“My problem is that you’re going to get yourself killed before I can get you out of here safely,” he said through his teeth. 

			“Get me out of where, the road? In case you haven’t noticed, I’m home. We’ve made it.” 

			Finn opened his mouth to speak, but a chorus of high-pitched screams in the distance cut him off. He paused, glancing out the window in the direction of the sound. 

			“What was that?” Aedra whispered, her pulse quickening. She strained her ears, but no further screams or shouts followed. Just the soft rumbling of the carriage quickening its pace. 

			“If I had to hazard a guess, I would assume those people that you saved have just been murdered.” His brow furrowed, but other than that, he showed no sign of remorse.

			“What? We have to go back. We have to—” she stood, moving to the carriage door. She didn’t know exactly what she would do, but if there were murderers on her city streets, she would apprehend them and make them face justice for what they’ve done. She couldn’t understand Finn’s cold reaction but assumed the years in service to the king’s army had changed him, perhaps for the worse. 

			A paralyzing grip tightened around her body before she recognized the golden light from Finn’s palm. 

			“I don’t want to do this to you, Aedra, but if you keep making stupid decisions, I will.” 

			She struggled, frozen with her hand on the carriage door. 

			“Things aren’t the way you left them. Promise me you’ll sit still, and I’ll release you. Promise.” 

			Her face twisted with rage, but she managed to nod slightly. Finn was true to his word, and his magical restraints lifted with dizzying relief. 

			“Do that again, and I’ll strip you of your titles. I don’t care how long we’ve been friends. I won’t have you bullying me.” They glared at each other for a tense moment before she continued, pushing open the door. “If you don’t come with me, I’ll go by myself.” She didn’t wait for his response, but jumped and ran in the direction of the screams, much to the soldiers’ surprise. 

			The woods were scarce, the trees weak. Most foliage was spindly this far from the coast, and a Cystrian winter was unforgiving, killing nearly all it touched. It didn’t take long for her to stumble upon the scene.

			Fresh blood pooled on the ground beneath the two bodies, staining the snow crimson. Bile rose in her throat, and she fell to her knees beside the smaller girl. Her eyes were closed, and besides her faintly raising chest, she was still as a corpse. Aedra pushed away her tattered clothing, putting pressure on one of several stab wounds. “I’ve got you,” she whispered, blood seeping hotly through her gloves. “Finn!” she cried over her shoulder. He had to bring help. Surely one of those soldiers was a healer. “They’ll patch this up,” she said, eyes scanning wildly over the girl’s torn flesh. Blood gushed from at least five puncture wounds, and with the tatters of linen pushed out of the way, Aedra could see just how emaciated the child truly was. Bones protruded sharply from the girl’s paper-thin skin, and her body was deathly still, breaths growing weaker by the moment. 

			“Finn!” she screamed again, whipping her head over her shoulder in desperation. But there was no need, he was steps behind her. “Go get help. We need a healer. Please,” she added when he made no motion to go back to grab the guards. 

			Helplessness overwhelmed her. She had no healing abilities, and without a healer, the girl was as good as dead. Finn stepped past her to the other body that lay motionless in the snow. Revulsion churned her stomach as she glanced at the man, his neck sliced open from ear to ear. There were no spurts of blood flowing from his injury. Instead, a faint trickle slowly trailed down his neck, melting the snow beneath him. A wound like that killed instantly. She could almost convince herself it was a red scarf he wore around his neck instead of a deep laceration that revealed maroon-stained tendon and severed muscle. 

			Finn crouched, placing a hand gently on the man’s face, and closed his sightless eyes. He muttered something under his breath—a prayer or curse, Aedra didn’t know—then walked lightly through the stained snow and placed a hand on her shoulder. “She’s gone, Aedra,” he said, his voice pained but firm. “Let’s go.” 

			“No, no, if you just listened—My father’s no idiot. One of them must be a healer. He would’ve sent at least one. Guards!” she roared. “Help!” 

			Finn stared at her, a look of pity twisting his features as a handful of soldiers trampled through the trees, snow and bracken crunching under their heavy boots. 

			“Search the perimeter,” Finn said, talking over Aedra’s frantic pleas. “Make sure whoever did this isn’t lingering.” He dropped to his knees, pulling Aedra’s face away from the girl’s. “You’re right, your father isn’t an idiot. He’s sent four healers with the envoy. But even all four wouldn’t help bring this child back. Try to take comfort you gave the lass an ounce of hope before she died.” His eyes fell to the two bodies, and he shook his head. “They would’ve likely died from the elements or starvation, anyway.”

			“Take comfort?” Aedra hissed, disgusted. “The child was murdered not two hundred feet from us. I will take no comfort until the murderer is caught and punished.” She gave a last look at the body, acutely aware of how futile her efforts had been. Likely, the girl had already been dead before she set foot in the thicket of trees. No less than five puncture wounds covered her abdomen. Even if a healer had been present the moment she was attacked, it likely would’ve done no good. Some things were too far gone to be mended, and the internal damage would have challenged the most skilled of healers.

			Aedra peeled herself away from the body, forcing her grief to the back of her mind, and focused on her roiling anger. “I want whoever did this found immediately. They will face the full wrath of Cystrian justice.” 

			She stalked back to the carriage, ripping her soiled gloves off. The girl’s blood leached through the thin leather, staining her shaking hands red. She wiped them on her traveling dress futilely before climbing back into her carriage, finding the knife Finn had given her abandoned on the seat. She grabbed it, cradling it against her chest, and wept. 

			It took the soldiers less than half an hour to find the perpetrator. Finn used his casting magic to bind him as he had Aedra, though it was hardly necessary. The man was in no better condition than the two people he murdered. Clothes hung like discarded rags from his skeletal body. He begged and cried, dropping to his knees before Aedra, but she had no mercy. One look to Finn, and the man was gagged and silenced. It took an outstanding amount of effort for Aedra to not command his immediate death. He’ll wait for trial, she thought, refusing to meet the criminal’s eye. 

			She rode in the carriage for the next hour without complaint, though she kept the curtains open. Relief coursed through her as they cut through the heart of the city. After witnessing the murders, she expected complete chaos, but her birthplace remained largely unchanged. The people were thinner, expressions weary, but that happened every winter. It was a challenging life, trying to live off a land that was slowly dying, caught between a war of Gods. She didn’t know if she truly believed the rumors of the Poison-Wastes spreading, but there was no denying the country was diseased. Yet they always persevered. Always. 

			The carriage stopped, the door opening to a waiting Finn as the wind bit through her clothes. Evening was well upon them, and the feeble warmth of the winter’s sun drained from the sky. Aedra swallowed hard, feeling completely exposed without her gloves. She didn’t have the stomach to pull the blood-soaked things back on, and it was a rare occurrence for the air to touch her exposed palms, especially in public. Finn offered her a hand, and she accepted, her own shaking, still reeling from the murders. 

			Shadows lengthened as the sun dropped lower in the sky, making the castle before her appear more ominous than it truly was. Paver stones lined the entry way, and an intricate stone fountain took center stage in the front courtyard. It was iced over, shoots of water frozen mid-spray. Two detailed ice sculptures of soldiers stood proudly on the surface of the pool, locked in an inanimate, icy duel. 

			Finn followed her gaze as she studied the fountain. In her youth, her mother would cast beautiful creations in the frozen pool, turning the solid mass of ice into detailed replicas of fish, flowers, swans, anything Aedra asked for. Without saying a word, Finn raised a glowing hand toward the fountain, and the frozen sculptures creaked to life with a small puff of icy dust. Their steps were stiff as they circled each other in a slow motion dance, translucent ice blades raised. The rest of the world faded away as Aedra watched, transfixed. 

			“My daughter has returned!” 

			The animated ice figures froze again just before their blades met, and Aedra’s attention was pulled away from the fountain. Her eyes skimmed past Finn and the other guards, who had fallen to one knee, and settled on her father, the King of Cystra. 

			A gamut of emotions raced through her as their eyes locked. Her pain and anger from the length of her segregation dissipated as memories flooded her mind. His beard had a few more grays than she remembered, and he perhaps had lost a few pounds; it was hard to tell beneath the furs. She ran to him, crushing him in an embrace that was long overdue. The scent of pine and coffee enveloped her, and if she kept her eyes closed long enough, she could almost imagine her mother there, too. She’d smell of lilacs—the late queen’s favorite flower. 

			He wrapped his arms around her, running a hand over her braids, which were uncharacteristically messy at this point. “I’ve missed you with my entire being, lass,” he whispered into her ear. “Your mother would have my hide if she were alive.” 

			The statement broke Aedra’s fantasy. No matter how much she longed for the embrace of both her parents, she’d never be held by her mother again. It had been years since her passing, but her loss twisted inside Aedra just as sharply as it had seven years prior. 

			Her father pulled back, running his eyes along her soiled traveling gown. He grabbed the hem, studying a blood stain she hadn’t realized was there. The softness of his countenance evaporated instantly as he turned on Finn. “What’s happened?” he asked, his voice like shards of ice.

			“We ran into some trouble on the outskirts of the city,” Finn said, nodding to two of the soldiers. They disappeared behind the carriage for a moment, coming back with the prisoner in tow. The man was unconscious, and Finn waved a hand lazily, causing him to stir back to life. His lids fluttered, but not fast enough, and one of the soldiers smacked a hand across his cheek, forcing him to wakefulness.

			“What’s going on?” her father asked, stepping toward the man, whose eyes rolled in his head. “What’s the meaning of this?” 

			“On our passage into the city, we came across a couple of beggars, one perhaps just out of girlhood, the other likely her father. Princess Aedra blessed them with some food, bestowing upon them wishes of good fortune. This one,” Finn said, aiming a kick at the man’s stomach, “took it upon himself to murder those people, hoping to steal their blessing.” Finn kicked him again, his anger clearly rising, and the man fell face first to the ground, curling in on himself. “Had he just appeared from the shadows—” Another kick. “Princess Aedra would likely have given him anything we had left—” Another kick. “Instead, he took two lives today, out of greed and desire.” 

			Aedra averted her gaze, her stomach twisting, as the man coughed up mouthfuls of blood. 

			King Aedem blinked, stepping closer to assess the man. “Why did you bother bringing him here? You easily could’ve dealt punishment on the road.” His voice dropped low, so Aedra almost didn’t hear. “It is disgraceful, airing such a crime for all to see.” 

			Finn cleared his throat, his gaze darting to Aedra, then back to the king. “Our princess commanded it, Your Grace.” 

			The two men shared a long look before the king cleared his throat, turning away from the man who groaned on the ground. “Of course, my daughter, ever the just and noble leader. This man will have his rightful trial, before the eyes of our people, our God, and our Goddess!” he announced, his voice raised so those nearby would hear. He walked over to Finn, clasping his arm, a forced smile on his face, and dropped his voice to barely more than a whisper. “Take the forsaken creature away and get rid of him.” 

			Aedra sucked in a breath as two of the guards dragged the man across the grounds, circumventing the front entrance of the castle. She couldn’t look away as the man screamed, his legs dragging on the frozen earth. What does he mean, get rid of him? she thought, the horror of understanding washing over her. She had brought him here to face a trial, to endure the full force of Cystrian justice. If she understood what her father commanded … then the man wasn’t to face a trial at all. He’d be killed in private, away from the eyes of the court. Why punish him in secret? Her father’s gaze landed on her again, lingering on her bare hands. She glanced down, the tacky red stains still lingering on her skin. Uselessly, she wiped them on her cloak. 

			“Why don’t you go get cleaned up?” King Aedem said, stepping toward her and placing a warm palm on her cheek. “I presume you remember your way to your chambers?” His eyes twinkled as if they shared a witty joke; as if he felt no remorse at giving the command to kill the criminal without following any of the appropriate procedures. 

			Anger flared through Aedra’s chest, and she drew away from her father’s touch. Her happiness at being home soured, she looked her father over as if seeing him for the first time. “I’m quite shocked you haven’t repurposed my rooms yet. It’s not as if I’m here to enjoy them.”

			King Aedem shook his head, as if he had the nerve to be saddened by their situation. “This will always be your home, Aedra,” he murmured, pushing a lock of escaped hair behind her ear. “Go, rest for an hour or so, then join me for supper.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek before turning away, gesturing to Finn. The two men disappeared into the castle. 

			Aedra stood, lingering in the entryway, her throat tight. The other soldiers had disbanded, either into the castle or the stables. In the back of her mind, she could see flashes of her childhood. Splashing in the fountain, chasing her mother through the gardens, teatime picnics beneath the summer’s sun. How carefree her girlhood had been. Until it wasn’t. 

			“Princess?” A timid voice called from within the castle, clearly waiting for her. 

			Aedra cast a final glance at the front grounds before turning and entering the castle, struggling with the weight of the solid wooden door as she tried to pull it closed. Once inside, she could make out the lady’s maid that awaited her, a teenager, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. 

			“Would you care for me to escort you to your rooms?” the girl said. “I can draw you a bath.”

			Other than the girl, it was eerily quiet. The lack of fanfare at the gates didn’t come as a shock. Every visit, her father kept the ordeal as discreet as possible. She had assumed that was why Finn was forcing her to lie low in the carriage as they crossed the outskirts of the city. Despite his warnings of the increased violence and aggression against the non-mages, she had never expected it to infiltrate the capital so quickly, right beneath her father’s nose.

			“Your Highness?” the lady’s maid asked when she didn’t respond, and upon seeing Aedra struggle with the door, she rushed over to help. With their combined strength, they finally levered the door closed, and Aedra blinked, trying to get used to the rather dim torchlight. The sky outside was already darkening, and the high windows only let in so much light. 

			“Thank you,” Aedra said, looking the girl over. “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.” 

			The girl flushed, dipping into a quick curtsey. “Laia, your Highness.” 

			“Thank you for your help,” she said, nodding at the door. “Perhaps my memory is failing me, but didn’t there used to be guards stationed at all the entrances? It seems a bit … quieter than what I remember.” 

			Laia’s cheeks pinkened, and she lowered her head. “King’s orders, your Highness. He didn’t want to make a grandiose affair out of your arrival. Many of the staff were given the extra night off, with pay.”

			Aedra bit her cheek as she filed that bit of information away, mentally noting to ask her father why he bothered sending for her at all. “And you got stuck with doting on me instead?” 

			The girl’s eyes widened to saucers. “It is a great honor, your Highness.”

			A very un-princessly snort escape Aedra before she could stop it. “What are the others up to tonight?” she asked as she slowly paced around the foyer. “The ones who got the night off, I mean.” Though long removed from court, she knew opportunities like this weren’t wasted by the staff. 

			Laila bit her bottom lip, looking very young at that moment. “Oh, I’ve no idea—”

			“Don’t lie to me, Laia,” Aedra said with a smirk. “I may not be an Empyth, but I can tell a lie a mile away.” She gestured to the girl to follow as she continued meandering through the foyer. “I’ve been gone for years, but I’m not naïve to the workings of those below stairs.” She paused for a moment, studying the array of artifacts displayed proudly on the far wall. Cystra obtained its wealth, and therefore its strength, from sea trade. Evidence of their dealings with the islands to the east was arranged rather pretentiously on long shelves lining the stone walls. There were vases and pottery decorated in the most vibrant colors, tapestries woven from beautiful fabrics glimmering in the flickering lantern light, and bejeweled mirrors rimmed with gold. Two skeletons of snakelike sea creatures were mounted just beneath the ceiling, their bones white as fresh snow. Aedra suppressed a shudder as she passed them, their length easily thrice her height with rows upon rows of spiked teeth filling their open jaws. 

			“If I’m going to be honest, your Highness,” Laia whispered, glancing over her shoulder conspiratorially, “there’s word there’ll be a few rounds of fights at midnight.” 

			Aedra smiled at the anticipation in the girl’s voice, and she closed her eyes for a second, reminiscing on when she and Finn had snuck off to join the underground fighting ring. At least some things never change, she thought, her heart racing at the memory of learning the commoners’ way to fight. She hadn’t realized tactics would be so different compared to Master Erello’s strategies, and yet they were. The rings were raw and harsh, less about pretty maneuvers and more about pride and blood and victory. It was a different world compared to her lessons with Master Erello, different even from her matches with Wren and the others. Her body ached from pent up frustration, her muscles twitching at the idea of joining. 

			“Would you like to go, too?” Aedra asked, giving Laii a side-eyed look. She caught the longing on the girl’s face before the girl schooled her features into an innocent mask. 

			“Of course not. I’m privileged to be of service to you tonight, your Highness.” 

			The formality was wearing Aedra thin, and she hadn’t realized how out of touch she was with court politics. Trygul was an oasis from all the social climbing, and she longed for Wren and Kaylee and Tiem’s bickering and banter. She pushed the thoughts away, continuing to stroll down the hall, wishing her return home held more sweetness. 

			“I’ll make you a deal, Laia. You tell me about the fights tonight, and I’ll dismiss you early.” 

			Laia’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

			Aedra smiled. “First, let’s go see about that bath, shall we?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Bathed, dressed, and preened, Aedra bid Laia goodnight after slipping a few coins into the pocket of her apron, despite her protests. The details about the fight location were locked securely in her mind. She didn’t know what her father had planned for dinner, but surely, he would expect she’d wish to retire early after the journey. “Perhaps I’ll see you later,” Aedra had said before Laia skipped down the hall, making the girl blush a deep scarlet. 

			She snickered. How scandalous, she thought, pacing her bedchamber. What would the people say if they found their princess fighting in the rings tonight? She savored the idea, especially after learning of her father’s efforts to keep her arrival quiet. 

			She ran her navy satin elbow-length glove along the top of her dresser, half expecting her fingers to come away with a year’s worth of dust. It didn’t, of course. The world might descend to hell, but her father was certain the castle servants kept the place immaculate. “Likely they won’t recognize me, anyway,” she mumbled to herself. Her annoyance and anger and confusion about everything was building inside her, the pressure making her want to snap. It would be quite the stress relief to join in the festivities.

			She stepped around her bed, the fur blankets freshly laundered, and fumbled with a loose stone in the wall near her headboard. She smiled as it pulled free, unveiling her old horde of treasures from girlhood. Items that had seemed priceless then were mostly meaningless now. A dried flower from an over-eager suitor, his named forgotten; a locket with an old friend’s initials inscribed in the golden metal, W.W. “Winna Wetherby,” Aedra murmured with a sad smile. She hadn’t seen or heard from Winna in over a decade. Reaching further into the crevice, she wondered what other garbage might remain inside. 

			“Talking to yourself, aye? They say it’s the first sign of madness.” 

			Aedra startled, dropping the locket and whirling around as her heart raced. 

			“Have you not an ounce of decorum, Finn? It’s quite rude to come uninvited into a woman’s bedchamber.” She reached down, picked up the fallen necklace, and sighed with relief when it was undamaged.  She replaced it, along with the crispy flower, back into the wall, shoving the stone back in place. “Not to mention scandalous.”

			“You never cared about that before.” Finn leaned against the wall, the picture of ease. He must have taken the time to get washed, too, because his hair was damp and freshly braided. He shaved his unruly beard tightly to his chin, and if he was anyone else in the world, Aedra might’ve been able to admit he was rather attractive in his commander’s uniform. But this was Finn. 

			He spun a key between his fingers, flicking it into the air and snatching it before hiding it away in his pocket. 

			“You still have a key to my rooms?” Aedra asked, surprised. It seemed like a lifetime ago that they were just kids, uncaring about the weight of the world that would soon settle on their shoulders. She moved as if to take it from him, but he held up a hand defensively.

			“You’d have to pry it out of my lifeless fingers, Aedra. I think we’ve both had enough death for one day, aye?” 

			She paused mid-step, the face of the lifeless child flashing in her mind. “What’s come of the murderer?” 

			“The accused,” Finn corrected, “is no longer with this world.” He ran a hand along his jaw, a shadow falling across his face. “Truly Aedra, it would’ve been more humane to just end his life back on the road.”

			“What about his trial? Obviously, he was guilty, but there are protocols to follow,” Aedra said, her hands clenching into fists. Even with a proper trial, he would’ve been found guilty. His death had been inevitable. She forced herself to relax. “I wish I understood why he did what he did.”

			“Desperation turns men into fools,” Finn muttered for the second time that day. “As riveting as this little rendezvous is,” Finn said, his eyes scanning the room as if searching for hidden memories, “I came for a reason other than annoying you. The king asked me to fetch you for dinner.”

			“Ah, lovely. As the king wishes, so it shall be,” Aedra said scathingly. She wasn’t used to being summoned or commanded in any sense of the word. Vrenae had tried, of course, but she had been an easy pest to ignore. She sauntered past Finn, the skirt of her simple winter gown swishing behind her. “Let’s eat, then.” 

			The lack of pomp and circumstance at her arrival should’ve clued her in that there was no magnificent feast waiting. Her people would be blind to her arrival, just as always, until she was shipped off to another city under the guise of expanding her education and furthering her connections.

			Her first trip away from home, her father sent her south to Vasterias, where she learned the history of Cystra, including how to read and write Ancient Cystrian, a language believed long dead in most of the world. In Grandivik, she studied under a grizzly old man, discovering the properties of plants, which would save you from bleeding out and which would kill you in an instant. On and on, she had bounced from place to place, expanding her mind while staying well away from court. After the first year or so, she didn’t mind as much. Her mother’s death and her father’s constant work left her with only a few friends, anyway, and just like Winna, their relationships died with the distance. It was all a giant heap of horse manure, though each place taught her valuable lessons.

			The three years in Trygul were the longest she’d ever stayed in one place. Aedra had naively believed it would be the end of her training. It had been foolish for her to hope this time was going to be different, but a part of her was certain she was being called home for good. 

			She was twenty-two, no longer a child by any means. 

			When she entered the dining hall, she was only the slightest bit disappointed when she saw only three place settings on the table. 

			“Father,” she said, pulling out a chair unceremoniously. “This is perhaps more time than I’ve spent with you in what … the last five years?” 

			Finn followed her into the hall, clearing his throat at her snide comment. 

			King Aedem stood, needlessly helping with her chair. “It certainly has been too long,” he murmured, grabbing a bottle of wine on the table and filling her cup. “It warms my heart, seeing you again.” He placed the glass in her hand, kissing the top of her head. 

			Aedra took a sip of the wine, relishing its sweet flavor. “You realize, Father, our separation is entirely your doing?” 

			A frown pulled at her father’s lips as he returned to his seat. “Everything I have done has been for your safety,” he sighed, taking a sip from his own glass. “You must realize this.”

			She heard the same excuses, time and time again over the years. The wine turned bitter in her mouth, and she set the glass back down, eyes scanning the room. A rich green tablecloth covered the long dining table. Candles burned in candelabras, hot wax beading down their sides illuminated dishes piled with various foods on display. Finally, her eyes landed on Finn across the table, his jaw ticking in the way that told her he was on the verge of losing his temper. Interesting.

			“Why am I here?” she finally asked. 

			“We should eat first, Aedra. You’ve had a hard journey.” Aedem began dishing out plates. “I’ve sent for the finest delicacies, freshly arrived from the Eastern Isles.” He piled different foods onto her plate—a dish of duck in a rich sauce, steamed vegetables smelling of peppercorn and garlic, roasted tomatoes tossed with a mild goat cheese. It smelled better than it looked, and her stomach growled, betraying her.

			“Have you taken on the role of waitstaff, father?” 

			Finn choked on his drink, sputtering at her words. 

			King Aedem cast an amused glance at him before turning to Aedra, setting the plate down lightly in front of her. “How I’ve forgotten that sharp tongue of yours,” he said with a smile. “No, tonight I’m merely hoping to spend some much needed time with you, without the distractions of court.” 

			“You’ve smuggled me in here like contraband,” Aedra countered. “I was talking with the lady’s maid, Laia, you sent me. She told me you gave most of the servants the night off. Why?” 

			Her father busied himself fixing his own plate, then gestured Finn to do the same. He took his time settling back into his chair, unfolding a cloth napkin and tucking it neatly in his lap. After what felt like hours, he finally spoke. “As I’ve said before, everything I do is to protect you.”

			“Including hiding me from my people? If I’m to rule one day, don’t you think I should make an appearance at court? I doubt any commoner would recognize who I am.” 

			“It’s more complicated than that.” 

			“Then explain it,” she said, slamming her fist on the table and rattling the silverware. She was sick of pretending her education was the barrier preventing her from taking up her rightful place in the kingdom. It was more than obvious the main obstacle was her own father. She glanced to Finn, wishing for back up, but her friend’s eyes were on his food, staring at it as if his appetite were as spoiled as her own. 

			“Eat first, Aedra. Then we will talk.” 

			There was something in his tone that made her pause. Was it fear? Trepidation? She didn’t argue further, for the moment, settling in to her meal as she tried to calm her temper. The food was delicious, of course, but each bite reminded her of the emaciated beggars. They had been so thankful for some hard cheeses and dried bread, and here I am eating like, well, like royalty. It was odd. In Trygul, she had dined each night with the entirety of Vrenae’s estate, often joined by her friends. And while they ate well, it was always a modest arrangement of foods, typically some type of fish and whatever root vegetable was in abundance in the cellars. 

			She swallowed a bite down, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Our people appear to be starving,” she said evenly, watching her father closely for his reaction. His face was neutral as he ate, but she saw the nearly imperceptible twitch in his brow. “What actions are we taking, Father? Two commoners were murdered in cold blood on the outskirts of our city over a loaf of bread.”

			The king took a few long sips of his wine. “There are those who prosper, and those who suffer no matter where you travel, dear. Certainly, you realize this by now.” He nodded to Finn, then gestured toward the door. Finn raised a hand, golden light blazing to life in his palm. The weightless, nearly imperceptible feel of Finn’s silencing spell fell over the room, making Aedra shiver. 

			“You’re as stubborn as your mother was,” Aedem said with a sigh. He pushed away his half-finished plate. “Since you’ve no patience for pleasantries, I suppose we’ll get right to the point.” His eyes flickered to Finn for a moment before settling on his daughter. “I don’t know how much you’ve already discovered, but the rebellion uprising is strengthening by the day. I received word three weeks ago that the town of Banvaen has been completely overrun. A madman is claiming—”

			“Claiming to be Haddeon reborn?” Aedra interrupted, sipping her wine. “Finn told me. Why don’t we send an entire squadron of soldiers? That amount of resources would be expensive, aye, but it would certainly eliminate the source. Banvaen has no natural protection but a few hills and streams. This imposter could be dealt with swiftly.” 

			Aedem’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps Finn,” he gave a sharp look at the soldier, “has left out a few minor details. We have already done just that.”

			A vein throbbed in Finn’s temple, but he dug into his meal as if he didn’t hear the conversation. His hand remained illuminated as he held the silencing spell, which made Aedra raise a brow. The spell only needed the initial surge of energy, remaining in place until the caster disbanded it. Continued maintenance of it was nothing more than an extraneous waste of energy, though it prevented another mage’s interference. Even with most of the servants dismissed for the night, her father—and Finn—must have been paranoid of eavesdroppers. 

			“He mentioned something about … severed heads. But no single man can wipe out an entire squadron of soldiers single-handedly,” she countered. 

			“Our thoughts exactly. But it’s happened.” Aedem balled his napkin before throwing it on the table, his exasperation palpable. “We’ve heard rumors that this Haddeon reborn isn’t working alone, but our messengers keep disappearing. And to complicate matters, the council is pushing for—” He struggled to find the words, his face contorting as if he was sucking on a lemon. “Societal reform,” he finally said, nearly spitting. 

			“Societal reform?” Aedra repeated dryly. She poured another glass, buying time to process how some murderous lunatic and societal reform could possibly interconnect. 

			“That’s their pretty way to say ‘put all the non-mages in their place,’” Finn muttered, stabbing a potato with too much force. It spun away from him on the plate, and he speared it with vengeance. “Force them into servitude, work them like dogs. Fanciful words to decorate such an abhorrent action.”

			“The council is pushing for this?” Aedra asked, certain she was confusing things in her mind. She could typically tolerate her drink, but perhaps the wine was stronger than she was used to. She set her glass down, resisting the urge to drain it. “The only ones who believe in getting rid of non-mages are religious zealots.”

			“You’ve been sheltered from too much for too long,” her father said, giving her a sad smile. 

			“And whose fault is that?” she asked, stony-faced. She grabbed her glass again. So much for restraint. 

			The king ignored her jibe. “What you said earlier was true. Our people are starving. We haven’t faced a winter this cold in decades, and the season has just arrived. Riots are breaking out daily in the streets. People are desperate. And the ‘societal reform’ offers a small spark of hope. It’s how the council is gaining fast traction amongst the people.”

			“Hope?” Aedra asked, her voice tight. “Hope for whom? We all know it’s not casters or healers out there starving on the streets. The non-mages are the only ones suffering. How could anyone believe their enslavement would make things better?” 

			“You’d be surprised. If given the choice between freezing to death in the elements or sleeping securely in a warm bed, which would you choose?” 

			“If it meant relinquishing my freedom, I’d choose death time and again,” Aedra said, her words coming out harsher than intended. It made sense now why he called her home. They were going to piece their country back together. It would take a miracle and perhaps even a blessing from the Goddess, but together, they would manage it. There was no other choice.

			Her father just stared at her, his features drawn in pain. 

			“We mustn’t allow this,” she said, pulling her emotions under control.

			“We won’t,” Finn said, swallowing the last of his wine. “We will fight for Cystra, even if it means giving Her our dying breath. But there’s a weakness that our enemies could exploit that would be the downfall of this nation.” He glanced over at the door, as if expecting said enemies to come barging in at any moment. 

			“What is it?” Aedra asked when Finn didn’t continue. She stared at him for a minute, but he didn’t explain, nor meet her gaze.

			“Father?” Her brow furrowed as she tried to understand what the problem was. If there was such a weakness, they needed to do everything to mitigate it, no matter what it was. Their people deserved a chance at something better than this miserable life. “What is it?” she repeated.

			King Aedem stood, his chair scraping the stone floor. He stepped over to her, dropping to his knees. He grabbed her gloved hands and gave a reassuring squeeze. 

			“Aedra, the weakness is you.”  

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“Me? Aedra asked, yanking her hands away from her father. She shot Finn an accusing look. “I would never endanger this country.”

			“Use your brain,” Finn said, tossing down his fork, his other hand still glowing. “If word of what you are spreads…”

			“We’ve kept it a secret these past twenty years. What difference does it make now?” 

			Her father stood and walked over to the hearth, staring at the dancing flames. “The difference is,” he began, his back to her, “non-mages are being rounded up, and those who refuse to swear servitude are slaughtered by the dozens.” He turned to face her again, his eyes glistening. “I won’t have that fate for you.” 

			“Just the risk it poses alone,” Finn muttered, “would be the end of your father’s rule. The end of freedom in Cystra. Coupled with the Poison-Wastes, whose borders grow each year, there would be nothing left to salvage of this country.”

			Aedra glared at the man who’d once been her closest friend. Of course, he knew all the right words to sway her to their side. She would do anything for the good of her country, her people. “What would you have me do?” she finally asked. “Hide me in the dungeons? Fake my death?” It stung, never being allowed to embrace who she truly was. They had known, ever since her powers didn’t emerge in childhood, that they would have to hide the truth of who she was. There had never been a monarch in Cystrian history who didn’t have the ability to cast or heal. 

			“Of course not,” her father grumbled, running a hand through his beard. “You are the daughter of a king. Your feet will never step inside a dungeon cell unless it is to drag a prisoner to their justice. Your death would only weaken our hold on the land.” 

			Aedra tried not to balk at the fact her father had already thought through the options, including killing her off. She was quite certain if he truly wanted that, he’d have done it years ago, when they discovered she was Goddess-cursed. Frustration cut her patience short, and she stood, tossing her napkin carelessly onto the table. “When you care to explain exactly what you mean, come find me. I will not sit here all night while you feed me half-truths and pretty lies.” 

			She grabbed her glass and the wine bottle for good measure and turned to leave. 

			“Aedra, wait.” The king placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s difficult… I feel as if I’ve let you down, over and over, despite how hard I try.” 

			She didn’t disagree, but folded her arms in front of her chest, still waiting for him to get to the damned point. He opened his mouth, but words failed him, and he looked toward Finn for help.

			Her old friend sighed, cocking his head before he spoke. “What do you think about going on a little holiday with me, Aedra?”

			“Are you drunk?” she countered, biting back an incredulous laugh.

			“Unfortunately, no,” he said, his eyes falling to the bottle clutched in her hand. “Not yet, at least.”

			In the few seconds of their bickering, the king came to his senses. “I’m sending you to Ellendria. King Rennald has written, indicating that he fully intends to honor the agreement of your betrothal to his son.”

			Aedra didn’t react for a moment. When no one spoke, she raised a brow, waiting for the punchline of the absurd joke. Her father’s expression was hopeful, as if he wanted her to dance with delight at the prospect of handing her freedom to a random man with unknown morals. 

			“I’m sorry, what?” Aedra asked when the silence became unbearable. “Surely, I misheard you, because certainly the solution to the collapse of Cystra isn’t banishing me to another country.” She forced out a strained laugh, glancing at Finn and hoping he’d share in her incredulity. 

			He didn’t. 

			“If you think it through,” he said, eyes sliding to her feet, “it makes sense. Cystra isn’t safe for you anymore, Aedra. It’s not safe for any of the non-mages. If you go to Ellendria, keep the promise you made—”

			“The promise my mother made!” Aedra barked, her grip on the wine glass tightening dangerously. 

			“Fine. Keep the promise our late queen made. Find refuge with the Ellendrian people. Enchant them. Win them over. We could have the entire strength of their armies at our disposal. We could end this societal reform with a hell of a lot less struggle.”

			“Finn’s right,” her father said. “Not only would it provide safety and stability, but our lands are sick. Even if we weren’t facing an uprising, we are left with the growing problem of the Poison-Wastes. We could have access to Ellendrian land and resources. Eventually, we may even heal the land, reclaim the Wastes again as our own.” 

			Aedra ground her teeth, but every point they made was valid. Well, almost all. “No one can stop the Poison-Wastes save the Gods.” 

			“If there’s a scrap of hope,” her father said with a sad smile, “then I’ll cling to it.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Aedra, wait,” Finn called, jogging up behind her. 

			She didn’t spare him a glance, just kept walking. Her wine glass was empty, and instead of refilling it, she tossed it on the ground, a miniature explosion of glass erupting on the stone floor. The bottle sloshed temptingly, and she tipped it up, drinking straight from the source. 

			“That’s not very princess-like, your Highness.” 

			It took everything in her not to burp in his face. “If that was offensive to you, then I suggest you stop following me, or your precious heart might break when you see what I’m about to do.” She continued onwards, back to her rooms to get changed. Then to the fights. Her anger was full force now, and if she didn’t find a release soon, she was certain she’d explode.

			Finn grabbed her arm, pulling her to a stop. “We should talk.” 

			“If you’re going to grovel for an invitation to the royal wedding, think again.” She took another sip of wine, wiping her mouth on her gloved hand. “You knew. You knew exactly why I was summoned here, and you couldn’t have given me a warning of what’s to come?” She tilted the bottle back again, a dribble of red wine splashing down her chin onto her navy dress. “Damn,” she muttered, distractedly wiping at the blossoming stain with a lazy hand. “I’m going to get changed, anyway.”

			“Let me walk you to your rooms,” Finn said, linking his arm through hers. “I could send for the lady’s maid to help you get ready for bed.” 

			“Do you truly remember so little of me you think I’d retire this early?” Aedra asked, accepting his arm despite herself. “Father commands my departure when the first rooster crows. And off I’ll be, to live like a pampered little wench in someone else’s castle.” She glared at him. “I’ve half a mind to believe you thought of this damned scheme.” 

			Finn’s expression froze, a hard glint in his eyes. The lack of denial was a confirmation in Aedra’s mind. She skidded to a halt, forcing him to stop, too. 

			“How could you?”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” he muttered, looking everywhere but at her. 

			“You’re a shite liar.” 

			“And you’re on the verge of being drunk.” 

			Betrayal twisted in her chest. “You’d be getting drunk, too, if everyone you loved forced your immediate banishment.” 

			“I—” he paused, the hard mask of his expression lifting. There was a mischievous gleam to his eyes as he leaned close to her. “Did you just confess your undying love for me? I knew you’d see sense one day—” 

			Aedra punched him in the ribs, forcing the annoying smirk from his face. “Go to Hell, Finn.” 

			“Feels like I’m already there.” The playfulness fell from his voice. “It’s not a banishment, Aedra. It’s an opportunity to save this country. You must understand that.” 

			She glared at him, and the honest hurt in his face made her throat tighten. She didn’t want to acknowledge his regret or pain. What right did he have to look like that, when she was the one who was losing everything? “If you’re quite done ruining my life,” Aedra said, rolling her eyes, “I’ve got somewhere to be.” 

			Finn let out an exasperated sigh. “And where’s that?”

			“I don’t think I’m going to tell you, you conniving, traitorous wretch of a friend.” She dropped his arm, stalking through the corridor with quickened steps. His involvement in her pending nuptials stung, and she didn’t think the pain of it would dissipate any time soon.

			“Aedra, why do I get the feeling you’re about to do something very foolish?” Finn asked, easily keeping stride with her. 

			She side-eyed him, his long legs taking one step for every two of hers. “Because as much as you like to pretend, you truly do remember who I am.” She bit her lip, giving him a once-over. “Let’s make a deal. You give up the pompous commander-of-the-army act, and I’ll let you join me in a little fun. Though you are wholly unworthy.” 

			“I’m not pompous,” Finn argued, his eyes narrowing. 

			Aedra gestured at his uniform. “Aye? This is necessary why?” She laughed as he glanced down, brushing non-existent dust from his clothes. “Very handsome, certainly. But too pretentious for my tastes.” Her words slurred out too quickly, and she grinned at the ridiculousness of what she said. Finn was right, she was on the edge of drunkenness. She took another swig of wine, glancing inside the bottle when only drops came out. “Damn.” Her eyes lit up as an exciting idea flitted through her mind. “I know! Let’s make a detour to the kitchens and snag another bottle.” She turned on her heels, surprised as the castle walls spun dizzily around her. “Woah.” 

			Finn grabbed the empty bottle from her, placing it carelessly on one of the decorative tables nestled against the walls. His other hand found her waist, steadying her. “Easy there. No more for you.” 

			“You used to be fun.” 

			“And you used to have an ounce of sense.” 

			They glared at each other for a moment before their laughter escaped. Aedra held out a hand. “Do we have a deal?” 

			“A deal?” Finn asked, his hand still on her waist. The heat from his touch seeped through the fabric of her dress, and she glanced down at where he held her, distracted. Finn promptly pulled away, as if remembering who she was. 

			“Aye, a deal. You stop walking around here like you’ve a stick shoved up your arse, and I’ll let you in on the fun.” She wiggled her fingers of her outstretched hand. 

			A smile slowly spread across his face, and in an instant, he clasped her forearm. His sleeves were still rolled up from dinner, and she studied his matching tattoo, the lines curling around his forearm in the same intricate pattern as her own. “Deal,” he said. 

			She could have squealed with excitement in that moment, but she needed to maintain at least a bit of decorum. Flipping her unbound hair over her shoulder, she leaned up on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “We’re going to go watch the fights.”

			Despite Finn’s protests, they double-backed to the kitchens, snagging another bottle of wine. Aedra tried to take two, but Finn was pigheaded and blocked the exit until she put the second bottle down. They passed the wine back and forth as they meandered to Aedra’s room, where she quickly stripped off her dress. 

			“Not so bold to come barging in again?” she called tauntingly through her door.

			“Imagine the scandal that would cause,” Finn’s muffled voice replied. She smiled as she fastened the stays of her trousers, then quickly knotted her hair on top of her head. It wasn’t as good as war braids, but far better than her wavy locks falling into her face during a fight. Finn didn’t know the whole truth of her plans; she definitely wasn’t going to settle for spectating ringside all night long.

			“Tah—dah!” she sang, twirling to give Finn the full view of her outfit. 

			He raised a brow as his eyes traveled over her, then took a sip from the bottle. When he pulled it away, he licked the splash of red wine from his lips. The drunk part of Aedra’s mind was heavily distracted by the action, her attention lingering on her friend’s mouth before she burst into a fit of giggles.

			“What’s so funny?” Finn asked, a smile softening his face as he watched her. 

			She snatched the bottle from him, gulped down a large sip, and wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her tunic. “It’s just,” she bit her lip to contain the wave of laughter threatening to spill out again. “You,” she finally said. 

			“Me?” he repeated, grabbing her arm as she stumbled, clutching her sides as she continued to crack up. “How am I this amusing?”  

			Aedra righted herself, planting both feet solidly on the floor. “Well,” she began, trying to organize the chaotic stream of thoughts in her mind. “Look at you.” She made a point to slowly scan her eyes from his head to his toes, the look languid and exposing. She grinned victoriously as his cheeks pinkened. “You show up, looking like this, all fancy in your uniform. And you shaved.” She reached up, running her fingertips over the short, prickly stubble of his jaw.

			He snatched her hand, holding it in place under his own. His eyes met hers, and an intense look crossed his face. Something stirred inside Aedra’s body, and she swallowed hard, the alcohol making her head spin.

			A grin split across her face, and she danced out of his reach, laughter echoing through the corridor. “And then you do that.” She gave him an appreciative look. “Do the women just fall into your bed now, Finn?” 

			His blush deepened, and he snatched the wine bottle from her. “You’re done with this tonight,” he muttered, running his free hand along the shaved sides of his head. “Are we going to go watch the fights, or are you just going to laugh at me in the hall all night?”

			Aedra cocked her head as if seriously contemplating her choice. “Such tempting options.” She reached over to him, plucking at his shirt with clumsy fingers. “You can’t go looking like this.” Grabbing his hand, she intertwined her fingers with his. “First, to your room and change. Then, the fights.” She dragged him down the hall, skipping with the buzz of alcohol and the sweet promise of distractions the fights would provide. Pain pierced through her inebriation as she remembered exactly what she was trying so hard to forget. “We need more wine,” she muttered under her breath, too quiet for Finn to hear and object. 

			After a few quiet minutes, she turned the final corridor leading to his chambers. “Are you surprised I remembered the way?” Aedra asked as Finn unlocked his door, holding it open for her. She ran inside, jumping on his bed. The blanket and pillows bounced a little as she landed, and she quickly yanked the fur comforter over her head, blocking out the world.

			“What are you doing?” Finn asked, pulling the blanket off her. 

			“Hiding,” Aedra replied, ducking beneath it again. 

			Finn blew out a long sigh, and the bed shifted, the mattress adjusting to his additional weight. “Mind if I join?” he asked, lifting the covers so he could enter her blanket fortress. 

			“Only if it’s nice Finn. Commander Finn can go to Hell.” 

			His body slid next to hers, his face appearing in the darkness beneath the comforter. “A bit hot under here, aye?” he whispered. 

			“Better than the freezing cold.” She sniffed despite herself, then turned so her head was facing the opposite direction. Tears welled unbidden in her eyes, and she didn’t want Finn to see her so vulnerable. 

			“Hey,” he murmured. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll make it to Ellendria. We’ll stop the rebellion.” 

			Salt streamed from her eyes, lingering on her lips. Her tears enraged her. She didn’t want to be crying, she wanted to be fighting. And yet, the sobs racked through her body, making her chest ache. The starving beggars on the road, their bodies so frail that she could see the sunken hollows of their cheeks, the girl’s lifeless body, blood soiling the fresh layer of snow, the news that she couldn’t stay and fight for her country. Coupled with the alcohol, it was all too much. 

			Finn’s arms wrapped around her, pulling her tight against his chest. He didn’t say anything, didn’t tease or berate her for crying. He just held her while her pain poured out. 

			She didn’t know how long she laid with Finn beneath his blanket. Eventually, her tears slowed, then stopped. Finn still held her, the scent of him enveloping her in a heady mix of sandalwood and mint and the lingering traces of wine. She pulled back, looking at him with puffy eyes. “Thank you,” she muttered, embarrassment clawing its way up her throat. 

			“Do you still want to go watch the fights?” he asked, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. 

			“Is that a serious question?” She gave a weak laugh, pulling the blanket off their heads. The air was cooler out of their private little cocoon, but she figured it was time she got used to the cold. Tomorrow would be the beginning of their journey, weeks spent traveling and camping in the frigid wind and snow. 

			“Let’s go then.” Finn hopped up, unfastening his shirt and pulling it off with one swift motion. Hardened muscles earned from years in the army lined his body, and though Aedra knew she shouldn’t stare, it was hard to look away. Her head still swam with alcohol, and she blamed the rush of heat in her core on the wine. 

			“Been training hard the last few years, aye?” she said, trying to crack a joke. “You certainly aren’t the scrawny kid I used to beat in footraces.”

			“Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Aedra,” Finn replied with a smirk. He shrugged a plain tunic on, then began with the ties on his trousers. Aedra ducked under the blanket again with a muffled shriek, earning a chuckle from her friend. 

			“Are you decent yet?” she groaned. 

			“Stop pretending you don’t enjoy the show.” He pulled the comforter off her, and blessedly, he was fully clothed, looking the part of a commoner in his plain garments. “Now, lead the way, Princess.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			The tunnels beneath the castle were wide, solid structures, the stones sanded until perfectly smooth. Aedra smiled at the purple flames flickering in the sconces embedded in the walls. It was the same signal she remembered from all those years ago. The flames always danced purple on nights of the fights. She smirked, realizing the lanterns in the hallway above were tinged the slightest purple as well. 

			Finn walked next to her as they made their way through the winding underbelly of the castle. Once used as a defense tactic, the tunnels had largely remained dormant and unused since the Summer Siege nearly a century ago. All children in Cystra who were lucky enough to receive any type of formal education were taught about the battle. The people of Monnid across the sea had turned against Cystra, blind with jealousy. Using tactics the Cystrians taught them, they sailed their ships to the Cystrian shores, ransacking the countryside as they battled through villages and towns, eventually making it to the capital. But the castle held its ground, sending the sick and young to shelter in the tunnels while the rest of the court took up arms to protect themselves from the traitorous invaders. Powers were commonplace back then, non-mages a rarity. 

			The fight lasted nearly a month, but the Cystrians came out as victors. Supplies and men were smuggled through the advanced network of underground tunnels, and eventually the Cystrains were able to sneak enough men to set up an ambush from behind the Monnidian ranks. After achieving their victory, they eradicated any remaining foreigners in the country, and the secrets of sea faring were no longer given out freely. The country became secretive about all the advances they made in their explorations and ship designs. Ever since, no threat dared invade via the sea. 

			Aedra’s pulse quickened as muffled voices grew, and she turned to Finn with an excited grin. He returned her smile, reaching out to grasp her hand as they pushed through a hidden stone door, revealing a cavernous room beyond. 

			Easily two hundred people clamored inside, most huddled around an empty square space. Makeshift benches comprised from stone were set up to the left, and Aedra had little doubt that a caster’s work had carved them from the same stone as the walls. Further back in the enormous chamber was a bar, the servers hidden behind the masses of bodies as people shouted their drink and food orders. The faint spice of whatever was cooking drifted through the air, making her stomach rumble with hunger, and she suddenly regretted ignoring her meal earlier. 

			Finn, still holding her hand, led her through the crowd. They weaved between people making bets. Coppers and even a few silvers exchanged hands with casual, practiced ease. Others were quite drunk, arguing over which fighter would win. Aedra blushed as they squeezed past a young couple who were entirely oblivious to the world around them, their arms latched around the other’s body. Her head was mostly clear from the wine now, and she fought the urge to tell them to take it to a bedchamber, for the love of the Gods. 

			“What do you think?” Finn asked in her ear, raising his voice over the din of excitement in the room. “Are you happy?”

			She looked up at him, his eyes studying her expression. “For now,” she smirked, putting on an air of spoiled princess as she turned toward the ring. 

			Ropes sectioned off the fighting area, which was currently empty. Her muscles ached to climb beneath the braided barrier and face an opponent with nothing more than her fists. There was no magic used here, no weapons, either. The fights were a tradition carried on by the non-mages. It was one of the few places she could be certain that the odds of winning were even. Despite sparring with her friends back in Trygul, and the occasional tumble with Finn, she was acutely aware that she was at a huge disadvantage when facing an opponent with powers. But here, in the rings, she was on the same level as everyone else. And there was no denying her ability to fight. 

			She was trying to figure out a way to sneak off to put her name on the fight roster, but a voice boomed out above the crowd. 

			“Oi,” the voice called, and Aedra searched through the chamber until she spotted the speaker. A serious looking man was climbing atop a barrel near the bar, eyeing the crowd as he waited for everyone to quiet down. “Oi!” he called again, this time heads turning his way. “Shut your damn mouths, you ignorant louts!” 

			A few chuckles sounded from the people nearby, and Aedra got the impression this wasn’t the first time the man insulted the crowd. 

			“Better,” he said, shifting a bit on the barrel. “Unless you want to stand around all night with your thumb up your arses, I suggest we get to the next round.” 

			A chorus of cheers rang through the room, and the man scowled as he waited for the noise to quiet. His irritation seemed to be a front, though, because when he spoke again, delight danced on his face, a smile tugging up the corners of his lips. “We’ve got long-time reigning champ, Jardus Langstaff, with a record-breaking twenty-eight wins and two losses to his name.” 

			If the crowd was rowdy before, the excitement in the room grew to new levels as they banged cups. Cheers and whistles screeching through the air as the champion weaved through the crowd toward the ring. The noise reverberated in Aedra’s chest as she spotted the champion thumping his chest and hollering his approval to his fans. His long hair was fastened in a tight knot at the back of his head and beads were braided into his long beard. In an arrogant display, he whipped his shirt off, bathing in the attention. Though muscled, he had a softness around his core, and Aedra wondered how he held the place of reigning victor for so long. 

			“Up against the champ, newcomer Clement Arres, green as the day he was born, looking to test his luck for the first time in the ring!”

			The chamber went mad with jeers as the opponent approached the ring in a much less egotistical manner. He took no heed of the crowd’s taunts and he, too, removed his shirt, folding it carefully on a bench next to the ring. He was shorter and slighter, with tightly cropped hair. Comparing size alone, it didn’t seem Arres would have a chance in hell standing his ground.

			“Reigning champ?” Aedra shouted above the noise, unsurprised at the irate look on Finn’s face as he studied Langstaff, still showboating to the right of the ring. 

			“Twenty-eight wins?” Finn replied, peeling his eyes away from the champion. “He beat our record.” 

			Aedra’s lips quirked at how insulted Finn was by the fact. “A bit difficult to keep our title if we’re never here,” she muttered, giving him a side-eye. She thought she’d have to sneak into the ring alone later, but based on his reaction…

			He met her eye, a grin spreading across his face, making him look years younger. “You up for a match for old times’ sake?” 

			“Hell yes,” Aedra said, reaching out to slap Finn on the shoulder. “I knew you hadn’t become the lifeless, stuck-up arse that you pretend to be.” 

			He rolled his eyes. “I’ll be right back.” 

			Aedra watched him weave through bodies toward the announcer, who had climbed off the barrel and drowned himself in the largest mug of ale she had ever seen. 

			A pounding bass drum indicated the beginning of the fight. Both competitors ducked under the ropes of the ring, taking stance in opposite corners as the chamber fell still. The drum continued, the beat gaining speed and mirroring Aedra’s quickening pulse until all she felt were the vibrations of the drum thrumming through her veins, lighting her body with energy. The surrounding people were similarly affected, their eyes lit with excitement and anticipation. 

			Without warning, the galloping beat ceased, leaving a hollow silence in its place as the room held its breath. A single command shattered the stillness as the announcer shouted from the bar. “Fight!” 

			The spell broke, and the crowd erupted into chaos as they cheered for their favorite. But the men in the ring didn’t spare a second glance at the crowd. They were entirely engrossed in their match, both stepping confidently away from the corners of the ring. 

			Aedra had been cautiously optimistic about the underdog, Arres. And she had been wrong. Langstaff shed his hesitant demeanor, crossing the ring in a few quick steps, dashing at Arres. The smaller man backpedaled, obviously taken aback by his opponent’s sudden rush. He tried to duck as Langstaff swung, but his movements were too slow, and the larger man’s fist connected to his jaw with a sickening crunch. 

			Aedra saw the white of Arres’ eyes before the man lost consciousness, crumpling to the ground. The accompanying roar of the crowd deafened her, and she clamped her hands over her ears as she watched two men pull Arres’ body from the ring. They offered a little compassion, ensuring his head didn’t drag across the ground. 

			“That quick?” Finn asked, appearing beside her with two mugs of ale. 

			“Quite pathetic, really,” Aedra muttered, grabbing a mug with a smirk. “How many rounds till we’re in?” 

			“Seven.” 

			She nodded in approval. Seven rounds would not only tire Langstaff out, it would give her and Finn a good amount of time to study the man’s fight tactics. She sipped her ale, trying not to grimace and only a little disgusted at the bitter cat-pee taste. 

			“It was all they had,” Finn said with an apologetic smile.

			“It’s good.”

			“Liar.”

			The rounds came and went quickly. Langstaff didn’t show any type of skill or expertise. It was obvious he didn’t possess any intricate tactics whatsoever. Instead, he used brute force and strength to annihilate each opponent. Not once did he linger or hold back on his attacks, choosing instead to rush forward time and time again. And each time, his opponents were a touch too slow, their defenses always a second too late. 

			“What do you think?” Aedra whispered to Finn. The crowd continued its antics, growing rowdier with the constant flow of ale. 

			“We need to get him on the defensive first,” Finn said, echoing her thoughts. “Whatever it takes, he can’t be the first to swing.”

			“Agreed.” 

			It was time, and they stepped up to the edge of the ring as the announcer rattled off their fake names—Bodair and Kaldie, excitement growing in the chamber at the prospect of a two-on-two fight. They had picked the names at random years ago when they first entered the fights and had been welcomed by the same cheers Langstaff was receiving. Aedra’s chest tightened when the crowd showed no recognition of either her or Finn. It’s been years, she reminded herself. We’ll take our championship back.

			Langstaff’s second was a tall, wide man. His neck alone was thicker than Langstaff’s thigh, and while his countenance was intimidating, Aedra couldn’t help but grin. Someone that large was certain to be slow. Langstaff liked posturing, and he had an arrogant style in the ring. It was exactly what she hoped for. 

			Finn held up the rope as Aedra ducked under, and before they took their positions, he grabbed her hand and squeezed, his fingers trailing over her wrist where the lines of her tattoo twisted. A whisper of heat spread through her veins at his touch before he released her. The drum began, quickly growing louder and faster. The crowd quieted. Even the breath in her lungs froze in anticipation. 

			The drum ceased, and the announcer commanded the fight to begin from atop his barrel, his voice slow and muted in Aedra’s mind. It felt like she was underwater, the air turning thick, her senses slowing. There was a wrongness to the feeling, and she instantly strengthened her mental defenses, her skin prickling. She imagined an impenetrable barrier surrounding her mind, layering it thick with figurative stones. The sludge-like feeling in her mind ceased abruptly, the sounds of the crowd exploding in her ears once more. 

			She and Finn exchanged the quickest of looks, both realizing at the same time that Langstaff was no ordinary fighter. He wasn’t a non-mage at all. Even among those blessed with powers, he was rarer still. His powers were obvious now that they’d felt their effects: the ability to sway emotions, to make someone feel sluggish. 

			“Empyth,” Aedra breathed, indignation coursing through her. What she and Finn did, entering the fights in disguise, was one thing. Finn never used his powers in the ring. It would’ve taken away the entire point of the fights. Langstaff is nothing more than a cheater, she thought, and without wasting another heartbeat, she and Finn rushed the mage in unison, bewilderment spreading across the man’s face at their resistance to his powers. 

			They struck him together, Finn’s fist connecting with his face, Aedra striking him hard in the stomach. He collapsed, and with the assurance of his ultimate demise, Aedra turned, ducking just in time as Langstaff’s partner swung. The hulking man was thrown off balance from missing his target, and Aedra stepped out of his range as he barreled toward her, throwing a left-handed hook. He missed. 

			Aedra spared a glance at Finn, relieved to see Langstaff still cowering at Finn’s continued advances. Perhaps it had been years since they fought together, but it felt like no time had passed. She laughed as her opponent grunted with effort trying to hit her and simply dodged away, using her size and speed to her advantage. The man was tiring, sweat dripping from his brow and down his curdled-looking cheeks. 

			Anger flashed in the man’s eyes at her obvious glee, and he charged at her, spittle flying out of his mouth as he cried a guttural snarl. Aedra flinched with revulsion at the animalistic expression on her opponent’s face, holding her ground as he sprinted toward her. At the very last moment, she dropped to the ground, crouching low and kicking her legs out. The giant man’s feet hooked on her legs, sending him sprawling to the floor. Pain shot through her leg, pinprick stars sparkling in her mind, but she didn’t have the luxury to nurse her wounds. Fighting through the searing pain, she flipped, diving atop her opponent and locking her arms around his thick neck before he had a chance to stand. 

			The man bucked, scrambling as he tried to rip her off his shoulders. Aedra held tight, squeezing as hard as she could to block both the flow of blood and air to the man’s brain. Soon, the strength of his efforts lessened, then ceased completely. She released her grip as the man slipped into unconsciousness. She scrambled on her backside to the corner of the ring, afraid to bear any weight on her leg, sparing half a thought wondering if the bone was fractured or just bruised. Blinking the sweat from her eyes, she looked up, finding Finn beneath Langstaff as the man threw punches into her friend’s face. 

			“Fuck,” she muttered, glancing down at her injured leg. She forced herself up, the pain nearly blinding as she stumbled to the other end of the ring. Langstaff had no mind for anyone or anything other than Finn as he struck again and again. Aedra didn’t care that his back was to her, or that she and Finn outnumbered him. The man was a liar and a cheater and didn’t deserve his position of power in this circle of people. She raised her elbow, ramming it into Langstaff’s neck, aiming for his carotid. Her old fighting instructor, Master Erello, had taught her a myriad of moves that would render an opponent unconscious, and this was one of them. 

			Langstaff’s body stiffened, but instead of crumpling to the ground, he turned, his eyes blazing with fury. A prickle of fear pierced her belly. She hadn’t expected this. He should be unconscious, she thought, fighting her growing panic. Her greatest strength was her speed, but with a busted leg, she was as good as dead. 

			The man began to rise, but movement flashed from behind him as Finn whipped up from the ground, kicking Langstaff’s legs and making his knees buckle. He fell hard to the ground, and Aedra watched as Finn locked his legs around his neck, the man’s face turning red to purple in mere seconds as he struggled against Finn’s grip. Eventually, he gave up, tapping his hand rapidly on the ground, choosing to signal his defeat instead of losing consciousness like his partner. 

			“In a stunning change of events, the victor of the night has been bested,” the announcer shouted, surprised at the outcome. “The win goes to Bodair and Kaldie!” 

			Shocked silence blanketed the chamber as Aedra stumbled to Finn, grasping his chin and taking in his black eyes and bloody nose. 

			“You look like shit,” she muttered. 

			Finn nodded to her injured leg. “You’re not much better,” he said with a laugh. 

			Their win wasn’t as celebrated as Aedra had hoped, and soon the crowd made their irritation known. Boos and curses split the air, and Finn’s lips twitched downward. “Come on, I think it’s time our friend here gets exposed for what he really is.” 

			“Such a waste of an Empyth,” Aedra sighed, shaking her head at Langstaff, who remained on the ground, cradling his head. “Soiling the name of a highly regarded magic.” 

			They emerged from the ring, and Finn supported her injured side as they waded through hostile bodies and the occasional curious glances. The announcer, who Aedra learned was named Teklar, was more than a little displeased at the discovery that his champion was a fraud. A handful of men apprehended the man, dragging him from the chamber as he screamed about false accusations and lies.

			Aedra and Finn nursed their injuries with another round of drinks, choosing to watch the rest of the fights from the barstools. The atmosphere had changed since Langstaff’s loss, many people retiring early. Aedra wondered how much coin was lost over bets placed on their fight but couldn’t feel too remorseful. She was still on a high from their win, and the ale stopped tasting so bitter a few drinks ago. 

			“I missed this,” Finn said, his words slurred. 

			Aedra peeled her attention from the current fight, finding Finn’s eyes locked on her. Her belly tightened under his gaze, and she took another sip of ale, realizing just how drunk she was. “Me, too,” she sighed, making a concentrated effort to keep the room from spinning. The morning was certain to be hell, but the thought was distant in her mind, chased away as the remaining people exploded into another chorus of cheers, signaling the current fight’s end. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			“Regretting your drinks yet?” Finn whispered in Aedra’s ear. He gave her his hand, offering her a boost inside the carriage. 

			Her head throbbed, and each sound intensified the nagging ache. She glared at him, vowing to wipe the smirk from his face later. Right now, there were too many people around to make a scene. 

			Her father appeared, and Finn stepped aside so he had room to talk to her through the carriage’s open door. King Aedem grabbed her hand, kissing the back of it. “Daughter, be sure to listen to your aunt while you’re away. Learn as much as you can and find joy in the lessons. When you return, you’ll be ready to begin your season.” He squeezed her hand before releasing it. “I love you, Aedra,” he whispered, the artificial pomp vanished from his tone. “Be safe.” 

			“I always am,” she replied, but the carriage door closed, cutting off her words. She dropped the act of prim princess, closing her eyes so the carriage would stop spinning. Once they put a bit of distance between them and court, she would bribe one of the healers to mend her hangover. For now, she suffered in nauseated silence. 

			A din of applause and cheers rang through the air, intensifying the ache in her head. She peeked out the carriage window, finding her father standing on a raised platform, addressing the gathered crowd. Word had spread about her arrival, and the rumors had been meticulously planted about the time and location of her departure. Her father knew how to entertain a crowd, and all eyes and ears were trained on him, though many threw curious glances at the carriage, perhaps wishing to get a last look at the elusive princess before she was shipped away.

			King Aedem and Finn must have had the plans of this farce laid for weeks. It was simple enough, in theory. Aedra was to be sent to her Aunt Allena’s estate in Niddoros, where she was to learn the intricacies of womanhood and the complicated responsibilities of wives, before returning home, where her official courting season would begin. In spring, suitors would be brought in from all across the country to earn a place as king consort. 

			In truth, once Aedra arrived and made her presence known at her aunt’s court, they would smuggle her out in disguise. Niddoros wasn’t the most sought after city in Cystra, and it was rather isolated, so far west from the coast. Her aunt would dissuade any visitors, under the pretense that Aedra’s education was of the utmost importance and couldn’t bear interruptions. By the time anyone realized she no longer resided at the estate, it would be too late. She would be safely tucked away in Ellendria, securing Prince Rowan’s heart and the strength of his army. 

			At least, that was the goal. 

			Whether the ruse would hold long-term was questionable, but any immediate investigation would hold up to scrutiny. It kept political tensions relatively low amongst the nobles and non-mages and offered a bit of gossip and hope for her people.

			The best lies are coated in a layer of truth, Aedra thought, drawing the curtains closed and resting her aching head on the cushion. I am on my way to Aunt Allena’s estate, and my marriage truly is imminent. Just not with any suitor from Cystra. 

			Her father casted so his voice rang out, artificially amplified through the frigid dawn sky. He prattled on about hope and love and the future of Cystra, and his people ate it up with a silver spoon. Aedra closed her eyes, trying her damnedest to ignore the growing excitement outside of the carriage. Finally, after what felt like hours, the carriage began to move. Aedra sighed, opening the curtains to either side. With effort, she plastered a smile on her face and waved as they made their procession through the crowded streets. 

			Shouts of “Good luck, Princess” and “I’ll be calling on you when you return,” along with dozens of other well-wishes flitted through the noise. Like the actress she was, she grinned through it all, biting her tongue hard enough to taste blood. 

			The excitement lessened the further they went from the castle until finally, Finn rapped on the door, climbed in, and drew the curtains closed. She raised a brow at him. 

			“Outer city limits aren’t in great shape,” he said with a shrug.

			“It’s not like you can’t handle it. There’s what, twenty guards with us?”

			“Twenty-two, if you count me.” 

			Aedra gave him a hard look. “How many days until we arrive in Niddoros?” she asked, rubbing her temples. The ache hadn’t lessened. If anything, it was more severe, the carriage bumping over the slushy road exasperating the pain. 

			“Six, maybe seven… Here,” Finn said, handing her his water flask. “Drink, it’ll help.” 

			She rolled her eyes but did as instructed. “What, are you a healer now, too?” she asked, the darkness of her mood leaking out as they moved away from the cheering crowd.

			“No, I’ve just got common sense.” He ducked his head out of the carriage. “Oi! Trey!” A burly man, nearly double Finn’s width, hurried over, and Finn helped him inside the rolling carriage. His weight made the entire structure shudder for a moment as he sat. “Princess Aedra seems to be feeling unwell,” Finn informed him, obviously fighting to keep the smirk from his face.

			“Nerves, your Highness?” Trey asked, giving her a gentle smile. 

			Aedra gave him a flat look. “Hangover,” she corrected, amusement flooding through her at the soldier’s surprised expression. 

			“Ah, of course,” he said, composing himself. He removed his glove and slid a hair closer to her on the seat. “If I may?” She nodded, and Trey laid his hand on the side of her face, as light as a feather. She closed her eyes as golden light seeped through her skin, a rush of warmth spreading through her mind. A few seconds later, he removed his hand and pulled his glove back into place. “Better?” he asked, though it was just a formality. With his Goddess-given gift, he would know if his efforts were successful. 

			The instant relief of her headache and nausea was bliss. A genuine smile spread across her face, and she reflexively touched the spot his hand had vacated. “Much, thank you,” she murmured, and Trey beamed. “It is a marvelous gift you have, Trey.” 

			“Healing is definitely an art, your Highness, but certainly, it is nothing compared to your casting powers.” 

			Her brows furrowed before she regained control over her expression, and she scolded herself for the momentary lapse in composure. Thankfully, Trey mistook her expression. He inclined his head a few inches, trying to hide his smile. 

			“Your modesty certainly becomes you, Princess, but your skills are renown nationwide.” 

			This time, she didn’t miss a beat. “You flatter me, Trey.” 

			Finn cleared his throat, and they both turned their attention to him. “Thanks, Trey.” He nodded to the door. “Back to your station.” 

			The soldier nodded, dipped his head once more to Aedra, and jumped back onto the road. The carriage rocked again at the shift in weight, and Aedra nearly tumbled from the seat. 

			As soon as the carriage door closed, Finn casted a silencing spell, fixing Aedra with a hard stare. “What the hell was that?” he asked, his words harsh and clipped. 

			“What?” she asked, repositioning herself on the seat. 

			He shook his head. “You need to school your damned features, Aedra, or someone will discover the truth.” 

			“I’ve no idea what you’re implying,” she replied airily, leaning back so her head rested against the seat cushion. She abhorred this version of Finn—the soldier, the commander, so high and mighty in his rules. She reached inside her cloak pocket, plucking out one of the novels she had lifted from her father’s library. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some very important matters to attend to.” She opened the book, blocking out her view of Finn completely.

			Finn snatched it out of her hands, examining the title. “Mythologies of the Sea,” he read, his face twisting in annoyance, “is not more important than this conversation.” 

			Anger flared in her chest, and she yanked the book back, plastering a look of cold fury on her face. “Unless you’ve other grand proclamations to declare, then you are dismissed,” she said, coloring the words with royal command. It was a skill she learned in childhood from her father, before they knew she was powerless, before he started hiding her away from the court’s prying eyes. Once again, she raised the book, ignoring the army commander who used to be her closest friend. The change in his countenance from last night to today was jarring, and she almost had trouble believing the lighthearted man she fought side-by-side with in the rings was the same cold and calculating soldier in front of her. She waited, her eyes locked on the black print spread across the page, not seeing much of anything, until Finn huffed in frustration and left her to her musing. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			The journey to Niddoros was a dismal affair. They were nearly a week in and still had a full day of travel until they reached the city limits. Mercifully, the worst of the winter storms held off. A light but persistent snow fell, but it wasn’t anything the soldiers or the horses couldn’t manage. 

			Aedra had wondered on the first day how they would navigate the snow drifts that undoubtedly blocked the road. This time of year, it was impossible to keep the road completely clear, especially this far west. The cities had workers that would clear the snow; casters used their powers to melt or move it, and non-mages used the strength of their arms and shovels. But in the rural parts of the country, there was no extra labor to be had. The farmers and vagabonds didn’t have time nor resources to continuously clear the endless mounds of snow that accumulated. 

			She needn’t have worried, though. Her father equipped their party with the best casters, and they took turns clearing the path. Combined with the enormous wheels on the carriage and the horses’ sheer size, they faced no difficulties in their travels. It didn’t take long for the loneliness to creep its way back into Aedra’s mind. She had finished Mythologies of the Sea in a day, and the rest of her novels were packed inside her trunk in the rear wagon. Finn was being an obstinate ass, and she refused to bend to his stream of commands. 

			Just as she was certain she would die from boredom and save them from having to smuggle her out of Cystra, the carriage stopped. It was midafternoon, too early to stop for the night. She glanced out the window, seeing nothing but softly falling flakes and a sea of endless snow. 

			The carriage door opened, and Finn appeared, his mouth tight with concern. 

			“What’s wrong?” Aedra asked, rising halfway to her feet. 

			Finn shook his head and gestured for her to sit back down. “Trey found a bearbane track. Four of the guards are scouting the area. We need to make sure we aren’t walking into a nest. Stay,” he growled as she tried to stand.

			“Are you certain it’s a bearbane? This far from the Wastes?” It made little sense. The twisted, mutilated creatures borne from the Poison-Wastes didn’t travel this far south. 

			Finn closed his eyes, as if searching for the patience he needed when speaking with her, then held out his hand. “Come see for yourself.” 

			Her heart stammered as she climbed out of the carriage, and Finn led her a few dozen feet away from the road. “There,” he said, pointing to the ground. “The tracks are fresh, not yet covered with snow.”

			Aedra’s throat tightened. She had never seen a bearbane track in person, and it was definitely a different experience than seeing an illustration in a textbook. She leaned closer, seeing the five puncture marks from its claws in the snow. “Why is it here?” she asked, her breaths forming miniature clouds in the air. 

			“The Wastes are growing,” he muttered, leading her back to the carriage. 

			His words seeped icily to her core as they walked. The horses snorted as they passed, and Aedra paused, running a hand along the steed’s flank. “Shouldn’t we keep moving? If the creature returns…” 

			Finn shook his head and pointed. “You see those clouds? A storm is coming. We can’t risk moving forward and getting stuck in a blizzard with our soldiers scouting miles away, unable to find us.” He opened the carriage door. “For now, we wait.”

			It was torture. Every time the wind howled, or the horses whinnied, Aedra startled, certain the monster was upon them. The afternoon rapidly wore away to evening, and the sky darkened, the sun sinking lower behind the clouds. Finn lit a fire, and allowed her freedom outside of the carriage, certain the light and heat would keep the bearbanes away. Aedra wasn’t convinced, worried it would have the opposite effect, and attract the monsters. 

			After ages, the scouts began to return. It was well past sunset, the crackling fire providing the only light. Aedra refused to be dismissed back to the carriage until they all returned, and Finn reluctantly made her a seat near the fire, placing a hot cup of tea in her hands. The warmth seeped through the fabric of her gloves, and she stared into the dark liquid, watching flakes of snow fall into the cup and disappear as they melted instantly.

			“Lost the trail,” Meryian grumbled, the last of the soldiers to return. She sat on a dead log next to the fire, pulling her gloves off and warming her hands. “Bastard got away from us.” 

			“Let the cursed creature go,” Finn muttered, grabbing more wood from the rear wagon and tossing it into the fire. “It’s someone else’s problem now.” He glanced up at the sky, the snow falling heavier. “How is the weather farther west?” he asked Trey, who had scouted that direction earlier. 

			Trey sucked his teeth, glancing at the sky. There was no moon nor stars to light the darkness, only endlessly falling snow. “Much the same as it is here,” he said, biting into a thick slice of jerky. 

			Finn sighed, then sat on the log next to Maryian. He glanced across the fire to Aedra, who sipped her tea, unable to hide her palpable relief at Maryian’s safe return. “Why don’t you go get some sleep, your Highness?” he suggested, his tone formal in front of the others. “We should arrive in Niddoros tomorrow, if the worst of the storm holds off.” 

			Aedra couldn’t help but fight a yawn. The tension over the past few hours had left her exhausted. And yet, she couldn’t shake the fear that the monster would return in the middle of the night, feasting on their sleeping corpses. “I’ll retire when I see fit, thank you,” she said. 

			Finn rolled his eyes, unconvinced. He rose from the log, stepping past the soldiers and around the fire. “Come, I’ll walk you to the carriage.”

			She glared, but followed him, ignoring the quiet chuckles from the guards. A blush crept up her neck as she stepped around the group toward the carriage. The soldiers seemed particularly entertained by Aedra and Finn’s persistent bickering, and she was half convinced Trey and Maryian had a running bet on which of them would start a new argument. 

			An inch of fresh snow layered atop the old, and somehow, the icy cold had snuck its way inside her boots. Finn adjusted the seats inside the carriage, so they formed her bed, and gestured her inside. With a wave of his hand, the interior blazed with heat, as if a hearth had been roaring for hours. “What if it comes back?” she whispered, knowing how vulnerable she sounded. She needed her friend Finn now, not Finn the army commander. 

			He sensed the shift in her countenance and climbed inside with her. “I’ve vowed to keep you safe,” he said simply, as if that could chase away all her fears. She sighed, moving to pull off her wet boots, grimacing at the thought of putting them back on in the morning. Finn gave a small laugh, and the golden light and heat surged again as he dried them for her. 

			“You’ve no idea how lucky you are,” Aedra muttered, laying down on the cushions. She was used to sleeping on it now, after days on the road, and the weight of sleep settled on her like a heavy blanket. 

			Finn smiled, his hand still shining, and a small part of her brain realized he was casting to make her sleepy. Normally, she would have fought against it, but the touch of his power was comforting. He draped a fur-lined comforter over her body, kissing the top of her head. “Sleep, Aedra,” she heard him murmur, and she did, her worries about the bearbane and storm melting away as easily as the flakes of snow in her tea. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Either the Goddess showed her merciful side or the God of the Sea reached out to protect them, because the storm held off. Maryian declared that the wind pushed the snows just east of where they were traveling, though Aedra had no idea how she could discern that. The night passed without anyone being mauled to death by the bearbane, and she took that as the blessing it truly was. They ate a quick breakfast before hitching the horses again and finishing the last day of their travels. 

			The road widened as they approached Niddoros, the sky grey and threatening. By midmorning, they passed small shacks, hardly more than piles of sticks, and the depth of snow on the road lessened considerably. Aedra watched out her window, wondering what the little shanties were for. As a child, she and Finn had made similar forts in the snow. It was a fun game, but she couldn’t imagine children playing this far from the city limits. 

			After another hour or so, Finn made his typical appearance inside the carriage. “We’ll be at your aunt’s estate within the hour,” he said, handing her a bag. “Your father warned me she was quite … proud. You might want to freshen up.” 

			She took the bag, glancing inside. “We’ve been traveling for a week. Do you really think Aunt Allena expects me to show up immaculate?” 

			“I don’t claim to understand the minds of women,” he shrugged and turned to leave. 

			“Finn, wait,” she called before he clamored down. 

			He paused, raising his brow. “Do you need help changing?” There was an unseen smile in his voice. 

			She ignored his antics, dismissing the odd twisting in her belly. “What are all those little huts?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her. They passed another, and she glanced out the window, trying to make sense of it. 

			Finn frowned. “It seems they’re outposts for the workers.” 

			“Workers?” she asked, her brows knitting together in confusion.

			He sighed, stepping past her to the window. “Look closely.” He pointed, and a small dark shape separated itself from the terrain. “There are men and women stationed here to keep the road clear.” 

			Understanding struck her like a bolt of lightning. “And the only shelter they have is a half constructed lean-to?” she asked, her face twisting with horror. “We made better structures when we were kids.” 

			Finn eyed her with a look of pity. “We were given hot meals and decent clothing, soft beds, and roaring hearths. Not everyone has the luxuries we were given.” He left her to get changed, and she spent the rest of the hour looking out the window, trying to study the increasingly frequent workers they passed. Finn was right. None of them were dressed appropriately to fight against the raging snow and freezing temperatures. More than once, she saw people without gloves, hauling shovels of snow away from the road. 

			She closed the curtains, her stomach rolling with nausea. Why would Aunt Allena allow this? she wondered as she upended the bag Finn handed her. She scoffed as an array of makeup, perfumes, and lotions rolled out, followed by a slightly wrinkled traveling dress, pristinely white and entirely impractical. A handheld mirror glinted in the middle of the pile, and she grabbed it, checking her reflection. Her hair had seen better days, and she reworked her braids, her mind lingering on the non-mages, slowly freezing to death along the main road. 

			A horde of people came into view when the carriage finally crested the hill leading toward her aunt’s estate. They lined the curving road, subdued in their quiet waiting. Aedra stepped down from the carriage and glanced around, amazed at the sheer number of people gathered. Unlike the capital, there was no squalor or desolation in the city limits, and the streets had been strangely clean and quiet. She had spotted people working when the carriage meandered through the city, shoveling snow from alleyways, or pushing it from sloped roofs, but mostly, the streets had been empty. Now she understood why. 

			She must have amassed the entire city, Aedra thought, her stomach knotting with unexpected nerves as she smoothed the wrinkles from her white traveling dress and stretched her legs for the first time in hours. 

			“My dear niece!” Aunt Allena squealed. She was blonde like most Cystrians, with sparse gray strands at her temples, and a small tiara tucked neatly in her updo. A heavy, navy blue cloak hung from her shoulders, adorned with shimmering threads of silver, and jewels dripped from her neck and ears, glittering in the weak sunlight.

			Allena rushed to her, crushing her in a firm hug. Something whimpered between them, and Aedra jumped back, startled. 

			“Oh, that’s just Grem,” her aunt said, gesturing at the dog wedged under one of her arms. It was a tiny, wiggly thing, with a face that looked as if it had been hit with a shovel. “Isn’t he just lovely?” 

			The dog snorted in excitement, nearly dislodging Allena’s hold. 

			“Quite,” Aedra lied. She peeled her attention away from the ugly animal, looking around at the crowd. “It’s wonderful to see you again, Aunt Allena,” she said politely. “This is quite the welcome.” 

			“Of course,” she cooed, linking her free arm with Aedra’s. “We expected you earlier this morning. Did you have trouble on the road?” She cast a scathing glance at the soldiers still huddled around the carriage. “Off with you lot,” she said, waving a hand and dismissing them. Aedra caught the scowl on Finn’s face and bit back a smirk. “You two!” Allena shouted, her voice turning as frigid as the air. “Take the princess’s luggage to her rooms. Quickly now.” 

			Two people extracted themselves from the mass of the crowd, threadbare cloaks hanging from their slight bodies, and proceeded to the carriage without a word, their heads ducked, eyes glued to the ground. They returned with her singular trunk, and Allena tutted. “Oh dear, don’t fret. We’ve some of the best seamstresses here, I’ll set them to work immediately. Your father will get an earful, sending you with so little.” She smiled, her eyes glinting as if sharing an inside joke. “Men have no ideas about the hardships we women face. 

			Aedra was at a complete loss for words, and she forced a weak smile. She allowed her aunt to parade her around like a show dog, muttering greetings to the prominent members of her estate. After what felt like hours, she finally had enough. The air was bitterly cold, and even her eyes felt like they were beginning to freeze. “Aunt Allena?” she finally asked, pulling the woman aside. 

			“What is it, dear?” her aunt asked, her overly mascaraed eyes wide. 

			“Would it be too rude of me to step inside for a while and get settled?” The line of people seemed endless, and despite her fur-lined cloak and boots, the wind was harsh and unforgiving, worming its way through her clothes until she was cold to her bones. She didn’t know how the servants could stand being out in hardly more than shirt and trousers, their clothes moth-eaten and worn. 

			“How absolutely thoughtless of me,” Allena said. “Of course, niece.” 

			She led Aedra to the entryway, servants stationed on either side of the grand wooden doors. They were young, likely younger than Aedra, and shadows appeared in the hollows of their cheeks. Allena snapped her fingers, and they pulled the doors open, their eyes on their feet. 

			“Thank you,” Aedra said as she passed. The girl’s eyes widened, and she dropped herself into a deep curtsey. 

			“Oh, don’t waste your breath, dear,” Allena muttered. “Come, let me show you around!” 

			Aedra glanced over her shoulder, but the servant didn’t look up, and the doors closed, cutting off her view of the crowd. “Aunt, don’t you think the workers should have more substantial clothes? The worst of winter has yet to come, and we passed some people on the road who look hours away from death.” 

			Allena stopped in the middle of the foyer, staring at her as if seeing a ghost, before bursting into a fit of laughter. “You sweet child,” she said, patting her arm before continuing. “Look,” she said, pointing to the ceiling. “This is the finest work from the best artists in Cystrian history.” 

			Aedra swallowed dryly but glanced up. An intricate mural was painted on the ceiling; angels and demons battled in a fiery war above their heads. It was beautiful, though a touch disturbing. Severed heads and bloodied swords and wrathful angels were depicted, casting bolts of lightning and fireballs at disfigured hulking monsters. 

			“It’s very detailed,” Aedra said flatly.

			“It’s exquisite. If rumors are to be believed, it’s the depiction of the Goddess’s war against the darkness.” Aedra snorted, earning a scowl from her aunt. “Are you not a believer? You ones from the sea have such foreign opinions. I swear, it’s halfway a different country there.” 

			Aedra cocked her head as she considered her answer. “It is quite different compared to Trygul.” Her eyes scanned the ornate marble pillars stationed every few feet, topped with different vases of summer flowers and busts of various religious martyrs. She silently processed the waste of resources the beautiful blooms must have costed. “Like many Cystrians, I believe the Goddess to have a jealous and cruel side to her beauty, aunt.”

			Specks of pink dotted Allena’s cheeks. “How very … quaint.” She forced a tight-lipped smile as she led Aedra down another hallway. “There are those who believe the Goddess was jealous of our people’s worship of the Salt God. And there are those who understand the truth.” 

			Aedra bit her cheek to hold back her sharp reply. “What would you have me believe the truth is?” she finally asked, keeping her voice neutral and even.

			“Why, that there are those who are blessed by Her touch and those,” her eyes fell pitifully on Aedra, “who are not. It is She that stands between us and the poison in the land. And the only people who think Her spiteful are the non-mages themselves. If anyone is jealous, it is they. Ah, here we are.” 

			Allena led Aedra into a private bathing chamber, bursting with activity. A hearth nearly as wide as the entire far wall was roaring with multiple kettles boiling above the flames. Half a dozen servants rushed back and forth from the hearth to the enormous cast-iron tub, hauling buckets. Aedra glanced to her aunt in confusion. 

			“We don’t have plumbing, dear. The estate is so old…” she trailed off, as if ashamed by the confession. “But no bother. The servants will tend to everything.”

			“Wouldn’t it make more sense to just cast and fill the tub?” Aedra asked, stepping out of the way as a pair of scrawny girls passed her with buckets filled to the brim. 

			“And waste energy on such a menial task?” Allena tsked. “You’ve spent too much time on the coast.” The thin set of her lips tightened even more, and she turned her attention back to the servants. “Off with you!” she commanded, clapping her hands twice. The girls scurried to hang their empty buckets on hooks near the hearth, then fled without a second glance.

			“Not even a curtsy,” Allena muttered. “Some of the younger ones’ wills are harder to break. You’ll have to excuse them.” She puttered around the bathing chamber, adjusting the line of soaps and oils on a bench next to the  tub, then cast Aedra a bright smile. “Should I send for a proper lady’s maid to help you bathe? I know you easterners are prudish with such things.”

			“I’ll manage fine on my own, thanks,” Aedra said, glancing around. Steam rose in lazy tendrils above the water, and the air in the chamber was thick with heat. White marble tile decorated the floor, and a chandelier with long, tapered candles hung in the center of the room. On the wall opposite the hearth was a large vanity, crafted from twisting pieces of white birch and laden with dozens of bottles and containers. The entire design was lavish and overdone. 

			“I’ll leave you to it, dear. Your feast awaits.” Allena gave a final tight smile before shutting the door behind her. 

			Aedra groaned. Hanging from a hook on the back of the door was an ornate pink dress, the skirt composed of layer upon layer of taffeta. She was used to gowns and jewels, but she knew Allena was going to such lengths to parade her around her estate, earning prestige amongst those of higher rank in her court. Her father had warned Aedra of Allena’s flaunting ways, but it was another thing to actually experience the nightmare of it all. 

			She stripped off her travel-worn clothes and sunk into the hot water. Her muscles relaxed instantly, and the heat melted away the soul’s deep chill from her weeklong trek in the snow. Closing her eyes, she submerged herself completely beneath the water, enraptured as her hearing plugged and her senses muted for just a moment. 

			Allena needed to be knocked down a peg. The way she treated the servants in her estate made Aedra’s stomach twist with nausea. No one deserves to be treated so wretchedly. She’s letting them freeze to death without an ounce of remorse, she thought, resurfacing and blinking the droplets from her eyes. 

			The entire city was an unexpected shock. Besides the makeshift shacks stationed along the main road, there hadn’t been any other shanties; all the buildings were well-maintained, even on the lonely outskirts of town. It was so unlike the capital, where the poorer sections were blatantly obvious. These people can’t even afford proper clothes. How are they maintaining their homes so well?

			Aedra lounged in the water until it cooled, then pulled herself out, grabbing one of the swan-shaped towels from the nearby bench. She shook it out, destroying its decorative shape, and dried off, tentatively stepping towards the overflowing vanity. Powders, lip stains of every shade of red, charcoal, tiny glass bottles of perfume, hair pins with decorative gemstones… There was more than Aedra ever remembered her mother using, and certainly more than any of the mistresses she’d been sent to stay with over the past years. She sat on the cushioned stool and got to work on her disguise.

			She learned the importance of acting when she turned thirteen and her powers had yet to emerge. Her mother had fretted and worried over her lack of abilities for years leading up to that birthday, but her father always maintained a level of confidence. “She’ll emerge when she’s ready, my heart,” he had said to her mother, kissing her tears and worries away. 

			But the morning of her thirteenth birthday, she awoke to them both grim-faced and concerned. They gave her a week to pack and say her goodbyes before her first boarding school experience on the southeast isles. It was under the pretense of learning how to read and write Ancient Cystrian with an old crone on the shores of a mostly deserted island a few hours from the mainland. Thirteen-year-old Aedra was certain she’d never be called back home, destined to live and die in seclusion, just like the ancient woman who taught her. 

			But in a year’s time, her father did send for her, and while she had grown fond of the nearly blind, grandmotherly figure, she had been overjoyed at the thought of returning home, seeing her parents and her friends again. No one had warned her she was only coming back for her mother’s funeral. Dark days clouded her memories from that time, and she was soon packed up and sent away again. 

			Another place, another excuse, another lie. Each location and each instructor taught Aedra how to be a different version of herself. The scholar, the mage, the explorer, the fighter. And each time, she had to twist and adapt herself while keeping her most vital secret close to her heart, safe from all but a handful of trusted others. Her powers never emerged. She was a non-mage, like all the other commoners. Goddess-cursed, or just unblessed, depending on what one believed. 

			Aedra slipped the layers of silk and taffeta over her head, binding her hair in a loose, flowing braid, and cast a last glance in the mirror. Traveling made her heart sick, and the single night at home wasn’t enough to ease any of her prior hurts. She practiced a smile, trying to remember how to curve the edges of her mouth up in a way that didn’t look like a grimace, then left, the door banging closed behind her.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Finn was waiting for her outside the door, and she crashed into him, distracted by remnants of the past. “Oi!” she cried in surprise, fixing the few displaced locks of hair. “How long have you been out here?” 

			“Ages. Your aunt sent me to fetch you. They’re eager to eat, apparently.” His eyes scanned her body, taking in the horrendous mounds of fabric. “You look like a pastry,” he said as he cocked a brow, plucking at a fluffy layer of taffeta. “You rival Gwenna’s strawberry tarts.” 

			Gwenna had been the head cook back when they were young and had always made the most decadent desserts. The thought of the childhood treat made Aedra’s mouth water instinctively, but she rolled her eyes. 

			“That’s one way to say you secretly desire me,” she muttered, jamming an elbow into his ribs. “Salivating like a starved man.” 

			“Is it truly that obvious?” Finn asked with a smirk, and for a moment the soldier’s hard countenance disappeared and the playful side of Finn showed through. 

			Aedra elbowed him again and sighed. Going to this dinner was the last thing she wanted to do. She imagined the likely enormous bed waiting for her in her rooms. A night of sleep on something other than the hard carriage benches would be heaven. Just make it through the feast, she thought to herself, and glanced at Finn. The two shared a silent look of disdain. 

			“Well, we should probably be on our way, then,” Aedra muttered, looping her arm with his as they walked down the hall. 

			“No offense, Aedra, but your aunt’s quite horrid,” Finn whispered. 

			“You’re not telling me anything I haven’t realized myself,” Aedra said. “Let’s just get this over with. Make our appearances, say whatever pretty words they want to hear, and move on from this farce.” 

			Finn squeezed her arm reassuringly. “Good plan, Commander.” 

			She didn’t have time for a rebuttal. A pair of servants with dead eyes were stationed in front of the double doors leading to the feast. They ducked into deep bows, keeping their gazes on the ground. Not once did either look at Aedra’s face, nor show any sort of emotion. Concern plucked at her chest, and they moved to throw the doors open. 

			“Wait,” Aedra cried, putting a hand on one of the doors and stopping them. The servants blinked, obviously startled by her actions. She studied them closely. While their clothes were significantly better than the workers she had seen outside, they still seemed too thin, their cheeks sallow and collar bones highly defined at the edges of their shirts. “Are you two alright?” 

			The servants glanced at each other, eyes growing wide and afraid, yet neither responded. 

			“Are you… Are you treated well here?” Aedra asked, certain she already knew the answer.

			Without warning, one of the doors burst open, her aunt appearing from the other side. “Oh!” she gasped in surprise, raising a hand to clutch at her chest. “I was just coming to fetch you myself. I assumed the soldier couldn’t handle the task.” Her eyes fell to Finn with a look of disdain. Aedra didn’t understand her aunt’s reaction to Finn, but whether it was some personal affront the noble had, or just a distaste for soldiers in general, she didn’t know. 

			“Come, come. Everyone’s waiting.”

			“A moment, please, aunt. I was just speaking to the workers.” 

			Allena gave her a blank look. “What?”

			Aedra nodded at the servants, their eyes downcast once more. “The workers. I was just asking them how they like it here.” 

			Shrill laughter cut through the air, and for a moment, Aedra thought her aunt would double over from her mirth. Instead, she dabbed at her overly charcoaled eyes. “Child, you are quite a treat. They can’t speak. Nor do I think they have brains enough to formulate any articulate response.” 

			“Are you deaf?” Aedra asked the closer of the two, forming the words with her hands. It was a skill she learned from the old crone in the southeast isles, and one she was particularly fond of. But the servant gave the smallest shake of her head, hardly daring to glance up from her feet. 

			“Deaf?” Allena boomed. “No, dear, they’ve no tongues.” 

			Aedra turned her attention back to her aunt, noticing curious glances from people within the room. A disgusting suspicion crept its way up Aedra’s throat, and she masked her features, assuming an air of nonchalance. “They were born this way, the both of them?” 

			“Of course not,” Allena quipped, her patience for the conversation obviously wearing thin. “They were cut out for disobedience. The punishment for an overly sharp tongue.” She looked over at the servants, her face twisting with distaste. “Now, honestly, the entire party is waiting. Come along, dear.” 

			Aedra gave a helpless look to the servants as she passed, wishing she could help them, but neither met her gaze. Finn followed behind her as they entered the party. Hundreds of people filled the room. Rows of long, rectangular tables were arranged in even lines, and the scent of roasted meat hung in the air. Coupled with what just happened in the hall, it made Aedra’s stomach churn, and she swallowed down the bile rising in her throat. 

			Allena guided Aedra through the room, like a dog on show, smiling up at the hundreds of pairs of eyes. “If you please,” she called, raising her voice above the din of noise. She waited until the room grew silent before continuing. “I have the absolute honor of introducing to you my niece, Aedra, rightful heir and Princess of Cystra!” 

			The responding cacophony of cheers was deafening, and Aedra smiled and nodded as she met a dozen gazes before taking her seat. She was anything but hungry in that moment, but tonight, she was filling the role of loving niece and excited princess, ready to come into her season at last. She scanned the table, eyes landing on a bottle of white wine. I’d prefer red, but this will do, she thought, reaching to grab it. 

			Allena smacked her hand away, then snapped her fingers. A server appeared from nowhere and poured her a glass. “Thank you,” Aedra whispered, and the server bowed his head before melting into the background. 

			“Before we eat, I’d like to make just a brief announcement,” Allena said, turning back to face the room. She bent down for a second as she rummaged under her seat, then stood, her ugly, smooshed faced dog appearing cradled in her arms. He wiggled as if desperate to escape. Aedra couldn’t blame him. Allena cleared her throat, then began. “I know rumors have been spreading about our beautiful, if elusive princess,” she said, giving Aedra a wink. “And I’ll have you know, the best of them are true.” 

			Her voice raised in pitch with her excitement and hushed whispers flowed through the crowd. “She has come to learn the intricacies and delicacies of womanhood and courtship. And at the end of the winter, she will officially enter her season!” 

			Wolf whistles and screeches of delight rose above the rest of the applause, and Aedra’s cheeks flooded with heat. She appraised her aunt, surprised at the sincerity in her tone. If Aedra didn’t already know better, she would think her aunt truly believed this lie. 

			“Do not be surprised if our princess is ever so busy these next few months, as this is an undertaking unlike any she’s experienced before. Now, let us welcome her in the truest Niddoros’s fashion—with a feast!” 

			Dozens of servers appeared, pulling covers off serving platters in the middle of the tables. Roasted hogs, complete with apples shoved in their lifeless maws, were placed three per table. There were vegetables and fruits of every color and variety, and at least a dozen fresh cheeses and nuts. If she thought her meal at the castle with her father had been grand, this was another thing entirely. This was decadence in excess. This was gluttony laid bare. 

			Plates were piled high with food, goblets poured to the brim with wine, and laughter and conversation and noise filled the room as thick as the scent of the food. She glanced around the table at the array of faces as her aunt prattled on, introducing her to everyone with such speed and excitement that she forgot names as soon as they were spoken. Aedra nodded and smiled politely, listening to introductions with half deaf ears. Finn sat opposite her, not hesitating to dig into his plate. Aedra couldn’t blame him. The amount of energy he used during their journey was a near insurmountable feat, not including the amount of casting he had done. He met her gaze and gave a noncommittal shrug. 

			She forced a few bites of food into her mouth, thankful that her tablemates were quite the talkers, excusing her from making conversation other than the occasional, “Oh, my,” or “Indeed.” Her eyes lingered on the wait staff, constantly moving to serve additional plates, clear discarded dishes, and refill goblets, the wine pouring as easily as water. Their frames were slight, and there was an emptiness in their expressions that made her stomach twist with unease. When was the last time they had a decent meal? she wondered as she watched a server pile more food on her aunt’s plate with shaking hands. 

			The staff at her father’s castle were never treated with such disregard. In Cyteras, it was an honor to be chosen to serve the nobility, and the position paid quite well. The estate in Trygul didn’t even have dedicated servants, instead all of the occupants contributed to the household’s running. It didn’t make sense for these people to be treated with such outright condescension and hate. 

			When dinner was cleared and dessert and tea served, Aedra could feel a spark of hope rising in her chest. Surely, this night would be over soon. Come morning, she would be well on her way away from this abhorrent city, with a missive sent to her father condemning the atrocities of her aunt. A server stepped toward her with a kettle. “Tea, your Highness?” he asked, his voice hardly more than a whisper. 

			“Please,” she responded, sliding over a little to give the man some room. His hands shook, and she fought back the urge to take the kettle herself and serve the damned tea just to give him a few minutes of rest. But that action would only be looked down on in her aunt’s current court. Things will soon change, she promised herself, hating her lack of action. 

			Allena’s dog finally weaseled its way out of her arms, yipping in excitement at his new-found freedom. The animal jumped to the ground, twisting through pairs of feet. The server looked down, trying to carefully maneuver around the rambunctious creature, stumbling as the dog jumped up onto his leg, barking. The kettle in his hands slipped, and he fumbled for a horrified heartbeat, trying to catch it and failing. Hot liquid cascaded down as the kettle landed with a thunk on the table in front of Aedra. She shrieked in surprise as the tea poured onto her lap, saturating her dress and heating her skin. 

			A dozen hands came to her aid, removing the kettle and sopping up the mess. “Oh dear,” the woman next to her said. “You poor thing.” She gave Aedra a few extra napkins, helping to dry her dress off as best as they could. “Are you burnt?” 

			“I—” Aedra began, but her words were cut off. 

			Her aunt had flown from her chair and was looming over the server, who cowered on the ground at her feet. 

			“P—please,” he stammered, covering his head with his arms. “P—please, it w—was an accident.” His voice trembled, and Aedra’s heart broke for him.

			“Aunt Allena,” Aedra began, half rising from her seat. The layers upon layers of fabric of her dress kept the worst of it from reaching her skin. “I’m quite unharmed. If it wasn’t for Grem, he wouldn’t have tripped.” 

			Allena didn’t bother to respond, her eyes fixed on the server with a look so full of hatred, it made Aedra cringe. “You clumsy, foolish, worthless waste of breath!” Allena cried, aiming a kick at the servant. The man braced himself, gasping as her heeled boot collided with his stomach. He crumpled into a ball on the ground, groaning, but Allena wasn’t done. “How dare you make such a mockery out of my hall?” she landed another kick, and the man coughed, red specks of blood flying from his mouth and splattering on the marble floor. 

			Allena raised her hand, golden light filling her palm, and the man let out a scream so tortured that Aedra flew from her seat, knocking the chair over in her haste. 

			“Enough!” she bellowed, stepping between her aunt and the servant. The entire room silenced, heads turning toward the commotion. “Enough, aunt. It was an accident.” 

			The golden light died, and Allena slowly lowered her hand, casting one last disgusted look at the man crumpled on the ground. “Very well, niece,” she said, her chest heaving with her rapid breaths. A bead of sweat fell from her temple, and she wiped it away absentmindedly. “I think it is perhaps time for you to retire, aye?” Her eyes swept over Aedra’s ruined dress. Her face twisted with rage again, and for a fearful moment, Aedra was certain her aunt was going to murder the poor man. 

			“Would you be so kind as to show me to my rooms?” Aedra asked, taking her aunt’s hand in her own and squeezing it. “I have missed you for so long.” She made a show of it, knowing how much Allena would crave the attention in hopes it would distract her from her rage. Nausea burned the back of her throat, and it took every ounce of willpower to grasp her aunt’s cold hand. Every instinct in her ached to strike the woman, but she resisted. She forced herself to stay calm, her eyes wide with false admiration. I just have to wear this mask a little longer, she thought desperately to herself. 

			It worked. Allena’s face softened, and she nodded to Aedra. “Of course, dear. Come along.” She stepped over the servant as if walking over a piece of stray garbage and led Aedra from the room, the weight of the crowd’s eyes drilling holes into her back. As soon as the doors closed, her aunt pulled her aside, her face twisted with fury. “These types of outbursts from you will not be tolerated in my home. Do you understand?” 

			Aedra gaped at Allena, but before she could muster a response, her aunt had already turned, marching down the hallway. Aedra rushed to catch up. “Aunt Allena,” she began tentatively. “You know I’m not—”

			“Hush,” Allena said, glancing around the corridor. “Come, your rooms aren’t far.” They traipsed the halls until her aunt paused in front of a nondescript door and held out a glowing hand. A faint click popped through the air, and the door swung open.

			“Oh,” Aedra gasped in surprise as they entered. Sitting at a white birch desk was a girl, golden blond hair flowing nearly to her waist. 

			“Oh dear,” the stranger said, rushing up from her seat and dropping into a low curtsy. The trail of her dress puddled on the floor. “Pardon me, your Highness, I didn’t intend to startle you.” She straightened and gave Aedra a shy smile. 

			“Gods and Goddesses be damned,” Aedra breathed as she assessed the girl, certain her eyes were deceiving her.

			“Watch your tongue,” Allena scolded, plopping down onto the four-poster bed in the center of the room. She lazily waved a hand, casting a burst of light, and the almost nothing feel of a silencing spell fell over the room. “Certainly, you know the details of this little arrangement?” 

			“I—yes,” Aedra stammered. It was one thing to know a body double would take her place at Aunt Allena’s court, but to see the girl was jarring. Her hair was the exact same shade of blond with the smallest touch of waves, and her eyes were bright green, nearly matching Aedra’s. Even the general shape of her features mirrored her own. This girl will make a very convincing replacement, she thought. “What’s your name?” Aedra finally asked. 

			“Lorell, your Highness.”

			“Lorell,” Aedra repeated, stepping over and clasping the girl’s forearm. “You have my sincerest thanks for the task you’ll be undertaking. But no one must ever know the truth of what we are about to do. Do you understand?”

			“Save your breath, niece,” Allena said with an exasperated sigh. “She and her parents have already made a blood vow to never reveal any details of this … plan.” Allena turned her attention to Aedra’s doppelgänger. “Isn’t that right, sweetie?”

			Lorell dipped her head. “Yes, Aunt Allena.”

			The use of the word aunt made Aedra’s skin prickle, but she kept her expression neutral. The girl was a touch too thin, and had about an inch of height on Aedra, but that wasn’t what concerned her. “No offense, Lorell, but you seem a bit…” Aedra waved her hand, glancing foolishly to her aunt for help.

			“Docile?” Allena offered. “Or perhaps subservient? Shy? Well-mannered?” She gave Aedra a sharp look. “She has the skills you’re lacking. And ones you would have been learning if you truly were to spend the season in my care. A good wife understands her place. Yes,” she continued when Aedra’s mouth fell open to argue, “even for the future queen.” Allena nodded to the corner of the room. “I’ve gone through the trouble of condensing your things for the road. And that soldier,” her lips tightened on the word, “has raided the kitchens and cellar for supplies he deemed necessary. I suspect you’d wish to leave before dawn. I was hoping to have you stay for a few days, establish a presence, but after the commotion at dinner, well, that won’t be possible.” She gave a forced smile, the thin lines around her mouth deepening. “The servant entrance behind the gardens should be adequate. If you could keep your … opinions to yourself in the meantime, that would be lovely.” 

			Allena stood, brushing nonexistent wrinkles from her skirt. “Safe travels, Aedra,” she said stiffly. “Lorell, I expect you in my study after breakfast. We’ve work to begin.” She waved her hand, breaking the silencing spell before leaving, her skirts swishing as she walked. 

			As soon as the door clicked shut, Aedra turned to Lorell. “Did you volunteer for this?” she asked, dreading the answer. Her mind was reeling after everything her aunt had said. Learn to be docile? It’s more likely that I learn to converse with the horses before I learn to be subservient. She fought a shiver of disgust. 

			Lorell didn’t falter. “It is a great honor serving my king.”

			“But did you do this willingly?” Aedra asked again, slightly impressed by her evasive response. 

			This time, Lorell wasn’t so quick to respond. She grabbed a spare quill from the desk, running her fingers through the feather. “They’d have taken me anyway,” she muttered quietly, glancing up to meet Aedra’s eye. “At least this way, my parents could come, too. They set them up in their own suite and everything.” She smiled, her eyes lighting up. “We’ve been promised our own estate once this is all through. Near the coast.” 

			Aedra forced back a smile, moving to sort through her pack in the corner. She didn’t trust Allena to do even a half-way decent job determining what she would need during her travels. The two girls fell silent as Aedra worked, guilt building in her chest. Surely, the dangers of the situation had not been fully explained. Lorell would have a target painted on her back the moment Aedra left. Even if no one discovered Aedra’s lack of powers, the girl was still in a precarious position. King Aedem planned to move against the council majority and end this uprising once and for all. What would stop a disgruntled noble from seeking revenge by targeting the king’s only daughter? 

			There was a reason she was going into hiding, and it wasn’t just for fun. Surely, Lorell must have some inkling of just how delicate her position was. 

			“Tell me,” Aedra said, breaking the quiet that had settled over the room. “How many pairs of silken gloves would you use in the middle of winter?” She threw the twelfth pair of the useless things in a growing pile on the floor, thankful she trusted her instincts to look through what Allena had packed. Perhaps my aunt truly wants me to freeze to death, she thought. Lorell seems a good enough replacement, and she doesn’t seem one to speak out of turn. 

			The girl laughed, dropping onto the floor next to Aedra and gingerly fingering the silky gloves. “I had one pair back home,” she said with a soft sigh. “They’d been my older sister’s and twice needed stitching.” She glanced around the room, and Aedra’s eyes followed. The bed was large enough to fit a family of five, and enough wood was stacked by the fire to last several cold nights. 

			“Where are you from?” Aedra asked. It didn’t do her any good unearthing all this information on the poor girl, but she couldn’t help herself. Allena likely painted a beautiful picture of what her life would be like at the estate, and in comparison to what some of the non-mages were living through, it was extraordinary. Lorell would be introduced to all sorts of luxuries, food, alcohol, the finest clothes and access to the highest social class in all of Cystra. But is it worth risking her life?

			“A village without a name. So small you can’t find it on a map.” She smiled mysteriously, but continued. “About two day’s ride south of here, just past the spot where the river narrows. We call it ‘the Crossing’, though I don’t think the name holds meaning outside our borders.” 

			“Is it a nice place? How did my aunt find you?” Aedra’s hands paused in the fabric pack, forgetting her responsibilities. 

			Lorell laughed, but there was no mirth in her tone. “The Goddess has a twisted sense of humor.” She paused for a moment, her eyes growing hazy, as if looking at something far away. “Our villagers face the same hardships as any. Even with our few numbers, there were too many mouths and not enough food. Truly, with winter just begun, Papa said we’d probably lose a dozen. But the people of the Crossing, we look out for our own folk, mage and non-mage alike. Papa and a few others decided to take hold of our destinies. We wouldn’t sit back and starve for the season. 

			“So, we came to Niddoros to beg our king for help.” She glanced at Aedra, her eyes refocusing. “I mean no disrespect, Princess, but we were sorely mistaken about the king’s supposed compassion.” 

			Aedra’s mouth formed a tight line, and as much as she wanted to protest Lorell’s statement, she couldn’t. There was so much her father could have done, but refused, afraid of retribution from the council. 

			Lorell shook her head, mouth twisting into a frown. “Your aunt wrote to her brother, the king, asking for assistance—food, gold, anything. And got no reply. We were leaving, heartbroken. The time and resources it took to make the journey had been wasted. All for naught. But your aunt caught sight of me as we were leaving. And everything changed.” She smiled, bright enough to light up the dim room. “She pulled me and my parents aside from the rest of our party. Explained my likeness to you… I don’t think Papa would’ve agreed, but she hauled out a purse the size of my head, and said she’d have a wagon loaded with root vegetables from the cellar to send to the Crossing. It was an offer we couldn’t refuse.” 

			Aedra was quiet for a long while after Lorell finished. “You gave up your freedom to save your village,” she whispered, seeing the girl in an entirely new light. It wasn’t all that different from what Aedra was doing, abandoning her entire life for the good of the country. 

			“And the promise of a seaside estate, don’t forget,” she replied with a wink. 

			Aedra laughed. “Aye, and that.” She tossed another pair of inadequate gloves into the pile, shaking her head. “Useless,” she muttered. Lorell looked down with another sigh. “Why don’t you take these?” Aedra suggested. “I’ve no use for them.” 

			“I couldn’t possibly,” Lorell said, shaking her head. “They’re worth a small fortune.”

			“It’s a small price to pay for the act of selflessness you’ve committed.” 

			Lorell smiled, then dove at the pile, sorting through the different colored pairs with a girlish squeal. Aedra watched her, guilt weighing on her heavily. Whatever happened, she hoped this innocent girl would come out on the other side of the rebellion unscathed, though she knew the odds were stacked against her. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Aedra shot awake, an indiscernible feeling prickling her skin. Something was in her room. Or someone. She blinked, sleep long forgotten as her gaze whipped around the dimly lit space. The fire in the hearth had died down to nothing more than glowing embers. Lorell snored from the divan. Despite Aedra’s persistence, the girl had refused to take the bed. Shadows covered the unfamiliar furniture in a cloak of darkness, and despite her superstitious searching, no apparitions emerged from the corners of the room. 

			She leaned back into the pillows. Must’ve been Lorell’s snores, that’s all, she decided, finding nothing amiss in the room, and she closed her eyes, willing sleep to come.

			A hand clamped over her mouth, and her eyes snapped open. She thrashed, trying to break loose of the dark figure’s grip. Whoever it was, their hood was pulled low over their face and they were strong. Certainly not the misty touch of a ghost or demon. Has Aunt Allena sent an assassin? Have the rebels received word of our plan already? Aedra’s mind reeled, but she refused to be overpowered so easily. She worked her mouth opened behind the stranger’s tight hold and bit.

			The figure gave a wordless gasp, yanking their hand away and cradling it against their chest. Aedra spat, the hot metallic tang of blood on her tongue. “Damn you to Haddeon’s inner circle of hell, Aedra.”

			Tension eased from her body faster than water running through a sieve. “Finn?” she whispered, straining her eyes in the darkness. 

			“Who else?” he grumbled. “I can’t believe you bit me.”

			“Well, don’t go around sneaking up on people when they’re sleeping,” Aedra hissed, glancing across the room at the still-sleeping Lorell. “Is it time?”

			“No, I thought I’d break into your rooms to seduce you,” he said sarcastically. “Grab your pack and let’s go.”

			Aedra forced herself out of the comfort of the bed, eyeing it sadly as she pulled her boots on. She didn’t know the next time she’d even see a bed, let alone have the comfort of sleeping in one. 

			“Princess?” a soft voice called, Lorell’s figure stirring on the divan. 

			“Sorry to wake you,” Aedra said as she crossed the room, grabbing her bag from the desk. “We’re off. You can take the bed now.”

			The girl jumped up, racing across the room and slammed Aedra into a tight hug. “Be safe, your Highness,” she said, sniffling.

			“You as well,” Aedra replied, peeling her off. She was unused to such affectionate displays, especially with someone she’d only known for hours. “Remember what we talked about last night?” she asked, fixing the girl with a hard stare. Lorell nodded, eyes wide in the darkness. “Good. Keep your heart close and don’t forget.”

			They had sat up talking while Aedra packed the night prior. Lorell confided all her hopes and fears. Despite being nearly the same age, the girl was so sheltered. It broke Aedra’s heart, learning all that she had given up to come to Allena’s estate and fill the role of dutiful princess. She knew her aunt would try to poison the girl’s mind, and though Lorell was malleable and timid, she prayed she wouldn’t lose the entirety of her innocence to her aunt’s wretched ways. 

			Finn cleared his throat from the doorway, and Aedra gave Lorell a final smile before she followed him into the empty corridor. 

			“What time is it?” she asked as they slunk through the shadows, Finn on high alert. 

			He glared at her but responded. “Just past midnight.” His voice was barely louder than a breath.

			Aedra’s brows rose in surprise. They could’ve easily had a few more hours of sleep. “Why so early?” she whispered as they ducked down a narrow hall, lantern light making the shadows dance and her heart race. 

			“Here,” Finn said, ignoring her question. He opened a small door and pulled her inside after him, casting a locking spell. She glanced around. They were inside a storage closet, hardly big enough to contain them both, plus the array of mops, buckets, and brooms thrown rather haphazardly along the walls. “I don’t trust your aunt,” he said, pushing a bucket aside and grabbing something off the floor. “Given the chance, I don’t think she’d hesitate to betray you.” He handed Aedra the bundle in his arms. “Get changed.” 

			“She’s blood-vowed, Finn. You know that.” Aedra shook the pile of linen, trepidation churning in her stomach. Despite her protests, Finn’s fears aligned with her own. After all, she was the one who awoke to a stranger nearly suffocating her, and her first thought was it was an assassin sent by her aunt. “These are men’s clothes,” she said rather dumbly, looking at the fur lined trousers and tunic. 

			“Aye. Get dressed, boy.” There was something about the intonation of his voice that had Aedra tempted to throw fists. Finn saw the blaze of anger in her eyes. “If anyone happens to be looking for a blonde-haired princess, do you think they’d spare a second glance at a soldier and his squire?” 

			“This isn’t a squire’s uniform,” she countered, pulling the thick, warm pants on. She slipped her winter night dress over her head, ignoring Finn’s blush, and donned the shirt. He tossed her a cloak and a knitted cap, and those, too, were quickly donned. She tucked her hair inside the cap. “I look like a well-off peasant.” 

			“Fitting for my bastard nephew. Born out of wedlock with none of the family’s powers. Quite a disappointment, you’ve always been.”

			Aedra bristled but bit her tongue. “Aunt Allena wouldn’t betray us, Finn. Even if she wanted to, the vow—”

			“The vow does nothing but stop her from revealing the truth of your powers. Nothing more. I saw the way she acted at the feast. If you think she opposes the uprising, you’re a fool.” 

			His words hung heavy in the stuffy air of the closet. She knew Allena had gone power-crazed while lording over the lands. It suddenly made sense; the shacks along the main road, the servants’ lack of proper clothing, even the odd absence of any poorer housing. Her servants didn’t need their own houses nor wages. Likely, they slept with the dogs of whichever mage they served. Aedra looked to Finn, horror in her eyes. “The servants…” she began, mouth dry as sand. 

			“Aye. These servants are nothing more than slaves. Try as Allena might, she couldn’t hide her prejudice even for a day.”

			Bile burned in the back of Aedra’s throat, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. Finn threw open the closet door, dragging her behind him down the hallway. She wasn’t sure how he knew the layout of the estate so well, perhaps it was the soldier in him. Only once did they pass anyone. A pair of maids were on their hands and knees, scrubbing the stone floor as they complained about a certain promiscuous cook. They were too engrossed in their conversation to notice how the shadows shifted as Aedra and Finn darted behind them. 

			Before long, they reached the kitchens. It was blissfully quiet, the stoves cool and only a few torches lit, casting long wavering shadows in the cavernous room. Finn pulled open a narrow door, and they were about to slip out into the frigid darkness when something brushed lightly against Aedra’s ankle. She started, sucking in a surprised gasp as she tripped over a snorting Grem. 

			Finn glanced at her, peering through the darkness at Grem’s small, wiry form. He grunted with excitement, rushing between Finn and Aedra’s feet. 

			“Sorry, buddy,” Aedra cooed, crouching low to scratch the ugly creature’s head. His upturned nose was wet and cold, and it sounded as if he were only moments from suffocating. “You can’t come.” 

			Grem let out a high-pitched whine, dashing back to Finn, who sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We don’t have time for this,” he muttered, gently sliding Grem away from him with his foot. 

			Grem wasn’t to be deterred, and he skittered on the floor, his small nails clicking on the stone as he rushed back toward Finn and the partly open door. The dog’s panting quickened, followed by an excited chorus of yelps. 

			“For the love of the Gods.” Finn glared at Aedra. “It’s going to wake up the entire estate. Let’s go.” He opened the door wider, gesturing for Aedra to go, but before she could take more than a step, Grem shot outside, prancing happily at his hard-earned freedom. 

			“Grem!” Aedra scolded in a shouted whisper, moving quickly after the dog. “Aunt Allena will kill me if you freeze to death.” 

			Luckily, Grem was just a few feet from the door, relieving himself on a dead looking bush. Aedra scooped him up when he was finished. The poor creature was ugly, but its flat face held an endearing charm, and he licked her gloved hand, his gasping breaths slowly calming as she cradled him. 

			“No,” Finn said as he followed her outside. He yanked Grem from her grasp, walking him back to the open door. “We can’t keep him, Aedra,” he said, as if it was her idea to bring the deformed animal. 

			Grem squirmed, yelping as Finn set him inside the kitchens. He moved to close the door, but again Grem weaseled his way outside. Finn glared at Aedra, who threw her hands up defensively in the air. “It’s not my fault!” She glanced down at Grem, who had found his way happily to Aedra’s feet. “I can’t say I blame him, though. How would you feel trapped here?” She cast a weary glance at the door, grateful to be leaving.

			“Aedra. We can’t bring him with us. He’s going to freeze to death.” 

			She couldn’t argue. Grem’s fur was short and wiry, and he honestly looked more like a fat, oversized rat than a dog. He certainly wasn’t anything like the wolves that prowled through the nearby forests with thick, warm coats. 

			She bent and picked him up, earning another lick. “I’m sorry, Grem. But Allena seems to adore you, even if her love is a bit smothering.” She opened the kitchen door a crack, forcing him back inside before quickly shutting the door again. He began yipping frantically, the sound muffled.

			“Let’s go before he wakes everyone up,” Finn said, turning from the estate without a second glance. Aedra followed, and they marched through the thick snow for a few silent minutes.

			“Where are we going?” Aedra whispered, her breaths freezing in the frigid air. She could no longer hear Grem crying, and they passed the stables without pausing, though she was certain they weren’t making the entire journey on foot.

			“A little farther,” Finn said, glancing over his shoulder. Assured no one was following them, he led her into a thicket of trees toward the west side of the property. Whether half-dead, as much of the foliage was this far west, or simply dormant from the winter, the trees were barren, spindly things, not offering much in the way of protection from the elements. Still, the drifts of snow were slightly less deep between the trees, and Aedra was grateful. Finn refused to use the shoveled path, and the half hour spent trudging through snow had her feet frozen despite her boots. 

			Finn raised a hand, bright golden light illuminating the thicket. He muttered something under his breath, and the air suddenly wavered and shimmered. Two horses, saddled and laden with bags, appeared tethered to a tree. 

			She gasped, certain Finn had just transported them with his powers. He saw her astonished look and gave the slightest of smirks. “Illusion spell,” he said, untying the beasts. “Come on, boy, no time to waste.”

			Aedra bristled again at the command, but followed, grabbing the reins of the other horse. “You’ve been busy tonight,” she mumbled, her teeth beginning to chatter. 

			“Not all of us can lounge inside and work on our cross stitch,” he replied over his shoulder. 

			“I don’t cross stitch,” she grumbled, disgusted at the thought. Her leg caught on a root buried deep in the snow, and she stumbled, a stream of curses tumbling out of her mouth as her boot dislodged and she was forced to stop and dig it out of the snow. 

			Finn waited, trying and failing to maintain an air of patience. “If we cut through here,” he said, pointing to where the trees thickened, “we should be able to shave a few hours off our travels and put a good bit of distance between us and your aunt’s lands. The main road curves around the other side of the woods, and from there we should be able to ride the rest of the way into Gronstein.”  

			Aedra considered his plan, biting her cheek. Traipsing through the forest in the middle of the night didn’t sound appealing in the slightest. Wolves were prevalent in this area, and likely were already half starved from the winter. “I know Aunt Allena’s morals have been somewhat … skewed, but surely she means us no harm,” Aedra said, refastening her boot twice as tightly. “If we start on the main road, we wouldn’t have to deal with,” she waved her hand at the trees, “this.”

			“It’s a risk I’m not willing to take,” Finn said. He held his hand out, as if holding an invisible serving tray, and two tiny balls of light sprang to life, hovering over his glowing palm. “This is the best I can do for now. I don’t want to make it too easy for anyone to follow us.” 

			One of the little balls hovered over to Aedra, illuminating a few feet of the surrounding ground. 

			“That helps,” she admitted, forcing a smile. “Thanks.” She stared at the glowing orb, the familiar grip of envy tightening around her chest. With effort, she forced the emotion away, determined to be thankful for the light source. Perhaps it’ll keep me from tripping too many times. 

			The hours passed painfully slow. Trees, trees, and more trees were the only things to see, and the deeper they went, the denser the trunks became. Her horse didn’t seem to mind the tight quarters, stepping easily through the occasional drifts of snow. There were places where the bare ground was visible, and Aedra watched her feet as she went, immensely thankful for the small bobbing light that hovered a few feet in front of her. 

			It took the better part of three hours before they broke free from the forest. The horses and Finn were none the worse the wear. Aedra, however, was certain her feet would fall off. The careful stepping through bracken and snow drifts left her thighs aching, and the sheer chill in the air made her body tremble. It was worse in the clearing. Without the cover of the trees, the wind whipped with vengeance, and the sheen of sweat coating her body froze. 

			“Wait here,” Finn said, oblivious to her condition. He jogged the edge of the forest, scanning the road to make sure they were truly alone. If anyone else was out in the middle of the night in these conditions, they were either crazy or desperate. “Are you okay?” Finn asked when he returned, giving her a thorough look. Before Aedra could reply, he was casting, and a wave of heat blossomed from nowhere, spreading through her body. 

			It was a cruel kindness. Almost immediately, the numbness in her toes faded to an odd tingling sensation. Then, they seared with pain. She fought the cry that rose in her throat, but it was too much. “Ah, Finn! Damn!” She fell to the ground without thinking, her fingers working the laces on her boots. She needed to plunge her feet into the snow and end the awful burning. 

			“Get up, Aedra,” Finn growled, pulling her up by the collar of her cloak. “I’m no healer. I can’t mend frostbite, which it seems you’ve nearly got. It’s gonna hurt for a while, but you’ll have to tough it out. I know you can.” 

			“Finn,” she gasped, tears blossoming in her eyes. “I can’t—It hurts.”

			“Well, aye, you’ve half-froze yourself to death.” Finn paused, his head cocking in thought. “Are those the boots you wore to Niddoros?” he asked, crouching down to inspect her feet. 

			Aedra swallowed hard, fighting down the searing pain. “I— What? Why does that matter?” Between her lack of sleep and the bitter cold, she was in no mood for conversation about boots, of all things. 

			“Answer the question,” Finn said in a tight voice, still crouched low.

			“No. Aunt Allena left them for me. They were considerably nicer, so I traded them out.” Heat crept up her neck, and she had the faintest feeling that Finn was about to scold her.

			“Did I not make my distrust of your aunt clear?” he said through gritted teeth. “Please tell me you brought the other pair.” Aedra didn’t respond, but that was as good as an answer. “Damn it,” he hissed. The look on Finn’s face could’ve killed a man. Despite knowing him for the entirety of her life, Aedra couldn’t help but recoil. He closed his eyes, his hands on her boots. After a few moments he snapped his eyes open again. “They’re spelled to retain moisture, not repel it.” He waved a hand, the brightness of his casting illuminating the clearing for a few heartbeats before it receded. She hadn’t noticed the moisture in her socks until Finn dried it. “I broke the spell. When we stop to let the horses rest, I’ll take a look at your toes, make sure none have fallen off.” 

			Aedra waited for him to laugh at his joke, but he didn’t so much as smirk. “I’d feel it if my toes fell off … wouldn’t I?” she asked, horrified at the thought. 

			“If the pain suddenly recedes, let me know.” Without another word, he mounted one of the horses and began a slow canter down the road. 

			Aedra wiggled her toes, trying to identify if all ten were still attached to her feet. The burning pain was sharp as ever, which was apparently a good sign. She pulled herself onto the horse and settled into the saddle, grateful to be off her feet for a while. The sky was still dark in the predawn hours as she followed Finn down the road, their journey barely begun. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Sweat beaded on Finn’s brow as he bent over the frozen stream, his eyes closed in concentration. Aedra glanced around, but of course, there was no help to be found. “Maybe you should stop,” she said, placing a light touch on his shoulder. He had been trying to break the thick ice covering the brook for long minutes with no success. It would have been faster for him to cast and draw water from the air and ground, but the energy required would be far too much. 

			He broke concentration just long enough to glare at her, then turned back to his task. Another minute slowly ticked by as he hovered his glowing hands over the ice. Heat steamed in the air as he directed his powers to the water. 

			“It’s too much for you, especially with no sleep,” Aedra said for the third time. “I’m sure we will be—”

			Before she could finish her sentence, the ice broke and water rushed to the surface of the stream. 

			“What was that you were saying?” Finn asked with a cocky grin, wiping the sweat from his brow. He stood, brushing snow from his pants. 

			Aedra refused to stroke his ego. “And the reason you couldn’t just melt a pile of snow is…?” 

			“Look around,” he said, gesturing to the little thicket. “This place is poisoned. I’d wager my right arm that the filth has leeched into the snow, too.” He unfastened his canteen and dipped it into the water. Tiny bubbles cascaded up as it filled. 

			“The Poison-Wastes can’t be spreading this far,” Aedra countered. “Don’t tell me you’ve turned into some religious zealot,” she continued with a teasing smile. “We used to make fun of those types of people relentlessly as children.” 

			He raised a brow as he rummaged through his pack, still kneeling in the snow next to the brook. “The world’s changed since we were children,” he said. He found what he was looking for—a half dozen water skeins and began filling them all. “Have your beliefs changed to align with your crazed aunt?” 

			“Of course not,” Aedra said with a sigh. There were two main divisions of religion in Cystra. Those, like Allena, believed the Goddess blessed the elite with powers, and the rest of the world coincidently weren’t deemed ‘worthy.’ Then, there were people like Aedra and Finn who knew the truth. The Goddess was a vengeful, jealous wretch. 

			Legends from her childhood told of a time when all people were born with the touch of magic. Casters, healers, syphons, empyths, and intuits. Back when powers were strong, the energy for spells was given by the earth herself. The strength of the sun and wind fueled the magic, and anything was possible through the Goddess’s grace and generosity.

			But the people of Cystra were greedy. The limitations of the Goddess-given land did not satisfy them, and they sought to explore the raging seas. Ships were built and launched, only to be swallowed by the angry depths of the water. Instead of accepting their limitations, their people fought harder against the Eastern Ocean. They designed better ships and taught the sailors how to navigate the waves. Still, ships sunk, and crews disappeared. 

			The name of the first person to worship the God of Sea and Salt was lost with time. But their influence wasn’t. Prayers and offerings became commonplace every fifth day. Hopes and devotions were whispered into glass bottles and thrown into the waves. Sandstone towers were erected off the shores, the roofs flat with large firepits. Blazing fires were lit in the God’s honor, fed with only the cleanest white birch wood. The God thanked them by guiding their ships back home. Gone were the days of lost boats and missing crews. The people rejoiced, doubling their efforts in constructing the best ship, exploring new lands, finding new peoples. 

			As Cystra’s wealth grew, it became a congregation of trade, the influences of many cultures combining as they shared their secrets of sea voyage to others. The more time they spent navigating the waves and sending up prayers, the more the God rewarded them. The irate storms that sunk ships and drowned their people lessened to mere gales. The wind oft guided their sail in whichever direction they chose. Life eased into a comfortable and predictable pattern, dictated by the rising and falling tides. 

			The Goddess was incensed with fury as the Cystrians’ attentions grew divided. Harvest celebrations played second fiddle to newly launched ships and imported goods. Offerings to the Goddess decreased, and she watched with searing pain as her most sacred trees were hacked apart, their roots curling with death in her soil, their wood fed to a fire in worship of another. 

			Hell hath no fury like a Goddess scorned. Her anger and jealousy leached into the soil of the land, directed at the seashores her people loved ever so much. But the God of Sea and Salt sensed her impending attack. Launching a tsunami of water at the poisoned lands, he drenched the entire southeast portion of Cystra, and froze it, containing the poisonous hatred from wreaking destruction on the entirety of the land. Thus, the Poison-Wastes were created, never thawing even in the midst of summer’s heat, when the ocean waters warmed and snow barely lingered on the mountains bordering the neighboring country, Ellendria. It became a place of evil, twisting animals that dared traverse the land into dark, mutilated versions of themselves. Bearbanes weren’t the worst of them. And Gods only know what happened to the souls unfortunate enough to live in the Wastes at the time of the Goddess’s outburst. 

			As with everything, time dulls all hurts. Years passed, and the memories of the Goddess’s anger dimmed. Some chose to forget altogether. Histories became legend, legend became myth. The God of Sea and Salt still embraced his people with a tender touch, though many scorned him for his icy hand on the Poison-Wastes, forgetting he was preventing an otherwise inevitable evil, not the one causing it. People scoffed and cursed his name, desperate for their lands to be returned to them, for the earth and soil to bear life once more.

			The Goddess still graced her people with magic. Most people. Some. An elite few. Energy was no longer granted through her winds and sun and weather. Another quiet punishment overlooked through the generations. She beckoned to her people with the promise of power whispered on the wind, her vengeance simmering low, but never extinguished. The ones who knew the truth and worked to spread it, reeducate their people about the dangers of the Goddess, were laughed at and outcast. Crazy religious zealots, indeed. 

			Aedra believed in the Goddess’s vengeance whole-heartedly. In her younger years, her anger had been a raging blaze. It wasn’t fair, to be born a non-mage in a line of casters that dated back millennia. It threatened her claim to the throne. It made her weak. 

			Time eased some of her hurt, and she focused her energy and anger on the things she could control: her education and her skills as a fighter, tracker, and hunter. She wasn’t limited to the whims of a scorned Goddess and learned how to survive using her natural abilities and train her weaknesses until there were none left. But while she knew the Goddess wasn’t the embodiment of pure goodness, like so many of the noble mages believed, she wasn’t as convinced as some of the religious zealots, who believed the Poison-Wastes were spreading at an alarming rate, somehow infecting areas well beyond the southeast edge of the country. Some were so devout to the God of Salt and Sea that they spurned anything with the Goddess’s touch, refusing to eat any produce grown too far from the seashore and pursuing religious fasts frequently in the winter months. They rarely lived to see old age. 

			While Finn finished filling their canteens and skeins, Aedra explored the barren little thicket, hunting for firewood. It wasn’t as hard a feat as she assumed. Spindly, dead trees poked hauntingly from the snow. Many branches were snapped, hanging like broken limbs, likely because of the wind and weight of the snow. With easy tugs, the wood broke free, not a trace of green life to be seen. These trees had been long dead, perhaps two or more seasons. Aedra shivered as she added the sticks to the growing bundle in her arms. Even the few evergreens were sickly brown beneath the pile of snow coating their branches. Maybe Finn is right about not drinking the melted snow, she thought as she made her way back to their makeshift campsite. The idea that the Poison-Wastes were truly spreading, especially this far west, made her stomach knot with horror. 

			Finn watched her with an expressionless face as she trampled back through the snow. “What are you doing?” he asked, eyeing the branches. He had cleared a circular area, pushing the snow away, and made two makeshift seats out of a curved log. 

			“Building a fire,” she said with a tone of forced positivity. It was the first day of a long journey, and far too soon to be complaining about the lingering pain in her feet and the cold sting in the air. She arranged the sticks in a teepee, then set about breaking some of the smaller branches into kindling. 

			Finn frowned, eyeing the sky. It was just past midday, and while the sun was tucked behind an overcast sky, it was still too bright for the fire to lure anyone close to them. 

			Aedra didn’t truly believe her aunt would betray her, anyway.

			“We have an hour,” Finn finally muttered, deciding fighting her on this was useless. “It’ll give the horses a chance to rest.”

			She felt his eyes on her as she struck her small tinderbox, coaxing a spark to life. Finn, impatient as always, raised a hand, casting a blazing fire in the matter of a heartbeat. “What the hell?” she said, jumping back from the flickering flames. “I was doing it.” 

			“And I was helping,” Finn said with an arrogant smirk. Aedra smacked him on the shoulder in aggravation but sat next to him on the log. He held out a hand. “Let me see them.” 

			“See what?” she asked blankly, watching the red and orange flames dance hungrily along the edges of the branches. Heat radiated from the fire pit, and she leaned in, grateful for the temporary warmth.

			“Your filthy feet. Let’s make sure all your toes are attached.” 

			Aedra groaned. “Let’s not.” She wiggled her toes again, quite certain they remained. “I’m fine. And even if I wasn’t, what are you going to do? You’re no healer.”

			“No, but if you’ve frostbite festering, I know how to amputate.” 

			Aedra’s jaw dropped, and she instinctively tucked her feet closer to her body. “You are not sawing off my toes!” she squealed.

			“Of course not,” he agreed. “That’d be much too messy.” He waved a hand tauntingly in the air. “I can cast it off. Clean, fast, efficient.” His eyes gleamed with malice, and suddenly, the soldier version of Finn shifted back into her childhood friend. 

			Aedra pulled her dagger free from its holster at her hip. “Aye, we’ll see who is faster,” she agreed, twirling the blade so it spun threateningly through her fingers. 

			Finn gave her an appreciative nod. “Erello taught you well.”

			“Careful, Finn. That almost sounded like a compliment.” 

			Before she realized what was happening, she was tackled to the ground. Finn pinned her to the frozen earth, the dagger yanked free from her grasp. He tossed it with a lazy hand halfway across the clearing. Aedra glared up at him and his annoying lopsided smirk. She kneed him in the groin, using his temporary moment of distraction to free herself from his grasp. Gaining the upper hand, she rolled atop him, straddling his torso. Freeing her other dagger from its hiding place beneath her cloak, she held the tip to Finn’s throat, delight dancing in her eyes. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing below the blade. 

			“Cheap shot,” he said, licking his lips absentmindedly.

			Her eyes lingered on his mouth a moment too long. He noticed, and a poisonous smile spread slowly across his face. Her pulse heightened for a few crazed seconds. “Do you yield?” she asked, putting a touch more force behind the blade. 

			He chuckled, the low rumble vibrating in his chest, and Aedra nearly jumped in surprise as his hands found their way to her hips. Her position atop him quickly turned from sparring to something … else. 

			“I don’t, Princess,” Finn said, and her brows furrowed in confusion. In a flash of movement, he dislodged her dagger and threw her from his body. Heat blossomed in her cheeks as she splayed onto the ground once more, and she berated herself for her damned inattention. Finn loomed over her, both hands glowing and raised in her direction. “Do you yield?” he said, echoing her earlier question. 

			Her blood boiled in her veins, but she knew when defeat captured her. She tapped twice onto the hard earth, then pulled herself to her feet. “Prick,” she muttered, never the most gracious loser. She turned her back to him, kicking at the dirt in frustration. Pain shot up her foot, sharp and biting, and she hissed through her teeth as tears pricked behind her eyes. 

			“Come here,” Finn said, not waiting for a reply. Instead, he scooped her up in his arms and walked her across the clearing back to their makeshift bench.

			She shrieked in protest, refusing to be handled like a sack of potatoes. “Put me down, you ignorant oaf!”

			“As my princess commands,” he said, dropping her onto the log. She landed with a groan, her backside hitting the wood hard. “Now let me see your feet.” 

			She sighed in defeat as he picked up her foot and unlaced her boot. When he peeled her sock off, a fresh wave of pain embraced her as the cold air hit her foot. She glanced down, trying to master her fear, and let out a relieved sigh. Her toes were red and angry, but all were in place, no sign of tissue death or frostbite.

			“Satisfied?” she finally asked as time dragged on. 

			He repeated the process with her other foot, then stood without a word. Grabbing his pack from a saddlebag, he rummaged inside, finally pulling out a pair of thick, woolen socks.

			“Catch,” he said, tossing them to her. 

			She did, her chest tightening with gratitude. “Thanks,” she said and retied her boots. 

			“You need to be more aware of yourself in the elements, Aedra. Any soldier would’ve been able to tell his boots were leaking.”

			“I’m not a soldier,” she muttered, not meeting his eye.

			“Thank the Gods for that,” he said, taking his seat in front of the fire again. “You’re vicious enough as it is. No more ball kicks when we spar. I do intend to have children one day, you know.” 

			She raised her brows at that, his words echoing what Wren had said to her in Trygul. “You’d bring children into this desolate land?” she asked. “I’ve no plan on subjecting babies to this miserable life.” 

			He eyed her, pity washing over his features. “I’m afraid you might not have too much choice in the matter. You’re to be wed to the Ellendrian prince.” 

			“And? Our arrangement states nothing of heirs.” She leaned closer to the fire, knowing their rest break was nearly up. Her voice quieted to a whisper, despite their isolation. “If the Poison-Wastes are truly growing, Finn, there will be nothing left to rule over.” 

			“We’ll just have to stop it somehow,” he said lightly, as if it were that simple. 

			Aedra snorted, breaking the growing tension. “If you figure out a way to stop the Wastes, Finn, I’d break my engagement to the Ellendrian prince and marry you.” She shook her head. It was a ridiculous, foolish notion. No one can stop the power of dueling Gods.

			“Then I’ll be sure to redouble my efforts. We’ll have five kids and a dog,” Finn said with a small smile. 

			“Two kids and two dogs, take it or leave it,” she countered, unable to resist the urge to barter. 

			“Done.” He held out his hand, and she shook it, both cracking up with the insanity of it all. No one could fix the Poison-Wastes. It was almost as ludicrous as the idea that Aedra would be allowed to choose her own husband. 

			They trudged back to the road through the snow. Drifts as high as Aedra’s waist slowed the horses considerably, and it was a miracle that they could navigate the terrain. Though not particularly fast, these beasts were easily double the size of typical riding horses and were sure-footed with fine endurance. Aedra wondered where Finn had found such perfect steeds for their journey and whether their absence would be missed. 

			They rode until dusk, the constant wind and cold chapping Aedra’s face and numbing her cheeks and nose. It had been years since she navigated winter weather for such an extended period, and her body was ill-equipped for the hours spent in the saddle. Just as the daylight began to fade, Finn guided them from the road, the snow growing impossibly deeper as they ascended a hill. 

			“Will you clear the snow for a campsite?” she asked, shifting uncomfortably as the incline of the hill grew steeper. 

			“Not necessary,” Finn said over his shoulder, remaining obstinately vague as always. 

			Aedra rolled her eyes and was about to complain, but as her horse crested the hill behind Finn, she saw it. A wooden cottage, half buried in the snow, sat rather prettily amongst the endless blanket of white. The prospect of resting for the night with an honest-to-goodness roof over her head made her heart soar, and her exhaustion seemed to dissipate, the chill of the wind not so harsh. 

			Finn, apparently tired of the slow progress, raised a hand, parting the snow with a blaze of golden light. “We’ll rest here for the night,” he said, dismounting his horse. He ran a hand along the beast’s flank, muttering a word of thanks to him.

			“Do you know the people that live here?” she asked, jumping down. The temporary reprieve from fighting the deep snow made her giddy, her steps light and easy.

			“No one lives here anymore,” Finn said cryptically. He circled around the house, and she followed, surprised at their luck when she noticed the barn on the other side. Another quick bout of casting, and Finn cleared the snow. They guided the horses into the stalls, feed already in place in a trough.  

			“This seems too convenient,” Aedra said as they looped back around. She turned the doorknob, expecting it to be locked. It opened freely. “Did you set this up?” She wondered about the resource expenditure from buying an entire cottage to use as a temporary shelter. It certainly didn’t seem logical. 

			Finn closed the door softly behind him, clicking it shut and casting a locking spell for good measure. “Not exactly.” He stamped the snow from his boots, glancing around. “A band of my soldiers gave me a tip a few weeks back that this place was vacant. I had them set up the oats and the firewood.” As if he knew exactly where to aim, Finn casted again, a fire blazing to life in a hearth Aedra hadn’t noticed. 

			With the light from the fire, she examined the cottage. It was tiny, smaller than her room at Allena’s estate, let alone her suite in the castle. The hearth was placed in the center of the far wall, opposite what Aedra supposed was a kitchen. The kitchen was nothing more than a rectangular wooden table and two sturdy shelves, completely bare. Two beds were pushed against the walls, linens rumpled. 

			“Why would anyone abandon this place?” she asked and kicked off her boots, shaking the snow from her cloak but keeping it on until the little cabin warmed. The roof seemed intact, and there was no sign of water damage. She didn’t see any rodent droppings, which was a feat in itself. A small puff of dust rose into the air when she plopped onto the mattress. 

			Finn eyed her, still standing in front of the hearth. He pulled off his gloves and hung them from hooks on the mantle. “I’m not too sure I’d trust those sheets,” he said with a smirk. “Might have bugs.” 

			“No bugs could survive this cold,” she said, though she couldn’t hide her flinch, and instinctually, she searched the sheets for any signs of nits or fleas. Though a bit dusty, there was no infestation. She relaxed again, studying the embroidery along the edges of the linens. Tiny sunflowers were stitched with careful precision, though she noted a few places where the pattern was flawed, an extra petal here, a missing stem there. She skimmed her fingers over it, appreciating its simple beauty. 

			“You didn’t answer my question,” she pointed out.

			“Do you really want to know the answer?” he asked, turning around to face her. 

			“Obviously.” 

			He sighed, then peeled off his socks, and hung them up to dry, too. He looked pointedly at Aedra. “You should do the same,” he said. “It’ll be another week of riding, and I doubt we’ll have as good a chance as now to dry out our things.” 

			“Finn,” she whined, her annoyance mounting at his evasiveness. He crossed his arms, waiting for her to hang up her socks and gloves. She puffed out a breath, but did as he asked, scrambling back into bed and curling up in the blankets. “Happy?” 

			“Very.” He rolled his eyes, then sat on the bed opposite hers. “A family of non-mages lived here. They left months ago…” he paused, as if searching for the right words. “This used to be a farm, but I don’t think the land has been prolific in the past few years.”

			“But how could it benefit them to leave their entire home behind? Surely that’s not a viable option, financially speaking.” Aedra shifted on the bed. The mattress was harder than she was used to. And lumpier. She frowned, realizing she was sitting on something. She pulled the object in question out from beneath the blankets, her throat tightening as she studied the item. It was a fabric doll, slightly longer than her hand, and definitely homemade. The same sunflower pattern that bordered the sheets was stitched onto the doll’s dress, and brown yarn sprang from its head, a smile stitched permanently on its plain face. 

			She glanced up at Finn. “They had a daughter?” 

			“Aye,” he said, his eyes glued to the floor. “I don’t think they left voluntarily.” 

			Aedra stared at him, not understanding for several heartbeats. She held the doll loosely in her hands, the wheels spinning in her mind. A horrifying thought washed over her. “Were they killed?” she asked, her voice quiet. The cottage, quaint, if plain, suddenly felt cooler, darker. 

			“No. Of that, I’m sure. They were escorted into the nearby town of Svarden. From the reports I’ve gathered, they’re working on a lesser noble’s estate.”

			Aedra sat mutely, listening to the crackling flames as she thought. Even if crop yields were low, why didn’t they sell the house and land? It would’ve been worth a fair amount of money. To just abandon everything made no sense… She looked around, evidence of the family’s simple life scattered about the small home. Lacy curtains hung on the front door’s window, the bedding was left, and she had a nagging suspicion that if she opened the bureau, she would find piles of homespun clothes. 

			“You said some of your soldiers readied the cabin, just in case you needed to use it for shelter?” she asked, breaking the growing silence. 

			“Aye,” Finn said, his gaze fixed on the fire. 

			“Was there evidence of a struggle?” 

			Finn’s mouth twitched incrementally downward, and Aedra knew the answer before he spoke. 

			“A struggle … no. But I doubt they left willingly. The table was laid, rotten bits of food left on plates.” He stood, crossing the room and throwing open a chest beneath the kitchen table that Aedra hadn’t noticed. “They left behind love letters, embroidered blankets, a lock of hair and an ink-pressed footprint—likely the daughter’s—all sentimental things that I’d expect a family to pack and take with them.” 

			He moved to the single bureau, opened the top drawer, and shook out a tunic, its tiny size almost laughable. Almost. “Svarden has completely converted to slavery. It’s a day’s ride northwest from here, and if circumstances were different, we’d stop for the night tomorrow. But we can’t risk it.” 

			Aedra’s eyes burned with unshed tears. “Shouldn’t we try to find these people? You said you know who they work for? We could pack the chest, bring it to them.” She clutched the doll against her breast, her heart aching. “At least they could have something to remind them of home.”

			Finn’s eyes turned hard. “Don’t you think their masters,” his face twisted with disgust at the word, “would find it odd that two strangers show up, hauling these people’s belongings? Not only that, but you’re underestimating the danger of such a place.” He shook his head, slamming the dresser drawer shut. “No. These things will rot here, or some vagrant will come and ransack the place. It’d be useless, though. Seems like whoever herded this family away took everything of value.”

			Nausea rose in Aedra’s throat, and she swallowed it down. Crying wouldn’t do anything to fix the damage. It wouldn’t free these people, and it certainly wouldn’t stop it from continuing to happen. She was no fool. If this family was gathered like pigs for slaughter, then it was happening all across the country-side. The further they traveled from the capital, the worse conditions grew. 

			“We have to stop this,” she hissed, blinking back tears. She embraced the roiling anger that coursed through her body. “I wish we could go to Svarden and end this atrocity. We could write to my father, ask for his help.” They had a scriber packed in Finn’s bag, its twin parchment left with the king in case of emergencies. They could write to him tonight, and he’d receive the message instantly. She glanced at Finn hopefully. “He could send troops.” 

			His expression was hard, his lips pressed into a tight frown. “No. Our mission is to get you safely to Ellendria. We can’t risk compromising our position by straying from the plan.” 

			“But—” Aedra began, and the soldier cut her off.

			“No.” His tone was non-negotiable, and despite being the next in line for the throne, she knew Finn wouldn’t budge. Titles and positions were meaningless this far from civilization, and Finn’s experience as commander gave him far greater expertise in the area of warfare and battle tactics. 

			His voice softened. “I’m sorry Aedra, we can’t risk it.” He crossed the room in a few steps, kneeling before her on the ground. “I promise, we will cure Cystra of this sickness, and cull those spreading this poison. I swear it on my life, Aedra.” 

			He placed a glowing fist across his chest and rapped on the area just above his heart three times. 

			She gave him a forced smile, appreciative of the sentiment. “If I had powers,” she said, her voice dangerously quiet, “I would go there tonight, and burn each one of these uprisers until their bodies were nothing more than charred ash.” 

			She stood, Finn still kneeling in front of her, golden light leaking from his fist, and placed a chaste kiss on the top of his head. “I accept your vow, soldier. May the God of Sea and Salt and the Goddess of Earth and Air watch over you on your quest.” 

			It was an ancient tradition, outdated even, yet goosebumps rose along her arms as they finished the vow, the light extinguishing as Finn lowered his hand. They shared a silent look, understanding the seriousness of what just occurred, before Aedra climbed back into the bed, wrapping her cloak and the blankets tight around her body and turning to face the wall. 

			“You should eat something before you go to sleep,” Finn said from behind her, ever the protector. 

			“I’ll pass,” she muttered, and thankfully, he didn’t press the issue. Silently, mournfully, ragefully, she allowed her tears to fall as she grieved the family that once lived here, and every other non-mage forced from their home. With the ragdoll tucked safely in her arms, sleep eventually claimed her, the blissful black nothingness a welcome reprieve. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			“Fuck!”

			Aedra’s eyes snapped open, and for a disoriented moment, she searched around, panic coursing through her at the unfamiliar surroundings. 

			“Get up. We have to move,” Finn said, jostling her. He raced around the cottage, slamming things into his pack. “Someone’s found us.” 

			She blinked the sleep from her eyes, hopping out of bed. “Who’s found us? What do you mean?” Her heart hammered, but she didn’t waste time. She pulled her boots on and tied her knotted hair before donning her cap and refastening her cloak which had somehow come loose during the night. The fire was still burning strong in the hearth, the temperature finally warm. 

			“I put up magical barriers when we first arrived. Someone’s just crossed them. We’ve got about five minutes to get out of here.” 

			Aedra groaned, glancing out the window. A million stars dotted the sky, the dim light glinting across the snow. “How do you know it’s not just a coincidence?”

			“This far from town? The timing is unlikely. Let’s go.” 

			They hurriedly grabbed their packs and supplies before bursting into the night air. Aedra gave the cottage a final glance, sad to leave the little refuge and its warmth, and spotted the ragdoll on the floor next to the bed. It must have fallen in her haste. She darted back inside, earning a hiss from Finn, and tucked it in her cloak pocket, before running back out. 

			They mounted the horses and rode away from the road toward spindly trees. Finn cleared a path in the snow to hasten their speed. Roughly a half mile away from the cottage, he stopped, turning in the direction they had come. Raising his hand, he closed his eyes, the brightness of his magic blinding Aedra in the darkness. With meticulous precision, Finn eased the snow to cover the trail, erasing all evidence of their travels. He smiled at the result, then turned his horse, and continued leading them forward. They repeated this pattern over and over. He parted the snow, they rode hard, then stopped, and waited for him to fill the snow back in, erasing their path. After the sixth or seventh time—Aedra had stopped counting—he broke a sweat. 

			“Let’s hope that’ll be good enough,” he muttered, wiping the dampness from his brow. He looked Aedra over, his face dark in the night. “We’ll keep heading southwest for a while, skirt around the main road and wait for whoever this is to pass us unawares.”  

			“Do you think my aunt sent men to follow us?” Aedra asked. After spending the prior day on the road without any signs of being trailed, she had assumed they were clear of any followers. Her aunt was blood, and Aedra hoped the woman wasn’t that evil. She cut out non-mages tongues for talking back, she remembered, her stomach flipping. 

			“It’s the likeliest scenario.” He ran a hand over his hair before lifting the hood of his cloak. “We haven’t made it through the first night of our journey, and we’re already facing obstacles.” 

			Aedra shifted in her saddle, fighting the urge to glance over her shoulder just to be certain no one crept up from behind. “Do you regret being assigned as my personal guard?” 

			He raised a brow, the faintest of smiles pulling up the corner of his lips. “You think I’d regret an assignment I chose? As if there is anyone else in this forsaken world I would trust with you.” He snorted, then urged his horse into motion. “Come, let’s find a decent place to rest awhile.” 

			They walked through the rolling hills of snow, Finn occasionally stopping to erase their path, for what seemed like hours. Aedra fought desperately against her growing exhaustion. She hadn’t had a full night’s sleep since she arrived to her father’s court, and soon her head bobbed against her chest. She jerked herself from the half-conscious state, nearly slipping from the saddle. 

			Finn watched her with hard eyes, and she was certain he was disappointed in her obvious lack of stamina. “A little further, Princess,” he muttered, urging his horse faster. 

			She no longer knew if the hour was late, or excessively early morning, though the stars hung dimly in the sky, peeking out behind growing clouds. As far as she could see, there was no decent area to make camp. The few trees they passed were weak and thin, and there was nothing other than hill upon endless hill of waist-deep snow. They were utterly without shelter. 

			She forced herself awake, pinching the skin on her forearm and twisting hard. The small burst of pain chased away her tiredness. The breeze was blessedly mild, making the chill in the air sting a little less. “Do you think they’re still following us?” she asked, hoping the conversation would help her stay awake. 

			“They aren’t. I’ve placed barriers behind us that no one has yet crossed.” He glanced back at her, a grimace crossing his face as he caught sight of her exhaustion. “Here, this will do for now.” 

			She cocked her head in confusion, surveying their surroundings. It was nothing but empty snow. She assumed Finn would clear a spot for their campsite, but nothing about this location would provide any coverage nor concealment from their pursuers. “Here?” she repeated. “Are you sure? We could keep riding, find somewhere with a little more foliage at least.”

			Finn snorted a laugh. “You’re dead in the saddle as it is, Aedra. I’d rather not have you concussed from falling from your horse. I’ll make this work.” 

			She was about to voice her qualms about his ability to transform a hill of snow into a suitable campsite, but the burst of light from his palms cut her off. Any trace of fatigue evaporated as she watched Finn cast his magic. Snow shifted and rose from the ground in a smooth motion, obeying his silent command. Separate threads of ice wove together, with a fluidity like sprays of water. Steadily, a structure formed on the ground in front of them, comprised of nothing more than snow and ice. Finn continued his manipulations until the domed roof enclosed what Aedra realized was a crude igloo. With a final burst of light and power, he covered the entire thing with a light dusting of snow, and it blended seamlessly with the rest of the terrain. 

			Awe overwhelmed Aedra, and for a moment, she was speechless. Finn met her gaze with an arrogant smirk, and she did her best to hide her admiration. He certainly didn’t need his ego stroked any further. “I presume a fire is out of the question?” 

			“Aye.” 

			There wasn’t much they could do for the horses, though Finn did build up a few open walls of snow to protect them from the wind and cast an illusion spell to hide it. If someone were to get close, their position would be more than obvious. Hopefully, Finn’s wards hold strong, she thought, peering inside the igloo. If it wasn’t for his overly cautious demeanor, they wouldn’t have made it out of the cottage. She couldn’t help but wonder who was following them, and why. 

			“A bit cramped,” Aedra said slyly as she ducked inside the shelter. In truth, she could hardly contain her amazement that Finn could tackle such a feat with so little effort. But his cocky attitude was grating on her nerves, and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing just how grateful she truly was.

			“Holds the heat in better,” Finn said. He tossed two sleeping rolls and his pack inside before following her, his height forcing him to nearly crawl to get past the low, narrow entrance. The design was quite splendid. Such a small opening protected against the wind and elements. Finn blasted a quick burst of light and the chill in the air vanished with a sudden rush of heat. If it wasn’t exactly warm, it was a hell of a lot better than outside. 

			He rummaged in his pack, pulling out a tightly folded tarp and laid it across the compressed snow floor. “Time to get some rest, Princess,” he said, unraveling the sleeping rolls atop the tarp. “Your bedchamber awaits.” He gestured extravagantly to the goose down bedroll, earning a smile from Aedra. 

			“Thank you, Finn. For everything.” She kicked off her boots, refusing to wear the snow-crusted things while sleeping, and burrowed into the bedroll. She immediately cursed herself for thinking the cushioned seat of the carriage was uncomfortable. 

			Finn followed suit, the length of his body barely fitting inside the igloo. He rolled over so he faced her, and all the hard seriousness evaporated from his features. “I’ll always protect you, Aedra.” 

			“Liar,” she said, her voice as soft as his. “After you deposit me in Ellendria, you’ll leave. I know you will.”

			He frowned. “How can I stay? I vowed we would end this rebellion. I can’t exactly do that from hundreds of miles away in a different country.” 

			“That’s not the only promise you’ve made.” She ran a hand absentmindedly over the tattoo on her forearm, its mirror inked onto Finn’s opposite arm. It pained her to know that her assumptions were correct. Finn had no plans of staying with her in Ellendria. It was just like any other time her father shipped her away. She was never given the luxury of a familiar face or friend to rely on, instead being forced to begin anew, again and again. Finn had always been a constant, showing up to escort her from one city to the next, but even that was bittersweet, with too much time passing between his eventual arrival. This past stint in Trygul was the longest yet, and she couldn’t help but feel abandoned all over again. 

			Tears burned in her eyes, and she couldn’t stop them from spilling over. This is two nights in a row I’ve cried, she thought, irate with herself. Pull yourself together, Aedra.

			“Hey,” he said, reaching across the few inches that separated them. He wiped the tear from her cheek with his thumb, his hand lingering on her jaw. “I’ll always come back to you. Always have, always will.” 

			She closed her eyes, leaning into the familiarity of his embrace. “I’ve no one left.” She opened her eyes, meeting his gaze. “My father has become nothing more than a stranger to me, and I’ve never stayed in one city long enough to form any close friends. The ones we knew from childhood are grown with their own lives.” She sniffed, then chuckled humorously. “Truly, this entire ruse was unnecessary. No one would have noticed if I just up and disappeared.” 

			Finn’s hand lingered, cupping her face. His thumb brushed lightly back and forth in tiny circles across her cheek, the whisper soft feel of his touch rousing something deep in her core. 

			“We both know that’s not true, Aedra. You are the future queen of Cystra. You have hundreds of thousands of people who are depending on you to play your part. Regardless of what happens, you have me.” He leaned in, giving her a soft kiss on the top of her head. “You stink, by the way.” 

			“As if you smell any better,” she shot back, a genuine smile breaking through her pain. 

			Between the warmth and darkness of the igloo, and the undeniable sense of comfort she always felt around her friend, she succumbed to her exhaustion and slipped into a delightfully dreamless sleep.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			“I’m coming with you,” Aedra whispered as she peered through the trees. 

			After another full day of trekking through the waist-deep snow of the hills, Finn had led them northward, back to the main road. Unsurprisingly, they had fallen behind their pursuers. 

			Smoke curled above the trees, and Aedra watched as it danced in the wind, dissipating through the dusky sky. They were outside of their pursuer’s camp, and as Aedra hoped, Finn had no plans on letting these people continue chasing them across the countryside. 

			Finn glared. “You are staying here,” he growled, glancing through the trees as if afraid someone would overhear them. “If things go badly…”

			“If things go badly, I’m as good as dead.” It irked her to admit it, but it was the truth. Many of her teenage years had been spent learning how to navigate the land, relying on the stars to guide her way. But with minimal supplies and treacherous conditions, she’d likely freeze to death within a couple days, if she wasn’t eaten by a pack of wolves or a rogue bearbane first. “You forget I know how to fight, Finn. If things turn sour, I could help.” 

			His eyes turned icier than their surroundings. “Really?” he asked, stepping back from her. “Fine. Give me your best shot.” He beckoned her with two fingers, his face twisted with annoyance. 

			Aedra wasn’t one to pass up a decent brawl, and despite their tenuous position, she ran towards him, fists raised, hoping to call his bluff. 

			She got enough momentum to slam into the invisible wall Finn casted. Colliding with the barrier, she fell back into the snow. Pain seared through her face, and she cradled her nose as stars danced in her eyes. “Gods curse you,” she gasped as blood streamed down her shirt, staining the snow scarlet. 

			“Very impressive skills, Aedra,” he said, his tone mocking. “You’ll stay here.” 

			Aedra released a stream of curses as the soldier turned his back and stalked through the trees, not wasting a second to ask if she was okay. The asshole broke my nose, she thought, still sitting in the snow nursing her injury. She pinched the bridge of her nose to slow the bleeding, then balled a fist of snow, molding it into a small hunk of ice. Wincing, she held the ice to her nose, and the bleeding slowed to drips. Ass, she thought again, forcing herself up. Her backside was numb from sitting in the snow for too long, and she cursed Finn for that, too.

			Damned mages and their cocky attitude, she thought as she paced the little alcove. It was a decent spot, she had to admit. Evergreens grew tall and proud, their branches spread wide and thick with deep green needles, providing a natural umbrella against the snow. If the Poison-Wastes were truly spreading, their touch was absent here. She ducked beneath a branch, needles snagging in her braid, and cleared the relatively thin snow with her boot before sitting against the trunk. 

			The smell of pine lingered in the air, fragrant to her battered nose. Closing her eyes, she fought against the rising anger in her chest. He left me here like an inexperienced child, she thought, knocking her head against the tree trunk. The helplessness that coursed through her made her skin crawl, and she tried to take deep breaths to calm her rage. She knew despite all her protests, Finn was right. No matter how skilled she was in combat, a mage with half a brain could overpower her. She’d do nothing but get in the way. Finn would be too focused on protecting her, he’d let his guard slip, and some asshole would slit his throat. The scene played vividly behind her closed lids, and she knew it was the inevitable fate if she ignored Finn’s orders and followed him to their enemies’ camp. Aedra had to trust that he knew what he was doing, and would be able to incapacitate the entire group single-handedly. 

			Gods know how many men there are. 

			She had half a mind to leave her hiding spot and meander back to the horses. They had picketed them just outside the border of trees, Finn’s overbearing caution convincing her a horse’s nickering could carry for miles. But she resisted the temptation, instead focusing on meditating to calm the gamut of emotions battling inside her soul. 

			Time inched by, the last of the sun’s dim light fading until everything was coated in a layer of darkness. She tried to judge how long Finn had been gone. An hour? Two? Her body ached from her position against the tree, and her head throbbed from Finn’s little stunt. Her stomach growled, protesting the past missed meals, and she pulled herself from her hiding spot amongst the branches, relief spreading through her legs as she stretched her cramped muscles. 

			“Hello, Princess,” an unfamiliar voice purred into her ear. 

			A hand clamped hard over her mouth. Aedra fought with every ounce of strength she had, but the stranger just held her, a chuckle rumbling in his chest. Her muscles burned from exertion, and the rush of adrenaline in her veins cooled to pure terror. She was found, which meant that Finn had failed. He was likely bled out amongst the trees, an offering to the starved wolves that certainly roamed the area. 

			Tears of frustration and fear streamed down her face, her muscles going limp in surrender. 

			“Good girl,” the voice purred, relaxing his grip. “Come along now, that’s right.” 

			Tentatively, he moved his hand from the crushing grip over her mouth, and when she didn’t scream, he laughed again. “Your aunt seems to be wrong about you,” he said rather sadly. “You aren’t the obstinate scoundrel she makes you out to be.”

			Her stomach wretched with the confirmation of Finn’s fears. Her aunt had betrayed her. How naïve I’ve been, she thought. So much for familial bond. She turned to face her assailant, unable to discern his features in the darkness. “What do you want from me?” She hated the tremor in her voice, but it would’ve been useless trying to hide her terror. 

			A frown crossed the man’s face. “I want you to be quiet and follow me. Don’t run,” he warned as her eyes darted around, looking for a way out of the mess. “If I must, I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you, your Highness. I’d prefer we skip that savagery, don’t you?” 

			He raised his brows, gesturing deeper into the woods. 

			Aedra swallowed, then stepped slowly in front of him. Having her exposed back to a murderous traitor wasn’t her idea of a good time, but she figured if he wanted her dead, she’d be staring sightlessly at the sky. So, she walked into the deeper darkness of the trees, her mind reeling on how to escape this damned fate. The same fate Finn likely met. It took everything in her to not keel over and vomit. 

			“Why did my aunt send you?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder. The man followed a handful of paces behind her, though he didn’t seem worried she’d escape. Instead, his gaze swept over the trees, as if bracing himself for the shadows to launch an attack. 

			“She didn’t.” His eyes remained fixed to the surroundings. “A little quicker, if you will, Princess. The wolves are active tonight.” 

			Aedra bristled but did as instructed. Battle tactics were Finn’s expertise, but she wasn’t as helpless as he’d made her out to be. She knew that if she were to escape, now was her chance. It would be far easier to outmaneuver a single man compared to an entire camp. And there were two small hopes she clung to like they were her dying breath: he had yet to show any signs he was a mage, and her daggers were securely hidden at her thigh and upper arm. 

			He clearly wanted her alive, at least for the time being, and he had yet to harm her in any lasting way. Even the tight grip on her mouth, though unyielding, hadn’t left her sore or bruised. She feigned looking around at the trees, peering out of the corner of her eye at the stranger. His attention seemed to be largely on the surrounding forest, though he shot uncomfortable looks at her every so often, as if to reassure himself she was still there. 

			A plan took shape in her mind, and though it was tenuous at best, she was out of time and options. 

			“Oh!” she cried as she feigned tripping, sprawling onto the ground. “My arm!” She clutched at her right arm as if in pain, stealthily unsheathing the dagger hidden beneath her cloak. Crouching on the ground, she groaned again for good measure. 

			“Princess?” There was a surprising amount of worry in the man’s voice, and she wondered if his mission was to retrieve her unharmed. If Aunt Allena was truly taking a stance against my father, why would she care about my welfare? The stranger crouched next to her, his brows drawn together. “Can you walk?” 

			She had practiced this move with Master Erello hundreds of times, and her pulse slowed a fraction as she allowed her muscle memory to take control. The man didn’t expect the punch to his gut, and as her fist met its mark, he left out a breathless huff. She took advantage of his surprise, locking an arm around his neck and revealing the hidden dagger, its blade flashing with a glint of moonlight and revenge. She held it tight against his jugular, the faintest of smiles playing on her lips. “Tell me why I shouldn’t split you from ear-to-ear, stranger.” 

			His breaths were even and controlled, though she felt him try to pull away from the blade. A bead of blood pooled on the tip, and she loosened her grip by a fraction, allowing him enough freedom to speak. 

			“I’d imagine,” he began, swallowing hard, “Finn would be rather displeased you would turn to murder so quickly, Princess.” 

			She ground her teeth, trying not to rise to his bait. “Tell me what you did to him,” she said, rage rippling through her body. “By the Gods, if you’ve hurt him, I’ll flay your skin off inch by damned inch and let the wolves have whatever’s left.” 

			“If you could refrain from killing General Sammel, I’d appreciate it,” Finn said. “He’s been quite useful to me over the years.” 

			She nearly beheaded the man from surprise as the voice cut through the otherwise silent forest. 

			“Finn?” she asked, not daring to pull her attentions away from her captor-turned-prisoner. She tightened the arm around his neck, sidestepping to get a better vantage of the person behind her. If it was a trap, she wasn’t falling for it. 

			“I wouldn’t blame her for cutting you, Sam, with that stunt you just pulled. I told you not to startle her,” Finn said with a chuckle. He stepped easily past the trees, closing the space between them. 

			“I’ve never guided you astray, Aedra. Put the knife down. Everything is okay.” 

			She stared at Finn, half convinced she was seeing a ghost. The visions of him dead on the forest floor flashed through her mind, a tremor shaking her hand more violently. Just for good measure, she aimed a fist at the stranger’s carotid, and struck, quick and true, removing the blade in time as his body slumped forward, unconscious. 

			“Oh, for the love of the Gods,” Finn cursed and rushed to the fallen stranger, checking for a pulse. 

			“What the hell is going on?” Aedra asked, taking a tentative step away from Finn. He was the one that led her into the forest and was apparently quite friendly with her would-be captors. 

			Relief flashed across Finn’s face as he realized the man was alive. He glared up at Aedra, noticing the extent of her fear for the first time. She was trembling, and try as she might, she couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering. 

			Slowly, Aedra took another step back, knowing fleeing would be useless. Finn had the advantage if it came down to a fight, and her sore nose told her how powerless she truly was against his magic. 

			“Aedra…” he began, hurt twisting his features. He bent on one knee, head bowed. “I’ve sworn my life to you. I’d never lead you into an enemy’s trap.”

			The man—General Sammel, Finn had called him— stirred on the ground, slowly sitting up and rubbing his neck. He glanced behind him, locking eyes with Aedra, and nodded in appreciation. 

			“The tales of the princess’s prowess aren’t exaggerated.” He stood, brushing the snow from his clothes, before looking curiously at Finn, who remained on one knee. “You two can stay if you prefer, but the stew’s likely ready, and I’d rather be close to the fire if these animals decide to circle any closer.” 

			Without another word, he began trekking through the trees. 

			Aedra watched the man’s back until he disappeared, then turned her attention to Finn. “Are you working with my aunt?” she asked, ice dripping from her voice. 

			“Of course not,” he said, his brows drawing together. He finally rose, and stepped cautiously closer to Aedra, as if she were a rabid dog. “Come. I’ll explain everything.” 

			He held out a hand, waiting for her to take it.

			She eyed him, her stomach doing somersaults, but grabbed his hand. If she didn’t have Finn, she had no one, and though she was distrustful of the entire situation, he deserved a chance to explain. If she was being honest with herself, the relief at seeing him alive nearly erased her fear of the attack. Nearly. 

			Sammel wasn’t lying about the wolves. Their howls echoed hauntingly in the distance. They walked for a quarter of an hour before bursting through a clearing. Four men sat around a fire, and all sprang to their feet as Finn and Aedra approached. 

			Aedra’s hand flew to the hilt of her knife, readying herself for an ambush. But instead of attacking, the strangers all sank to their knees, heads bowed. “What is going on?” Aedra asked again, confusion and anger tangling together in her chest. She was a minute away from exploding from the emotions. 

			“Aedra, these are my men. Your men. You met Sammel,” he said, gesturing to the general. 

			Sammel rose from his knees and approached Aedra. She resisted the urge to back away, and her hand stayed firmly grasped on her dagger. 

			“Your Highness,” Sammel said. “I must apologize for how I behaved. I meant no harm, but you have to understand,” he said, grinning rather sheepishly. “Tales of your prowess are legendary. I only wanted to see for myself—”

			Aedra stepped close to the man until they were nose to nose. “I don’t ‘have to’ do anything that I do not please, do you understand me, soldier?” She raised her brows, waiting for his response. 

			“Aye,” he said, his gaze locked with hers. “You made that very clear, Princess.” He turned away from her, unaffected by her show of strength. “Boys, you should have seen her! Took me out as easily as wrestling candy from a tot. Didn’t even bother to use a drop of those infamous casting powers.” He shook his head as the other men roared with laughter at his expense.

			“This is Ivar, Laird, and Kade,” Finn said and watched her closely, as if he was afraid to look away, in case she was going to try to behead someone else. 

			The other three men had already returned to their seats next to the fire. Aedra nodded her greetings. 

			“Oi, Sam, grab us a couple drinks. Gods know we could use it.” Finn nodded to Aedra. “Come, rest by the fire. I give you my word these men mean you no harm.” 

			“So, they’re not in league with Aunt Allena?” she asked, scanning the group with a distrustful look. 

			“Serve that tired, miserable old wretch?” Laird said with a blunt laugh. “I’d rather saw off my own arm!” 

			The others laughed, and Sammel handed her a tankard of mead. She cocked a brow at the heavy mug, surprised they’d travel with non-essentials. As if sensing her thoughts, Sammel winked. “Only the finest for our princess. To Aedra, future queen of Cystra!”

			“To Aedra!” the others echoed, flasks and canteens raised in the air. She couldn’t fight back the smile, and though the entire situation confused her to no end, she sat, relatively certain she wasn’t about to be taken hostage. 

			“If you aren’t working with Allena, then why are you here?” she asked, taking a sip. The alcohol was smooth and sweet, and as soon as it hit her stomach, a rush of heat spread through her body, chasing the numbness from her limbs. She glanced between the tankard and Sam with new appreciation. “Does this have a warming spell?” 

			“Sure does. Kade pilfered that from some poor sap outside Frendgael—Ah, don’t look at me like that, Finn. It was Kade who took it.” 

			“Enough,” Aedra said, her patience wearing thin. She took another drink to calm her nerves. “Tell me why you were following us.” 

			“Well, in truth, it was your aunt’s doing, lass,” Sam said with a sigh. Aedra tensed, but he raised a hand. “Now, now, before you get all feisty, she didn’t send us, but she did let a piece of information drop when she was rather … incapacitated.” He grinned again, retrieved a small glass vial from inside his cloak pocket, and spun it between his fingers. 

			Finn’s brows drew together. “Sam, what did you do?” 

			“It wasn’t the most honorable act,” he said, giving Aedra an apologetic smile. “But we were stationed in the area, sent by Commander Njord, of all people. Honestly, Finn, you need to take up your post; he’s one of the most insufferable louts I’ve ever—”

			“Sam,” Finn barked. 

			“Alright, alright. Njord sent us to Niddoros under the pretense of keeping this slave nonsense contained. No one’s to slip past the main road, mage or non-mage alike. King’s orders, truly, though we’re supposed to be quiet about it. If you ask me, it was a way to get rid of us. We’ve always been loyal to you, Finn, not some pompous, ass-for-brains—”

			“Sam.” There was a hint more amusement in Finn’s voice this time, but he shook his head. “Enough of that mead.” He ripped the canteen out of the soldier’s hands. “Now, finish the story.” 

			“Right. Anyway. So, we’ve been hanging around Niddoros for about a month, trying to lie low. Obviously, we heard the rumor the princess was coming. Allena wouldn’t shut up about it. Ordered the entire population to gather for a day and a half. Your timing’s quite poor, you know that, Finn? Tried to get your attention in the crowd, but you must not have seen us. A certain young lass had captured your entire mind.” He winked at Aedra, and with the combination of the mead, she felt a blush creeping over her cheeks. 

			“You thought the best course of action was to trail us?” Finn shook his head with disgust. “You’re lucky the princess didn’t kill you all miles back.” 

			“Sure am,” Sammel gave her an appreciative look. “Quite thankful for that, your Highness.” He turned back to Finn. “We thought we’d catch you in the middle of the night. Just so happened your bed was empty. Had a feeling something was amiss, what with you not staying even a night. So, me and the boys kept Allena a bit … preoccupied.” He grinned at his comrades.

			Finn’s eyes flitted to the vial in Sammel’s hands, then up to his face. “You didn’t…”

			“Did so,” he said with a triumphant smile. 

			“What did he do?” Aedra asked, quite clueless. She eyed the vial. “Did you poison her?” Her aunt’s death didn’t move her to tears. If anything, the prospect of her tyranny ending over Niddoros had a fleeting happiness loosening some of the pain in her chest. 

			“Of course not,” Sammel said, frowning. “We aren’t murderers, your Highness. No, we seduced her. Well, I seduced her. This sorry lot couldn’t entice a whore if they were paying double.” The other soldiers simply shook their heads but didn’t voice any protest. Aedra got the impression Sammel had a habit of self-inflation. “Got myself invited into her chambers, made up a little drink to help with nerves, added my special ingredient,” he held up the vial, the glass sparkling with the fire’s reflection. “And the rest is history. She slept like a babe all night long. Was damned confused in the morning, thought she’d drank a bit too much. Didn’t even notice this.” 

			He pulled something from the other side of his cloak, and Aedra squinted against the firelight.

			“Is that… Did you take her jewelry box, Sam? You can’t be stealing from a noble,” Finn scolded, running a hand through his shaved hair. “I could strip you of your position.” 

			“Aye. But you won’t.” He opened the box, rummaging through it for a moment before tossing something to Finn across the fire. “For your discretion.” 

			Finn caught the object reflexively, and Aedra leaned in to see what it was. A gaudy ring with a ruby the size of an acorn reflected in the firelight. He offered it to her. “I certainly can’t keep this.” He looked over to Sammel. “And you can’t either. As Allena’s niece, you should return that to Aedra at once.”

			“Absolutely not,” Aedra said with a laugh. “We are in these men’s debts, Finn. They’re the ones who distracted Allena the night we left. Who knows what would’ve happened otherwise. And if the rest is as God-awful as that ring, then I want no part of it.” She curled Finn’s fingers around the ring. “Pawn it, hawk it, whatever you scoundrels call it.” She stood, then gently stepped around the fire toward the long log where the other soldiers sat. “In return, I ask one favor.” 

			The men straightened as she approached, and Sammel’s light demeanor shifted to that of attentive soldier. She was, after all, their princess. “Anything, your Highness.” 

			“You must swear to me that you’ll speak not a word of our departure. The entirety of the kingdom believes that I’m spending the season learning the intricacies of womanhood with my aunt. And that is the way it must stay.” She wasn’t sure when her fears had abided, but she certainly had no more qualms about these men. They were crass, and perhaps crooks, but if they despised her aunt, that made them decent enough folk in her mind. 

			“That certainly goes without saying,” Sammel said, smiling as he snatched Ivan’s flask and took a long drink. 

			“A blood vow, if you please.” 

			The men tensed, practically in unison. She could hardly blame them. The only people she knew that had sworn blood vows were those forced by her father’s hand to keep her lack of powers a secret. “It might seem drastic, but I command it as well.”

			Aedra glanced over her shoulder at Finn, who nodded his support. She fought from scowling. Her word alone was more than enough, his input hardly necessary, but the atmosphere shifted once more, and she suddenly understood what Finn had that she didn’t. He didn’t just give commands but had their inherent trust, as well. 

			She wondered how long they had known one another, which cities they had met in. The years had passed so quickly, she wondered if she truly knew Finn anymore. A rush of loneliness combined with the alcohol made her dizzy, and she forced herself to focus before she accidentally stumbled into the fire. 

			“Finn? If you will?” she asked, drawing her dagger out of its sheath. She passed it, hilt first to Sammel, who glanced down at the blade as if afraid it was poisoned. 

			“Is this really necessary?” Kade asked after Sammel sliced a shallow cut into his palm.

			“Aye,” Finn said, standing next to Aedra. “Blame yourselves. You never should have followed me.” 

			Kade accepted the dagger from Sammel and proceeded to run the blade lightly across his palm. Aedra waited patiently until all four soldiers completed the task, bloody palms raised to the heavens. 

			“Thank you, Laird,” Aedra said, gingerly grabbing the knife. This next part was always the worst, and she braced herself as she placed the tip of the dagger against the inner crook of her left arm, refusing to ruin the artwork on her right. With the lightest touch of pressure, she drew the razor sharp blade down the length of her arm, tracing over the smooth, thin scar that ran to her palm. She hardly felt anything at first, but soon the piercing pain blossomed over her skin. 

			“State your name and allow your blood to fall to the snow,” she commanded, her own dripping.

			After the soldiers were finished, she turned to Finn and nodded. He raised his hands, indiscernible words falling from his mouth. Though Aedra knew how to read and write Ancient Cystrian, to hear it spoken was another thing entirely. If she hadn’t heard the incantation a dozen times before, she would’ve been mesmerized. The soldiers certainly were; their eyes were glued to the scattered droplets of blood in the snow, which slowly pooled together, edged on by Finn’s magic. Aedra’s blood still streamed steadily, but instead of dripping downwards, it began to rise, swirling like a scarlet apparition. The puddle of the soldier’s blood slowly separated from the snow as it rose to meet Aedra’s in the air. 

			A collective gasp sounded from the group of soldiers as the two swirling ribbons of blood circled each other, Aedra’s double the size of theirs. She glanced at Finn and nodded. His chanting abruptly stopped. The streams of blood combined with a burst of red light, then continued its lazy spinning in the air. 

			Aedra cleared her throat before speaking, her voice even and full of command as she recited the words her father drilled into her mind. “You’ve willingly spilled your blood as a promise of your loyalty or payment for betrayal. No one shall reveal the secrets discovered on this night, and retribution for betrayal will cause your demise. Under the eyes of the Gods and above the wicked in Hell, this vow will last until your dying breath or upon the day I release you.”

			Finn wordlessly finished the spell, and the circling blood splattered to the ground before bursting into flames. Aedra knew from experience the fire wouldn’t harm her, but the soldiers danced backwards, careful to avoid getting burned. Despite the spell being complete, blood still oozed from her arm and she glanced around, looking for a makeshift bandage. 

			Laird stepped forward as the flames puttered out. “I’m a healer, Princess. Allow me to tend to that.”

			Aedra gave him a small smile. “Thank you, but it’s tradition that it heals naturally. A gauze or strip of fabric would be most welcome.” 

			A moment later, Sammel appeared with offerings of a linen bandage. Just as her fingers brushed against it, Sammel yanked it back. “If my lady prefers, I could dress the wound.” Though the words were completely innocent, there was a silky undertone to his voice, and he took another step closer, his free hand caressing the uninjured side of her arm. 

			Her mouth fell open in surprise at Sammel’s blatant flirting. With her title, no one ever dared to be so bold. A giggle escaped her lips despite herself, and his eyes danced with excitement at her response. He was rather attractive if crude, his green eyes bright with mischief and disheveled black hair falling carelessly about his face. “Perhaps after, my lady would like to go for round two? It was quite pleasant being pinned beneath you earlier. Maybe we can—”

			Finn’s fist collided with Sammel’s jaw so fast, Aedra wasn’t sure what was happening until she was ripped out of the man’s touch. Finn pushed her behind him, standing protectively between the two. “If you deign to touch her again, I’ll castrate you,” he said, holding Sam by the collar of his shirt. “Then we’ll see how many women you go around grabbing without permission. Do you understand me?” 

			Sammel’s expression was stunned shock, and he rolled his jaw, rubbing at the bruise already blooming across his face. “J—just a bit of fun, Commander.” He turned his head and spat red into the snow. 

			“Apologize,” Finn hissed through gritted teeth, still maintaining a death grip on his soldier’s shirt. 

			Sammel peered over Finn’s shoulder. “Sincerest apologies, Princess. It was simply an offer for a good time—”

			Finn shook him, then threw him into the snow. Sammel laughed from the ground, but seeing the murderous look on his commander’s face, he went still. 

			“Finn,” Aedra said, stepping in before he kicked Sammel in the ribs. “It’s fine. Enough.” She reached down, offering a hand to Sam and helping him up. “What’s gotten into you?” 

			“Keep your hands off her,” Finn said again, completely ignoring her. “That’s a damned order, soldier.” 

			“Aye, Commander,” Sammel said, straight-faced and pale. “Forgive my nature, your Highness,” he said, bowing low. “I’d be nothing without this one keeping me in line.” He forced a smile at Finn, then darted to the log on the opposite side of the fire. 

			“What the hell, Finn?” Aedra whispered, grabbing his arm and pulling him to the border of trees lining the camp. “Is there a reason you’re punching your own men?” she asked when they were far enough away to avoid being overheard. She crossed her arms over her chest, waiting for an answer, and a sharp pain seared up her forearm. She couldn’t help but gasp, as she had forgotten about the self-inflicted wound. 

			“Here,” Finn muttered, pulling her close. He had somehow come into possession of the linen bandage and busied himself wrapping the laceration that ran the length of her arm. His touch was light and fleeting and careful, and within moments, the wound was covered. 

			“Thank you,” she said, searching his face. The muscle in his jaw ticked in the way it normally did when he was irate or worried. “You needn’t have done that to Sammel. He was just being friendly.” 

			Finn snorted. “Friendly? He was trying to get into your trousers. And he isn’t one for discretion. No, I can hear the bards now, singing of how our dear princess became a two-copper whore.” He paced the edge of camp, eyes staring at nothing.

			The insult fell short, and Aedra didn’t bother rebuking him. “I don’t need you to protect my innocence, Finn. I’ve been gone for years. You think I’ve not dealt with a wandering hand or two?” It was a lie, of course. Before her time in Trygul, hardly anyone dared to speak to her besides her teachers, let alone have the gall to try and touch her. 

			Finn’s head whipped around at that. “Who?” he asked, nearly snarling. 

			She chuckled, shaking her head. “Does it matter? Are you going to go seek vengeance upon my honor?” He looked like he was trying to figure out a way to do just that. “Finn… I love you. You’re my oldest, most loyal friend. But you can’t go around beating anyone who dares to glance my way. After all,” she said, gesturing to herself and winking, “who can blame them?” 

			Aedra knew how ridiculous she looked, dressed as a boy and half frozen from the cold. She hadn’t brushed her hair in days, and the lack of decent sleep had certainly left dark hollows beneath her eyes. 

			Finn’s eyes trailed over her face and down her body, examining her. His expression softened, the muscle no longer spasming in his jaw. “Fair point, my lady.” 

			“Now, can we go join the others and get some of that stew? I’m starved.” 

			They made their way back to the campfire, Sammel’s gaze landing anywhere but on them. Kade passed out a couple bowls of venison stew, and Aedra was quite delighted to have fresh meat. “Ivan felled him last night, just a little five-point buck, really a shame to end him so soon.”

			“It’s a miracle we came across him,” Ivan said defensively, taking a swig of his canteen. “If I hadn’t shot him, he’d likely have fallen to the wolves by the end of the night. No chance to grow another season.” 

			Finn ate silently, and Aedra passed him her goblet of mead. He shook his head once, but she persisted. “Lighten up, Finn. We’ve been chased for an entire day by your own men. I think it’s safe to say we can relax for an evening.”

			Sammel looked like he was about to make a joke, but thought better of it, and bit his lip, smirking into the fire. Finn shot him a dirty look, then took the goblet, finishing the drink in four long sips. He addressed the other soldiers. “What are your plans now that you’ve traveled so far from Niddoros? Njord would likely skin your hides if he discovers you’ve abandoned your post.”

			“Ah, that’s solved easily enough,” Kade said. “Allena’s threatened us with her own personal guard if we’re to come back. So, we’re not exactly leaving on our own terms.”

			“Wait, what?” Aedra said, leaning closer to the fire. The warmth was bliss, and she almost missed this revelation. “She threatened the King’s men?”

			“Only after Sammel … dishonored her,” Kade replied casually, tossing another log onto the flames. 

			“Sam…” Finn growled. “What didn’t you tell us?”

			“Nothing too much, really. The lady was embarrassed of her base desires, is all. Can’t own up to the fact that she’s a human being with feelings. I suppose I remind her of her weaknesses.” He paused, chewing the inside of his cheek as he contemplated something. “Though, come to think of it, I’m guessing she might’ve seen me with the serving maid after I left her chambers.”

			Finn closed his eyes and rubbed his temples, and Aedra couldn’t help but smirk at his exasperation. It was refreshing having his temper aimed at someone other than her. She grabbed the empty mug, passing it to Laird, who refilled it with a smile and a wink. 

			“You can’t report back to Njord and tell him you’ve been chased out of Niddoros for bedding too many women, Sam. He’ll demote you instantly.” He opened his eyes, staring hard at the fire. “There’s something that doesn’t add up.”

			“Hmm?” Sam asked, still skittish to use full sentences in case he reignited Finn’s rage.

			“Your orders were to keep everyone in the city? Mages and non-mages alike?” 

			“Aye. Trying to keep the blasphemous ideology contained. Njord said it was orders directly from the king.” 

			Finn sat forward on his log, staring the soldier down across the fire. “But why not allow the non-mages—who are being enslaved, you realize—escape if possible? Have you had any stragglers try to leave town?” 

			“One or two, poor fools. If we hadn’t escorted them back to Allena’s estate, they’d surely have frozen to death within a day or two. They weren’t equipped for managing this weather.”

			“So you sent them back to face retribution for trying to escape. They likely faced a worse fate than freezing to death. How is that helping to end the rebellion? We are allowing our people to be massacred.” 

			Sammel shrugged. “I don’t make the orders, Commander. I just follow them.” 

			Finn didn’t respond, lapsing back into his meditative silence. Aedra understood his irritation. Though many mages were against the uprising, no one was making moves to stop it. Even her father was scared to face political backlash if he took a real stand against any of the cities that had converted over. That’s why I must leave, Aedra thought, taking another sip of her drink. He’ll hesitate around the issue until he’s certain I’m out of harm’s way. 

			A quietness settled over the group, and Kade entertained Aedra by coaxing the fire into different shapes. Soon, the other soldiers joined in, shouting out more and more complex creations for him to create. Just as he was working on the spindles of a fiery tower, Finn cleared his throat. The simple action gained all four soldiers’ attention, and the game ceased instantly, the image disappearing as the flames jumped at their freedom. 

			“You’ve new orders,” Finn said, standing and brushing stray ashes from his pants. “I’ll send a missive to Njord relieving you of his service in favor of mine.” 

			Aedra’s brows raised in surprise. She wasn’t an expert in military tactics, but she knew Finn outranked nearly everyone. Though people originally had qualms about his age when he first accepted the role after his father died, he disproved all worries. He was a lead strategist and a smooth talker when needed. To directly oppose another general’s orders was a risky political move. Then to take that general’s soldiers and reappoint them? Even riskier. She was certain that Finn’s orders would cause an uproar amongst the ranks, but he didn’t seem to care. 

			“Damned right!” Sammel said, clapping his hands. “It was a shite couple months without you, Commander. Where are we going? Will we be escorting the princess to a more upstanding city?” He looked like a child at winter’s solstice, excitement pouring from him. By the way he was acting, it was clear he didn’t hold any grudges from Finn’s earlier outburst. 

			“You’ll not be traveling with me and the princess,” Finn said, and Sammel’s expression fell. “You’re going to help end this rebellion.” 

			“Finn,” Aedra hissed as they entered the tent. The stew and mead settled heavily in her stomach. After days of light fare and Finn’s schemes, she was close to vomiting. “This is a bad idea. If my father finds out—”

			“By the time the king finds out, you will be out of danger’s way. He’ll be thankful for the slight advantage.”

			“But what if they’re discovered?” she asked, her voice barely audible. “What if Allena hurts them?” 

			“Then they weren’t careful enough, and it serves them right.”

			“Finn.” She climbed inside her bedroll, still warmed from the alcohol and fire. But fear nagged at her stomach. These soldiers had been kind, well, as kind as one could hope, and she’d grown fond of them over the course of the evening. What Finn suggested was a death sentence if anyone found out. 

			“Aedra,” he said, unrolling his own bedroll next to her. “Now is the time for action. Within two weeks, you’ll be out of the country, safe. We could offer the same opportunity to the non-mages. How many more people should get their tongues cut out? How many more should be forced to freeze to death?” 

			“I’m just worried—” she began, but Finn cut her off.

			“I am, too. It’s a risky plan. But if we can get one person to safety, to freedom, wouldn’t it make it worth it? I know this lot seems like a bunch of disjointed fools, but they are hardened soldiers. Idiots don’t survive long in Cystra. You’ll have to trust that they’re capable.” 

			She sighed but didn’t argue further. The plan was rather simple. The soldiers would contact local squadrons within a few day’s travel, instructing them to come to the outskirts of Niddoros. Finn had already signed a half dozen scrolls detailing the commands, fastening them with his personal wax seal. They were going to form an escape route for the non-mages and help as many as they could to escape, all while remaining undercover. The lie explaining away the additional troops was decent; Allena’s threat to Sam and the others was enough to warrant an increase in numbers. Finn had already sent a message to the king explaining Allena’s actions, and hopefully, a word or two from him would dissuade her from further aggressions. 

			Aedra stared at the canvas ceiling of the tent, praying the scheme would work. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			“Don’t speak to anyone, don’t look at anyone, don’t—”

			“Don’t make eye contact, don’t breathe too loudly, aye,” Aedra mumbled under her breath. The last week had passed in a misery of rainy, wet snow. Finn’s soldiers had spread out the morning after their meeting in effort to find the local squadrons and enlist them with the new orders. Finn and Aedra had continued forward, sticking to the main road. The temperatures inched up high enough to pelt them with the freezing rain, and the snow underfoot turned to thick, messy slush that crept its way into their boots. She was miserable, hungry, and every muscle ached. Glancing up at Finn on the horse, she ground her teeth in frustration, sloshing through the muck on foot, leading the other horse. 

			Finn had used his casting powers to shield them from the worst of the weather conditions, always figuring out some adequate form of shelter. Her favorite was when he weaved the branches of two enormous evergreens together, forming a green blanket against the weather. But as they inched closer to Gronstein and passed fellow travelers, she was forced to dismount the horse and play her role. In all her acting over the past decade, poor servant boy was not one of the roles she was familiar with, and she soon learned it was one she’d rather not play again. 

			The road thickened with each mile closer to the city, and the mages who passed were well-off, often driving wagons or riding inside a carriage, escaping the weather. She had been scoffed at, spit on, and almost slapped for not kneeling as a caravan of lavishly dressed mages passed. Finn had stepped in, an apology falling from his lips, and saved her from that disgrace. 

			“You’re certain it’s truly necessary we stop here? Of all cities?” Gronstein was the mother of the rebellion. The uprising and enslavement of the non-mages originated from the cursed place, and Aedra couldn’t shake the feeling that she was willingly walking into the mouth of a hungry beast. 

			“We’ve been over this,” Finn said after another carriage passed in the opposite direction. “This is the last city before the mountains. We’ll not have another chance to get supplies.” 

			She let out a small sigh, already knowing his response. She was ashamed to admit, even to herself, she was terrified of the horrors this city would hold. Part of her wanted to ask Finn to make her a little shelter in the woods, and she’d sleep there for the night alone, but even that would be impossible. Soldiers in stolen, dyed uniforms, were stationed every mile or so on the road, and Finn scouted into the woods, finding evidence that they were patrolling the surrounding forest. She’d surely be found and without Finn’s protection, imprisoned. Or worse. 

			The line of travelers grew dense, and soon they were making little to no forward progress. Aedra tried to casually peer ahead of the crowd, but there were too many bodies, and she had to be sure to maintain a level of meek submission. Slowly, they shuffled forward, as icy rain pelted down, drenching her already wet clothes. She eyed Finn, who maintained an easy shield around himself, the precipitation cascading down the invisible edges as if he were encased in an indestructible bubble. He caught her gaze and mouthed, ‘I’m sorry’. She adverted her eyes, becoming immensely interested in her boots. 

			After an hour or so, they made enough progress for her to understand the delay. Thick, iron gates lined with spires surrounded the border of the city as far as her eye could see. At the gates were soldiers, wearing the same dark gray uniforms they had seen before. Aedra’s throat tightened as she heard a deep laugh, followed by a high-pitched scream. These were not her father’s soldiers, not the defenders of her country. These were traitors, heathens, murderers. She wished she could lean up and ask Finn what was happening. With his position atop the massive horse, he should’ve been able to see above the rest of the crowd. But she knew she couldn’t risk it, not now, so close to the gates. 

			A carriage rolled by on her left, leaving the city. Two men sat in front, guiding the pair of horses. “Dirty vermin, trying to weasel their way out,” one of the men said to his partner. 

			Aedra had learned the consequences of meeting a mages’ gaze this close to Gronstein, and she didn’t dare look up from her boots. But her ears perked up at the conversation as the carriage splashed past, slush splattering beneath its wheels. 

			“Don’t know why they bother trying. It’s like they can’t learn…”

			The conversation faded as the carriage rolled away, and Aedra’s pulse spiked. What if Finn can’t get me out of here tomorrow? she thought, panic coursing through her veins. I will not live and die as someone’s property. 

			“Easy now,” Finn said, his voice low. He rubbed a hand along his horse’s neck, but his eyes met Aedra’s for the briefest of heartbeats. “It’s alright, you’re okay.” 

			She didn’t know how Finn sensed her panic. Whether it was obvious she was about to break, or he had learnt her mannerisms from their lifelong friendship, either way, she appreciated the kindness. Forcing deep breaths, she slowly calmed herself, but their movement up the line felt so much like a funeral procession, she had to force rising vomit back down her throat. 

			The enormous gates finally came into view. Aedra kept her head ducked as Finn had commanded and guided her horse forward, ensuring she was an adequate distance away from Finn, else the poison of her station rub off on him. She couldn’t help but look up as the sounds of a woman’s pleas became more frantic. 

			“T—that’s my son! You can’t take him, he’s a mage. He is! His powers haven’t emerged yet.” She struggled against the tight grip of a guard, who held her with a lazy and bored expression. A second guard restrained a teenage boy just out of his mother’s reach. Silent tears streamed down his face as he watched his mother struggle. 

			“A boy of fourteen is nearly a man. If his powers haven’t emerged yet, it’s because he does not possess any,” the first guard said without mercy. “You may proceed forward and leave the city. But the boy remains here.”

			The woman shrieked her protests, and the guard loosened his grip on the boy and stepped forward, slapping her hard across the face. 

			“I heard the Newark’s farm could use an able-bodied one,” the guard said to his comrade, ignoring the mother’s renewed begging. 

			“Aye. A good spot for him. If he stays quiet, that is. Tell me, boy, would you rather see your mother Marked, or go work on a nice little farm?” 

			The teenager’s mouth fell open, and he looked to his mother with wide, terrified eyes, then back to the guard holding her. “I—I—” he stammered, fear eating his words. 

			“Another illiterate one?” The guard said, shaking his head. “That’ll not do. Should we cull him?” 

			“I—I’m not illiterate!” the boy said, his voice quaking. “I’ll go to the farm. Please, let my mother go.” 

			His words were almost drowned by the woman’s screams, and the guard holding her rolled his eyes, apparently sick of her dramatics. He nodded to his partner, who tossed the boy to someone Aedra couldn’t see. “Take him to the holding center.” 

			“My baby! Please, please you have to let him go! He doesn’t belong here, he’s not one of them!” 

			Golden light shown from the guard’s hands, and a moment later, the woman collapsed to the ground, unconscious. The man shook his head, then spit on her unmoving body. “Scum-lover. Ought to be ashamed of yourself. Perfectly good magic wasted.” He glanced up to his partner. “What do you think?” 

			The other man eyed the woman, his lips curling. “More trouble than she’s worth. It’s proven she breeds nothing more than vermin.”

			The first guard nodded, and with another flash of light, the woman’s body twisted, a sickening crack echoing through the air as her spine folded over unnaturally on itself. Aedra couldn’t contain her nausea this time, and she doubled over, vomiting into the melting snow. She wiped her mouth, straightening, just in time to watch as the guard levitated the body onto a pile of something that Aedra hadn’t seen before. A pile of bodies. 

			It took everything in her to regain control of her spiraling senses. This wasn’t just walking into the mouth of a beast, nay. This city wouldn’t just swallow her whole; it would play with her, torture her, until nothing remained other than a pile of lifeless bones. She shivered as a fresh gust of sleet pelted her face, grateful that the weather hid her tears. 

			“Next!” a voice in front of them barked. Finn finally dismounted his horse, maintaining an air of casual boredom as he approached another pair of guards. This close, Aedra could see the details on the ironwork fence. Tiny snakes, each miniscule scale detailed, were inscribed along the metal bars, swirling up. The heads of the snakes ended at the tips of the iron spires. It was a dark kind of beauty and must’ve taken days to carve each bar. Aedra peered down the length of the fence. There were likely thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of the metal bars surrounding the city. Once a means of protection from would-be invaders, the city was nothing more than a cage. 

			“Business or pleasure?” One of the new guards asked, eyeing Finn from head to foot. He spared a quick glance at Aedra, a nasty gleam flashing in his eyes. Understanding finally hit as Aedra realized what the delay was. The traitor soldiers were checking every single person who wished to enter and exit the city, a pair on the left for those leaving, and a pair on the right for those coming in. 

			“A bit of both,” Finn said. “Visiting my brother over on East End, hoping to do a bit of a trade. I’ve owed him some coin for a while now, and I want to be rid of this louse. Hoping he’ll relieve me of my debt and this headache,” he nodded toward Aedra, who caught his gaze entirely on accident. “But first…” He lazily pulled off a glove, showing the guards his glowing palm as he magically formed a ball of ice roughly this size of his fist from the slush on the ground. He levitated it, and with a casual flip of his wrist, aimed it straight for Aedra. 

			The ice ball hit her in the stomach with enough force to knock the air from her chest. She let out a pained grunt and doubled over. If she hadn’t wretched her entire breakfast minutes prior, she would’ve vomited from the pain alone. 

			“I told you to keep your head down, boy!” Finn barked, a dozen more ice balls forming. Aedra’s eyes grew wide with surprised fear as she watched them raising into the air, hovering menacingly. This wasn’t a part of the plan. 

			“Oi,” one of the guards barked. “Careful now, we don’t need any of our own getting hurt with your temper. Get along inside and punish the child in private.”

			“They certainly know how to test your patience, aye?” Finn asked as he stepped over to Aedra and cuffed her on the ear. She flinched from the strike, though knew Finn held back most of his strength. “Grab the horses, boy, you heard the man. Move.” 

			The guards chuckled at her expense. “Good luck on your trade, though I feel like you’re playing your brother as a fool.” 

			They passed into the city, Aedra leading both horses submissively, eyes glued to the ground. Neither she nor Finn spoke a word until they were well away from the crowded city gates. 

			“East End’s to the east, boy. No, your other east, you good-for-nothing brainless oaf!” Finn yelled as they passed a group of mages gathered outside a shop. 

			Aedra bit her tongue until the metallic tang of blood filled her mouth but turned down the road in the direction Finn was pointing. 

			After nearly half an hour, the street was empty enough for Aedra to shoot Finn a poisonous look. 

			“I’m sorry,” he muttered, not meeting her eyes. 

			A bit of her rage melted as she noticed the haunted expression slipping through his cool mask. She could demand answers for his terrible actions later, and perhaps pay him back for the bruise that was certainly blossoming across her stomach. 

			The streets grew dense with shops and bodies as they edged into the heart of the city. Despite the brutalities at the gate, the place was hauntingly beautiful. The motif of snakes continued past the iron fence, weaved artfully into the architecture. At first, she thought it was vibrant paint that caused the occasional serpentine carving in the stonework buildings to sparkle green in the filtered sunlight, but on closer inspection, she realized that hundreds of emeralds were embedded in the stone engravings. It was a wonder no one tried to steal them. She glanced up at Finn, about to voice those words, when a stranger stepped into her path. 

			“A little thief, are we?” the woman asked, tightening her thick fur cloak across her bodice. 

			“I—No, of course not. I was just admiring the—”

			“You dare speak?” the woman shrieked. Finn’s jaw ticked from behind the woman, and Aedra glanced at him, wide-eyed, silently asking for help. 

			He dropped the horses’ reins and stomped past the stranger, taking a tight hold on Aedra’s collar, and lifting her a foot off the ground. She bit back a shriek, resisting her nature to fight back. It’s all an act. It’s all a damned act, she thought as Finn’s cold and cruel gaze settled on her. She quickly dropped her eyes, remembering his earlier instructions. People passed on the street in her periphery, but no one stopped to pay them any heed.

			“What have I told you, boy?” Finn roared. He shook her twice, then tossed her to the ground as if she weighed no more than a sack of flour. Her shoulder slammed against the wet cobblestones, and she couldn’t contain the gasp that escaped her lips. Pain seared down her arm, but she didn’t dare move. 

			“Hold your tongue, or I’ll cut it out, do you understand me?” He aimed a kick at Aedra’s ribs, and though he held back as much strength as he could, it still hurt like hell. “Do you understand me?” he repeated, enunciating each word as if she were dumb. She nodded silently, cowering on the ground like a beaten dog. 

			“Newly acquired, eh?” the woman asked, her tone silky as she addressed Finn. Aedra remained curled in the slush. Each movement sent shockwaves of pain from her shoulder through her arm and down her back, and she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get up without help. 

			“So obvious?” Finn asked with a small laugh. 

			“They all break eventually, don’t worry. If you head north to Fairfield, they’ve training grounds set up for the fresh ones. It does cost a little coin, but they’ll have him trained in less than a week.” 

			“Thank you for the advice,” Finn said, and Aedra recognized the tension in his voice. 

			After a moment, Finn reached down, pulling her roughly from the ground. “Let’s go,” he growled, but his eyes were pleading. She knew he had to put on an act in front of anyone who so much as spared them a glance, but the pain in her shoulder took her breath away, and she nearly shrieked as she jerked away from his touch. 

			“My arm,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. She kept her head down as she spoke to him.

			“Fuck,” Finn cursed, glancing around. “Can you move it?” 

			She moved gingerly, but the pain was too intense. “Not well.” 

			He ran a hand over his face, and his fist clenched at his side. “Let’s get to the inn.” He bent under the guise of re-tying his boot. “I’m so sorry, Aedra,” he breathed, his words barely a whisper. 

			She wiped the tears from her face, horrified and disgusted and sore. More than anything, she wanted to scream. Over the course of the morning, she had been cursed at, spit on, hit with an ice ball to the gut, kicked, and thrown to the ground with likely a broken collar bone. The majority of it dealt from the hands of her most trusted friend. 

			He led her down the streets, and she kept up the charade of dutiful servant, leading both the horses with one hand wrapped around the reigns, the other hanging uselessly at her side. The buildings grew larger and more ornate. The stonework was exemplary, and many of the shops had large glass windows built into the storefront, exotic wares on display. People bustled around, mages wearing the finest fur cloaks and matching gloves popped in and out of buildings, the occasional servant cowered a few feet behind them, carrying whatever packages they had bought. 

			Finn glanced over his shoulder at Aedra, the concern in his face obvious. “We’re almost there, boy. Keep up.” His expression was so contradictory to his tone, she could’ve laughed. 

			They turned another corner, this street quieter than the last, but somehow more ornate. Aedra chanced quick glances from the ground, taking in as much of the sights and ignoring the searing pain in her arm every time she accidently moved it. Two gorgeous women leaned against a massive wooden doorway, perking up as they walked closer. One had golden blonde hair, nearly the same shade as Aedra’s, the other a deep red with pretty freckles dotting over her nose and across her cheeks. They wore skimpy, silken dresses that clung to their curves, fur capes draped over their otherwise bare shoulders. Heat crept up Aedra’s neck at the rising suspicion of exactly who these ladies were. 

			“Lovely day, sir,” the blonde said, peeling herself away from the door and stepping toward Finn on the street. Aedra bristled as she sauntered toward him, her hands landing on his arm. “Care to come in for a bit of a rest? You look ever so travel weary.” 

			“We’ve got just the thing to take away the road stress,” the redhead said, smiling coyly as she puffed on a skinny cigarette, fragrant, earthy smoke coiling into the air. 

			Aedra was fairly certain what herb she was smoking. It gave her the faintest flashback to when she and Wren snuck to the boardwalk, hiding from old Vrenae as they smoked. She couldn’t fight her smile as the warmth of the memory coursed through her body, chasing away the chill from her sodden clothes. In fact, she felt better than she had in weeks, as if all her worries and bruises had somehow lifted from her skin. Even the biting pain of her arm receded.

			Gods, the women were beautiful, alluring even. The air took on a heady charge, like the heaviness that settles in the sky right before a thunderstorm. Her eyes strayed to the saddle bag that held her change purse. Would it be odd that a slave has access to so much gold? she wondered as her feet strayed towards the saddle bag almost on their own accord. 

			Finn cleared his throat, and the sound made her look up, her eye lids heavy. He gently removed the woman’s hands, shaking his head slowly. Aedra couldn’t understand his refusal. Certainly, a man of his stature would have no problem getting access to the pleasure house. He wasn’t pretending to be a powerless slave. She opened her mouth to scold Finn for his tactlessness, noting the disappointment on the blonde woman’s face, before icy realization washed over her. The carefree, warm feelings evaporated in an instant, and she was immensely grateful that she, a supposed slave, didn’t speak out against her master. 

			An Empyth pleasure house, Aedra thought as she eyed the large wooden doorway. She swallowed hard, regaining her own mind as the taste of the women’s powers faded at Finn’s refusal. Her exhaustion and pain crashed over her with such force that she staggered a few steps, almost collapsing beneath the weight of weariness. She had heard stories of such places, always second hand. To experience the real thing… Damn disguise, she thought, eyeing where her purse was hidden. It would be a once in a lifetime experience. Empyths could make you feel any emotion—hatred, pain, joy, pleasure. Before encountering Langstaff in the fighting rings, she’d only met one Empyth in her entire life, and it was strictly to learn to block her mind from their influence. 

			“Maybe next time, then?” the blonde called airily as they walked away.

			Finn shook his head, not bothering to turn. Aedra glanced around, ensuring no one could overhear her. “You’re a damned fool,” she whispered. “An Empyth pleasure house? And you refused?” 

			Finn glared at her. “What use do I have of such a place?” he asked, his nose wrinkling at the thought. “I don’t want a façade of pleasure at the expense of my hard-earned coin.” 

			“I’d not mind a go,” she said, daring to look back. The women had already lost interest in them, and Aedra sighed. “Rumors say it’s like dancing among the stars, Finn.” She allowed her mind to wander, imagining what it would be like, and nearly crashed into Finn as he stopped dead in the road. “What—”

			“You don’t need false pretenses of forced seduction to make you see stars, Aedra. There are better ways to achieve that.” He looked down at her, an unreadable expression on his face. 

			“Ah … okay?” she said, her stomach tightening at the intensity of his gaze. 

			He looked as if he was about to say something else, but blinked, and shook his head. “How’s the shoulder?” 

			She tested it. Pain still seared down her arm, but she was able to rotate it completely, which was a significant improvement. “Likely just bruised. Bastard.” She whispered the last word, then ducked into a cowering position as a handful of people turned the corner onto the street. 

			“We’re a block away from the inn,” he whispered back, then spat on the ground at his feet. “If I hear you whine about your feet one more time, boy, I’ll give you a real reason to cry.” 

			The change in his tone was so fast, it nearly gave Aedra whiplash. The group of strangers snickered as they passed, not sparing the pair more than a quick glance. Aedra bit her lip, wishing she could give them a piece of her mind. A blade can kill just as easily as casting, she thought, eyeing the people’s finery. They were well-fed and well-dressed, and if they ever struggled for a single thing in their entire life, they didn’t show it. Her fingers twitched to fight, throw a punch, carve a knife into their vain flesh. Any action that would ease this ache in her chest. 

			“Boy,” Finn called, halfway down the street. She sighed, then led the horses after him. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			The Traveler’s Roost was a two-story brick building with a wooden rooster hanging above the entrance. It was entirely unextraordinary and blended in with the surrounding shops. There was a small stable attached, a single horse standing vacantly in its stall. Finn waited by the door as Aedra situated the horses, but when she tried to pull their packs from the saddlebags, her shoulder shrieked in pain. He gave up his pretense of high-and-mighty mage to help. 

			“Don’t talk to anyone, don’t look at anyone, understand?” he whispered as he pulled out his pack. 

			Aedra ground her teeth but nodded. The sooner we are away from this Gods-forsaken city, the better, she thought. It wasn’t in her nature to be subservient, and though she knew Finn was trying to keep her safe, he was beginning to try her patience with the incessant commands. 

			The door opened with a small chime, and Aedra was hit with warmth and the din of conversation. From the outside, it seemed an almost forgotten place, inconspicuous in the line of surrounding buildings. Inside was an entirely different world. A hearth in the corner of the room held a roaring fire. A young boy sat in front of the flames, his hands glowing as he casted, making the fire shiver into the most vibrant blue, then green. 

			Aedra smiled to herself. It reminded her so much of the driftwood bonfires she had burned back in Trygul, the wood saturated with salt from the sea that made the fire burn blue. At least a dozen people sat at a polished bar, behind which a pair of good-natured serving women worked up a sweat. Ten circular tables were loaded with patrons, and no one seemed at all disturbed at Finn and Aedra’s entrance. 

			She kept her eyes down as Finn approached the bar, offering a small palmful of gold to one of the workers. It was too loud to make out the conversation, but she saw the woman slide a key across the bar and point to a staircase tucked in a dim corner of the room. 

			“Oi, boy. Let’s go,” he called. Aedra shouldered her bag on her good side, ducking around as the younger server came behind the bar with a metal tray towering with foamy beers. 

			The second floor was quiet and opened to a narrow hall with doors on either side. Finn didn’t say a word until they were both inside the room. He relocked the door, then cast a silencing spell, tossing his bag onto the lone, narrow bed. 

			“Home sweet home,” he said, unclasping his cloak and hanging it from a hook on the back of the door. Aedra followed suit. 

			“One bed, Finn?”

			“It’s all they had left. Fully booked.” 

			“How’s that even possible? There’s only one horse in the stables.” 

			Finn shrugged as he busied himself with unloading the packs. 

			Besides the bed, a wooden chest of drawers was pushed beneath the single window. A massive brass tub took up most of the floorspace, and Aedra eyed it longingly. She wasted no time kicking off her sodden boots and socks, grimacing at her wrinkled, white feet. Even Finn’s water-repellent spell couldn’t hold up in weather conditions they’d suffered. 

			“Wonder how long it’ll be before the rot sets in,” she muttered to herself. 

			Finn eyed Aedra as she sat on the edge of the bed. “Are you okay?”

			“You took every opportunity to beat me half to death, but yeah, I’m wonderful.” She stretched her shoulder. “I think it’s just badly bruised.” She lifted her shirt, gently fingering the reddened circle from his ice ball attack. “You really commit to character, eh?” she asked, tracing where her skin had already turned a reddish purple. 

			“Aedra, I… I know ‘sorry’ doesn’t take it away, but…” He ran a hand along the thick stubble coating his jaw, searching for words. 

			“Aren’t you going to profess your utmost sorrow at injuring your beloved princess? I’m sure there’s some treasonous offense mingled in those actions.” She snickered as she lowered her shirt and glanced back up at him. He stared at his hands, not joining in on her laughter. “Finn, I’m only joking. I’d never accuse you—”

			“It fucking killed me to treat you like that. As if you were nothing more than some disobedient dog. As if I would even treat a dog that poorly.” He shook his head, then plopped onto the bed next to her. It was hardly wide enough for them to sit together. His hands fisted in his lap, his knuckles whitening. “I’ll never forgive myself for what I’ve put you through today, Aedra. It will haunt me to my death, and Goddess knows, probably after that, too.” He held his head in his hands, leaning on his knees.  

			“Uh, Finn?” She poked him in the ribs. He twitched but didn’t so much as glance up from his hands. “As much as I loathe to admit it, I understand you’re doing what you must. But I certainly won’t regret leaving this damned place in the morning.” He still didn’t move, and Aedra poked him again, this time in the stomach. His breath came out in a rush, his abdomen clenching at her touch. She smiled, memories of how ticklish he used to be flooding to mind. 

			With her good arm, she leaned over slowly, trying not to jostle the bed, and tickled him full force. He crumpled, hissing in surprise. 

			“Aedra,” he whined. “Cut it out.” 

			“Admit defeat, great commander. I know all your weaknesses. Resisting is futile.” She doubled her attack, pushing him onto the bed as she tickled. Straddling him as he laughed, she dodged his halfhearted attempts to bat her off.

			“Never,” he said, and with a renewed effort, managed to pin both her wrists in one hand. She struggled against his hold, but damn he was strong. “My, my, how the tables turn,” he murmured from beneath her. His position of defeat had quickly morphed into one of relaxed ease. 

			“Let me go,” she said, fighting against the ache in her shoulder. But Finn refused. Instead, he reached up, plucking the cap from her head. Her braid tumbled down and she fought the urge to sigh in relief as the air hit her scalp for the first time all day. 

			“I don’t think I will,” he said, putting his free hand behind his head. “I rather like this position.”

			“Finn!” she shrieked, her cheeks growing warm. She shimmied on his lap, trying to break his hold. 

			“Alright, Princess,” he said with a sigh. In a rush of movement, he flipped, somehow pinning her beneath him on the bed. He kept a firm grip on her wrists, pushing them into the firm mattress above her head. “Is that better?” he asked, his voice a low growl. 

			Her pulse quickened, and she was aware of how close his face was to hers. Her eyes trailed to his lips, and she licked hers, almost reflexively. She could feel his heartbeat through his tunic as his hard body pressed against hers. Her lower stomach tightened, and her breaths came fast. The sudden urge to lean forward and close the few inches that separated their lips overwhelmed her. She closed her eyes, praying to whatever God that deigned to listen to end her sudden surge of madness. This was Finn, after all.

			“Aedra,” he sighed, their breaths mixing as he leaned down. If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought an Empyth was in the room with them, playing with her emotions. Her lips parted in anticipation, every nerve in her body alight with want for this man. 

			A knock sounded at the door, and she tensed, feeling Finn do the same. He chuckled as he released her, pushing himself off the bed as if they weren’t just about to kiss. What the hell is wrong with me? she thought, scrambling up and tucking her hair beneath her discarded cap. She tried to force an air of meek submission in the corner of the room, unsure who would be knocking, or why. 

			“Your lunch, sir,” came a soft, feminine voice from the doorway. “As ordered.”

			“Thank you,” Finn replied casually. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small copper coin and offering it to the girl before grabbing the tray of food. She bobbed a quick curtsey before scurrying back down the hall. If she thought it odd that Aedra was sharing a room with her master, she didn’t indicate it. In fact, it was as if she hadn’t noticed her at all. 

			Aedra breathed a sigh of relief, running a hand over her face. It felt like so much had happened in such a short space of time, and her nerves were completely frayed. But nothing had actually happened. Nothing at all. Which was good. This was Finn, one of the commanders of her army. Her oldest and most dear friend. So why did it feel like her stomach was in knots seeing him so unaffected? 

			“A five-course meal, I presume?” she said with a laugh. It sounded forced, even to her own ears. 

			“Nothing but the finest,” he quipped back. He rested the tray on top of the chest of drawers, as there was no table. “It does, at least, smell like chicken. I was a little worried it would be horse. Or worse, rat.” 

			“Honestly, anything hot and halfway edible would be great right now.” She was sick to death of the stale bread and jerky they’d been eating for the past couple days. They both had tried their hand at hunting, but game had been scarce, and the single deer they’d seen had scented them on the breeze and run before either had a good shot. 

			Silence settled over them, and Aedra tried to convince herself it wasn’t awkward. She glanced at Finn a couple times, but his attention was completely unwavering from his bowl of chicken stew. “Finn?” she finally asked after a brutal few minutes.

			“Hmm?” he muttered, his mouth full. 

			“Should we talk about what just happened?” Her throat was so damned dry, and she picked up her beer, taking long sips. She didn’t particularly care for the bitter drink, but it was better than nothing.

			He snorted. “You mean how you went for my one major weakness? No one’s tried to tickle me since… Well, damn, since we were kids.” He chuckled before taking another bite.

			“Right,” Aedra said, feeling rather foolish. “Know your enemy, and all that, aye?” She shoved a spoonful of stew in her mouth, thankful for the distraction. 

			When they finished eating, Finn pushed back his plate with a sigh. “I’d say that might beat some of the dishes back at the castle, eh?” 

			Aedra rolled her eyes. “I’d hardly be the best person to ask. I’ve had a total of one dinner there in the past three years.” 

			The smile fell from Finn’s face, and he rubbed his hand over the shaved sides of his head. “I never say the right things around you anymore,” he muttered, more to himself than to her. He stood, tucking his tunic into his pants before donning his cloak. “I’m going to see if this cursed city has any decent horses we can trade. Our girls are road weary and worn. This is the best part of town. Hopefully, they’ll have a few stores to re-up our supplies.” 

			“You want me to stay here.” She didn’t phrase it as a question, it was evident by Finn’s expression. 

			“Why don’t you take a bath?” he asked, gesturing to the tub. His brows twitched together as he realized there was no faucet, but with a quick wave of his hand and flash of light, the tub began to fill with steaming water. 

			“Of course, master,” she said with a scoff, rolling her eyes. 

			“Aedra,” he began, his voice pleading. “It’s a shitshow out there, you’d be safer—”

			“It’s fine, I get it,” she said, not meeting his eye. His reasoning was sound, but it didn’t mean she had to like it. She’d been hidden away in different places for too long, and she certainly didn’t want to hide in a random inn in the middle of the city that started the rebellion. “Safe travels,” she said offhandedly as she unlaced the front of her tunic. “Truly, best of luck. Maybe you’ll change your mind and pop into the pleasure house on your way back through. Those girls seemed quite eager to get to know you better.” She yanked her shirt off, not bothering to hide her bare torso from him. 

			Finn, however, whipped around so he was facing the door. “Aedra, what the hell?” 

			“What?” she asked with feigned innocence. “You commanded me to bathe, did you not, master?” 

			“Don’t call me that,” he said, slamming his fist against the wall in frustration. 

			“Why not? That’s all that I am here, is it not? Just a spineless, powerless little girl.” She began to work on the stays of her trousers, her hands shaking with emotion. 

			“Why are you angry with me?” he asked, his back still facing her. “It’s not my fault these people are deranged. Aedra, I’m on your side.” 

			She bit the inside of her cheek, rage coursing through her. “Right. Off with you, then.” 

			“Aedra,” Finn groaned, leaning against the wall. “Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” 

			She shimmied out of her trousers, then dropped her undergarments to the floor. “I’m not exactly decent to be forcing pleasantries right now, Finn.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked, starting to turn his head. 

			“I’d not turn around, unless you want to see me naked.” She dipped a hand into the tub, the water nearly scalding. 

			“Tempting.” 

			Aedra could hear the smile in his voice. 

			“Go find supplies, Finn,” she said with a sigh. 

			“I’ll be back within the hour.” He cracked the door open, pausing halfway out. “Aedra?” 

			“Hmm?” 

			“I’d sooner cut off my own manhood than waste my time at that pleasure house.” Without waiting for a response, he left, the door clicking shut behind him. She stared at the door, seeing the flash of light as he locked it with his magic for good measure. 

			“Men,” she muttered to herself before stepping over the side of the tub. She had no idea what the hell was going on inside Finn’s head, but his actions and sharp tongue had her reeling in confusion. One moment, he had her pinned down, their lips a breath away from each other. Then, he was forcing an air of nonchalance. Did it mean anything to him? she wondered, irritated at herself. What if it doesn’t? It’s not like I’m yearning for him. Most likely it was just a natural reaction from the sudden release of tension, making it so far through the city without being detected. She shook her head, resolving herself to forgetting the entire situation. 

			The water was nearly blistering, but she closed her eyes and forced herself in. The aches of the past few weeks of travel welcomed the heat, and she rolled her shoulder, thankful that the sharp pain had dulled to mere throbbing. 

			“Fucking city,” she muttered, before pulling her braid loose and submerging herself beneath the water. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Hours passed, and the daylight faded to the darkness of evening. She had long since emerged from her bath, plaited her hair, and dressed in a spare set of clothes. Finn hadn’t returned, and she was growing weary. Maybe he did stop at the pleasure house, she thought, pacing the room for the hundredth time. Jealousy surged through her at the thought. She tried to rest, but sleep refused to come despite her body’s exhaustion. And her stomach was growling again. She picked at the crusts of bread left from lunch with irritation. 

			The night was so dark, she couldn’t see anything through the small window anymore, and the few candles in the room provided meager light. If Finn thought he could just tuck her away and forget her for the entire night, he was sorely mistaken. 

			“Screw this,” she finally muttered.

			Adrenaline spiked her pulse as she dug through her pack, finding a spare cap and stuffing her hair beneath. Her coin purse was stashed in a hidden compartment, and she grabbed that, too, and tucked it into her pocket. Her boots were still soaked, and she cringed at the thought of pulling them back on, but sitting around idly was not an option. She was hungry and needed a decent drink. 

			Something fell from the bag in her haste, and she bent, retrieving it from the wooden floor. Her heart twisted as she fingered the ragdoll she stole from the cottage before placing it safely back away. One more night, she thought. One more night in this cursed city, and we’ll be on the last leg of our journey to Ellendria. 

			The knowledge of how close they were made her stomach twist with a confusing mixture of dread and relief. Cystra was her home, and she didn’t want to abandon her people. But seeing the treatment of the non-mages firsthand, she knew they would need the Ellendrian forces to end the rebellion. Her father wouldn’t dare risk her safety in attacking too soon, and her people didn’t have the luxury of time. She needed to make it to Ellendria, as soon as possible. She would accept Prince Rowan’s hand in marriage and set loose the entire strength of their army. It was what her people needed, so why did it feel like she was choking at the thought? 

			She wanted food and drink and distraction from this Gods-awful room, even for an hour. When she slipped out of the door, she didn’t hesitate, thankful that Finn’s spell had only prevented anyone coming in, and not her going out. Voices and music and the smell of roasting meat hit her as she slunk down the stairs into the tavern. She had thought the place was packed when they arrived, but she was wrong. Double the amount of people crowded the place. 

			A musician sat on a stool in front of the hearth, strumming a lute and singing a riotous drinking song. The patrons laughed, pounding their fists in beat with the tune. Just as Aedra hoped, not a single soul glanced her way as she materialized from the shadows of the staircase. 

			The same pair of barmaids were still working, and Aedra wondered if they had any powers of their own. They both were well-fed and full-figured, and she couldn’t help but be a bit envious of the older one’s bosom hardly contained in her corset. Aprons covered their dresses, and the customers treated them cordially. Maybe they’re healers, or weak casters, she thought, squeezing into an open stool against the wall. Not everyone had deep wells of power, and the lesser casters rarely used their magic as it was more effort than it was worth. 

			“What can I get for ya, lad?” the older of the two asked after a few minutes. Aedra had watched her work with fascination, wondering how the woman could keep track of the dozens of orders and requests. She did so flawlessly, with a wink here, a pretty smile there, and she was swimming in tips as men and women slid coins across the bar. 

			“Any choices for dinner?” Aedra asked quietly, deepening her voice. She kept her head turned away from the people next to her. The last thing she wanted to do was draw attention to herself. 

			“Mince or chicken pie, or leftover stew from the afternoon.” 

			“Mince pie and a pint of mead, please.” 

			“Four coppers, dear.” The woman turned as Aedra searched for her coin purse, already taking another customer’s order down the bar. 

			She pulled her purse out and rested it on the countertop, counting out the coppers in the dimly lit room. She added a silver for a tip, as well. It was entirely too much, but she had plenty to spare, and the women were sweating from their effort. The barmaid doubled back, pocketing the money and giving Aedra a curious glance before disappearing into the kitchens. She breathed a sigh of relief that she didn’t make a big deal out of the tip and tucked her purse back into her pocket. 

			“Oi, now wha’s a kid like yerself doin’ wi’ a bag o’ gold like tha?” the man next to her asked, his accent thick. 

			She cringed, realizing her folly too late. No one in their right mind would bring such a sum of coin to a tavern unless they were looking for a prostitute or trouble. Or both. “Oh,” Aedra said, spinning in the stool so her back was pressed to the wall. “I—I’ve been working for it.” 

			“Workin’, eh?” the man said, and in a burst of movement, he snatched the coin purse from Aedra’s pocket. “It’s got a fair bit o’ weight to it, too.” He grinned, and nudged the man on his left. “Looks like we’ll be stoppin’ for that round o’ cards at Benny’s after all, Gorge.” He tossed the coins to his friend, who raised a brow and nodded in appreciation. 

			“Give me my purse back, please,” Aedra said, grinding her teeth. It was her own stupidity that got her into this mess, and she knew she should just take the loss for what it was. But her hands fisted at her sides, her anger surging. 

			“Bugger off, Willem. The lad looks half-starved,” the serving woman said as she came back with Aedra’s meal. “Give the kid his purse.” 

			“Mind your own, Sheela,” Willem quipped back. “It’s just a bit o’ fun, ain’t that right, Gorge?” 

			“Here, sweets,” Gorge said, digging another silver from Aedra’s purse. “Why don’t you run along to your next customer, eh?” 

			The woman—Sheela—glanced back to Aedra with an apologetic smile. “I’ll be keepin’ an eye on you two,” she said sternly, but she did as the man suggested and moved farther down the bar. 

			Willem and Gorge laughed as they counted out Aedra’s money. Without thinking of the repercussions, she leaned forward to snatch the purse away. Willem caught her hand with a chuckle, his grip bruising. “Ah, now, ya gotta be quicker than that.” His grip tightened, and the beads from her bracelet bit painfully into her skin. “Now wha’s this?” he asked, twisting her arm to get a better view of the bracelet. “Pretty bracelet, lad,” he muttered, raising a brow. 

			Aedra tried to pull out of his grasp, but the man refused to relent, and heat flooded her face. If Finn found out she’d been robbed due to her own idiocy, he’d never let her live it down. She looked Willem over with a scowl, trying to find some weakness to exploit. His clothes were a bit loose, though clean, and his front tooth was missing. With her free hand, she slowly reached across her waist to her sheathed dagger. If he wouldn’t freely give her back her coin, she would make him. 

			In a flash, she moved, pressing her knife to Willem’s throat. She smiled at his shocked expression, and his grip slowly relaxed on her opposite arm. She pressed the blade harder, ignoring the growing silence around them. “My coin, sir,” she whispered into his ear. 

			Willem swallowed, moving slowly to grab the purse from the table. He paused just before he handed it to her before a smirk twitched on his lips. “You’ll have to do better than that,” he said. Before Aedra knew what was happening, Gorge stood, his hands glowing, and invisible bonds wrapped tight around her body, pinning her arms to her sides, and stealing the breath from her lungs.  

			Willem laughed, grabbing Aedra’s dropped dagger and spinning it in his fingers. “Fine blade ya got here,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “Wha’ other secrets are ya hiding?” 

			She shook her head. “N—nothing!” she gasped, her lungs burning from the strength of the magic restraints.

			Willem leaned in, his breath hot and rancid in her face. “I think you’re lying.” He glanced over his shoulder at his friend, whose hands were still glowing as he maintained the spell. “Wha’ do you think, Gorge?” 

			“Lying,” the man agreed with a nod. 

			“Come on then, cast and free yourself. Or are you one o’ them healers? ’Cause Gorge here has a pretty bad flare o’ the gout, ain’t that right?” The other man nodded, wiggling his swollen fingers in the air. Willem leaned closer, still spinning the dagger in his hand. “If you’ve nothin’ to hide.”

			She flushed, struggling uselessly against the invisible bonds, her pulse hammering as Willem slowly inched forward, still studying the dagger with too much interest. “Please, just release me. You can keep the coin,” Aedra whispered. The tavern had grown unnaturally silent, and the bard had stopped playing. She was certain all eyes were turned to them, but she couldn’t look away from the malicious glint in Willem’s eyes as he edged closer. 

			“You can’t break free, can you, slave?” he whispered the last word as he ran the dagger down Aedra’s cheek with the lightest amount of pressure. The razor sharp knife sliced easily through her skin, leaving a trail of burning pain. She felt the blood drip down her face and choked back a cry. “How’d a slave like you get such a large purse o’ gold? Stealing is a hangin’ offense.” 

			Aedra winced as he twisted the knife up, carving deeper into her face. “The only one that’s stealing is you,” she said, swallowing down her pain and humiliation. “Now release me and give me back my coin.” 

			Willem laughed, loud and boisterous, and the room stilled completely. “I’ll tell ya what. I’m feeling quite forgivin’ today. If you can take the purse from me, you keep it. Give it a go.” He nodded to Gorge, who finally released her bonds. 

			She gasped down a few breaths, her lungs burning with relief. Glancing around the room, her fears were confirmed. Everyone was watching their exchange, and not a single soul stood to come to her aid. She looked back at Willem, who leaned casually against the bar. “You’re just going to cast again. It’s not a fair fight.” 

			“You’re Goddess-cursed, boy. Destined to be nothing more than free labor for those of us born with better blood. Get used to it, or prove you’re more than whatever dirt you were whelped from.” He chuckled at his own wit and tossed the coin purse into the air, giving Aedra a taunting smile. “Your choice,” he said with a wink.

			She had spent the last decade of her life traveling across Cystra doing more than pretty sight seeing. Master Erello had taught her to strike like a snake, fast and hard and unexpected. She stared Willem down, glancing at Gorge, who seemed to lack a single thought of his own. Why hasn’t Willem used his powers against me? she contemplated quickly, praying her intuition was right. 

			She feigned towards Willem, ducking away at the last second before her fist connected with Gorge’s neck. There wasn’t time to dwell on her racing pulse or the feel of dozens of eyes watching her every move. She prayed to whatever Gods that wanted to listen and relied on years of muscle memory. Gorge grunted in surprise, and Aedra struck again before the man could cast, hitting him hard in the carotid. His eyes rolled back as his muscles slackened, and the burly man slid from his stool and slumped to the ground, unconscious. She turned back to Willem, who stared wide-eyed at his friend on the floor. 

			“You little prick!” he hissed, and before she could take another step, his hands blasted with light, and she doubled over in sudden pain. Her assumption that Willem himself was a non-mage was burned from her mind as his arm locked around her neck, and he held her tight against his chest. “If Gorge is hurt, you’ll wish you were never born.” 

			“You cheated,” Aedra croaked as she pawed at the man’s arm. 

			He squeezed tighter, and stars danced across her vision. 

			“It’s the Goddess’s will. And you lied.” His free hand trailed over her chest, which she foolishly left unbound after her bath. He pinched her nipple through her shirt, making her cringe with disgust, then he yanked the cap from her head. Her blond braid tumbled out, her hair still damp. “You’re no boy.” His breath stank of spoilt ale as he leaned in, pulling her body harder against his. “You aren’t tryin’ to run, are you, lass?”

			She shook her head. “No,” she tried to say, but she couldn’t catch her breath, his grip around her neck crushing. Tears of pain welled in her eyes as she struggled, and she silently pleaded to the tavern full of people to rescue her. No one moved. The din of conversation had restarted, and it seemed everyone was pointedly ignoring them, too afraid or too wise to get involved. 

			His hand trailed over her chest again before snaking down her body, his touch making her stomach churn with nausea. “You’ll have a fate so much worse than death when they catch you. Unless you wanna make it up to me somehow? It could be our secret.” His hand skirted down her lower belly, and she clamped her legs together as tightly as she could, twisting as she tried to break his grasp around her neck. 

			He laughed as he fisted his hand into her hair, using his grip to leverage her head back until her neck strained. “If you haven’t noticed, lass, I’ll take what I want, anyhow.” He pulled her toward the staircase, and her heart hammered painfully against her ribs. “Me and Gorge got a room all to ourselves,” he whispered into her ear, ignoring her continued struggle. “An’ it looks like Gorge ain’t have no use of it right now.” 

			Aedra looked to the barmaid, desperate for someone to help. The woman averted her eyes, turning away to serve another pair of patrons. They’re going to let him rape me, she thought with horror. Her muscles slackened with defeat. There was no use. The man easily had sixty pounds on her. He was strong beneath his baggy clothes, and he could cast. She’d be lucky if she made it out with her life. 

			“Tha’s a good girl,” he purred, dragging her up a step. “Though I gotta say, I like a good fight.” He slapped her hard across the face, and for a moment, the entire room went black as her vision ebbed. She blinked, coming to, as he snickered, and pulled her up another stair. And another. 

			There was a crash in the tavern behind her, but she didn’t have the strength to turn around and look. Shouting followed, and Willem glanced over his shoulder, anger twisting his features at the disruption before his eyes widened with sudden shock and his grip on her slackened. She didn’t waste the opportunity, twisting free from his hold and jumping the half dozen stairs to scramble up against a wall. A ball of golden light flashed through the air, striking the dumbstruck man directly in his chest. He crumpled over with a groan, his body tumbling down the steps. 

			Silence fell over the tavern once more, and Aedra let out a relieved breath as Finn stalked through the crowd. The people parted, casting him bewildered glances as they stepped out of his way. His hands were glowing, and without warning, he cast another golden ball of pure energy at Willem lying at the foot of the stairs. His body tremored as the magical attack struck, but not a sound escaped him, nor did he otherwise move to defend himself. Aedra spared half a thought wondering if he was already dead. 

			“Finn?” she said, her voice a raspy whisper. 

			He glanced at her for a heartbeat, his eyes running down her body as if to ensure she was alright, before he turned back to Willem’s motionless body. He kicked him, hard in the stomach, and the man coughed blood. Still alive, Aedra thought, and she didn’t know to be relieved or disappointed. 

			Finn crouched next to him, whispering something into his ear. Aedra was too far away, and too shaken to approach. Whatever he said was lost to her. 

			“Enough of this!” Sheela screeched from behind the bar. “I—I can’t have you scaring away my customers. Enough!” 

			Finn straightened, nodding his head to Sheela before stepping gingerly to where Aedra was cowering against the wall. “Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice quiet enough so only she could hear. She shook her head, not meeting his eyes. “Go to the room. I’ll join you momentarily.” 

			Aedra did as instructed, pausing just long enough to fish her coin purse from Willem’s unconscious and bloody body. She stepped over him, ensuring her boot struck his manhood, before disappearing up the stairs. Her face, neck, and chest ached with each beat of her heart, but she didn’t rest until she was securely in their room with the door locked. 

			Finn slammed into the room a few minutes after her, and she shrunk back on the bed as she saw the rage plain on his face. He closed the distance between them in three steps, his eyes searching her face. “Finn, I’m so sorry—”

			“Don’t,” he said, slowly shaking his head. He knelt on the ground in front of her, grabbing her hands and kissing the back of them. “Don’t you dare apologize for those fucking dogs.” His hands shook and a vein near his temple throbbed. 

			“Are you okay?” she asked quietly, looking him over. “The amount of energy it must’ve taken…” She replayed the scene in her mind, the shocked look on Willem’s face as Finn attacked. A shiver ran down the length of her spine. If it wasn’t for Finn… She didn’t want to think the words. 

			“Am I okay?” he scoffed, his eyes wide and manic. “Are you?” 

			“Thanks to you,” she said, running a hand absentmindedly over her neck. The crushing pain was gone, but it ached with each movement. 

			Finn’s eyes trailed to where her fingers grazed her skin, and he slowly reached up, as if nervous he would spook her, and examined her injuries. His fingers trailed up to the wound on her cheek, and the murderous look of rage washed over him again. “I should skin them for what they’ve done to you,” he said, glancing at the door as if tempted by the thought. 

			“Finn. I’ve drawn enough attention to us tonight. We probably shouldn’t make this any worse.” 

			He sighed, leaning his head into her lap. They stayed that way for a minute or two, and Aedra absentmindedly stroked his hair. She studied him closely, noting the different tones of blond. It was better than thinking about what just happened. About what could’ve happened. 

			“We have to go,” Finn finally said, pulling himself away. He stood, then paced the room, grabbing their packs. “The barmaid isn’t happy with the uproar we caused. Nor the mess she has to clean.” 

			Renewed panic struck as Aedra watched him pack. “Do you think someone will alert the guards?” 

			He cast her a side-eyed look. “I paid quite sweetly so that wouldn’t happen, but all the same, I’d not be surprised if we have a few friends come looking for us tonight.” He had every pack slung over his shoulder and gave the room a final sweep before offering Aedra a hand. “Let’s go, Princess.”

			She took it, standing on shaking legs. “Where will we go? It’s late—What if there’s no rooms elsewhere?” 

			Finn gave her a sly smile, but it didn’t meet his eyes. “I know a guy. He likely won’t be thrilled at the unexpected visit, but…” He shrugged. “He owes me a favor or two.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Aedra kept her head ducked as they left the tavern, and Finn glowered at anyone who dared look her way. She wondered how much gold he sacrificed because of her but thought better of asking. It would only make her feel guiltier. Why didn’t I just wait in the room? she thought for the dozenth time as they twisted through the streets. Ice pelted down, but Finn casted a shield, blocking them from the worst of the elements. She didn’t ask why he risked such a move, but she did hold her breath in anticipation every time they passed the random stranger on the streets. 

			“Are we nearly there?” she asked, her head throbbing. It felt like they had taken every backroad and alleyway this cursed city had to offer. 

			“Nearly.” 

			He didn’t elaborate. Soon, Aedra realized what Finn was doing. He kept doubling back, taking useless alleys and occasionally walking for five or ten minutes in the opposite direction. If anyone had followed them from the Traveler’s Roost, they would have been caught or lost in the darkness from Finn’s meandering. She smiled to herself, appreciating the commander’s tactics. 

			After two hours, Aedra found herself on the doorstep of a stone house. It was small, about the size of the cabin they had stayed in nearly two weeks ago. Quaint houses settled on small patches of land were spaced out enough to give the illusion of privacy. There were even white picket fences separating the yards, peeking above the mounds of half-melted snow. The neighborhood reminded her so much of Trygul.

			Not a single light shone through the window, and the chimney was void of any smoke. Unease churned her stomach. “Finn,” she whispered, “I don’t think anyone’s home.” 

			He grunted, then rapped softly on the door. They waited a minute, then two, before Finn knocked again, louder this time. “Damn it, Norn, I know you’re here. If you don’t open the door, I’ll break it open.” He began relentlessly pounding, and in the distance, a dog barked, making Aedra jump. 

			A blush heated her cheeks, and she peeked over her shoulder, praying no one overheard him. She was bone weary from exhaustion and didn’t have the energy to traipse across the city for another two hours looking for lodging and dodging guards. She opened her mouth to beg Finn to go look for a nearby inn when the door swung open. 

			“Gods and Goddesses burn, what the Hell are you doing here?” The man was a few inches shorter than Finn and had cropped hair that was graying around his temples. He regarded them with a look of disdain, and when his eyes landed on Aedra, he frowned, shaking his head. “You knocked the lass up, didn’t you?” 

			“Haddeon’s Hell, Norn, you certainly haven’t learned any manners over the years, have you?” Finn cast her an apologetic look. 

			“Well, I didn’t grow up in a fancy castle and learn all sorts of fancy horseshit, did I?” He ran his gaze down Aedra, landing squarely on her stomach. “How far along is she? The longer you wait, the worse it’ll be for you.”

			“Gods’ sake, man, just let us in and I’ll explain everything.” 

			The man took a small step back, holding the door open with obvious reluctance. 

			They passed through a small mudroom to the kitchen, where the man turned his back, busying himself with a kettle on the hearth. Finn motioned for Aedra to take off her cloak. She did, followed by her Gods-awful wet boots and cap, wondering how this man saw through her disguise so easily. He didn’t think for a moment she was a boy, and she couldn’t help glance down at her flat stomach, wondering why the first impression he had of her was that she was pregnant. 

			“Kaldie,” Finn began, using her fighting guise, “this is Norn. He served under my father’s command years ago and showed me the ropes after he died.” 

			“Aye,” Norn said, turning back toward them. “Greatest military commander this country ever had, Goddess bless his soul.” He gave Finn the slightest of smiles. “Don’t feel too bad, son. It’s a hard role to fill.”

			Finn shrugged before pulling out a chair and sitting at the small wooden table. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

			Norn sighed, then pulled down three teacups from a cupboard next to the hearth. He bustled around the kitchen, retrieving a loaf of bread and some butter, along with some sliced apples. 

			“Let’s eat,” he said, pouring them both cups from the kettle. Instead of getting himself a cup of tea, too, he lingered in the cupboard, settling on a large glass bottle, half-full of light green liquid. He winked at Aedra as he poured his cup. “Absinthe,” he said as he noticed her curious stare. “A bit too strong for an expecting mother, though.”

			“She’s not pregnant, Norn,” Finn said, grabbing a piece of bread and buttering it. He passed it to Aedra before grabbing his own piece. 

			“Well, thank the Gods for that,” the burly man said, pulling out a chair. “Now, are you going to tell me what in the blazes is going on, or are we going to pussy foot around all night? It’s been what? Four, five years?” 

			“Six,” Finn said, grinning as he took the bottle of absinthe and poured a finger’s worth into his teacup. 

			“Six years without a word. Would you have me believe this is just a friendly visit? The fact that it’s nearing midnight is merely a coincidence, right?” 

			Finn took a slow sip of his drink before he answered. “No, Norn. I think higher of you than lying. We need a place to stay, just for the night. We’ll be gone before the sun has fully risen.” 

			“Why do you have her dressed up as a boy?” 

			Aedra bristled, but Finn laughed. “I thought you didn’t want me to lie.”  

			“Hmm.” Norn looked Aedra over, and she tried not to squirm beneath his scrutiny. The wrinkle between his brows deepened before a grin spread across his face. “Shall I kneel or bow, Princess?” 

			“But how—”

			“Six years isn’t that long,” he said, cutting Aedra off. “Finny here only sung of your beauty every damned chance he had. The other soldiers actually paid him to shut up.”

			Aedra glanced at Finn, who’s cheeks pinkened beneath his beard. 

			“Exaggeration,” he said into his cup, not meeting her eye. 

			“You had that portrait, too, didn’t you? Kept it folded in your breast pocket.” 

			“I did not.” 

			“You did.” He nodded at Aedra. “Your hair hasn’t darkened a shade, your Highness.”

			Aedra laughed, suddenly growing rather fond of Norn. “You had my portrait drawn?” she asked Finn. 

			His blush deepened to scarlet, and he glared daggers at his old friend across the table. Aedra was certain he was going to deny the fact, but instead of arguing, he stood, crossing the room to where his cloak hung from a hook next to the hearth. He rummaged inside a pocket, pulling something out. Without a word, he threw it onto the table, still refusing to meet her eye. 

			Aedra grabbed the folded parchment, curiosity and something unexplainable knotting in her stomach as she opened it. Sure enough, the likeness of her image stared back at her, though several years younger. She ran a finger over the painting, surprised at the smooth surface. “It’s spelled, so it never fades,” Finn said, chancing a quick glance at her. 

			She turned back to the portrait, studying her likeness in the artist’s rendition. Her features were softer, and her face was a bit rounder. It was a bit odd to see such a detailed painting of her younger self, and she had to admit the artist was exceptionally skilled. 

			A low chuckle made her look up. Norn was watching her with a mischievous glint in his eye. “You mean to tell me that the princess has no idea, Finny?”

			“Watch it, Norn,” Finn said, his voice a low growl. 

			“No idea about what?” Aedra asked, handing Finn back the portrait. It wasn’t illogical that he had such a thing; he was blood-vowed to protect her. If something ever happened and she went missing, he’d have instant access to her image. He’d be able to ask anyone if they’d seen her. She lived in seclusion, away from the court’s prying eyes for so long, she wasn’t surprised that people didn’t instantly recognize her. In truth, it was a small blessing.

			The muscle in Finn’s jaw twitched. “Norn,” he said, the warning clear in his tone. 

			Aedra looked back and forth between the men, irritation rising. “Is there a secret joke I’m missing?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest.

			Finn didn’t respond, still glaring daggers at his old comrade. Norn, however, chuckled into his glass. “Aye, your Highness. Indeed, there is.”

			Aedra waited for him to continue, but he refused to add anything else. “Finn?” she asked, turning to her friend. He was as silent as the dead, but his knuckles were turning white from his grip on his teacup. Her annoyance mounted. Finn had no problem poking fun at every minute detail of her life, yet when circumstances were flipped, he refused to budge. Apparently, our friendship is one-sided, she thought, pushing up from her chair. 

			“Norn, do you have anywhere I can get washed up?” she asked, trying to find an excuse to get away for a few minutes. The taint of Willem’s touch still seared her skin, and she wanted nothing more to scrub her body until she could no longer imagine the man’s grip pressing into her flesh. 

			“Sure,” he said, an irritating smile plastered to his face. “Follow me, Princess.” 

			She grabbed her pack and hurried across the hall to a small washroom. “Apologies for the lack of tub. The washbasin is all I’ve got.” He showed her where the towels were stored and pulled out a bar of soap. “I’m sure it’s not as fancy as your bathing suites back in the castle.”

			“Truly, this is more than I could’ve hoped for. Thank you,” she said, grabbing a towel. She didn’t bother to explain that she had only taken one bath at the castle in the past three years. 

			Norn shifted, appearing uncomfortable. “It’s an honor, your Highness.” He turned to close the door, but Aedra called out, stopping him. 

			“What isn’t Finn telling me?” she blurted out. It was probably unwise to trust this stranger with the truth of how badly Finn’s secrets irked her, but she couldn’t help herself.

			Norn leaned against the doorway, lingering for a long minute, as if debating with himself. Finally, after Aedra assumed he wasn’t going to reply, a small, secret smile warmed his weary face. He met her eye, his voice falling to a whisper. “Oh, just the small fact that he’s absolutely in love with you, darling.” 

			He winked, and closed the door, leaving Aedra alone with her thoughts.

			“Ass,” she muttered, staring at the spot he vacated. If he didn’t want to tell her the truth, he could’ve just said so. She wasn’t fool enough to believe Finn capable of feeling romantically towards anyone, least of all her. He had made his indifference very clear back in the inn, when he walked away from almost kissing her without a glint of emotion. 

			She washed her spare pair of clothes in the basin, grateful for the opportunity to have something halfway decent to wear tomorrow. She was meticulous, scrubbing the bits of hardened dirt and other unknown filth from the fabric before splashing cool water on her face. The cut on her cheek stung, and she focused on the brief pain, thankful for the distraction from her cluttered thoughts. Truthfully, she wanted space from Finn. Too much had happened too quickly, and she was confused. Norn’s admission didn’t help matters either. Because though it was impossible for Finn to have those types of feelings for her, her stomach knotted with… What was it? Excitement? Dread? Certainly, an odd combination of the two. 

			She spent nearly half an hour in the washroom before emerging. 

			“If this doesn’t dry by morning, would you mind…?” Aedra asked as she hung her sodden clothes next to the hearth. Finn nodded, only looking up for a heartbeat. 

			“Ah, the princess is too good to dry her clothes with her own magic?” Norn asked with a chuckle. His cheeks and nose had taken on a rosy hue, and Aedra realized the absinthe must be stronger than she originally thought. 

			She swallowed her indignation, forcing a smile. “Something like that.” She paused for a moment, draining the last of her lukewarm tea. Norn had set up two cots on the kitchen floor while she was in the washroom, spares from his time in the army. There wasn’t much privacy, but Aedra couldn’t hide her exhaustion. She eyed the makeshift beds with desire.

			“Don’t stay up on my account,” Norn said with a hiccup from the dining table. “What do you say, Finn? You gonna go to bed with the girl?”

			Aedra’s face flushed at the double meaning in his question, and she didn’t linger for Finn’s response. Instead, she climbed onto the cot, pulling the blanket Norn had given her up over her head, the darkness and instant heat a welcome reprieve. The men were quiet for a few minutes, obviously waiting for her breaths to come easy and regular. Despite the call of sleep, she lay awake, staring at the blackness beneath the covers. 

			“How much trouble are you in?” Norn’s voice asked, low and gravelly.  

			“Why would you think there’s trouble?” 

			“Oh, son, I’m no fool. I know you’d only call on me in absolute desperation. I must say, it’s shocking you came to Gronstein at all, what with your political views.” 

			“I go where I’m duty-bound. You know that.” 

			“Aye. I know you don’t tolerate their way of thinking, but things around here really aren’t so bad. Almost falls into the natural order of things.” 

			“You know our opinions on the matter differ.”

			There was another pause, longer this time, and Aedra felt sleep nearly claim her, its soft caress so sweet. 

			“…to Ellendria, eh?” 

			The voice was so far away, she couldn’t make sense of the conversation anymore. 

			“It’s the safest place for her.” Finn’s voice was just a whisper. 

			“And how many know she’s Goddess-cursed?” 

			There was a scraping sound of a chair being pushed out quickly against the wooden floor. 

			“How do you know that?” All familial friendship was gone from Finn’s voice, replaced with a hard seriousness. 

			Norn knew. Sleep receded, replaced by fear. Despite their best efforts, this random veteran somehow figured out her greatest secret. She tensed beneath the blanket, waiting for Norn’s next words. 

			“Come now, why else are you sneaking her out like this? And she hasn’t shown a single bit of power since walking through the door. A spitfire like that wouldn’t expect someone else to dry her damned clothes. She’d do it herself, if she was able. Sit down, lad. You’re acting a brash fool.” 

			“You can’t tell anyone, Norn. Not a soul.” 

			“Never, son. How about another drink?”

			Relief rushed through her veins, and she slowly relaxed her muscles, trying to calm her racing heart. She needed to be more careful going forward. In the space of just an hour, this stranger had uncovered her life’s greatest and worst secret. If she was going to convince the Ellendrian prince to honor their engagement, she needed to maintain her image. Who would want to marry a Goddess-cursed, powerless princess of a country half converted to slavery?

			None of it was enticing, but she needed the Ellendrian forces to regain control over Cystra. But first, she needed to make it out of Cystra undetected. Finn and Norn’s voices fell to low murmurs as she chased the embrace of sleep again, knowing the next leg of their journey was certain to be the most challenging yet. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Everything was the same shade of white or gray. 

			It had been days of traveling through the endless expanse of snow, and Aedra was convinced she had forgotten what color looked like. It burned her eyes, at first, and she cursed the sun, its rays making the eternal snow drifts searingly bright. When the first flakes of the storm fell, she accepted them gladly, grateful for the break from the bright sun. But soon, the delicate snow strengthened into a raging storm, and she cursed her own stupidity as Finn struggled to maintain a shield against the elements. 

			“We have to rest,” Aedra said, raising her voice over the roaring winds that deafened her ears. 

			“Aye,” Finn finally agreed. There was no good place to make shelter, and despite his exhaustion, he casted, manipulating the snow, forming another igloo. It took several minutes of concentrated work, and Aedra could do nothing but watch, completely aware of just how useless she was. 

			They ducked inside, Finn’s face pale and coated in a sheen of sweat. “Are you okay?” Aedra asked, her teeth chattering from the frigid cold. Despite his shield, the wind managed to break through during their ride, freezing her bone deep. 

			“Fine,” he lied, casting again. A rush of heat filled the tiny space, and Aedra sniffled, her nose running from the sudden change in temperature. “Here.” He tossed her something from his pack, and she bit back a groan. “Don’t complain, Aedra. It’s the best we’ve got.”

			“Delicious.” It was her turn to lie as she bit into the stale bread, partially frozen from the elements. “Completely satisfying.” 

			Finn snorted, coaxing a tiny fire to life in the small space between them. Even their kindling was getting low. Neither expected conditions to be so terrible for this long. “Four or five days?” he asked quietly, not meeting her eye.

			Worry twisted her stomach at the question. “It’s been six, Finn,” she said, searching his face. He wasn’t well. The constant need for casting while they traveled was wearing on his energy reserves. Aedra was certain that if they didn’t arrive at the mountain pass soon, they weren’t going to make it. 

			“Finn…” she began, searching for the words. If the storm didn’t relent, they wouldn’t make it back to Gronstein, either. She knew the trek to the mountain pass was going to be miserable, but she hadn’t expected it to be so damned threatening. They had been fighting for the past two days about turning back. Finn wouldn’t hear a single word of it, becoming rather nasty when Aedra suggested it.

			“Don’t start,” he said, unraveling his bedroll. “I don’t have it in me to argue.” He covered himself up. “You got first watch?” he asked, peering at her through heavy-lidded eyes. 

			“Yes, Finn. Rest.” 

			Each passing hour left him more and more exhausted. Sleep consumed him after only moments, and she examined his bedraggled face, his eyes sunken in deep hollows and not a trace of blood in his cheeks. If she had casting powers, she could’ve shared the burden of maintaining the shield as they traveled. If she was a healer, she could restore his health. But she was neither. She was nothing more than a burden, and the reality of her inadequacy struck her hard and fast each time she took watch. If Finn doesn’t make it through this, I will never forgive myself, she thought, settling onto her bedroll. 

			Hours passed. She had little to keep her occupied other than staring at Finn while he slept, and that proved quite boring after the first few minutes. She tossed another small log onto the fire, careful to keep it contained. The first night, she had been a bit overeager in the fire’s maintenance, resulting in smoke flooding the igloo. She had expected Finn to bite her head off in anger. But he didn’t so much as scold her. Instead, he taught her how to keep the fire small but hot, the smoke manageable as it escaped through a tiny hole at the top of the igloo. She smiled at the memory, stretching her sore muscles. 

			Another hour passed, then another, and her eyes were gritty with exhaustion. She wanted to give Finn another hour of sleep, but the second time her head nodded to her chest, jolting her awake, she knew it wasn’t safe to stay up anymore. 

			“Finn,” she murmured, stepping around the fire and kneeling next to him. He groaned in his sleep, sweat beading on his brow. “Finn,” she repeated a bit louder. She reached out a hand, shaking his shoulder. “Wake up.” 

			His eyes shot open, reddened blood vessels giving him an eerie look. “I’m up.” 

			“Right,” she said, forcing a smile. “Here, I saved this for you.” She handed him half her bread. 

			“Aedra, no. You eat.” He forced himself up with a groan, rubbing his neck. 

			“I’m full,” she lied. “You need it more than me.” 

			He frowned but didn’t argue. “Thank you,” he muttered, setting the bread down next to him. He stared at the fire for a moment, fighting away sleep. 

			Aedra reached up, running a finger gently over the shadows beneath his eyes. “You’re not well, Finn.” He looked up, the reflection of the flames dancing in his eyes as he met her gaze. “I’m worried.”

			“Don’t worry about me, Princess. I’ve promised to get you safely to Ellendria.”

			“I don’t want you to die trying,” she said, the words tumbling out in a rush. 

			“Ah, well, I mustn’t die, then, huh?” He gave her a small smile, before nodding to her bedroll. “Get some rest.” 

			She didn’t get up, instead choosing to snuggle beneath his blanket, resting her head in his lap. “Wake me in an hour, Finn. I’ll be fine with that.” 

			He gave a noncommittal grunt, his hands straying to her hair almost reflexively, and she fell asleep to his soft caress. 

			[image: ]

			It’s so damned cold, she thought, pulling the blanket around her tighter. But despite her best efforts, she couldn’t get warm enough to fall back asleep. She groaned as she sat up, but her groggy annoyance burnt away as she looked around. 

			It was dark, the entire igloo pitch black, and freezing. The fire must’ve burnt out, at least an hour or two ago, not a single coal glowing to offer any illumination. 

			“Finn?” she called into the darkness. There was no response, and panic rose in her chest, tightening its tendrils around her heart. “Finn?” she called again. He wouldn’t leave her alone, unprotected. She scrambled to her feet, blindly searching for the exit of the igloo. 

			“Oh,” she cried as she tripped over something large and heavy. She fell to the ground, hissing as pain shot up her wrist. “What the hell—” she began, her words cutting off in a sharp gasp as she realized what she tripped over. “Finn.”

			Ignoring the pain, she felt around, grasping his hand, then shoulder, and shaking him. His skin was cold. Too cold. Goosebumps danced up her arms as she considered the possibilities. 

			“Finn, wake up,” she pleaded. It was too dark, she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face, and she had no clue if her best friend was alive. Relying only on her sense of touch, she slipped her hand beneath his tunic, resting it on top of his chest, desperately trying to suppress her mounting panic. She couldn’t formulate the thoughts, but if he overextended himself, if there was no pulse… She’d never forgive herself. 

			The seconds dragged as she held her hand still, her eyes closed… There! He had a heartbeat. There was still hope.

			“Thank the Gods,” she whispered and opened her eyes, their refuge just as dark as the back of her lids. She needed light. 

			Staying on her hands and knees, she slowly crawled along the ground, searching for her pack. There was a tinderbox in the bottom of it, neglected for the entirety of their trip. She rummaged around, quickly growing irate at the slow progress. If she had powers, she could’ve just casted, relighting the fire. But she was Goddess-cursed, and never more did she resent the wicked bitch. 

			Finally, she found the small rectangular box, then battled her way to the spare wood. It felt like her every movement was slowed by molasses, and she ground her teeth, trying to make out Finn’s unconscious body. She couldn’t see shit. 

			She managed to coax a few sparks, then a full flame, the sudden brightness causing her eyes to sear with pain and tears. Another minute or two, and the fire was dancing, greedily licking at the small sticks. She rushed back to Finn, his skin an ashen pallor. 

			“Wake up, soldier,” she urged, shaking his shoulders again and groaning beneath the bulky weight of him. “You swore. A fucking. Vow.” Despite his pulse, he was dead to the world. Her hands fisted into her hair as her frustration and desperation mounted. The fire quickly fought away the chill, and Aedra skirted around it, grabbing the blanket and pillow, and covering him. He was too cold, likely hypothermic, and if she couldn’t wake him soon, she was certain he’d be lost. 

			Though she possessed no special gift in healing, she had learned the non-mage ways of the craft. Finn needed food and warmth and rest. 

			“I never should have slept,” she said to herself as she searched for the bread and jerky. “I should have let you rest longer, Finn. I’m so sorry.” 

			The pack burdened with their meager food was so close to empty that she felt bile rise to her throat. A half loaf of bread, a couple bruised apples, and a few stringy pieces of jerky were all that remained. She tried to remember the last time she saw him eat. The piece of bread she handed him earlier remained untouched on the ground, and she fought back a frustrated groan. She hadn’t worried about it before now, assuming he had been eating while she slept or while they rode. Now, she realized how careless she’d been. He must’ve not wanted her to go hungry, giving up his portions in favor of stretching their supplies out. 

			It didn’t really matter though. As long as he was unconscious, he wouldn’t be able to eat. Tears prickled behind her eyes as she looked at him, his breaths shallow and slow. If she had sugar, she could have placed it beneath his tongue to give him a bit of energy. But she had nothing, the storm was raging outside, and their horses were likely frozen to death in the elements. 

			The horses, she thought, a spark of hope blazing through her despair. One of the saddle bags was full of oats, and if she wasn’t mistaken, there were sugar cubes to bribe the huge beasts, as well. She donned her cloak and boots and gloves in rapid succession, taking a deep breath before crawling through the small opening of their shelter. 

			If she thought the igloo had been cold when she awoke, she was nowhere near prepared for the brutality of the wind outside. It blew the hood off her head as soon as she stood, and tiny flakes of ice and snow whipped through the air, pelting her as she trudged through the drifts toward the horses. Finn had done his best to provide them shelter. Four walls of solid snow acted as a wind block, but it was largely insufficient in such a storm. Her heart ached as she saw one of the animals lying motionless, half buried. Sure enough, the mare had succumbed to the gale. 

			The other huddled against the far wall of snow, its head tucked low, the occasional tremor racking its body. Aedra made quick work of pulling the saddle bags from the lifeless animal, then dug through the mound of snow to retrieve the saddle blanket from its corpse. She pushed away the guilt; there was work to be done, and once Finn was revived, she would grieve its death. But for now, she needed to move, and quickly. She draped the blanket onto the other horse, sending a quick prayer for the Gods to spare the creature’s life. The wind gusted harder, as if the higher beings were laughing at her requests. 

			“Finn, I’ve got dessert,” she called, feigning a cheery voice as she crawled back into the igloo. He was still unconscious, of course, but one of her instructors said that hearing was the last sense to leave a person. So, she spoke to her friend as if he wasn’t on death’s doorstep. “It’s some frozen horse sugar, but let me tell you, this stuff is highly coveted in these cursed mountains.” 

			She threw a handful of the sugar cubes into their only pan, warming them in the fire with a splash of water. It quickly dissolved into a syrupy-like consistency, and Aedra pulled it from the flames before it had a chance to burn. 

			She spooned a tiny bit into Finn’s mouth, trying to slip it beneath his tongue so he wouldn’t choke. It wasn’t a quick or easy process, her gut twisting at the wrongness of it all. She was never the one to save Finn. It was always the other way around and seeing him in such a state made her feel sick. It would’ve been too good to be true for him to wake immediately, and she was no fool. It was going to take time, perhaps even hours, before Finn regained enough strength. If he was going to wake at all. 

			Aedra remained hyper-focused on her task, her movements becoming automatic and reflexive. Heat sugar. Place spoonful beneath Finn’s tongue. Wait. Repeat. Every now and then, she added another log to the fire, trying not to panic as the stack of wood grew smaller. Finn would wake soon. He had to. 

			She lost track of time as she worked, but at some point, she must have begun to cry, because her tunic was soaked with tears and salt coated her lips. She gave Finn another spoon of sugar, and instead of taking her spot beside the fire, she stayed with him, curling herself against his body. The part of her mind that she’d been fighting broke free, and her tears turned into sobs as she clutched him, his skin so cold. 

			“I’m so fucking sorry, Finn. I’m so sorry.” She clung to him like he was the breath in her lungs, but she knew the truth. He was too far gone. He’d given everything he had to save her, and it wasn’t enough. “I’m so sorry,” she said again, as her world splintered, fracturing like a mirror falling to the ground. 

			The softest touch pressed into her back, a whisper of an embrace. She started, pulling back from Finn with wide eyes. His lids fluttered and she screamed in relief, rushing to grab another spoon of sugar, her heart pounding wildly against her ribs. 

			“No, you idiot, don’t get up.” She forced the spoon into his mouth, ignoring his groan of a protest. “Shut up, you fool. You giant fucking oaf of a man.” 

			He cracked an eye open at that, and she glared, anger and relief and fear making her face burn as he looked up at her. Of course, he refused to listen and strained as he sat up, and she rushed to help him. 

			“I feel like shit,” he said, rubbing his neck with a grimace. 

			Aedra shoved a canteen of water into his hands, followed by one of the last slices of bread. She gave him a final once over, ensuring that he wasn’t about to fall over unconscious again, before storming as far away from him as possible. With her back to him, she sat on her bedroll, curled into a tight ball, and cried.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Aedra hovered over the dead horse, knife in hand. Nausea clawed at her throat, and she cast a quick glance at the living horse, who stepped slowly toward her, as if she wasn’t about to slice into its comrade. 

			“Go away,” she said quietly, eyeing the corpse buried in snow. “I don’t want you to see this.” 

			Finn was in the igloo, thankfully sleeping again. He was recovering from his exhaustion, slowly, but if they didn’t move soon, they would run out of firewood. No firewood, no fire, and Aedra wasn’t interested in freezing to death. 

			There was the issue of starving, as well. She had melted the entirety of their stores of sugar cubes, and the remaining bread was gone. Finn estimated another day’s ride to the mountain pass now that the storm had abated, but it might’ve well been a hundred miles away. He was in no condition to ride, and Aedra knew that if they faced any more stormy weather, he would try to cast a shield. She shivered at the thought; he had been so close to death, and the image of his unconscious body flashed through her mind. 

			“Get,” she said again, with more vigor. Her mare shied away, and Aedra could’ve sworn the horse was saddened at her rejection. She hung her head, moving to the far side of the enclosure Finn had made. 

			Aedra’s dagger weighed heavily in her hand as she bent. Butchering animals wasn’t her specialty. In truth, the thought of peeling the horse’s hide away to get to its muscles made her stomach twist in revulsion. She’d never had an issue eating meat; in fact, she loved meat. Roasted chicken and duck were her favorites, and ham seared with honey and rosemary usually made her mouth water in longing. But looking upon the corpse of Finn’s horse, an animal that had served them, worked endlessly to help her escape from this overrun country, she couldn’t imagine swallowing a bite from its body. 

			She was desperate. They were too far to turn back to Gronstein, and she needed Finn to survive. Whether she made it to the mountain pass that served as a doorway to Ellendria or not, she needed to be sure he would live. She swallowed the bile in the back of her throat and cut. She was careful not to pierce any organs, especially the bowels, and the poor creature’s body was so cold, hardly any blood ran free. Aedra glanced up to the heavens, thankful the wicked wind and snow had finally ceased. The bright blue sky shined down on her, almost mockingly, as she sliced away slab after slab of meat. 

			“Aedra?” Finn’s voice called, making her turn. He was standing at the low entryway of the igloo, looking positively bewildered. “What are you doing?” 

			“Keeping us alive.” She didn’t look up from the gore on her trembling hands. “Go back inside.” 

			He didn’t listen and stepped gingerly out into the snow, the sun radiating blindingly off the drifts. “Come on,” he murmured, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay.” 

			She pulled herself away from the grotesque scene, blinking back her tears. “It’s not.” How stupid am I, crying over a dead horse when my people are dying in droves? She wiped her hands in the snow, washing off the horse’s tacky blood, then wrapped the steaks in a large linen cloth she found in one of the packs. Finn tried to catch her gaze, but she kept her eyes fixed to the ground as she shimmied inside their igloo. 

			The fire inside was burning low, and Finn tossed a log on top. “We need to get moving soon,” he said as Aedra fastened a makeshift spit, spearing a hunk of meat with sticks she had already sharpened. 

			“You need to get stronger first,” Aedra muttered, staring into the flames. Already, the meat was heating, drips of blood splashing with angry sizzles into the fire.

			“The mountain pass should be only a day’s ride, especially with the storm breaking. We should leave as soon as possible.”

			Aedra forced herself to look up at him. “One more night of rest, Finn. I can’t risk losing you again.” 

			“You never lost me,” he said as he slid closer to her next to the fire. “I’m here.” 

			“You almost died,” she reminded him with a glare. 

			“But I didn’t.” 

			He sat close enough that their shoulders brushed against each other, and Aedra allowed her icy façade to fall. She leaned against his chest, and his arm wrapped around her, comforting, warm, familiar. She closed her eyes, allowing his scent and the sound of the crackling fire to flood her senses, everything else falling away. 

			Things with Finn had always been easy; he was the single constant in her life. The years apart seemed to fall away the instant he returned to her, and she had never once doubted his loyalty or dedication. She assumed he remained consistent due to the blood-vow he made all those years ago, as well as a desire to prove himself worthy as the army’s commander.

			But neither friendship nor duty forced him to hold her like this, and she’d be a fool to try and deny the way her stomach knotted when he came near, or the way her skin seemed to spark to life at the simplest of touches. It was almost laughable, how hard she’d been suppressing her true feelings for this man. Apparently, it took a near-death experience for her to make sense of it all. 

			“Is it true?” she whispered, her eyes closed as she nestled closer against him, enjoying the heat of his body.

			“Hmm?” he asked, his voice vibrating through his chest. His fingers brushed lightly against her ear as he tucked a loose strand away from her face, and the contact sent a trail of heat over her body. 

			“What Norn said, back in Gronstein.” She shifted, forcing herself to look Finn in the eyes. Even recovering from the brink of death, he was attractive, the scruff of his beard hiding the pallor lingering on his skin. 

			“Norn said a lot of things,” Finn said with a chuckle. He shifted, running his hand through his hair, the way he did when he was frustrated or embarrassed. “To which are you referring?” 

			She swallowed, wondering if it was wise to pursue the subject. But if the past few days had taught her anything, it was that life was too short. She tried to pull out of Finn’s arms, but his grip tightened around her. She was too aware of how his hands pressed into her waist, and the weight of his gaze became too much. The fire was suddenly very interesting, and she tried to turn away, heat flooding her cheeks. What am I doing? she thought, her pulse quickening. Now isn’t the time to be making advances. And this is Finn, after all. Oh, Gods. 

			“Aedra?” Finn asked, his voice low. He grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at him. “What is it that you want to know?” 

			The reflection of the flames danced in his eyes, and he didn’t remove his hand from her face. In that moment, she was certain he knew exactly what she was wondering. Her throat tightened as her heart somersaulted in her chest. Damn it, she was scared to ask, but if his expression was any indication… 

			“Do you … want me?” she breathed, hating how unsure she felt. 

			He gave a throaty laugh, and Aedra squirmed with embarrassment. Stupid, naïve, foolish girl, she thought, her face burning. 

			“Forget I asked,” she muttered, inwardly cursing herself for her stupidity. He was her friend, blood-vowed to protect her, nothing more. She tried to slip out of his grip, but Finn tilted her head back up.

			“Aedra…” His eyes ran over her face, down her body, and back up. “Gods curse me for my own weakness. It’s easier to ignore when I’m a hundred miles away from you…” He trailed off for a moment, his eyes far away, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “Do I want you?” he repeated, looking back at her with an intensity that made her hold her breath. Slowly, he shook his head. “I don’t just want you, Princess. I would burn the world down for you.” 

			Her mouth popped open in surprise, a rush of breath escaping her lips. 

			“Your vow…” she said tentatively. She worried he might confuse the magical binding with true emotions, and she certainly didn’t want to pursue something that had been forced upon him. Her face felt like fire, all the way to the tips of her ears. A small, self-depreciating part of her mind convinced her that there was no way this man could allow himself to love her. He was duty-bound, and she was too insignificant. Despite her titles, despite her life of posturing, she had no true strength of her own. Finn was power and muscle and light. And she was nothing more than a mirror, reflecting what others cast upon her, but never revealing her true self. She was an illusion, a lie.

			“The blood-vow binds me to serve and protect you, nothing more.” His fingers traced lightly over the edge of her jaw and down her neck, and a shiver trailed down her spine. “The vow doesn’t make me worship the very ground you walk upon. The vow isn’t responsible for the way I long for you or the way you haunt my dreams each night.”

			Her body tensed at his words, and she felt very much like an overdrawn bow string, ready to snap. “So, I’m a nightmare to you?” she asked, giving a small, forced smile. 

			“The very best kind of nightmare.” His other hand tightened on her waist, pulling her closer. “A slow type of torture. My own living hell.” 

			He swallowed, and her eyes were drawn to where his throat bobbed, and she couldn’t help but wonder how his skin would taste. 

			“For years, I denied the pull I feel toward you. I tried to convince myself it was the vow’s fault.” 

			“How do you know it’s not?” Aedra asked, her mouth dry, afraid of the answer. 

			“No damned spell is strong enough to control me like this. When another person so much as looks at you, I fight the urge to behead them. And when that piece of trash hurt you at the inn?” His expression hardened for a moment, the murder in his eyes undeniable. “I very much regret not killing him.” His thumb grazed her lower lip, and she sighed, leaning in at his touch. “So, to answer your question—Do I want you? Yes, Aedra. I want you with an intensity that fucking scares me. Despite honor and duty, and fully knowing how messed up it is, how impossible it is, I want you. I want whatever piece you’ll gift me, and if it’s nothing, then I’ll continue to cherish the very air that fills your lungs, just as I have all these years.

			“I think the real question is, do you want me?” 

			Aedra had been frozen with fear and embarrassment and the pending horror of rejection. But at Finn’s final confession, she tentatively reached up, her hand gently grazing over the warm skin of his neck, then brushing through the prickly scruff of his beard as she cupped his face. He closed his eyes at her touch, and she leaned in until her lips brushed against his ear. 

			“I do,” she whispered.

			Finn sighed, his hands finding her waist. In one swift movement, he lifted her, centering her firmly in his lap. His fingers swept their way up her torso, blazing her skin until he finally cradled her face. “Gods know how long I’ve wanted to do this.” 

			Her pulse spiked, her belly twisting with desire that surged through her core. His lips brushed against hers, soft and almost cautious, at first. Her entire body melted against his as his hand tangled in her hair, all shy tentative touches forgotten as he pulled her near. She lost herself in the kiss, her hands sneaking beneath his tunic, her touch lingering over the hard muscles of his abdomen and the strength in his arms. 

			She didn’t know how many years she had secretly, subconsciously loved him. Every wrestling and sparring match, every snide joke and backhanded comment, held the intensity of her feelings for the man. 

			A howl sounded in the distance, soft and low on the breeze. Aedra pulled back, searching Finn’s face for any sign of regret or doubt. There was none. Instead, his expression was lit with hunger, his eyes darting to her lips as if he didn’t ever want the moment to end. 

			“I have to check the meat,” Aedra said with a small smile, extracting herself from his lap. 

			The horse steak was done, perhaps a bit overcooked, and Aedra exchanged it for another one of the raw hunks. Though they were only a day away from the mountain pass, they had to navigate the roads into the populated part of Ellendria, and neither she nor Finn were well-versed on what they would find on the other side. He told her about the band of soldiers waiting, a half dozen of his most loyal subordinates that would escort them to the capital. She sighed at the thought of a warm bath and a soft bed. It had been a hellish few weeks, and she was more than ready for this damned trip to be over. 

			She stared at the fire as the raw meat slowly dripped, hissing into the flames. Once we’re in Ellendria, I’ll have to face their king, their prince. She frowned into the fire, realizing what that meant. She was to marry the prince of Ellendria, gain access to the strength of his army to help aide Cystra in overthrowing the rebels. It was the most important part of this damned mission. She glanced over at Finn, panic bubbling in her chest. How can I fulfill my promise now? She had suppressed her feelings for Finn for so long, and now they were meaningless. If it wasn’t so sad, she would’ve laughed at the irony. How can I marry someone when I love another? 

			“You okay?” Finn asked, noticing her look of horror before she had time to mask her emotions. 

			“Fine.” She began slicing the cooked meat, irritated that she had gotten so distracted. It was tough and nearly inedible, and the thought of actually eating what had once been their horse made her stomach revolt. “Here,” she said, handing Finn his share. 

			They ate quietly, Aedra’s thoughts racing. There was no doubt in her mind that she would marry the damned Ellendrian prince. Her country needed their support, and she would die before letting her people down. It hadn’t been the most alluring idea to start with; she hated having decisions forced upon her, but now, it was nearly unbearable. “This was a mistake,” she said quietly, picking at her food. 

			“She was a good horse, a good companion,” Finn said, swallowing a mouthful. She would’ve wanted to serve us however she was able. Don’t be hard on yourself, Aedra. You didn’t cause that storm.”

			“I don’t mean the horse, Finn.” She pushed the remainder of her meal away, trying not to be sick. “I mean us.” She gave him a hard look, hating the way his face broke at her words. “We have no future together. We don’t even have time to explore what this could’ve been. I’m promised to Prince Rowan of Ellendria. We both know that.” 

			Finn set down his food, wiping his hands on his pants before getting up. “I don’t care.” He reached down, forcing Aedra to her feet. “I meant what I said earlier, Aedra. I’ll have whatever part of you that you’ll give me. Even if it’s only until we reach the border. Even if it’s only for tonight.” He tilted her head up, wiping away a traitorous tear that ran down her cheek. “But you can rest assured, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you don’t have to marry anyone you don’t choose.”

			“Finn,” she protested, shaking her head. “If it is the only way to save Cystra, I would choose him. I would choose him over and over again if it means freeing my people from this cursed uprising. You know that.” 

			“You don’t choose him,” he said with a scoff, his hands exploring the length of her neck. “You choose your country. That’s a big difference.” Aedra opened her mouth to argue again, but he silenced her words with a kiss. Salt from her tears mixed on their tongues, and the very core of her being sparked to life as he pulled her against him, the feel of his racing heart pressing against her own. “I’ll figure out a way to get you out of it, if it’s something you don’t desire.” 

			“But how?” she asked, her voice small and shaky as his lips brushed against her jaw. 

			“Let me worry about that.” 

			Finn’s breath was hot on her skin, his kisses falling down her neck until he grazed her collarbone, and logic was driven from her mind. All signs of his earlier lethargy were completely gone, and when she closed her eyes, it was easy to allow the feel of him against her to drown out her worries. Perhaps they didn’t have forever to spend together, and once they arrived in the Ellendrian court, there was little that would stop her upcoming marriage, despite Finn’s bolstering. But they did have tonight, which was better than nothing and more than she could have anticipated. 

			“What are you thinking, Princess?” Finn asked, his voice a seductive rumble as he moved the fabric of her tunic to the side, kissing the top of her exposed shoulder. 

			It took her a moment to find words, and when she spoke, her voice was thick with want. “I was thinking,” she said, finding the stays on her shirt and slowly unlacing them, “that tonight, I choose you.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			They lay tangled together in Finn’s bedroll for a long while, and at some point, Aedra must have fallen asleep. A noise caused her to jerk awake, and the dizzying disorientation lasted only moments. She sat up, looking down at a sleeping Finn with a satisfied smile. Naked, it was no surprise that he was a skilled warrior. Every inch of him was hardened muscle, and even half covered with the blanket, Aedra’s belly tightened with a reemerging need. She shifted, running her hands over the length of his abdomen, slipping below the covers. Finn let out a sigh in his sleep, his body unconsciously pressing into her touch.

			A howl made her blood freeze, and her entire body stiffened in alarm. Whatever animal responsible for the noise was dangerously close, and while Aedra didn’t worry too much for her own wellbeing, she was acutely aware that their only horse was outside and unprotected. 

			“Finn,” she hissed, just as a second howl echoed through the air. “Finn.” Her seductive touch turned into a hard jostle, and her soldier—her lover—finally stirred awake. 

			“What is it?” he asked, the fragments of sleep vanishing as he took in her expression. She didn’t need to answer, as another yowling sound split the air.

			They exchanged a panicked look before throwing off the covers and searching for their forgotten clothes. Finn slammed their scattered belongings into a pack as Aedra pulled on her boots and wrapped the cooked steaks. “Wolves, do you think?” she asked, trying to hide the panic in her voice. 

			“Let’s hope that’s all it is.” 

			They crawled out of their refuge, finding Aedra’s mare trotting frantically in the small snow enclosure. “Easy, girl,” Aedra said, rubbing her flank with a soothing hand. “Easy.” 

			The horse snorted, but calmed at her touch, and Finn loaded their bags. “I think this might have lured them here,” he said, casting a quick look at the butchered body of the horse. Aedra had tried to bury it in the snow, but the beast was huge, and dark crimson blood seeped across the whiteness of the snow. “We have to move,” he said, another rumbling howl cutting his words off. He hoisted himself onto the mare, offering Aedra a hand and pulling her up in front of him. 

			With a wave of his hand, he cleared a path in the deep snow, and kicked the horse into a gallop. Aedra swallowed back a shriek, holding onto the saddle with a white knuckled grip. Finn locked an arm around her waist, keeping her firmly against him as they rode. The air whipped into her eyes, tears blinding her. She turned her head, glancing behind them to get a reprieve from the force of the wind, and her stomach clenched at the sight. 

			Two giant bearbanes were following them, their bodies malformed as if their spines were trying to twist free of their hides. They were blurs of brown and black, teeth bared as they ran, spittle flying from their maws. 

			“Finn!” Aedra cried, and the soldier chanced a glance back. 

			“Keep your head down and hold on tight,” he commanded as he kicked their horse, urging her to go faster. 

			He removed his arm from around Aedra’s waist, and she slid an inch before clamping her legs tighter to the saddle. Her thighs already burned from clinging to the horse, unaccustomed to riding at such speeds. From the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of light, followed by a whimper. She didn’t dare look back, afraid she’d lose her grip and fall from the horse. Another flash, another whimper, and Finn’s arm finally returned to her waist. 

			“We’re going to be okay,” he promised, his voice hard and determined. 

			Aedra prayed he was right. 

			The howls steadily grew quiet as they rode, but Aedra knew the horse couldn’t keep up like this for long. The poor creature was half-starved and frozen herself, and already she could feel their speed slowing. 

			“What the hell are bearbanes doing this far west?” Aedra finally asked when Finn slowed the animal to a trot some minutes later. 

			“Cystra’s gone straight to hell,” he muttered.  

			Aedra turned, noting the strain in his face as he wiped a hand across his brow. “Are you okay?” 

			“Right as rain, your Highness,” he said with a forced smile. 

			“Be serious, Finn.” She touched his cheek with a shaking hand. “Did you use too much energy casting?” 

			“No,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “It was just a close call, that’s all. Damned blood-vow makes me a little shaky when I come too close to failure.” 

			Aedra swallowed her surprise at that confession. No one had ever told her the effects of the blood-vow, and truthfully, she never stopped to think about the consequences of failure to fulfill it. She knew that if someone was to try and reveal her secrets, the person’s throat would close up, forcing silence. But Finn’s oath went deeper than that. 

			“Finn,” she began, but low, guttural snarls cut her off. 

			“Shit,” Finn cursed as the monsters crept up from the shadows. Two stalked in front of their horse, and another emerged from the woods to their right. This close, Aedra could make out every last detail of the creatures’ deformed appearance. Their bodies were a twisted, grotesque shape, and Aedra was certain it must pain them to move. They were nearly as tall as their workhorse, and thick muscles knotted their legs beneath patchy fur. Matted patches of fur covered their bodies, with bald spots showing through, making them look riddled with disease. Teeth hooked out of their dripping mouths, and their eyes were beady black. 

			“No matter what happens, you stay on the horse, do you understand me?” Finn said urgently. “You ride west for another half day, you’ll find a willow—Aedra, are you listening?” He gave her a little shake as the bearbanes slowly crept closer, the rumbling growls echoing in her chest. 

			“I won’t leave you, Finn. We get out together or not at all.” Her mouth was dry, but she knew her words to be the truth. 

			Finn continued as if she never spoke. “You go under the willow. Our soldiers will meet you on the other side.” 

			Without waiting for her agreement, he casted a shield around them and their horse just as the closest of the cursed animals pounced. It hit the invisible wall with a surprised yelp, glaring at them with an almost human look of hatred. Again, it pounced, and met with the same resistance before stalking back and forth in front of the barrier. With a quick wave of his hand, Finn opened the shield and casted, sweeping the snow up into a solid ball of ice and launching it at the animal. He hit his target with a loud thud, closing the hole in the shield without hesitation. 

			The beast was thrown backward from the impact, a high pitch howl of pain cutting through the air. There was a moment of stillness as the rest of the pack froze, seemingly surprised that their victims had the audacity to fight back. The moment of reprieve was short-lived as the injured bearbane regained its footing, shaking its head in obvious frustration. 

			“Can’t we ride while you maintain the shield?” Aedra asked as she stared wide-eyed at the animals.

			“They’d follow us the entire way, Aedra. And if I lost concentration for a moment and allowed them to break through, we’d be dead.” He kept his attentions fixed on the bearbanes, opening the shield again and striking out at the animal toward their right. This time, his ice ball struck the creature’s head, a sickening crack followed by silence that told Aedra the animal was dead. Its body fell into the snow, unmoving, and hope bloomed in Aedra’s chest. The cursed things could be killed, which meant there was a chance she and Finn would survive this after all.

			The other animals looked toward their fallen comrade, bristling. There was no doubt in Aedra’s mind the creatures were aware of its death. If she thought their growls had been ominous before, she was sorely mistaken. The fur on the back of their necks stood straight, and a paralyzing howl tore through the sky. Every muscle in her body went slack, and panic coursed through her mind when she realized she’d lost control over her own body. 

			She felt her position in the saddle give as her legs lost the ability to hold on, and she slid slowly, unable to shout to Finn for help as she tumbled from the horse to the ground. She landed in a heap in the trampled snow, and the impact breathed life into her limbs again. She looked up at Finn, who was similarly petrified, but able to stay in the saddle. 

			“Finn!” she shrieked as the light flickered in his lowered hand. His eyes searched wildly, but he was completely frozen, unable to move or maintain the spell any longer. The iridescent shield shimmered before evaporating completely, the sound of the monsters’ deep growls growing tenfold. 

			Whatever paralyzing magic the creatures exuded seemed to have a lessened effect on their horse. Without the shield, the mare bucked in fear, whipping her head around frantically as she searched for an escape route. Her antics threw Finn from the saddle, and she galloped through the snow. 

			The bearbanes’ attention flitted to the running horse, and Aedra sent a quick prayer to the Gods, hoping they’d pursue the chase. But instead, the animals turned back to their prey, laying helpless and alone in the snow. Finn struggled to move, and Aedra scrambled to her feet, unsheathing her dagger from its hidden scabbard at her arm. Without the height of the horse, the monsters loomed, their mouths salivating, thick spittle dripping onto the snow accompanied by their steaming breath. 

			Her own breaths came quickly, and her thoughts raced as she eyed the monsters. There were four left, and they seemed to be watching her with hunger in their eyes. The closest of the creatures was nearly bald, a few tufts of fur sprouting up in random patches across its body. The skin beneath was inky black and showed each grooved muscle. It stalked forward, its attention fixed on her. 

			She tensed, her grip tightening instinctively around her dagger. The weapon would be nothing more than a sliver compared to the bulk of the bearbanes, but it was all she had. 

			It took another step closer, and Aedra bent her knees, ready to strike. 

			Finn let out a strangled cry, and the monster turned toward him, as if remembering he was there, too. Its hackles raised as a growl spilt from its throat, and in a matter of seconds, it was lunging for Finn. 

			“No!” Aedra cried, sprinting as fast as she could through the snow. She landed on the bearbane’s back a few feet away from where Finn laid incapacitated on the ground. She held onto the animal’s hide with one hand as best she could, her grip slipping off its surprisingly smooth skin. The bearbane bucked, turning its head and snapping its massive jaws inches from her face. The hot stink of its breath made her eyes burn with tears, and half-blind, she struck out with her dagger, hoping to strike the cursed thing in the face. 

			She missed her target, instead plunging the blade deep into its neck. The bearbane released a cry that was otherworldly, and Aedra felt her muscles slacken in response. Before she fully lost control of her body, she struck again and again, hot blood spilling from the creature’s wounds down her arms. It snapped at her one last time, its razor teeth slicing through her cloak and tunic and piercing the flesh of her bicep with excruciating pain. 

			For a moment, Aedra was certain the monster would rip her arm free from her body, but its hold on her slackened, the light dimming from its eyes, and it slowly slunk to the ground, dead. 

			Her victory was short-lived. As she fell on top of its body, her muscles were paralyzed again. She didn’t have the advantage of being knocked off a horse to rouse her from the magical stupor, and a small part of her brain wondered why she had never learned that bearbanes possessed such an ability. From the corner of her eye, she could make out Finn’s immobile body. His hand flickered with golden light for the briefest of seconds before fading into nothing. The innate magic these creatures wielded not only froze Aedra’s and Finn’s muscles, but it was blocking Finn’s casting powers, too. 

			The three monsters crept closer, circling them. Aedra tried to move, but it was useless. She closed her eyes as the bearbanes inched closer, taunting in their slow perusal. We made it all this way, she thought scathingly. All this way just to be eaten by these monsters. She wished she could reach out to hold Finn’s hand; it was only inches away from hers in the snow. A tear fell down her face, blazing a trail of heat over her wind-whipped cheek. 

			A snuffling sound next to her face made her hold her breath, her eyes still clamped shut. It would hurt, she had no doubt about that. There were a thousand better ways to die than being mauled apart by creatures of the Poison-Wastes. Her heart hammered as she waited for her inevitable death. Gods help me, she thought as a snout brushed against her injured arm. The stinging pain of the wound doubled, but all she could manage was a strangled whimper, her throat tight, her tongue thick and heavy. 

			Her stomach rolled as she dared to peek through her lashes at the monster hovering over her. She could count each individual wiry hair that poked its way through its smooth, leathery hide. Inky black eyes met hers, and she would’ve jerked away in fear if she had the ability to move. Its ugly head cocked sideways for a heartbeat as it studied her, then with what seemed to be deliberate slowness, it bent, a long pink tongue snaking out of its mouth, and licked her injured arm. 

			Revulsion knotted her stomach at the sensation, and the animal continued to lap at the blood that slowly oozed from the bite wound. From her periphery, she could see the massive shapes of the other two bearbanes pause in their endless circling. She didn’t understand why the animals didn’t just finish what they started. She and Finn were at their mercy, but instead of eating them like she’d expected, they were … studying them.

			The bearbane finally stopped licking her, and Aedra tensed as it inched its head closer to hers. Her thoughts disintegrated in pure terror as its huge, lopsided jaws neared her face. She closed her eyes once more, certain the beast was finally sick of playing with his food. She wondered which God would be waiting for her on the other side of life, or whether she’d end up burning in Haddeon’s Hell like some people claimed the Goddess-cursed would. Burning might be preferable to an eternity of freezing, she thought, her breaths shallow and fast. I’ve had enough of the cold and snow to last a few lifetimes, at least. 

			A heaviness weighed on her chest as she felt her death inch closer, and the only thought that remained was how she wished Finn could somehow escape this. 

			A coarse, wet sensation slid over her neck and across her cheek, and her pulse thundered in her ears as she opened her eyes. The bearbane licked her once more, tilting its head in that same manner that made Aedra think it was curious. Before she had time to understand what was happening, the animal gave a low rumble, the vibrations coursing through her skin, and in a flash of black fur, it ran, followed by the other two monsters. Strength slowly trickled through Aedra’s muscles, and after a few moments, she sat up with enormous effort. 

			The trees to their right blocked sight of the animals, and she spun, checking the horizon. There was nothing but gleaming snow. 

			“Aedra,” Finn said, regaining mobility. He struggled to his feet and rushed to her, wrapping her in his arms. “What happened? I couldn’t see. All I could do was listen to those fucking things circling us.”

			“I—I don’t know,” she said, her brows furrowing as she searched their surroundings again. Besides the two lifeless bearbanes, there was nothing, no sign of the ones that had retreated. “It licked me,” she said with disgust, twisting her arm to examine the bite. 

			“Gods,” Finn cursed, seeing the blood stains on Aedra’s clothes. He pushed aside the shredded fabric, his expression turning into a blank mask. 

			“Is it bad?” Aedra asked, trying to see. Adrenaline must have numbed the pain, and she twisted a little more, confusion clouding her mind as she examined her perfectly intact skin. “What the Hell?” 

			“You… you’re sure it bit you?” Finn asked, fingering her torn clothes with confusion.

			“Quite damned sure, thanks,” she said with a narrowed look.  Her arm had been bitten, the blood stains and ripped clothes proved it. But it was as if a healer had magically mended the wound. Not a scab nor scar remained. A part of her worried she’d gone completely insane. 

			“The bearbane… it licked me. Do you think it could have somehow… healed it?” She felt ridiculous asking, and if it had been anyone other than Finn, she wouldn’t have voiced the question. 

			He was quiet for a long while, his thumb running over the intact skin of her arm. “I don’t know. If you had asked me an hour ago if bearbanes had magic capabilities, I would’ve laughed and called you a fool. But somehow they completely incapacitated both our movements and my magic.” He frowned, glancing around. “Why did they leave?” 

			Aedra shrugged, not willing to admit that she had seen clear intelligence in the beast’s black eyes, nor comfortable with the fact that after it tasted her blood, it seemed almost … docile. “We should keep going before they decide to come back.”

			Trekking through the snow on foot was a taxing experience, and after an hour, Aedra realized they were going to end up freezing to death miles from the mountain pass. “How much farther?” she asked Finn, terrified of the answer. 

			“A little ways,” he said, not meeting her eye. Without the horse, they had no supplies, no food, no water. Finn could certainly melt the snow, but would it be wise to drink from lands that had so obviously felt the touch of the Poison-Wastes? He must’ve sensed her mounting panic, because he glanced over at her with a small smile. “We have soldiers waiting at the pass. They’ll have supplies. We’ll make it.” 

			He grabbed her hand and squeezed. 

			Hours passed. The sun was finally setting, the sky bursting into vivid shades of orange and red and pink. 

			“Finn,” Aedra said through panting breaths. Her feet were numb, her legs like rubber, and black spots were dancing in her vision. “Can we rest?”

			Finn stopped to look at her, his expression hardening. Without warning, he grabbed her, scooping her up in his arms. “We’re almost there, Princess.” 

			She didn’t have the energy to resist. He trudged onward and she let her head fall into the crook of his neck.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Time passed as Aedra slipped in and out of consciousness. Finn’s voice came and went. She was aware that he was talking to her but couldn’t keep track of the way the words flowed together to form sentences. The lilting of his voice was a soothing comfort, however, and she smiled sleepily into his chest. 

			“Aedra,” Finn said, giving her a little shake. “Aedra.”

			“Hmm?” she moaned, wishing to slip back into the black blanket of unconsciousness. 

			“Princess, we’re here. You have to walk through on your own accord. It’s spelled.” 

			She searched for strength, but came up lacking, and Finn’s hands suddenly trailed over her body, rubbing warmth into her limbs. Slowly, she came to, realizing he had set her in a circular clearing of snow. She blinked in the darkness, wondering how long ago the sun had set. “Where are we?” she asked, trying to shake the fog that filled her mind. 

			“We’re at the pass.” 

			Aedra blinked away sleep, lethargy still clouding her senses. She could make out a massive shape directly in front of them, the form a shade darker than the surrounding night. As if reading her mind, Finn casted, light bursting through the air. She winced at the sudden brightness, blinking away tears from the intensity of his magic. Once her vision refocused, she sucked in a sharp breath, awed. 

			A willow tree larger than the castle stables stood proudly, its bare branches coated in a shimmering armor of ice. 

			Aedra looked questioningly to Finn, who nodded, and she took a few tentative steps forward, her legs trembling from exhaustion. She ran her hand along the tendril-like branches that draped from the tree’s crown, and they chimed as they struck each other, the tinkling music making goosebumps race up her arms. 

			“Willows don’t naturally grow in this mountain range,” Aedra said, running her hand over the branches again, as if strumming a harp.

			“They also don’t grow this large,” Finn said, stepping beside her. “We must pass willingly through the tree, with no intent of harm.”

			She raised a brow at that. “The tree can sense people’s motivations?” 

			“Only the negative ones. This is one of the most ancient bits of magic left in our world. It was formed when Ellendria and Cystra finally made peace centuries ago and has stood proudly through all the skirmishes since.” 

			“And your soldiers are waiting on the other side?” she asked, turning to him. Her movements were too fast, and her head spun as stars danced across her vision. 

			Finn steadied her with a firm hand. “Yes. The sooner we get you a proper bed, the better. The descent into Ellendria should be a far easier journey. A small village is nestled a few miles away from here. We’ll pay for a room there.” He reached forward, parting the icy branches. “After you, your Highness.”

			She hesitated as she stared into the opening between the branches. It didn’t seem much different beneath the umbrella-like tree. The snow wasn’t as deep, and darkness permeated the air, but if the most powerful magic of the ages was imbued in the tree, she couldn’t sense it. 

			“Finn…” she said, her stomach churning with unease.

			“What is it?” he asked with a frown. 

			“I…” she trailed off, trying to put words to her emotions. She knew from the beginning where their destination would take her. Her mission was simple—honor her agreement to the Ellendrian prince, gain the strength of the army, save Cystra from the rebellion. So why was it so hard for her to take the final steps? She swallowed, unwilling to voice her fears and trepidations. 

			“I’m just tired, that’s all.” It was a partial lie, but the best lies were always hidden in layers of truth. Her feelings didn’t matter anymore. Her people were more important. But she knew as soon as she crossed the border, her fate would be set. 

			“I know. Come, we’ll cross together.” Finn’s hand brushed against hers, and she allowed their fingers to entwine. His touch always grounded her, and the threads of security and comfort weaved through her, easing a small portion of her trepidation. 

			“Ready? One, two, three.” 

			They stepped beneath the branches, and a rush of heat fell over Aedra, as if stepping beneath a warm waterfall. She shivered as the sensation increased tenfold, searing heat blistering across her skin, down her arms and legs, rushing into her fingers and toes. As suddenly as it began, it stopped. 

			“Did you feel that?” Aedra asked, flexing her fingers. The numbness of cold was completely gone, but instead of being replaced by the burning pain of recirculation, she felt normal. Even her fatigue had vanished, as if she had just slept the entire night. 

			“Part of the magic,” Finn said, the smile on his face broad and excited. He, too, appeared invigorated. “Come on, there’s an inn calling our name.” 

			He pulled her through the underside of the tree, his casting powers lighting their way. There were tufts of bright green grass poking their way through the earth, and Aedra marveled at the way the tree was able to block so much snow. It felt otherworldly, somehow; as if they had stepped into a different realm, and not just beneath an old willow tree. 

			After a minute, they reached the other side of the tree, and once again, Finn parted the icicle branches. This time, the frigid chill of winter rushed through her, and she glanced over her shoulder, dismayed at leaving the temporary reprieve of heat and comfort behind. 

			“Where will they be?” she asked, thankful her energy remained renewed, at least. She glanced around, Finn’s casting blasting out farther. 

			“They should be here,” he said, dropping her hand as he jogged forward. She followed slowly after him, her senses on high alert. Something didn’t feel right, and she could’ve sworn she smelt copper on the air. 

			“Akkar? Yvonna?” Finn called. 

			No response. Finn raised both hands, casting the artificial light with such intensity that it looked like daylight had broken over the horizon. With the increased visibility, they scanned their surroundings, looking for any sign of the soldiers who were supposed to meet them. 

			“Follow me,” Finn commanded as he studied the ground, and Aedra saw the signs of life immediately—trampled snow, boot prints, and an obvious wind block formed from the snow itself. Wherever the soldiers were, they had been there recently.

			She walked behind Finn, the gnawing sensation of wrongness increasing with each footstep. Twice, she opened her mouth to tell Finn about it, but the words died on her lips. There was no sound reason for the way her stomach knotted, other than her pure reluctance at the idea of actually marrying Prince Rowan. But that didn’t explain away the heaviness in the air that made goosebumps shiver down her spine. Maybe it’s some weird after effects from the bearbanes’ magic, she thought, her steps crunching in the snow. She shook off that rather disturbing thought, hardening herself against whatever was to come.

			She was the rightful heir and sovereign of Cystra. She wouldn’t hide from the unknown that hid in the darkness. She would face it head on, with her dagger drawn and her teeth bared. They had traveled too far for her to be incapacitated by fear. Whether it was her worries about the Ellendrian Prince, or her superstitions that something lurked in the shadows, she refused to cower. I’ve killed a bearbane, she thought to herself. I can face the night, for Gods’ sake.  

			A guttural scream broke through the silent night, and Aedra’s blood froze as the scene unfolded in front of her. The path of snow had turned to a bloodbath, the ground coated in a layer of frozen crimson. Her hand instinctively went to the hilt of her dagger, and she stared, wide-eyed, at the bodies swinging lifelessly from the surrounding trees. The odd copper scent that colored the frozen air suddenly made perfect sense, and she froze in stunned shock at the scene before her. 

			“No. No, no, no, no,” Finn choked out as his world fractured. He sprinted ahead, casting with a frenzied fury. The bodies dropped to the ground with hard thuds as he magically severed the ropes tied tightly around their necks.

			Aedra tried to look away from their grotesque faces, eyes clouded with thick haze, skin grey and mottled. Dark purple bruises decorated their necks from where the noose cut off their airways, and for a manic moment, Aedra was reminded of Aunt Allena’s amethyst necklace. These soldiers wore their injuries the way the nobility donned jewels. She bent next to the first of the bodies, running her hand over the bloated, horrified face, attempting to close his eyelids. The skin was hard and stiff and frozen, and despite her efforts, the body remained staring lifelessly to the heavens. 

			Nausea churned her stomach, and she scampered a few feet away on her hands and knees before retching into the snow. These men and women wore the Cystrian crest, their leather armor in place. Aedra understood with unwavering clarity that they died for one reason, and one reason only: her. 

			She sat ramrod straight next to the body as Finn continued flitting from one tree to the next. Minutes or hours passed, the sound of his anguish carrying through the mountains. It was a sound that would likely haunt her dreams for the rest of her days. Finally, she found the strength to pull herself from the ground, and she stumbled through the death until she found her friend, her lover.  

			He was sobbing on the ground, his head cradled in his hands. She placed a hand on his shoulder, ignoring the way he jerked away, and sat beside him. In front of them was a wooden stake, topped with a sightless head, tendrils of flesh snaking out at the neck. 

			“Who…?” she asked, trying to ignore the way her body heaved at the sight. 

			“His name was Akkar.” Finn gasped back a sob, swallowing down his emotions as he continued. “W—we were in training together, when we were kids.” 

			What do you do with a bodiless head? Aedra wondered. The numbness had set in, and she stared into Akkar’s blind, milky eyes. Do you bury it in a tiny coffin? Try and find the body and reunite them? Their religion didn’t have many regulations about final resting places, but she did hope the soldier’s soul wasn’t decapitated, too. These men deserved to find peace in life after death. 

			“Who would do this?” she asked, her words hollow in her ears. “Rebels? Ellendrian soldiers?” Her questions were wasted as Finn continued to stare unbelievingly at his decapitated friend. 

			They stayed on the ground until Finn’s sobs softened to cries, and those cries calmed to the occasional gasp of breath. 

			“Finn,” she said softly, afraid to startle him again. “We can’t stay here all night.” She knew the words were cruel and unfeeling, but there was too much risk. Between the bearbanes, other predators, and the bastards responsible for the murders, they were easy targets. 

			She was surprised when Finn nodded, and she stood, offering him a hand. He grabbed it, pushing himself to his feet. The blackness of the night was oppressive. Even the stars hid from the violence beneath them. Finn casted a few small orbs of light, and Aedra was appreciative for the subtlety. They had sat in the darkness for so long, she didn’t think her eyes would tolerate any more intense bursts of brightness. 

			Instead of releasing her hand, he held it tighter. “This is my fault,” he declared, lingering in front of Akkar’s head. 

			“It isn’t,” Aedra argued, knowing her words were lost to him. There was nothing she could say or do to convince him otherwise. If it was anyone’s fault, it was hers. But really, the blame lay with the Goddess. The jealous, wretched bitch of a deity was the reason Aedra had to run from Cystra in the first place. If it wasn’t for the Goddess’s curse over their country and people, the rebellion wouldn’t be happening. How do you fight back against a Goddess that wishes to bring you nothing but pain? 

			“Come on, Finn. Let’s go.” 

			As they stepped around the wooden stake, Aedra wished they had the time to properly bury the soldiers’ bodies. But even with Finn’s casting magic, the ground was frozen solid, and they didn’t have the energy to spare. They needed a bed, food, and protection from the bitter cold. From what Finn had told her, the village should only be an hour or two walk from the pass. She had to hope that whoever was responsible for the soldiers’ deaths was long gone. 

			“Wait,” Finn said, pulling against her hand as she stepped past him. 

			“What is it?” He had paused only a foot away from the wooden stake, retrieving something from the snow. The light orbs glinted off the object, and Aedra doubled back, her brows knitting together. “A bottle?” 

			Finn’s entire body tensed, his grip on the glass bottle tightening until it shattered in his hand, blood dripping into the snow. Aedra let out a soft gasp, her tongue heavy with unspoken rebukes. They didn’t need to add another injury on their list of growing problems. Finn met her gaze, dropping the broken bottle back into the snow. 

			“Absinthe. Norn’s absinthe.” 

			“But… how? Why?” Aedra asked, her mind refusing to form the connection. Norn was back in Gronstein, likely drunk in his cottage. 

			Rage burned in Finn’s eyes, and she didn’t have time to duck as he lost control on his casting ability. Magic poured from his hands, fueled entirely by his anger. Violent cracks filled the air as the pine trees bent from the force of his powers. Aedra ducked, cowering as branches broke free and flew through Finn’s fury storm. 

			She hadn’t known Finn to ever lose control, even when they were kids. Her worries about being injured from the outpouring of power were unneeded as she caught a faint glimmer in the surrounding air. A translucent shield protected her from the continued onslaught of Finn’s magic. Even in his distraught rage, he somehow innately knew to protect her. Just like he always had. 

			Somehow, he reined in his fury, and the unnatural wind died down. The thunderous sound of breaking trees ebbed until silence filled the night. His chest heaved as he stared at his bleeding hand, as if hoping this was all a deranged illusion. 

			“Finn?” Aedra breathed, breaking the quiet. She still huddled on the ground, afraid he would snap again. Though she knew he would never intentionally hurt her, she couldn’t ignore the possibility that he wouldn’t be able to control his emotions enough to pull back his powers. They learned as children that without mastery over emotions, casters and healers alike were liable to burn themselves out in a fit of rage or despair. She needed him to come back to himself before she lost him. 

			He blinked, the violent look in his eyes fading until he was himself once more. His expression split into remorse as he saw her cowering in the snow, and he rushed toward her, wrapping her in his embrace. 

			“I wouldn’t hurt you. I would never hurt you,” he murmured, repeating it over and over until Aedra realized he was trying to convince himself, not her. “Norn betrayed us,” he said, his lips brushing the top of her head. “It’s my fault for trusting him. I’m so sorry, Aedra.”

			“Are you sure?” she asked weakly, wishing there was some other explanation. Norn had been a crass, grumpy old man, but she thought she had seen a grandfatherly side to him. He accepted them into his home for the night, perhaps a bit begrudgingly, but did so nonetheless. If his betrayal stung for her, she could only imagine how Finn felt. The man had acted as a mentor for Finn after the death of his father. “Maybe one of the soldiers bought one of his bottles before coming here.” 

			He gave a heartless chuckle, releasing her long enough to hunt through the snow. He retrieved what he was looking for, the muscle in his jaw spasming. “Look for yourself.” 

			She did. It was a shard of glass, the label still intact, though spotted with Finn’s blood. She held it close to her face, her eyes straining in the weak light of Finn’s light orb. I’m sorry, Finny. Duty calls.

			“But… how?” she asked, shaking her head. “We left before him. How would he have gotten here before us?” 

			Finn shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe he didn’t get caught in the storm. He must’ve had help.” He swallowed hard, his eyes resting on Akkar’s severed head one final time. “You’re right, Aedra. We need to move.”

			“Will the village be safe?” she asked, worry clawing at her chest. If Norn was waiting there… She couldn’t fathom the possibilities. 

			Finn held her gaze for a long moment before speaking. “Nowhere will ever be safe for you, Princess. But I’ll be at your side every step of the way.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			The village was larger than Aedra had imagined, and despite the late hour, many of the houses were lit from within, honeyed light spilling from the windows. She could make out the dark peaks of the mountain range in the distance, the sky glowing with light from millions of pinprick stars. 

			Finn was silent the entire way, his dark thoughts clear on his face. Aedra didn’t push him to talk, instead wallowing in her own internal struggles. The sight of the bodies flashed against the back of her lids, over and over, until she was ready to tear her eyes from her skull. So much was wrong. Her people were either starving, freezing to death, or completely mad with their lust for power. A dozen soldiers slaughtered because of Norn’s betrayal. Because of me.

			She hesitated as Finn led her down the main street of the village, the stone path coated with a fine layer of snow. Her boots slipped a few times, and she steadied herself on Finn’s shoulder. The houses grew tighter together as they neared the center of the town, and she eyed the buildings wearily, as if waiting for an ambush. She paused, her pulse spiking as the thoughts of danger and death raced through her mind. 

			Finn had continued down the road, but soon realized she no longer walked beside him. He doubled back the few steps until he was directly in front of her. “What is it?” he asked as she lingered in the street, her eyes darting from building to building.

			“What if Norn is here, waiting to attack?” She dragged her foot through the snow, adverting her eyes. She hated being so weak, so vulnerable. Voicing her fears only made them feel more real. “What if we’re walking into an ambush?” 

			“We have no choice, Aedra,” Finn said, running his hand over his hair. She realized the shaved sides were longer than he normally kept them. “After everything we’ve fought through, we can handle unfriendly villagers. And as for Norn?” He scoffed, glancing up at the night sky. “He’s a selfish man. I have little doubt that he’s holed up in a place nicer than this. I daresay he’s back in Cystra already. I’m more curious about those who bribed him for the information.”

			“Bribed him?” Aedra asked, her brows furrowing. 

			“He wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of exposing us unless there was a fat sack of gold waiting for him in return. And he certainly didn’t act alone.” Finn’s hands fisted at his sides, a fresh wave of enraged grief washing over his expression. 

			Aedra bit her tongue, angry with herself for bringing it up.

			“Speaking of gold,” she muttered as they continued down the path. “What inn will house us for the night without a copper to our name?” She wondered about her mare, and the scant possessions she had lost. Her heart ached as she remembered the ragdoll she rescued from the cabin weeks ago. It’s loss far surpassed her other belongings. The girl it belonged to is likely in worse shape than the doll, Aedra thought, shivering as a gust of wind cut through her cloak. 

			Finn reached into his pocket, retrieving a hefty purse. He shook it with a smirk, coins jingling inside. “Always keep your purse on your body.” 

			“Lot of good that did me in the Traveler’s Roost,” she muttered, a hint of relief lightening the weight of dread in her chest. They were a lot less likely to be chased out of town if they had means to pay for lodgings and food. 

			For such an isolated place, the inn was quite large and made of heavy stones. It lacked the ornate intricacy of the buildings in Gronstein, obviously built for the hard winters. 

			Aedra wanted to ask Finn how this reclusive place could exist and appear to prosper. As far as she knew, exchanges with Ellendria were tense. Rebels from cities in Northern Cystra stirred up trouble from time to time, fighting over bits of farmland. If the Ellendrian king knew what dire conditions they faced in Cystra, perhaps they’d be more lenient to lease the land. But her father was firm in his decision to keep the Poison-Wastes a secret. The disease was undeniably spreading, the bearbanes roaming the country, and the random patches of dying vegetation irrefutable. 

			“If anyone asks,” Finn whispered, breaking her from her thoughts, “you are… my niece.” His gaze landed on her hair, her cap long lost somewhere in the hills of snow behind them. “I’m escorting you back home from your stay with me in the mountains. Don’t say more than that, don’t give any details. Maybe pretend to be mute.” 

			Aedra glared at him, wondering if he was joking. But she remembered the catastrophe of the Traveler’s Roost, and she bit her tongue, realizing he might be on to something with his half-thought-out plan. 

			Warmth, light, and color hit her senses in a dizzying array as they crossed the threshold of the inn. She had expected the normal tavern setting with sticky tables and dim lighting, but this was different entirely. Plush armchairs were arranged in clusters, small tables nestled amongst them. A wall of books took center stage at the far end of the open room. A hearth was centered on the wall to the right, a large fire crackling merrily, and to the left was the bar. 

			Bottles of alcohol glimmered in the warm light, and a stove was tucked in the corner. The scent of stew permeating the air made Aedra’s stomach rumble. Heads turned their way, only a half dozen patrons scattered through the room. Aedra steeled herself, expecting hardened looks of mistrust or annoyance. Instead, pity spread across the unfamiliar faces, and a few people offered sad smiles. Aedra glanced at Finn in confusion, and he seemed as perplexed as she. 

			“Ah, Gregory, we’ve got two more!” A plump woman extracted herself from behind the bar, a clean cotton apron bound over her simple winter dress. “These ones are a little worse for the wear,” she called over her shoulder as she took in Aedra’s tattered, bloodstained clothes and Finn’s pallor. 

			“Are you injured?” she asked, grabbing Finn’s jaw and turning his head left and right, inspecting him like a mother hen. Aedra bit back a laugh, amused at the way the woman fussed. 

			“Just tired from the road,” Finn said through gritted teeth, taking a small step back from the stranger.

			The woman tutted her disagreement, turning to Aedra and checking her over in the same manner. She paid close attention to the tears in her cloak and tunic where the bearbane had bit her, running warm hands over her intact skin. “Hmph,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You look mauled.”

			“Yes, but only half, ma’am,” Aedra replied with a smile. There was something so innately motherly about this woman that she didn’t hesitate to speak, earning a seething look from Finn.

			“You hush,” the woman said, glaring at Finn. “Let the girl speak. We mean you two no harm.” She turned her head over her shoulder again.  “Gregory!” she shouted suddenly, making Aedra jump. “What in the Goddess’s good name is taking so long?” She shook her head, giving them an apologetic smile. “You’d think he’d be used to this by now.”

			A short, portly man appeared from a door behind the bar, carrying a bundle that nearly blocked his sightline. Twice, he almost tripped but managed to regain his balance. 

			“Honestly, Cherise, you don’t need to be hollerin’ so, you’ll wake the children.” 

			The woman—Cherise, Aedra presumed—huffed and rolled her eyes, sorting through the towering pile of things. “Alright, sweets, here you are. Bedding, change of clothes—Might not be the greatest fit, but we’ll make do until the morning. Washroom’s upstairs. You’ll have to share with the others, of course, but I’m sure you won’t mind.” She handed Aedra a pile as she spoke, then Finn. “Come down for some supper when you’re ready, but I do expect you get a decent meal before you sleep.” 

			Aedra and Finn stared dumbstruck at the woman, neither moving. Finally, Aedra found her voice. “W—we have some coin, for a room,” she muttered weakly, completely aghast at the woman’s demeanor. She was treating them like expected relatives that were delayed on the road, not like two bedraggled strangers who happened to show up late into the night. 

			Cherise seemed offended by the offer of payment, and she scoffed, her eyes turning up to the heavens as if searching for patience. “You keep your coin, child. The king supplies us with plenty.” 

			Aedra didn’t know how to respond and was thankful when Finn took over the conversation. 

			“Why are you being so kind? And what others are you speaking of?” 

			Aedra heard the tension in his voice, and she glanced around, half expecting Norn and the other Cystrian traitors to jump from the shadows and attack. 

			“Why, the other refugees, of course,” Cherise said with a small shake of her head. She must have noticed their continued look of bewilderment, because she quirked a brow. “Didn’t Bo help you cross?” 

			“Bo?” Aedra asked, at the same time Finn said, “Cross?” 

			Cherise shifted, her hand resting on her hip. “You mean to tell me you crossed the river entirely on your own?” She swept her eyes over them again. “You certainly aren’t wet.” 

			“We came through the willow,” Aedra said, the words tumbling out before she thought better of them. Finn glared. 

			“Ah,” Cherise said, nodding slowly. “Haven’t had too many come that way. Not a single person in months.” Her gaze sharpened. “Not many know of that pass. What’s your name, child?” 

			Before Aedra could reply, Finn butted in. “This is my niece, Kaldie. I’m Bodair.” 

			Aedra pressed her lips together, holding back a smile as he gave their fighting ring names. 

			“Mhm,” Cherise muttered, her eyes never leaving Aedra’s. “Right. Well, Bodair, Kaldie. Go get washed and come back down for a bite. Washroom’s the last door at the end of the hall upstairs. You’ve my word you are safe here. As long as you cause no trouble, no trouble will befall you.” She jerked her head to the side, and Aedra followed the movement, noting a staircase centered between the shelves of books. “We’re a safe haven for those escaping Cystra. Everyone here is on your side. In the morning, we’ll see if any of your relatives or friends have passed through.”

			“How would you be able to tell?” Aedra asked, her brows furrowing in confusion. The entire situation made her head spin. A safe haven for refugees? she mused, wondering how she hadn’t gotten prior word of such a place existing. 

			“We keep a log,” she said, sashaying behind the bar and retrieving a leather-bound tome. “Go on now,” she said nodding at the stairs. “If you’re quick enough, you can take a look through tonight. I know how hard this must be for you.”

			They made their way through the tavern, the few patrons averting their gazes as if to give them a sense of privacy. A door at the top of the stairs opened to a narrow hallway. It reminded Aedra so much of the inn in Gronstein, she shivered as a wave of disgust resurfaced from the memories of what had almost happened.

			Finn caught her gaze, his expression softening. “This way,” he said, gently guiding her by the forearm past several closed doors. 

			Her tattooed skin tingled beneath his touch, her panic slowly ebbing away. Her eyes fell to his sleeved arm, and she wondered if she had the same effect on him. They had been barely teenagers when they magically inscribed their skin in matching tattoos. Though it was nothing more than symbolic artwork, she liked to think it linked them together, like an invisible string connecting them no matter how far apart they strayed. 

			Finn pushed open the final door, and Aedra was pleasantly surprised as she stepped into the washroom. Despite the remote location of the inn, it had plumbing. Several small tubs were sectioned off with movable partitions in the far end of the room, and two standing washbasins rested against the leftmost wall. A full-sized mirror stood between them. On the right was another door, which led to the toilets. 

			In his usual fashion, Finn searched the entire room for signs of danger. Once he was certain they were truly alone, he raised a hand at the door they had entered, light radiating from his palm for a brief second before extinguishing again. 

			“What are you doing?” Aedra asked as she walked over to the tubs. She dumped her bundle of goods onto a bench and turned the knobs. Steaming water cascaded from the faucet, and she had to force herself from climbing in immediately, wishing to wash the weeks of travel and filth from her body. 

			“Locking the door. And silencing spell,” Finn muttered, disappearing behind the partition to fill his own tub. 

			“What if someone needs to pee?” she asked, dipping her fingertips into the hot water.

			“Then they’ll have to wait,” he said with an unamused grunt. “What happened to the plan, Aedra? I thought you agreed to keep quiet.” 

			She rolled her eyes, glaring at the partition that separated them. “If these people wanted to hurt us, they would’ve already. I think we might actually be safe here.”

			“I told you before, Princess. Nowhere will ever be safe for you. Stay on guard. We’re not in Cystra anymore.” 

			Aedra bristled at that. “Isn’t that the whole point? Escape from Cystra and find refuge here?” The tub was almost full, and she turned the knobs, stopping the flow of water. Her entire body throbbed, and their conversation wasn’t making her head feel any better. Just once it would be nice not to worry about being discovered or murdered, she thought, working the stays on her trousers. She stripped them off, followed by her shirt and undergarments as Finn spoke.

			“We still have to make it to the capital,” Finn said, his voice tense. “Your father’s missive is lost with the horse, so presenting you to the Ellendrian king will prove a bit more of a challenge.” She heard the faint splash of water as Finn presumably climbed into his tub. 

			Dread prickled her chest at his words. She knew where this journey was heading. Hell, she’d agreed to marry the damned prince all those years ago when her mother sealed the treaty. Gods’ rest her soul, Aedra thought, staring into the stilled water of her tub. She was vaguely aware of Finn’s continued ranting but couldn’t focus on his words. This is it, she thought, this will be the end of what little freedom I’ve ever had. There wasn’t any doubt that Cystra needed this unification. And yet…

			“Aedra? You okay?” Finn called. Aedra refocused on the present, shaking herself out of the spiral that threatened to drown her. 

			She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her bare body, then stepped past the partition. Finn rested in his tub, arms gripping the metal edges as if he was about to climb out and check to make sure she hadn’t fainted or left or Gods’ know what else. 

			“Finn?” she asked, her heart racing. What she was about to say was selfish and greedy and entirely for her own benefit, but she couldn’t stop herself from asking. 

			Finn raised a brow, his eyes running over her body, lingering for a heartbeat at the spot where she clutched the towel to her chest. If he was embarrassed to be caught naked in the water, he didn’t show it. “Yeah?” 

			“I want to ask a favor,” she said, her words tumbling out in a rush. She was afraid if she didn’t ask right now, she’d lose her nerve entirely. 

			“I seem to be in no position to refuse,” he said, sinking back into the water, his voice a low rumble. His gaze fixed to hers, hooded and searching. “How can I serve you?” 

			Her cheeks flushed with heat at the suggestive tone of his words, and her stomach tightened at the rush of memories from the prior night. It seemed like years had passed since then, but it hadn’t been a full day. She couldn’t stop herself as she drank in the sight of him—strong shoulders, chiseled chest—the rest of him covered with shimmering water, iridescent from the added soaps Cherise had given them. 

			She absently rubbed at her tingling tattoo, forcing her gaze away from him. Now is not the time, she scolded herself. Squeezing her eyes shut, she continued. “I don’t want to be presented to the king—yet. Give me a few weeks to make up my mind. I need to ensure that Ellendria isn’t as diseased as our home before I sign my life away.” 

			Her voice broke on the last sentence, and she peeked through her lashes, terrified of Finn’s reaction. She had never made such a selfish request. Her people were freezing, starving, being forced into slavery just for being born powerless—just like she was. Every day she delayed was another day of death and injustice. But she had to be sure that the poisonous ideology hadn’t infected the entirety of Ellendria, too. If so, she’d have to figure out a different way to save her country. 

			Finn didn’t glower with anger, nor scoff at her request in the way she feared. Instead, he slowly stood and stepped out of the tub, dripping water onto the tiled floor as he closed the distance between them. Aedra forced herself to maintain his gaze until he was inches in front of her. He reached a warm, wet hand up to her cheek, turning her head and leaning in to whisper in her ear. “When will you listen to me, Aedra?” he murmured. “If you wish to marry the prince, so be it,” he said with a shiver. “But I’ve no intention on forcing you into a marriage you despise.” His lips lightly grazed down her neck, sending a rush of fire through her veins. “Much the opposite, Princess.” 

			He kissed a path to her collar bone and across her shoulder. She sighed, leaning into the heat of him. 

			“If anything, the prince would have to steal you away from me. And I’ve no tolerance for thieves.” With a gentle tug, he pulled her towel free, and the cool air rushed against her exposed skin. He took a small step backward, drinking in the sight of her. “Would you care to join me, your Highness?” he asked as he slowly backed up to the tub. 

			Her breaths came in shallow bursts as her face heated from his words. She glanced over her shoulder toward the door. If someone were to walk in on them, they’d be hard pressed to explain why they were bathing together as supposed niece and uncle. 

			“Do you doubt the strength of my spells? Or are you just scared?” he asked with a smirk. 

			She turned toward him, rising to his bait. “I’m never scared,” she lied, climbing into the metal tub after him. There wasn’t enough space for two bodies, and her legs tangled with his as she sank beneath the warm water. Each brush of her skin against his sent tiny bolts of lightning coursing through her body, settling deep inside her core. 

			“Liar,” Finn said, grabbing her hips and pulling her so she straddled his lap. He cut off her reply with a bruising kiss, and she lost herself in the moment, the heat of the bath mixing with the growing warmth in her body. All tentative shyness evaporated as she pulled him closer, her fingertips grazing over the hardness of his abdomen, then lower still, desperate to explore every inch of his body. 

			The water was cool by the time they finished, but both their cheeks were flushed with continued heat as they climbed out of the tub together. She hadn’t had time to process exactly what it meant when they first bedded back in the igloo. The bearbanes had ended their little reprieve with unnecessary abruptness. But now, with the threat of being eaten alive at bay and in relative safe company, she couldn’t deny how right this felt. 

			A week or two ago, she would’ve scoffed at the thought of Finn and romance together in the same sentence. Now, she could hardly believe how long she had convinced herself that they were nothing more than friends. It must’ve been so obvious to anyone that bothered to pay a bit of attention. She thought back on how the soldiers acted around her and Finn when they first left Cyteras on their way to Niddoros. The occasional snickers and whistles made sense with stunning clarity. She imagined Norn had a clear grasp of their feelings as well.

			Fucking traitor, she thought, her chest tightening. No matter how perfect Finn’s arms felt, they were a temporary sanctuary. It wouldn’t last forever, despite Finn’s earlier proclamations. How else would she gain access to the Ellendrian army without honoring her engagement? Even worse, if she outright refused Prince Rowan’s hand, Ellendria could retaliate and turn their forces against Cystra. She had seen men scorned before, and there was nothing quite like a wounded man’s ego. 

			“We’ll head for the capital under our current guise,” Aedra said, slipping into the soft cotton dress Cherise had given her. It was too big, puddling at her feet, but she was grateful for the clean garment. “Once there, I can have a better idea of what to do.” 

			“Your wish is my command,” Finn said, pulling on a pair of trousers that were a touch too short. 

			He was still bare chested, and Aedra struggled to keep her eyes off him. How had she gone so long suppressing her feelings? It was so obvious how attracted she was to him, and not just physically. He was her counterpart in every way, the calm to her storm, the constant light in the surrounding darkness. 

			Finn smirked as he caught her staring. “If we don’t get downstairs soon, Princess, our delay might become obvious, though I’m more than willing…” 

			Aedra snorted, peeling her eyes away once more. “No, let’s stay as inconspicuous as we can … Uncle.” Finn grimaced at the title. “Anyway, I’m famished.” 

			With a wave of his hand, Finn lifted the locking spell on the door, leading them back to the inviting tavern below. 

			The world might be falling apart, Aedra thought as she walked behind him, but at least we have each other to hold on to. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			“Gods,” Aedra breathed as they crested the hill. Their vantage point gave her an excellent view of the sprawling city below. Shock coursed through her in waves at the sheer size. While Cyteras was large, the city of Lendris was easily double the size, the buildings spread so far that Aedra couldn’t see the edges of the city limits. It’s no wonder, Aedra thought with a twinge of jealousy. They have enough land to actually feed all their people. 

			“Welcome to the capital of Ellendria,” their guide, Bo, said with a smile. He was a thin, tall man, easily middle-aged with a beard that rivaled her father’s. 

			Over the last week of traveling, she learned that not only was he a fatherly and caring man, but he was also an exceptional caster. He had the campfires raging with a simple flick of his wrist, and though the winter temperatures were still frigid, he easily maintained a bubble of warmth not only while they traveled, but while they slept, too. 

			Finn’s irritation at the man was mounting, and Aedra knew he was just jealous. Bo taught him some tips for meditation that helped ease the magical barrier that every mage was innately born with. He promised that if Finn could center himself, he’d be able to maintain more complex spells in his sleep, too. Aedra listened quietly, acting as if she found the information valuable. 

			They maintained their false identities as Kaldie and Bodair, but Finn refused to admit, even in disguise, that Aedra was powerless. She understood the necessity for discretion, but finally free from the oppressive grasp of Cystra’s politics, it would’ve been a relief to admit to the world that she was Goddess-cursed instead of maintaining the continued lie. So, she continued wearing her gloves, thankful the weather made it inconspicuous to do so, and feigned interest in all of Bo’s tips. 

			Their travels were much less eventful than in Cystra. The change in the landscape was a stark reality of how severely conditions deteriorated in her own nation. The trees were immense, looming things, and greenery popped against the whiteness of the snow, rich and healthy. Though he tried to hide it, Finn, too, was amazed by the verdant life as they traveled, and she caught him staring at the yellow flowers that worked their way through the thin layer of snow and ice on the ground. Bo called them daffodils. Aedra longed to pluck the resilient blooms from the earth, but she knew doing so would result in their slow decay and death. Instead, she removed her glove, running her fingers gently against the silken petals. 

			Before leaving Cherise’s inn, the boisterous woman laden them with fresh packs of supplies, gushing about how happy she was that they escaped Cystra relatively unscathed. She did, however, seem quite taken aback when Finn informed her they weren’t non-mages seeking shelter. Tears prickled in her eyes as Aedra explained they were abhorrently against the enslavement of their friends and family. 

			“That’s a good girl,” Cherise said, running a hand along Aedra’s cheek. “We need more mages with that attitude.” Before leaving, she and Finn skimmed through the thick leather tome listing the names of the other refugees that had passed through the mountain village. Only the first few pages were filled in, and Aedra’s heart tightened as Cherise explained that her life goal was to fill the entire journal. 

			“I think we can manage the rest of the way from here, Bo,” Finn said, shifting his pack on his shoulder. 

			The road before them divided, one route directed down the hill toward the expansive city, the other toward the left, up to higher ground where the castle loomed. Aedra could faintly see the stone structure beyond—The Academy. Bo explained that if either felt lacking in their skills, they would be more than welcome to take part in the testing and placed into classes. Aedra’s chest tightened, as she yearned for such knowledge, knowing she would never have use for it. 

			“You are certain you do not wish to stop at the infirmary?” Bo asked, his words lilting with his harmonic accent. 

			“If we’ve made it this far, we’re healthy enough to continue onward,” Finn replied dryly. 

			Aedra shot him a cutting look. He had been quite standoffish since Bo tried to help him with his casting, though the older man was nothing but polite. 

			“Thank you, Bo, but we’re okay,” Aedra said as she pulled a paper from her cloak pocket. Bo had been brainstorming for the past several days, scribbling bits of information that would be helpful for their transition. Aedra fingered the crisp parchment, gratitude rushing through her. “You said there’s refugee lodging at The Peony and…” she quickly skimmed the page. “Omander’s?” 

			“Ah, yes,” Bo murmured, leaning over to examine the scrawled parchment of notes. Pointing to another line on the page, he continued. “The innkeeper for The Peony is more than proficient in the kitchen, and the rooms are larger. Though Omander’s tavern hosts card games every other night, the crowds are always quite lively. If there’s anything else you need—”

			“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Finn interrupted, grabbing the parchment. His brows raised as he examined the notes for the first time. “This is very … detailed.” He handed it back to Aedra, unable to hide his appreciation. “Thank you, Bo.” 

			At least he sounds genuine this time, Aedra thought. She’d scolded Finn at least a dozen times for his terrible attitude during their journey, but the closer they came to the city, the less patience he had for both her and Bo. It’s probably just nerves, she reassured herself, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that he might regret his decision to stay in Ellendria with her. It was never in the original plan for him to stay; he swore a vow to help end the rebellion in Cystra, and there was little he could do so many miles away from their country. 

			Bo gave a small bow, his head and shoulders dipping. Even bent, he towered over both of them. It was another reason Aedra suspected Finn didn’t take to the man. He was always used to being the tallest in the room. 

			“It was a privilege escorting you to Lendris,” Bo said, and Aedra bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling at the formality. “If you need anything at all, I’ll be in the city for the next week. You need only ask for me at the castle.” 

			“No chance you know any decent places for a brawl?” Aedra asked, earning a scathing look from Finn. She stuck her tongue out at him, making a mental note to lecture him on his poor attitude later. 

			A grin split Bo’s face. “If you ever care to take the high road,” he said, nodding toward the leftmost path leading to the castle, “I know just the guy who can help.” 

			“Really not necessary,” Finn said, and Aedra aimed a kick at his shin. “Honestly, Kaldie, do you seriously think these people would take kindly to us? We’re nothing more than outsiders in their eyes. The best we can do is lie low, stay out of trouble.” 

			“I’m talking about a sparring match, not ransacking the damn castle … Uncle.” The title was ash on her tongue, and she fought the urge to spit. The past two weeks had done little to lessen the disgust she felt every time she referred to Finn as her relation. 

			“Keep it in the back of your mind, child,” Bo said with a wink. He gave one last smile before turning down the road. 

			Aedra watched him walk for a moment, making sure he was well out of earshot before she spun on Finn. “What the hell is your problem?” she asked, annoyance mounting. His short temper exhausted her, and she longed for her carefree friend to appear and replace this bitter, hostile version. 

			“My problem? The real question is, what is wrong with you? We can’t go stampeding inside the castle, Aedra,” he hissed, his voice low. “Or have you forgotten that sooner than later, you will make your grand appearance as Princess of Cystra? What will people think when they realize you’ve been hiding out in disguise for weeks?” 

			Aedra shrugged. “I don’t really care. The entire point of hiding is to make sure Ellendria isn’t as corrupt as our own home. If we don’t figure that out, then what purpose is delaying the inevitable?”

			Finn’s brows shot up at her words. “So, your upcoming nuptials are inevitable, then?” He swallowed hard, a muscle in his jaw spasming. “Well, thank you for making that clear.” 

			He spun, storming down the path toward the city. 

			“That’s not what I said!” Aedra yelled, dumbfounded at how he twisted her words so severely. She waited a moment, but it was obvious Finn had no intention of turning back. “What an ass,” she muttered before jogging to catch up to him. She grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to stop. “Is that what you really think? That I’m overly eager to go meet my beloved fiancé?” 

			Finn shrugged, not meeting her eye. 

			“If you truly believe that, then you’re nothing more than an imbecile.” 

			“Ha!” Finn roared. “I’m the imbecile? You’re over here, inherently trusting a man we know nothing about! How’s that for idiotic behavior?” 

			“Bo isn’t a stranger anymore, Finn. We traveled with him for over a week. He taught you that meditative thing—”

			“Yeah, a bunch of nonsense, that was,” Finn said, cutting her off. He ran a hand over the freshly shaved sides of his hair. “Now’s not the place for this conversation, Aedra.” 

			Aedra made a point of looking around, throwing her hands up in the air at the completely deserted road. “Seems as good a place as any.” Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to calm down. She and Finn tended to build off the other’s emotions, and she didn’t need to turn into an incoherent, angry mess, too. She reached down, twining her fingers with his. “Talk to me.”

			Finn shifted, obviously uncomfortable with the conversation, but his thumb rubbed small circles over the back of Aedra’s hand. The small action eased some of the ache in her chest. 

			“I’m worried,” he finally confessed. 

			“Understandably so,” Aedra said with a chuckle. She wrapped her arms around his waist, pulling him against her. The tension flowed from his body as he embraced her back, their forms melting together in comfortable ease. She leaned her head against his chest, enveloped by the smells of sandalwood and mint. “Cystra needs our help. We’re in completely unknown territory, and I can only imagine what an uproar it would cause if my identity is discovered before we’re ready.” 

			Finn stroked her hair, his touch feather light. It was a long moment before he spoke. “That’s not what I’m afraid of, Princess.” 

			Aedra pulled back a fraction, gazing up at him in confusion. “Then what is it?” 

			The faintest hint of a blush spotted his cheeks. “I’m worried…” He cleared his throat, as if the words were lodged there. “I’m worried that your fiancé is going to succeed in stealing you from me.” 

			Laughter bubbled out of Aedra, earning another scowl from Finn. He tried to pull away, but Aedra clung tighter to his body. “I’m sorry, Finn,” she finally said once her giggles subsided. “Truly, I mean no offense. There just isn’t a chance in the world that will happen.” She glanced around them once more, ensuring they were well and truly alone. Standing up on her tiptoes, she kissed his cheek, prickly from the regrowth of his beard. 

			“You can’t be certain of that,” he growled, but there was a huskiness in his voice that told Aedra she had nearly cracked through his rough exterior. His dark eyes locked with hers, and it was as if he was staring directly into her soul. “You said before that you’d do anything for Cystra, for your people. And if I was a better man, I wouldn’t stand in the way of your … arrangement. But Gods’ curse me, I’m not. I love you, Aedra. I’ve loved you since we were children, and I sure as hell won’t sit back and watch another claim you.” 

			Emotion swept through Aedra like a potent drug. He loves me. It was the only coherent thought as she stared up at him, dumbstruck. Of course, they had already bedded each other, and when Bo had been searching for firewood or hunting pheasant, they had shared a few rushed kisses. She knew Finn wanted her, cared for her, but loved her? 

			Heat flooded her cheeks, but she refused to look away. “I love you, too,” she said, her voice breathy in her ears. “And I’m yours. No matter what the future holds, I’m yours.” 

			In that moment, it didn’t matter that she was promised to the prince of Ellendria. It didn’t matter that the future of her country depended on her fulfilling her arranged marriage. It didn’t even matter that a passersby might happen to see them locked in a very compromising position for a supposed niece and uncle. 

			Finn bent, tilting her chin up with a warm, strong hand. She closed her eyes as his lips hovered mere inches from hers. 

			“Say it again, Princess,” he whispered, his breath warm on her skin. 

			“I love you,” she replied, her pulse racing as Finn’s fingers trailed over the delicate skin of her neck.

			A low growl left Finn’s throat before he closed the distance between them. He kissed her with weeks’ worth of pent up passion, his lips demanding as they parted hers, the dance of their tongues sending liquid heat surging through her veins and pooling in her lower belly. Her head spun and her body was strung with longing when he finally broke away. 

			“You’re mine,” he said, staring at her for a long moment before planting a chaste kiss on her forehead. He cleared his throat once more, as if shaking off his obvious desire. “What do you say, Kaldie? Shall we go explore Lendris?” 

			Aedra wanted to say she was more in the mood to explore Finn’s body, but she shoved the thought to the back of her mind. They would, after all, be sharing a room at whichever inn they decided. There would be plenty of time for that once the sun set. 

			She smoothed the nonexistent wrinkles from her cloak, turning down the road leading to the capital city. The sun was at high noon, and though the winter air was crisp, she couldn’t shake the feeling that spring was well on its way. New seasons bring new beginnings. It was a phrase her mother used, and the memory brought a smile to her lips. 

			“Yes, Finn. We shall.” 

		

	
		
			Book club questions

			1.	How does Aedra change over the course of the novel?

			2.	What changes did you notice between Aedra’s and Finn’s relationship as they progress through the story?

			3.	How are the Poison-Wastes connected to the political uprising? 

			4.	Do you think Aedra should have rescued Grem from her aunt’s oppressive grasp? Why or why not?

			5.	What is your position regarding the civil war in Cystra? How does this relate to events in history? How does this connect to current political affairs?

			6.	Do you think the king is justified in commanding Aedra to flee? Why or why not? 

			7.	Are bearbanes innately evil?

			8.	 Which of the characters is your favorite, and why? 

			9.	Do you think Aedra will follow through with the arranged marriage? Why or why not?
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