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Counting Shadows

Dedication
To my official Name-Critic and the best big brother ever. Thanks for making me laugh off my mistakes and for never letting me give up.


To Ryan, with lots of love.


Part One


Prologue

“It’s going to be okay, Ashe,” I lie. “Everything is going to be just fine.”

Ashe looks at me with wide eyes, and I’m shocked he’s able to focus. His gaze usually darts around in a frantic search for danger, fluttering this way and that, never daring to settle on one object.

Now Ashe stares right at me. Into me. He seems to realize it’s pointless to look for danger; five castle guards have already burst into my chambers and surrounded him, their spears pointing at Ashe’s chest. The arrest orders hang heavy in the air:

“By command of the High King, the Guardian of Princess Faye is to be taken into custody, where he will await trial for treason.” 

His black eyes settle on mine, the pain in them a silent accusation. Ashe knows he’s about to die. And he knows I’ve lied about his Fate.

I can’t feel guilt. I can’t feel anything. There’s only my ragged breaths and the tears pressing against my eyes. Ashe steps toward me, even though I’m in the opposite direction of the door. No, I silently beg him. Run. I don’t realize I’m shaking my head until he falters.

“Stop,” one of the guards hisses, even though he already has. “Don’t go near the Lady Faye.”

My heart pounds wildly. “Just count the beats when you get scared,” Ashe told me months ago, as he pressed his palm over my heart. “Remember that I’ll protect you until the day they stop. And don’t be scared anymore.” 

I gasp in air. One, two, three, four…

He walks toward me, his face hard with determination.

Five, six, seven… 

One of the guards shouts and stabs his spear forward. At Ashe. My Ashe.

My heart stops.

I scream at the guard, telling him to stop, to leave, to disappear and never show his face again. But my words are a jumbled mess, and it’s too late. The spear pierces Ashe’s right wing, drawing blood. Nausea fills me as the red blood mingles with his crimson feathers. I’ve always loved his wings. They mark him as an Angel, the one bit of perfection in my life.

Now those wings are ruined.

Ashe’s eyes never leave me, even as the guard tears his spear out of the wound. I swallow hard. I’ve never stared into his eyes for too long, knowing I’d probably lose myself in all the pain and loneliness in their depths. Now I never want to look away.

“Get moving,” the guard with the bloodied spear growls. He stabs at Ashe again, but Ashe grabs the shaft of the spear before it strikes him. He yanks the spear from the guard and snaps it in two. Ashe allows one of the halves to clatter to the stone floor, but keeps hold of the sharpened end. His gaze slowly sweeps over the four guards with weapons, a low growl rumbling in his throat.

“You can’t do this,” I say, finally finding my voice. “My father would never allow it.”

“Your father ordered this,” snaps the guard without a spear. He braces for an attack, as do the others.

Then their leader takes a step forward and pushes out a staying hand. “Wait.”

I recognize this leader as Jolik. He was my bodyguard for awhile before Ashe became my Guardian. I’m not sure how many bodyguards I went through—five, six?—but they never lasted long before I excused them.

Jolik nods to Ashe. “Let him say goodbye.”

The weaponless guard speaks up. “He could kill her.”

“He won’t,” Jolik says, shaking his head.

Ashe doesn’t wait for Jolik to change his mind. He drops the broken spear and rushes to me. Cupping my face with one hand, he uses the other to press me against him. Familiar heat radiates off him this close. He tilts my chin up and kisses me so gently, I barely feel his lips against mine. But I can feel the desperation, and as he presses me a little closer, I know this is a goodbye.

The kiss only lasts a moment. Then the guards drag him away, and those threatening tears finally spill. I’m not sure if the tears are angry or anguished. Or maybe just broken.

“You’re right, little sparrowhawk,” Ashe says over his shoulder. “Everything is going to be okay. I promise.”

I don’t get to respond. The last guard exits my chambers and slams the heavy door closed, leaving me truly alone for the first time in years. I take a shuddering breath, willing the doors to burst open, for Ashe to come rushing back to me.

They don’t. Silence settles over the room, screaming the truth:

Nothing will ever be okay.

.
 

 

One...

Two…

 Three…

 Four…

 Five…

 Six…

 Seven…

 Eight…

 Nine…

Ten Months Later

One

Darkness fills the alley. I tug my hood closer and glance up at the only light around—a candle in a window above me, its flame struggling to show through the clouded glass. I sidestep away from the faint light, silently thanking the owners of these buildings for being too cheap to install clear windows. If someone spotted me here… Well, Father wouldn’t be happy, to say the least. And it’s always stupid to upset the king.

The flame in the window sputters and blinks out, leaving me in complete darkness. I think back to five years ago, before Ashe came into my life, before he changed everything. That winter, I’d spent every Wednesday evening in Father’s chambers. He would lick his fingers and pinch the wicks of the candles, leaving the room pitch dark, except for the starlight filtering in through the window.

“There’s so many,” I’d whispered, my hand pressed against the cold window. Condensation formed a little outline around my fingers, and I wiggled them, smearing the handprint. 

“The Angels believe each star is a broken promise,” Father murmured, staring out alongside me. “They say they’ll linger above the heads of people forever.” 

I frowned and looked up at Father. “That’s so sad.” 

“Well, the Fae’s belief is happier. They think their dead transform into stars, so they can look down on their loved ones forever.” 

“I like that better.” 

He patted my shoulder and chuckled. “Of course you do, Faye. Why do you think I named you after them? Your heart is just as pure as their kind.” 

I close my eyes against the memory. Against the failure.

A whirring sound hums in my ears, jarring me back to the present, where darkness surrounds me and the stars are covered by thick clouds. A faint light appears at the end of the alley, and I take a hesitant step back. No one is supposed to be here, or at least not anyone dumb enough to carry a lantern in this part of town. That light is practically a beacon for muggers, and I step toward the rough brick wall to my right, hoping the shadows are enough to conceal me.

But the light comes closer, floating through the air with that whirring sound trailing after it. I glance behind me, but there’s only a decrepit dock and the churning waters of the dark ocean. What was I thinking, coming here alone? Stupid, stupid, stupid…

I look closer at the light, squinting into the blackness and trying to make out who is carrying the lantern. But there’s no one, and it’s not a lantern. A faint smile crosses my lips as I realize what I’m seeing: a hummingbird phoenix, its feathers alight with magical fire, its flaming wings beating the air. It’s a juvenile, its fire a vibrant purple color and tipped with flickering shades of green and blue.

But its eyes… They aren’t right. The flames in its pupils are red, which shouldn’t be possible; only mature phoenixes have red flames.

I take a step toward the bird and hold out my hand, hoping it might land on my wrist like one of Father’s hunting falcons. But, just then, footsteps ring out from the entrance of the alley, and a man’s shadow drifts over the stone ground. The hummingbird phoenix twirls around, and as soon as it sees the figure approaching me, it darts off into the sky.

Blackness drapes over the alley, but I stare into it and focus on the man approaching.

“You’re early,” a throaty voice says, and the footsteps halt.

I keep my expression bored as I reply, “No, Derrin. You’re just late.”

Derrin chuckles. Most of him is hidden behind a long black coat, but he’s thrown the hood back. I’m not as brave, and pull my cloak tighter around my shoulders. The soft fabric is warm, and for a moment, I’m able to pretend it’s one of Ashe’s wings wrapped comfortingly around me.

“Any news?” I ask.

Derrin cocks his head to the side, like a curious bird of prey. I imagine he used to be handsome— he’s half Fae, and a unique mix of harsh angles and willowy grace. But now his face is ruined by a jagged scar that rips across his forehead and down his cheek. “You know, my little friend, I was beginning to think you were crazy,” he says, his accent just as thick and ugly as the scar. “But then I found this.” He pulls an envelope out of his cloak and extends it to me. “Says your man is back in Kastellor. And he can be found.”

I try to snatch the envelope from him, but he jerks back. “It’ll be extra if you want to read what’s inside.”

“I already paid you,” I growl.

“You paid me to find the information. You never said anything about letting you read it.”

I grit my teeth, holding back a frustrated groan. “I don’t have any more money to give.”

He chuckles, shaking his head. “Oh, really?” Derrin steps toward me, until I can smell his breath that reeks of alcohol and decay. “Don’t think you’re fooling me, princess.”

I stumble back. Stay calm, stay calm, stay calm… 

Derrin grins at my reaction. “Yeah, that’s right, isn’t it? The king’s little girl running around at night, trying to find a man. Let me guess, you fell in love with him, and he ran off without you. Right?”

“Wrong.”

Derrin scoffs. “Oh, really? Then why are you so desperate to find this guy?”

“That’s not your business.”

“Yeah, princess, I guess not. But that doesn’t change that I could tell the king what you’ve been up to. You think he’ll appreciate hearing that his daughter has been hanging around the Water District?”

No, of course not. Everything about this place is wrong for a princess: the dark waters bordering the buildings, the smell of fish blood and burnt tar, the creaking sound the docks make as the wind rattles their rotted boards. But I’m not about to admit that to Derrin, and I glare at him, unsure if anything I say can make the situation better.

He laughs at my expression. “I thought not. Tell you what, hmm? You give me all the money you have on you, and I won’t breathe a word. Plus I’ll give you this.” He wags the envelope in my face.

I grind my teeth, unable to tear my eyes from the envelope. What Derrin holds is probably just another dead end and false lead, but… what if it’s not?

“Fine.” I reach into my cloak and pull out a small bag of coins. It’s too light, and a harsh reminder of how much money I’ve already spent tracking down this man. I let my head hang as I approach Derrin, my hand clenched angrily around the coin bag. It doesn’t have to happen this way.

But none of this should be happening. Because Ashe shouldn’t be dead.

I stop a yard in front of Derrin, standing lightly on the balls of my feet, ready to react to any threat. The smell of his breath strikes me again, and I wince. Derrin thrusts his hand forward, wiggling his grimy fingers in a silent order to hand over the bag.

Too bad I’ve never been very good at listening to orders.

I drop the bag, Jackal’s voice echoing in my head: ‘Step one: Distraction. Distracted foes are always easier to take down.’ 

‘But isn’t that fighting dirty?’ I’d asked. 

‘Better dirt than your own blood.’ 

Derrin lunges for the bag, tilting down and throwing himself off balance. I snatch hold of his thumb and twist it. My muscles strain with the effort, reminding me of all that weight I lost since Ashe’s death. But I can beat myself up for that later, after I finish beating Derrin. I jerk on Derrin’s thumb, twisting it behind his back.

‘Step two: Attack. Quickly. Don’t give your enemy enough time to figure out what you’re about to do.’

He cries out, and I jerk it a little tighter, a silent warning that I could easily snap his bone.

‘Step three: Kill. Either their spirit, their motives, or their body. Whatever it takes.’

“Now listen to me,” I whisper in his ear. “You’re going to give me that envelope. Then you’re going to leave here. And you’re going to forget all about me and never breathe a word of this to anyone. Right?”

Derrin doesn’t respond to my question, so I increase the pressure on his hand just a little. “Right?”

He lets out a low growl, the sound muffled by his gritted teeth.

“What did you say?”

“Right. You’re right. I’ll never breathe a word. I swear.”

“The envelope,” I snap. “Hand it over.”

His free hand fumbles in his pocket, but it’s not the one he put the envelop in. I curse and shove my elbow into his back, forcing him to his knees. Derrin throws out his hand to steady himself, and I release my grasp on him. Before he can recover, I snatch the envelope from his coat pocket.

I wag it in his face as Derrin stumbles back, clutching at his bruised hand. He reaches in his pocket again and pulls out a rusty dagger. I just scoff.

“You try something like that again, and you’ll lose your arm,” I say. “Got it? I won’t just break it, I’ll slice it clean off.”

He glares at me, teeth gritted in pain. “You don’t even have a sword, little witch,” he spits. “You couldn’t actually cut my arm off…” The way he trails off sounds more like a question.

I reach into my sash and pull out my own dagger. The weapon is short, with a wide blade and a slim handle that fits my hand perfectly. It’s my thirteenth birthday present from Jackal, and the only constant companion I have left.

“But I don’t need a sword.” I twirl the dagger between my fingers and smile.

Derrin swallows hard, and I’m not sure if it’s the weapon or my smile scaring him. He clenches his fist, but then shakes his head, discarding whatever vengeful thoughts were forming.

“I’ve heard the rumors,” he murmurs. “But I didn’t actually believe you’ve been trained to fight.”

I almost laugh. All the years Jackal spent training me, all the secretive lesson and lectures, and it’s still a surprise that I can fight. Are people really that stupid? Or are they just oblivious?

I put a single finger to my lips. “Oh, but I haven’t been trained. Right?”

Derrin quickly nods in agreement to the lie. I turn my back on him, satisfied that I’d scared him into silence. Or maybe it’s the rumors that scare him, the ones that say I’m a deadly magic-user. It doesn’t matter much, as long as he’ll keep quiet.

I make it barely two steps before he calls out to me.

“Wait!”

I glance over my shoulder. “What is it?”

He straightens his shoulders, gathering what remains of his pride. “Answer one question for me. Just one. And then I’ll swear that I’ll never speak of this again.”

“You already swore that.”

“Just one.”

I sigh and wave my hand at him. “Fine. What’s your question?”

He clears his throat and stares right at me. “You’ve had me running all over the city tracking this one man for months. You’ve paid me hundreds and risked sneaking from your safe home—” He points to the looming castle walls in the distance, lit by dozens of torches. “—to come and gather information from me. I want to know. Why are you so desperate to find this man?”

I try to smile, but judging by Derrin’s grimace, it’s more of a snarl. I turn and walk away, my answer only loud enough for my own ears: “Because I’m going to kill him.”

Two

The dagger is heavy in my sleeve. I keep the weapon tucked safely against my forearm, my eyes scanning the castle corridor for danger, my shoulders sore from staying so tense.

Shadows paint ghostly patterns on the floor, reflecting the flickering light of the torches lining the wall. I think back to the hummingbird phoenix I saw in the alley, to its fiery wings and strange eyes and foreign magic. It’s been hardly an hour since I left that alley, but it already feels like an eternity has passed. The royal castle and all its grandeur is so different from the Water District, almost like stepping from one world to another.

As I approach my chambers, Jolik stands in front of the doors, frowning down at me. I have a quick flashback to ten months ago, when Jolik frowned at Ashe as he read the arrest orders. A shudder runs through me, but I expel it with a deep breath.

“Miss Princess,” Jolik greets me.

I don’t like how he calls me that, but I let him get away with it. It’s never smart to argue with a Vampire.

When I don’t respond immediately, his scowl deepens, and some inner part of me screams that I should run the opposite way. But I don’t—my fight-or-flight instinct died out a long time ago, replaced by the instinct to fight or die trying.

“You were out late tonight,” Jolik says, his rumbling voice echoing through the corridor.

His words are sharp, and I unconsciously glance at the sword at his side, my instincts prickling with a warning to be careful. Jolik is a member of the Iris Guard, an elite group of Vampire mercenaries who protect royalty. Centuries ago, an ancient spell back-fired on the Vampires, forcing them to live a life of servitude until the day they die. But the Vampires have kept their ancient warrior roots, and most of them spend their lives as protectors. Jolik is no exception, and while his dark skin and tall stature make him stand out from the regular human guards, it’s his explosive temper that really sets him apart.

He glances at the bulge in my sleeve and raises an eyebrow. His exasperated expression tells me that he suspects it’s a dagger, but he’s not going to call me out on it. He knows Jackal—the former leader of the Iris Guard—would strangle him if he ratted me out.

“I took a long walk,” I say, and try to brush past him.

He steps in my way. “This is the second time you’ve taken a ‘long walk’ this month. I don’t like you sneaking around like this.”

“I’m not sneaking.”

“Oh, really? Then why didn’t I see you leave?”

“Maybe you weren’t watching me close enough.”

He leans forward, letting me get a good look at the frustration in his red eyes. His irises are the only pale feature on him, and I absently wonder if he’s been eating enough. Usually, they’re an eerie blood-red color.

“Cut the bull, Miss Princess. I watch you like a hawk, and you know it.” He shakes his head. “You’ve been sneaking out, and I want to know why.”

I shove past him. This time he lets me, probably knowing it will attract other guards if I put up a fuss. “Jolik, you’re not Jackal. Stop trying to act like him.”

His voice gentles just a touch. “I’m not trying to act like a mentor to you. I just want you safe. You know Jackal assigned me to protect you when he left. Do you really think I can ignore his last order?”

I sigh, knowing I’m trapped. “No. You couldn’t.”

“Then tell me where you were tonight.”

“Out.”

“And how you got out?”

For a moment, I’m tempted to tell him about my hidden passage. I’d discovered it in one of my visions years ago; it’s a dusty, winding tunnel that leads from my library to the base of the castle. The passage is great for getting out, but I prefer to come back using main routes. That way, there’s less chance of people discovering the passage. But, instead of telling him, I shake my head and snap, “None of your business.”

Jolik throws his hands up in exasperation. It’s a little odd watching him do that, a mountain of a man getting so frustrated by tiny, little me. “Just… Get inside, okay? I don’t want you wandering around any more tonight.”

I nod, not wanting to fight him. Jolik is one of the few people who can get away with treating me like I’m not royalty, and as much as Father hates him for it, I find it kind of relieving. Except for situations like this, when I know that if I argue, I’ll get a verbal butt-kicking.

He pushes open my chamber doors for me, shoving it a little harder than he needs to. As I’m about to step inside, he mutters, “Sometimes I wonder if what they say about you is true.”

He’s not referring to the rumors that I’m trained to fight. No, he’s talking about the more vicious rumors, the ones that say I’m a witch and should have been put to death along with my Ashe. Those whispered lies should probably sting, especially since they mostly revolve around my Guardian, but I can’t bring myself to feel anything but biting contempt.

Because I’ll never regret taking Ashe as my Guardian. Ever.

“You’ve been listening to too many rumors, Jolik,” I say. “I’m not a magic-user.”

Jolik merely shrugs. But as he stares at me, I can almost feel his disbelief as his harsh gaze wanders over me for the millionth time. I’ll admit I look a bit witchy. Black stick-straight hair, ivory skin, and pale blue eyes. In a land where people are supposed to have brown-tanned skin, curly brown hair, and brown eyes, I’m what Father calls “exotic”. Or what others like to call “freakish”.

And the visions don’t help. Ever since I was three, I’ve seen visions of the past. Historical events, places, people—I see them all. At first, I was proclaimed to be a Sage, and the people celebrated me. But, as I got older, it became obvious that I only saw the past, not the future. I was deemed to be a worthless magic-user.

And a dangerous enemy.

Jolik finally steps to the side, granting me access to my chambers. “Lord Farren is inside.”

I nod and walk inside my chambers. I fight against the guilty twist that strikes my gut the moment I see the small entryway. The entrance looks just like it has for ten months: no furniture, no rugs, nothing. Just stone walls and flooring, and a hallway leading toward the other rooms in my chambers. When Ashe was taken away, he left spatters of blood in this room from his injury. Father insisted everything stained had to be thrown out, but I refuse to replace anything.

“Faye?”

It’s Farren’s rich voice, his deep timbre resounding through the room. He always sounds like he’s giving a momentous speech, even when he’s just calling my name from across the hallway.

“Coming,” I call back. My words echo, reminding me of how empty my chambers are, of how it used to be Ashe calling out to me instead of Farren. I nod to Jolik, letting him know he can leave. “Thank you, Jolik.”

He bows deeply and closes my door. I wait until his footsteps retreat, and then let the knife fall out of my sleeve. Catching it by its handle, I quickly tuck it into the sash of my dress.

I’ve always carried a knife—Jackal insists—but I’ve never felt like I needed it until now. Of course, Father feels the exact opposite, and has a bad habit of confiscating the weapons I don’t hide well enough.

“I thought Father took all your toys away.”

Farren sounds like he’s standing behind me. His voice drips with sarcasm, something I’ve learned not to acknowledge. It’s the lowest form of humor.

“And how was your day?” I ask, changing the subject away from my dagger.

“Boring. More pointless meetings with pointless people.” His footsteps echo off the stone floor—one, two, three—and my brother comes into view. Farren looks the epitome of royalty; straight shoulders, sharp jaw, and narrow eyes that demand respect. Which is a good thing, since he’ll soon inherit the throne.

As my older sibling by thirty minutes, Farren is the immediate heir to the Irradorian throne, and has been trained to be the ultimate ruler. The Grand Prince, the people call him. Soon to be the Grand King.

If only those people knew he wanted none of it.

“Although I must say,” Farren continues, breaking into my thoughts. His eyes trail over the engraved handle of my dagger. “The day just got all the more interesting.” His voice changes to a horrible falsetto that sounds nothing like me. “Why hello, Jolik. You’ll open the door for me? Why thank you, it is so very heavy, and carrying this knife up my sleeve makes it all the more difficult to open.”

I wag my weapon in Farren’s face. “It’s a dagger, not just a knife.”

Farren shrugs. “Same difference. My point is, I don’t know how you manage to go gallivanting around on this little murder mission, and no one notices. It’s insanity.”

I shrug. Farren sighs, taking it as the same answer I give him about most topics: I don’t want to discuss it. I’m not sure why he bothers to visit me anymore, when I hardly talk to him.

I walk to the sitting-room, one of the four rooms in my chambers I still use. The others contain too many vivid memories of Ashe—the bedroom where he slept, the library where he lost himself in books, the balcony where he sat every morning and let the sun warm him. The list goes on, and so do the locked doors.

“It’s not fair,” I told him once. “You don’t have any memories at all from before I found you. And I have so many extra memories. I wish I could give you some of mine.” 

He smiled at me, that gentle, thoughtful expression I loved so much. “Maybe it’s a gift that I had my memories wiped.” 

“How could that be a gift?” 

“Because I don’t have any pain to remember.”

I squeeze my eyes shut against the memory. Years ago, I hadn’t understood him. But now I know.

I sit in a small chair with an intricate floral pattern and pick at a loose thread, trying to distract myself. The chair is one of the last things I have from my mom, and a constant reminder of death, of loss and pain. But Father makes me keep it, saying it’s “sentimental”.

Farren sits on the couch across from me, dwarfing the tiny thing with his tall frame. He stretches out and crosses his feet at the ankles, then raises an eyebrow at me. “So,” he says, his voice much too cheery. “How goes the murder mission?”

I swallow hard. Farren rarely asks about my plans to kill Ashe’s murderer, and as bile rises in my throat, I’m reminded why. It’s awkward to discuss murder plans with someone as moral as Farren. Really, really awkward…

“It’s the same as always,” I reply slowly, and keep picking at that thread. “I found a lead tonight, but it won’t go anywhere.”

“How do you know?”

I sigh, glancing toward the fireplace. A fire crackles in the hearth, and wisps of smoke disappear up the chimney. “My leads never go anywhere,” I mumble. “They get me close, but not close enough. He’s always gone when I get near.”

“But this man is still around Kastellor?” Farren asks, referring to our country’s capital.

I nod. “He’s staying close to the castle, or at least most of the time. My informants say he’s leaving the city for periods of time, and then coming back. But I have no idea what he’s up to.”

Which just about kills me. The day before Ashe was taken into custody, I saw the man in the royal throne-room. He was tall and broad, with a long scar at the corner of his mouth. A pearly patch of skin marked his collarbone, a small circle that almost looked like a brand. Treason, I’d heard him whisper out of his ruined mouth, and Father’s eyes had grown wide.

After Ashe was sentenced to death, I started hunting the man. But, after ten months, I barely have anything to show for it. Every day I wake up with this reality hanging over my head, and every day I wake up nauseous, pained… guilty.

“You don’t even know his name, Faye,” Farren says softly. Then he scoffs, his tone hardening a little. “You can barely confirm he exists.”

“I know he exists. I saw him, Farren. He’s the one who reported my Guardian as a traitor. He set him up!”

Farren does another one of his hand-flicking gestures, dismissing my words. “Maybe he did report Ashe. But what if this man was working for someone else? What if he was only a messenger?”

I wince at the way he says the name: Ashe. Like it’s just another casual word to use in discussion. I stopped using it soon after Ashe died, deciding his name deserves more respect. But I can’t convince everyone of that.

“If he was just the messenger,” I reply, my teeth gritted, “then I’ll make him tell me his employer’s name before I kill him.”

Farren shakes his head. “Why are you so set on killing him, Faye? Why does he have to die?”

The answer is so obvious that I laugh. We both wince at the harsh, ruined sound. “He has to die because he murdered my Guardian,” I growl. “It’s his fault, and he needs to die for it.”

“So now it’s your job to deal out justice, huh? Great. I’ll inform the Grand Judge that he can retire.”

I ignore the sarcastic drawl in his voice. “It’s revenge, not justice. There’s a difference.”

“And that is?”

“Justice is laws and politics and lies. Revenge actually means something.”

Farren shakes his head. One, two, three, four, five… I count the moments of silence that pass. After Ashe’s death, I was always counting my heartbeat, remembering his promise to me. Soon I figured out methodical counting can be soothing, and it became a habit.

When I reach eighteen, I let out a long breath. “Seriously, though. How was your day?”

He groans and lets his head fall back, but goes along with the subject change. “Good, I guess. I went and saw Ameila.”

I try to hide my wince, but fail miserably. Farren shoots me a glare, his shoulders suddenly tensed, and I quickly say, “I just worry about you.”

“No,” he says, “you just don’t like that I’m courting a peasant.”

“She works in a bakery, Farren. Don’t you see how terrible that would look if anyone discovered you were courting her? You could be stripped of your titles.”

“And why would that be so bad?”

Because then I wouldn’t have you in my life, I want to say. But instead I snap, “You’re always saying you don’t want to be king, but the alternative is worse. Being cast out of a royal family is practically a death sentence.”

“You’re being overly dramatic.”

I scoff. “Being a cast-away means no bodyguards, no laws to protect you. Do you really think you’d last long on the street, with all the grudges people hold against royalty?”

He chews at his lip for a long moment. Then he glances away from me, his gaze focused on the fire, and says, “I love Ameila. And I’m not just going to leave her just because she’s a peasant.”

“You’re being ridiculous, Farren,” I say, even though my heart screams that he’s making the right decision.

“You’re one to talk. Falling in love with that Angel boy? You know that’s worse than falling for a peasant.”

I dig my fingers into my palm, trying to stop myself from lashing out at Farren. Sometimes it seems rather pointless to be so highly trained in fighting, when I can rarely use my skills… “I was already disgraced by practically the entire kingdom when I Chose him. It didn’t matter who I took as my Guardian. You, on the other hand, have an image to uphold.”

“I don’t care about images.”

“The people love you. Don’t ruin that, Farren. It’s not worth it.”

“Ameila is worth anything.”

I grit my teeth, holding back a frustrated groan, and stare up at the ceiling. Smoke from the fireplace has blackened the stone over the decades, and it almost looks pretty, a patch of dark amidst all the pale stonework. I try to focus on the prettiness, but all I can think of is that the stone will crumble sooner because of all that soot.

Neither of us say anything for a long moment. Then Farren hesitantly murmurs, “You should know that there were three more magical raids on the border.” He shifts his gaze to me. “Some of the Council is trying to blame you.”

I let my lip twist into a sneer. “When will they ever give up on that theory?”

“They have no reason to give up on it, Faye. These are magic raids. People are dying, and they can’t find any culprits.”

“Except for me, of course,” I mutter.

“Except for you. You look strange, you act strange, and you’re a person of power. Plus you have those visions and you keep hidden away from everyone outside the castle. You’re the perfect suspect.”

“So now it’s my fault that Father makes me hide away? You know I’d be murdered within days if the peasants knew what I looked like. Like you said, they don’t trust me or my visions.”

Farren grinds his teeth. “You’re not getting the point, Faye.”

“And that is?”

“You need to be more careful. Stop going out at night, and stop drawing negative attention to yourself.”

I narrow my eyes. “Farren, you know I have no power. I’m a princess, not a prince. You don’t actually think I’m responsible for anything, do you?”

Farren rolls his eyes. “Of course not. You’re odd, but you’re definitely not a witch.”

“Thank you. I think.”

“You should be thanking me,” he says, his tone a little sharper. “There are some people who—”

“—want me dead. I get it, Farren. I hear all about it. I’m not as oblivious as people treat me.”

He bites his lip and doesn’t agree with me. I cross my arms and look away from him, trying to hide my glare. Mature, no. But wise? Yes. It’s never smart to get into a heated argument with Farren. Neither of us ever wins—we’re too stubborn—and we’re both fantastic at holding grudges.

Farren gnaws at his lip for a couple more seconds—it’s a habit he’s never been able to break, no matter how much Father gets after him—and then murmurs, “I don’t understand you, Faye. Not at all. You don’t seem to care that there are people out there wanting you dead.”

I care, of course. I won’t die knowing the man who murdered Ashe is still alive. But I only care enough to ensure Father will protect me from the witch-hunters and all the other paranoid citizens calling for my death.

“I do care,” I say simply.

“Not enough.”

I shake my head. “You’re being ridiculous, Farren. We all know who’s behind the attacks. The Council is just too afraid to admit it.”

Farren raises an eyebrow. “You think it’s Shale?”

“Of course. He’s publicly admitted his intentions to take our country. How could he not be behind the raids?”

He nods in agreement, his expression darkening. It’s a little odd, seeing him look so glum when he’s usually cheery. But it’s not surprising. Shale is a powerful Mage—so powerful, that he’s set out to conquer the entire continent. No one has been able to get in his way so far, and now that he’s claiming his next victory will be Irrador, Farren has good reason to dread Shale’s name.

“But we seem to be the only ones who believe it’s him,” Farren mutters. “Everything else is pretending like he’d never be able to take Irrador.”

“Why wouldn’t he? I mean, our country is well-protected, but it’s nothing compared to Shale’s army. He’s taken over five countries in the past three years. It’s just stupid to think he won’t overtake Irrador. And he’s—”

Farren holds up a hand to stop me. “You don’t have to tell me, Faye. Believe me, I know.” He continues gnawing at his lip, his jaw working back and forth. “I have a theory.”

“And that is?”

“Well, Shale is a Mage.”

“That’s not a theory, Farren. We already know he uses magic.”

He rolls his eyes at me, and gives me his classical shut-up-for-one-moment-and-listen look. “That’s not my theory.” He uncrosses his legs, looks around anxiously, and then crosses them again. “Here’s what I’m thinking: If Shale uses magic, then why couldn’t he use it on us?”

I shrug. “I don’t see why he couldn’t. He’s obviously responsible for the border raids.”

“But that’s the thing. It’s so obvious, but very few people realize that.”

I open my mouth to ask what he’s going on about, but then it hits me. Of course. It is obvious. And if Farren is right… My stomach suddenly feels like it’s full of icicles. “You think he’s somehow blocking us from noticing him? That he’s using magic to make us all oblivious?”

Farren nods. A small drop of blood wells on his chewed lip, and then drops down his chin. He wipes it away with his sleeve, and frowns at the stain it makes.

“You have to do something,” I demand.

“I’m not king. Seven more months, remember?”

“Of course I remember. But that’s no excuse to just sit back and let Shale mess with our minds.”

“I’ve tried, Faye. The Council won’t listen to me.”

“Then try harder!”

He scoffs. “You’re one to talk. When was the last time you even paid attention to politics?”

I probably should try to come up with a comeback. But I just shake my head and say nothing, because I know he’s right, that I should pay better attention to Irrador’s politics.

Or at least that’s what my conscience tells me. But I learned to ignore that annoying little voice the moment I set out to avenge Ashe.

Farren stands from the chair and stretches. “We can’t seem to have a discussion tonight without disagreeing.”

“Can we ever?”

He chuckles and shrugs. “No, not really.” His expression softens into that affectionate smile he’s given me as long as I can remember. “I’m going to retire for the night. You should, too. It’s late.”

“How can you sleep, knowing what Shale is up to?”

“Like I said, it’s just a theory. I don’t know anything.”

“But you’ll tell me when you do?”

He scoffs. “How about you try coming to a Council meeting, and learning political information the traditional way?”

“Tradition is so bland.”

He just rolls his eyes and starts out of the room, but says over his shoulder, “I mean it, Faye. Get to sleep. You have a big week ahead.”

I nod, despite knowing that I’ll be up for hours poring over the letter Derrin gave me. It’ll be in code, of course. Derrin loves his codes.

Fire. Surrounding me, everywhere, the flames licking at the wooden cabin. I cough and stumble toward the door, throwing my arm over my mouth to keep the smoke out. Ahead of me, there’s a clear path leading outside, untouched by the accelerant I doused the cabin with. 

“Please!” a voice calls from behind me. It’s deep and masculine, but strained by the smoke. “You can’t just leave me. The windows are jammed, I can’t get out!” 

I glance over my shoulder. A young man stands across from me, trapped in the corner of the room by the fire. He stares at me with eyes as red as the flames. 

I could unjam the windows for him when I get outside. But then why block them in the first place? 

“Goodbye,” I say. 

I walk out the door, his screams following after me. 

I startle at the fire in front of me. But then I blink a few times, and realize it’s safely contained in the fireplace. The fireplace in my chambers, far from any wood cabins.

“Faye?” Farren says tentatively.

I can only imagine what my expression looks like. My skin feels clammy, and I’m breathing too fast. I swallow hard, trying to remember where our conversation left off before the vision struck.

“Goodnight, Farren.” My words are a whisper.

He sighs and shakes his head. “Get some rest, okay? I’ll see you in two days.”

Three

Farren strides out of my chambers, his shoulders straight as ever. Sometimes I wish I could be like that: the perfect child, everything Father expects.

But then I remember wishes are useless.

The log in the fireplace crackles, sending a shudder rippling through me. I haven’t had a vision of death since… Ashe. I used to get them all the time when he was my Guardian. Always a man about the die, always with the pure-black eyes of my Ashe.

And always me as his killer.

But this time, it’d been different. The man’s eyes were red, not black. Why? Why was I even seeing these visions? They can’t be real. Unlike my other visions, these ones aren’t just images and sounds and scents. They contained thoughts. My thoughts. Which is impossible, because I’ve never killed anyone.

Yet.

I let my head fall back and my mind wander away from the vision. Farren said he’d see me in two days, but he visits me weekly. He probably just misspoke.

The remnant of the fire catches my eye as it casts shadows over the room. First on the mantel, then the couch, then the chair, quickly flickering and slowly fading. It reminds me of Ashe’s wings, how they used to shimmer in the sunlight. I watch the fire until it dies, leaving one last shadow strewn across the entire room.

Four

The man you seek lies in the Royal Prison. Third floor, seventh cell.

The decoded letter was so simple that my heart stopped beating. But now I walk down a dungeon corridor, my heart hammering to make up for those long seconds it stopped. The air up here is thick and reeks of sewage, and my chest is tight with anxiety as I struggle to breathe.

The Royal Prison sits high on the top of a cliff, with the ocean surrounding it on three sides. It’s an ancient building, four stories high and made of stone-work sealed with Mage magic. It’s also bitingly cold, and I keep my jaw clamped shut to stop my teeth from chattering. My footsteps echo off the stone walls, mixing with the steps of the guard escorting me. This guard—Hirard, he told me when I demanded his name—will probably be fired for taking me up here, but that doesn’t matter now.

I reach one finger up the sleeve of my dress, stroking the dagger handle pressed against my forearm.

“Now, ya’re sure the king wants ya in here?” Hirard asks. He has a drawl that sounds just as stupid as he is.

“Of course I’m sure.” I smile up at him and move the letter in my hand closer to him. “You see? It’s all written here.”

In my finest royal handwriting, the letter says: ‘It’s truly a pity you never learned to read. Your mother would be ashamed.’ 

Hirard nods agreeably and hands the letter back to me. It’s the third time he’s pretended to read it. “King’s orders, eh?”

“Yes.” My cheeks are starting to ache from keeping up this smile, but I can’t give up my act now. “He wishes for me to complete a quality investigation.”

It’s my own little joke, although it doesn’t make the smile any more bearable. Father has never cared about the well-being of criminals or prisoners; he lets the Grand Judge deal out ruthless punishments, and has never bothered to improve the conditions of Irrador’s prisons.

Especially this one.

“Well,” Hirard replies, after pausing for a second, “I ‘spose it’s better to check now than never.” Then he stops and squints at me. “But why’d His Majesty send a girl?”

I do my best to puff out and look offended, which isn’t that easy, since my lungs have stopped working. “I’m the assistant of the Grand Judge,” I say, reciting my already-prepared lie. “It’s been a position my family has held for years. And you’d do best to respect it, unless you wish to be trapped in here for good.”

His eyes grow wide. “Yes, ma’am.”

He hurries forward a little faster, me trailing along beside him. For a second, I wish I’d given my real identity when I arrived at the prison. Then maybe I wouldn’t be stuck with such an incompetent guard. But I quickly rethink this, realizing that I’d probably be dead if any of the guards knew who I was.

The corridor we walk down is empty, except for our footsteps and the light seeping in through the barred windows. Hirard decided it would be best to take a back way to the third floor. According to him, it would be “scarring” to lead me past the rows of cells and prisoners that line the main pathway.

He obviously has no idea what kind of company I keep during my nightly walks.

“Now what cell did ya need to see?” Hirard asks. “The seventeenth?”

“The seventh,” I correct.

He lets out a long sigh. “Hmm. That’s awfully specific.”

“It’s part of the quality testing,” I say. “I have to check a random cell, to ensure you can’t cheat on the test.”

He bobs his head vigorously. “’Spose that’s only fair.”

We pass six doorways, each an entrance to winding corridors that lead deeper into the dungeon. I’ve never been in here before, but I know exactly where each corridor would go. The visions of this place—of it’s outlay, its eerie silence, its reeking stench— bombarded me as I approached the prison. Now that I’ve arrived, the visions have faded to soft whispers in the back of my mind, but the nausea stays firmly planted in the pit of my stomach.

“Well, here we are,” Hirard says as we near a steep staircase. “This will take us to the third floor.”

I gesture for him to lead the way. My legs are sore by the time we reach the top of the staircase, and my heart beats out a frantic rhythm. I’ve made it. I’m here.

But is Ashe’s killer?

I hold my breath, trying to detect any noise. But there’s only the sound of my heavy breathing and Hirard clearing his throat. He gestures down the main hallway we’ve reached, each side lined with cells.

“Well, have at it.”

I shake my head. “These cells are empty.”

“This is the section for demonic creatures, ma’am. And we don’t get many of those ‘round here.” He scrunches his face and gives me a curious look. “Don’t ya know that? I mean, if ya’re here for—”

“Of course I know,” I snap. I scramble to find a reasonable explanation, and then give Hirard an appraising look. “You’ve just passed the first of eleven tests, Hirard. Each is specifically designed to ensure the quality of this prison. But don’t let me catch you lacking knowledge about anything else. Understood?”

He does that bobbing-nodding thing again. “Of course, ma’am. Of course.”

I give a tight smile. “I’ll examine the cell alone, Hirard. You may stay here.”

“Err, ma’am?”

I sigh. “What is it?”

“Well, are ya sure ya want to go alone? There’s an Angel in that cell. Dangerous beasties, those are.” Hirard clears his throat again. “He’ll be put to death soon, for trespassin’ on human lands. Maybe ya could come back after?”

I swallow hard, hoping Hirard mistakes my fast breathing for fear, and doesn’t recognize it as excitement. Could I have actually found him? I’d always guessed an Angel was tied to Ashe’s death, but… Could I have actually been right?

“What was his crime?” I ask, my voice breathy.

“Thievery.”

I turn and pretend to examine the bars of the empty cell next to me, trying to hide my frown. If this is Ashe’s killer, then his crime should be something horrific. But still… Thievery can be bad. Maybe he tried stealing sensitive political documents, or maybe he injured someone while he was trying to escape.

“Like I said,” I murmur to Hirard. “Stay here.”

I don’t wait for a reply, and take a shaking breath to steady myself. Then I step forward, counting the cells as I walk down the hallway. One, two, three, four, five… My chest grows tight. He’s not here, I know it. He can’t be. It’s impossible. Besides, these cells are all empty, and—

“Are you looking for someone?” an amused voice asks.

Not just any voice: Ashe’s killer. It’s right behind me, and then in front of me as I whirl around.

I face a dark cell, one far from any window and trapped in shadows. I take a step toward it, and then back, unable to see anyone in the darkness.

Then a figure steps forward into a faint patch of light, and I let out a choked sound.

It’s him.

Young, about my own age. Tanned skin. Muscular and well-built, but taller than any Irradorian. Sharp facial features, strong jaw, and the scar that runs from his right eyebrow down to his bottom lip—

The scar. It’s not there. I frantically scan the man’s face another time, but the scar is still missing.

The man in front of me raises an eyebrow and leans against the bars of his cell. “You like something you see?”

“No,” I blurt out.

I don’t like this. I hate this. This man looks exactly like Ashe’s killer, but… he’s not. As I look over him a second time, I notice a few more subtle differences; this man is a little taller than Ashe’s killer, a little younger, and he has a tattoo on his collarbone. I can only see a portion of the black ink, but it’s enough to prove this isn’t who I’m looking for. Ashe’s killer didn’t have any tattoos.

But maybe he just got the tattoo after he killed Ashe. Maybe… No. He could gain a tattoo, but he could never lose a scar.

This isn’t the man I’ve been searching for.

The man in the cell hisses in a breath, reminding me that I said something offensive. “Ouch.” The way he speaks reminds me of Farren’s sarcastic drawl, only this man’s is much more practiced. He has a slight accent that somehow manages to make his husky voice sound elegant, but it just makes me shudder. His voice sounds so much like Ashe’s killer’s. “That hurts, sweetheart. Like an arrow through the heart. Words can kill, you know.”

My chest constricts, knowing how right he is. Knowing he knows how right he is. It was words that killed Ashe, just a few whispers in the ear of Father. And, somehow, this man is tied to that.

I glare at him, doing my best to look intimidating, despite the shivers crawling over my skin. “What’s your name?”

He bows deeply, the motion even more sarcastic than his words. “My name is Lor. At your service, sweetheart.” He looks up and winks. “Any service.”

“I’m not here to play games with you,” I growl.

“Too bad.”

“I want to know right now. What part are you playing in this? How do you know my Guardian’s killer? What did you have to gain from his death?” I gasp in air, suddenly out of breath.

Lor tilts his head and stares at me for a long moment, his eyebrows raised in amusement. “You know,” he says, his voice softening to a tone that’s darkly patronizing. “Where I come from, it’s considered rather rude to come barging into someone’s prison cell and accuse them of murder. That’s usually done before the whole incarceration thing.”

“Stop messing with me,” I snarl. “You know my Guardian’s murderer!”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

I clench my fist and take a trembling step toward him. “You look exactly like him. How could you not know who he is?”

Lor’s face darkens, but he quickly replaces the expression with boredom. “You say he looks exactly like me?”

“Yes.”

Lor lets out a long sigh and nods curtly. “Well. Then that settles it.”

My stomach does a leap. “What does it settle?”

“You’re definitely looking for one of half-a-million people. Congratulations. Let me know when you find him.”

“What?” I press a hand to my forehead and squeeze my eyes shut. “What do you mean? I know exactly what he looks like. He looks like…” I wave a hand at Lor. “How can half-a-million people look the same?”

Lor shrugs, a smirk working its way onto his lips. “We’re Angels. We all look the same.”

“That’s not true! I knew an Angel, and he looked nothing like you.”

That dark expression flashes on his face, but this time, I barely see it before Lor replaces it. Then he laughs. “Sweetheart, I’m the only Angel on this continent, and I’m about to be put to death. Whoever you knew wasn’t an Angel. Maybe some type of demon. But not an Angel.”

“He had wings. Just like y—” I trail off as I squint into the darkness. “You don’t have wings?”

“I used to. But that’s another story.” He grins a crooked smile, one lip lifted slightly higher than the other, like this is somehow funny. “And there are plenty of other types of demons with wings. If he was an Angel, he’d have looked just like me.”

I bite my lip and look away. I want to glare at him, put him in his place, but I can’t let him see my tears. He’s destroying my perfect, familiar image of Ashe. Destroying part of me.

Lor tilts his head to the other side. “So, are you going to get me out of this hell-hole? Or are you going to leave?”

“I’ll leave when I want.”

He scoffs. “Then I’ll assume you’re not here to rescue me.”

I shake my head. “No.” Lor would be worthless to me; he’d just be a look-alike reminder of Ashe’s killer.

And I already live with enough painful reminders.

Neither of us say anything for a long moment, until I let out a sigh. “I’ll be leaving now.”

Lor smirks, the expression dark and angry. “Good luck finding your one-in-a-million man.”

“I’ll find him.” I don’t know why I’m telling Lor this—someone who’s worthless, someone who’s about to die—but it feels necessary. “I will. And soon.”

Lor chuckles and shakes his head. In a low voice I can barely hear, he says, “Then I guess I won’t be the only one to die.”

Five

I walk down the staircase to the second floor of the prison, trying not to bound down the steps three at a time. I need to escape this hell-hole. I need to get away from here, away from Lor.

I absently register Hirard at my side. He asks what the other ten questions on the test are.

I ignore him.

All I can hear in my head is Lor’s words shattering my familiar picture of Ashe. He wasn’t my flawless Angel; he wasn’t an Angel at all. Just some type of demon.

Did he have family out there somewhere? I’d always assumed that it would be impossible to find his family. They’d be on the far-away continent the Angels were banished to.

But what if his family had been on this continent? What if I could have found them, and what if they could have saved Ashe?

My stomach churns, and I walk faster.

Six

Daylight comes with the most mundane sunrise in history. It doesn’t feel right. My understanding of Ashe has changed, but the world stays exactly the same.

I watch the courtyard, sitting on the railing of the balcony connected to my chambers. Ashe always liked to people-watch up here, and said sunrise was the best time for it. According to him, it’s the time when people are the most tired and raw, and willing to show their true natures.

I’m not sure if that’s true; hardly anyone here ever shows their real self. The courtyard below is off-limits to peasants, and is instead filled with royalty and egos and lies. But I still come out to this balcony every morning and look down, just like my Ashe used to.

Soldiers patrol the cobbled grounds, messengers scurry about, and lesser royalty hold their heads way too high as they go about their business. But from up here, everything looks… different. Almost peaceful.

Footsteps echo behind me. One, two, three. But I don’t turn. I received the message earlier: Farren is coming to visit me this morning. I don’t know why, but I do know that I’m not going to bother with a greeting. My head is still whirling from my visit with Lor, my stomach feels like it’s full of bubbling lead, and I’m not in the mood for visitors.

“What the hell did I tell you about sitting up there? You’re a human, not a bloody Dragon. You won’t survive falling.”

I yelp and grip the banister more tightly. The voice is harsh and rasping, toneless except for an edge of anger.

As I regain my balance, I let out a long breath, unsure if its relieved or exasperated. “Jackal.” It’s impossible to mistake that voice. Jackal once had his throat slit by an assassin, and it ruined his vocal chords. Now his voice is high and gravelly, and it cuts through the morning air like a serrated knife.

“How did you get in—”

He quickly cuts me off. “No questions. How many times do I have to tell you? If you haven’t already figured out the answer, you don’t deserve to hear it.”

I look up to the clouded sky and let out a long breath. “Yes, Jackal.”

He grunts. “Well, what do you know, you do remember my name, eh?” A moment of silence passes, and then he hops on the railing, swinging his legs off the side and sitting next to me. He turns and glares, his red eyes boring into me. “Funny, because you don’t seem to remember a single thing I taught you.”

I think of smiling and trying to pass his words off as a joke. But Jackal sees through my smiles every time, so I just bite at my lip and stare out into the ocean, glowering at the churning waves.

“You’ve been leaving a trail, Faye,” Jackal says, his voice low. “Sketchy informants, too much money, and badly-concealed trips away from the castle. It’s a bad mix, and you know it.”

I roll my eyes, turning my head so he doesn’t see. It’s useless. I feel a sharp slap strike the back of my head, and I hold back another yelp.

I reach up and rub the back of my head ruefully. “That ‘bad mix’ is necessary.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Says you.”

“Yes, says me. The commander of the Iris guard, your mentor, and a Council member.”

“Former commander, former mentor, former Council member.”

Another slap hits my head. I glare at him, looking straight at him for the first time in months.

Jackal is one of the few Vampire-human hybrids in the world, and an unusual mix of lithe muscle and broad shoulders. His face is perpetually turned down into a bored expression, but his eyes tell the real story: They constantly flit around, assessing his surroundings, searching for danger.

Years ago, Jackal was the royal bodyguard—or Guardian—for one of my aunts. Like most Guardians, he fell in love with his charge, only to have her ripped away when she was assassinated. Since then, Jackal has devoted his life to the Iris Guard, where he eventually became the commander of the mercenary Vampires.

It’s not good news for most people. Everyone and everything is a threat, in Jackal’s mind. Most demon hybrids go crazy sometime in their life, and Jackal is no exception. After he publicly threatened to gut Jolik a few months ago, Father decided that his craziness had gone too far, and banned him from the castle and his duties as the Iris Guard commander.

“That hurt,” I complain, going back to rubbing my head.

“That was the point.”

I sigh. “What are you doing here, Jackal?”

His gaze flicks around, searching the balcony for other ears. When he finds no one, he looks me straight in the eye. “You’re in danger, Faye. Someone has noticed you. They’ll be coming for you soon.”

I bite my lip and take a deep breath, quelling the anxiety rising in my chest. This sounds like one of Jackal’s usual delusions: Mysterious, dangerous people coming after someone. Frightening, but not actually harmful to anyone.

“Okay,” I say, keeping my voice serious. “I’ll be careful.”

He reaches out and grabs my arm in a vice-like grip. “Don’t brush me off like that, Faye. Listen to me.” He shakes me a little to hammer the words home, and I grip the railing tighter. “Someone is after you. You need to be on alert.”

I grit my teeth. “Who is this someone, Jackal?”

“I don’t know his name.”

“Then what does he look like?”

“I don’t know that, either.”

I rip my arm out of his grasp. “Look, Jackal, I appreciate the warning. But I don’t think I have much to worry about.”

His hand whips out and grabs my throat. He doesn’t squeeze, but just keeps his fingers clenched around my delicate skin. “You’re not listening.”

“Let go of me, Jackal.”

He grips a little tighter. “Faye, you—”

“Jackal!”

Farren’s voice cuts into our conversation. Jackal curses and whirls around. Farren stands at the entrance of the balcony, his mouth set in a tight line, his fists balled at his side. “Let her go.”

Jackal smiles, the expression predatory, and releases me. He swings around and jumps down from the railing, landing on the balcony, and strides purposely toward Farren. My twin takes a hesitant step back, his fists clenching tighter.

Jackal stops just a foot in front of Farren and leans toward him. Farren swallows hard, but doesn’t budge. After a moment of tense silence, Farren growls, “You shouldn’t be here. You’re banned from the castle grounds.”

Jackal scoffs. “You think I don’t know that?”

“I think you’re unaware of the consequences.”

“Farren,” I groan, shooting him a warning look. Neither of them acknowledge me.

Jackal tenses, one hand rapidly clenching and unclenching, the other straying toward his side, where he keeps his dagger. He takes a single step toward Farren, closing the distance between them. Jackal towers over my brother, and his shoulders roll forward with aggression.

“You don’t intimidate me, Jackal,” Farren says.

Jackal spits at Farren’s feet. “Of course I don’t. You’ve always been too stupid to recognize danger, even when it stares you in the face.”

“Get out,” Farren snarls, pointing to the doorway behind him.

“Oh, what’s this?” He paces in front of Farren in a half-circle, his boots striking the stone in a menacing rhythm. “Did I upset the little princeling?”

Farren’s hand wanders toward his waist, where he keeps his dagger. I curse and snap, “Jackal, leave. Come back later, okay? Sometime when Farren isn’t here to interfere.”

Jackal whips his gaze toward me. “So now you’re giving me orders, huh?”

“She’s Irrador’s princess,” Farren says, his voice disturbingly steady. “She’ll tell you to do whatever she wants.”

Jackal rolls his eyes. “She’s powerless.”

Farren smiles thinly. It’s not nearly as vicious as Jackal’s expression, but it still takes me aback. Since when did Farren learn to look scary?

“She might be powerless,” Farren says. “But I’m not. I could have you killed for trespassing in her chambers.”

“You wouldn’t,” Jackal says. “You’re too weak.”

“Try me.”

Farren’s voice is starting to grow louder, and he’ll attract the attention of the guards soon. Jackal looks cautiously behind Farren, into my chambers. He curses.

“You,” he says, pointing to me. “Be careful. You’re too valuable to die.”

I nearly fall off the railing. Valuable? Had Jackal actually acknowledged that I have some kind of worth? This is definitely a first…

I don’t get a chance to reply. Jackal storms back into my chambers, turning toward the library. He’ll use that hidden passage to get out of the castle, like he often does.

Farren stares after him, his fists slowly unclenching. Then he shakes his head and walks over to me.

“You’re going to kill yourself up there.” His voice is softer than usual, like he’s trying not to upset me anymore than I already am. Leave it to Farren to see through my stony expression and straight to my anxiety.

I stare down at my feet dangling off the edge of the balcony. The first time I sat up here, I was terrified. But Ashe had just laughed at my expression and wrapped his arms around my waist, promising to never let go.

I shake away the memory and stare out at the horizon. Beyond the edge of the castle grounds, I can see the sheer cliff the castle overlooks, and the pounding waves of the ocean far below. Nothing impedes the view, except for the very tip of a guard tower in the eastern corner of the castle.

Behind me, Farren sighs. “Faye. Come down from there.”

“I have a greater chance of falling if I move.”

Farren scoffs. “So you’re just going to stay up there forever?”

I stare down at ocean, where it pummels boulders close to the shore. One of my first visions was of those boulders towering into the sky. But, like all my visions, it was just the past. Now waves easily wash over the rocks. “Not forever,” I say. “But maybe awhile.”

“You don’t have awhile. Father is expecting us in the courtyard in an hour.”

My stomach does a flip, and it’s only because of years of practice that I don’t fall. I finally swing my legs back over the railing, and let myself drop onto the stone balcony. I place a hand on my hip and face Farren.

He looks princely and perfect, in freshly-pressed clothing and a slim crown in his hair. Which really isn’t fair, since I just woke up half an hour ago and barely had time to pull on a casual dress.

“He wants to see me?” I repeat. “Father?”

“Yes, Father. You know, the king? The man who raised us?”

I ignore his sarcasm, as always. “Why does he want to see me? He hasn’t in months.” Ten months, to be exact. I haven’t seen him since the day he ordered Ashe’s arrest.

Farren sighs and shakes his head. I don’t know how he manages to keep his crown in place, but his dark hair hardly moves, and the crown stays put. “If you paid more attention to castle-life, and stopped spending your time listening to him—” He points after Jackal. “—then maybe you’d already know.”

“Jackal has taught me more than castle-life ever could,” I growl.

“And now he’s gone insane,” Farren says. “There’s a reason Father banned him from these grounds. He’s a hybrid, he’s dangerous, and you should be nowhere near him.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

Farren scoffs. “And what makes you think you can trust your judgment?”

“What makes you think I can’t?”

“Well, for one, you’re putting yourself in danger by chasing after Ashe’s killer. And for two, you’ve become completely and utterly oblivious.”

I know his words are bait, but I can’t help but to take it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re Choosing your new Guardian today. And, if you weren’t so busy chasing after this nameless killer and socializing with an insane man, you’d be prepared.”

My body dissolves into shivers, and it’s not from the tidal breeze washing over the balcony. “I have one Guardian,” I somehow manage to growl. “And now he’s dead. I won’t take another.”

“You have to. Father demands it.”

I swallow hard, and it takes me a moment to realize I’m holding back tears. Part of me wonders if this is some kind of cruel joke. In Irrador, Guardians are the bodyguards of royal women. Only they’re more than that. They’re friends, confiders, and protectors for all eternity. Most women take their Guardians as husbands, and I would have done the same with Ashe.

Except now he’s dead.

Farren clears his throat, breaking into my panicked thoughts. “You have less than an hour to get ready for the ceremony.”

“I’m not going.”

“Yes, you are. I promised Father you would.”

I tear my gaze from the ground. “You… Why? Why would you promise that?”

Farren begins pacing the balcony. “You’re caught up in the past, Faye. I understand mourning, but this is… obsession. You have to move on. A new Guardian will be good for you.”

“I won’t do it,” I whisper. “I won’t replace him.”

“You’re not replacing Ashe. You’re moving on without him. He’s no longer a part of your life, Faye. Start getting used to it.”

“If my Guardian isn’t a part of my life, then I don’t have a life.”

Farren shrugs. “Very well. Then welcome to death. You’re expected at the amphitheater by noon, and your Choosing begins soon after.”

“Who are my Choices?”

I can’t really be considering going along with this, can I? I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts.

“Father picked good Choices for you,” Farren says, his tone lightening a little. “The sons of Duke Glandor, and the son of a powerful marquis.”

I don’t bother asking who this marquis is. It doesn’t matter. None of this matters.

I nod slowly to Farren. “Tell Father I’ll be in the courtyard at the time he requested.”

Farren’s eyebrows shoot up, like he hadn’t expected this to be so easy. “You’ll make a Choice?”

“I’ll do as Father wishes,” I lie.

He smiles at me a little, but the expression quickly darkens with worry. “Father wants you to Choose the eldest son of the duke. You’ll pick him, won’t you? You’ll please Father?”

I force myself to smile back. It’s harder than usual to form the fake expression. “Of course.”

Farren lets out a long, relieved breath. “Wonderful.” His smile falters again. “Just… Faye?”

“What?”

“Don’t Choose someone unexpected again, alright?”

I smile back at him. “I promise,” I say, slightly relieved that I can say at least something true. I won’t Choose anyone unexpected, because I won’t Choose anyone at all. Ashe was my Guardian.

And he’ll never be replaced. Never. 

Seven

The aroma of freshly-baked bread strikes me as I step into my room. I breathe deeply, and the moment I let out the breath, the scent is gone.

My chambers used to contain the castle’s bakery, and while I’m able to push away most of the visions, I still smell bread every time I walk in my room. It’s comforting, in a familiar sort of way.

I walk over to where the ovens used to be, the spot where my wardrobe now stands. Running my hand over the wood, I close my eyes.

I hardly remember my mom, but one clear memory remains of when she was alive. She’d stood with me in front of this wardrobe, lacing the back of a formal dress. I kept peeking glances at myself in the mirror next to the wardrobe, and she kept telling me to look straight ahead and hold still.

Sometimes I replay that memory over and over again, straining to make out the exact words she said. But I can never hear them. There’s only her gentle tone and a certain softness that coats her sentences. Was it love that made her words so soft? Ashe used to tell me it must have been, that she was my mother and she must have loved me because of that.

But why would she have taken her own life, if she loved me so much?

I open the wardrobe, struggling to focus on the dresses inside. As I retreated down the hall and away from the balcony, Farren suggested I wear something red. It’s Father’s favorite color, he called after me.

I settle on a black dress and pull it from the wardrobe.

“An interesting choice.”

I whirl toward the door, looking for the source of the voice. It’s definitely masculine, and definitely doesn’t belong in my room. I don’t even let Farren in here.

I peer at the door; the lock is still in place. I force in a deep breath and reach toward my hip, only to remember that my knife is safely hidden in my nightstand.

Or maybe not so safely.

The man chuckles. “Over here, princess.” There’s something off about his voice; it’s distorted, almost like he’s underwater. And it echoes everywhere, making me turn in circles to find him.

My mirror. I yelp and stumble back, faced with the mirror only feet from my wardrobe. The glass surface shudders, colors playing across its surface. Greens and reds and blues ripple out from the center of the mirror.

I force my eyes closed for a long moment. When I open them, the colors are still there. I try again. This time the colors remain, but a shadow hangs over them. I edge toward the mirror, taking one hesitant step at a time.

Half of me wonders if this is some kind of strange addition to my visions, but the other half discards that thought. As I glance around, I find that my bed is still rumbled from when I woke up this morning, and the light seeping in the window is the soft glare of a clouded morning.

This is reality.

I reach out and touch the mirror, but nothing happens. It feels just like it always does, cold and smooth.

Then the shadow in the mirror grows, forming a shape. My heart pounds, and I edge toward the door. I want to run for it, but something in the man’s voice stops me. Even though it’s distorted, the cadence of the words is almost familiar.

The shadow flickers a couple times, and then I see it. No, him. He stands in a cloak, his hands clasped behind his back. The cloak covers his face and body, but it can’t hide his deformity. His back is hunched and bulges from his shoulder-blades.

I straighten my own shoulders and keep my face deadpan. In the back of my head, I remember Jackal’s warning. Could he have actually been right? “Who are you?” I ask.

“Princess Faye,” the man says. “So nice to finally meet you.”

“Answer my question. Now.”

He shakes his head and makes a tsking sound. “I’ve heard that you can be hostile, but surely you aren’t going to be rude? It’s unfitting for royalty.”

“Save the lecture,” I snap. “You’re the one who just barged into my room unannounced.”

He chuckles. “True, very true.”

“Are you an agent of the king?” I demand.

“Your father? Of course not.” He makes a sweeping gesture to the rippling colors surrounding him. “Don’t you know how much that old fool detests magick?”

Magick. So that’s what this is. I’d heard whisperings of the dark craft my entire life, and I’d even considered learning it to track down Ashe’s killer. But it was never worth the risk of getting caught.

“You look surprised.” I can hear the smirk in his voice.

“The dark arts have been outlawed for two centuries,” I say.

He scoffs. “So has liquor. And does that stop your guards from hauling dozens of drunkards to prison every week?” He shakes his head in answer. “Irrador’s petty laws stop nothing. They only prevent.”

“You don’t sound fond of my country.”

“I’m not,” he replies. I strain to recognize an accent, but the distortion covers up anything unique about his voice.

“Then why approach Irrador’s princess?” I ask.

“Because we share a hatred.”

I pause, considering his words. Then I slowly nod. “Continue.”

“Faye?”

Farren’s muffled voice comes from the hallway. He knocks on my door, the rhythm a little frantic. “What’s going on in there? I hear voices.”

“You have company,” the man in the mirror murmurs quietly. “I’ll return later.”

“Wait!” I hiss. I nod toward the door. “I can get him to go away. Just stay, I’ll—”

But the colors dissolve, and the cloaked figure fades from the mirror. He’s gone when Farren bangs on the door a second time. I shake my head, take a deep breath, and hurry to the door.

Farren stands in the hallway, his face pinched in a scowl. I open the door a little wider, giving him a view of my entire room, and letting him see that no one else is inside.

“What is it?” I ask, doing my best to look annoyed.

He peers into my room. “I…” Farren trails off when he sees no one but me standing there.

“Farren, I don’t have much time to get ready. Could you let me get back to changing?”

He frowns at me. “I heard voices.”

“Probably some guards in the hallway,” I say with a shrug.

“I heard your voice. You sounded upset.”

I smile a little and put on an abashed expression. “I, um… I got a little mad at my dresses. Nothing seems to look right.”

Farren raises an eyebrow. “And talking to them helps?”

“No. But cursing at them makes me feel better.”

Farren laughs hesitantly. “Alright.” He nods toward my wardrobe, using it as one last excuse to glance around my room. “Just hurry up, alright? Father will be expecting us soon.”

I smile. “Of course.”

Eight

The amphitheater is packed with people and their exited chattering. Nearly every weekend, an event is held here; some sort of theatrical play, or mock-duel, or chariot race. All for the people’s entertainment, and all for an admission fee that helps keep the kingdom well-funded.

But now these people are here for a different reason: Me. Hundreds have gathered in the amphitheater, despite the frigid wind brought in by the tide. They fidget on the stone steps that create seats, occasionally glancing up at the booth where Father and I sit with our bodyguards. They’re waiting, anxious for the event to begin.

Today is my Choosing Day.

Today is a day of celebration.

Today I want nothing more than to die.

But it won’t be me who dies. I glance down into the arena, and watch as guards scurry around a gate in the south corner. One of them bangs his spear against the gate, and something roars back at him from inside. The crowd quiets, only to burst into applause a moment later. The Match is about to begin.

I despise Matches. It’s a tradition to hold one on Choosing days, Father insisted when I met him in the courtyard. I told him tradition is no excuse for needless bloodshed. His only reaction was to chuckle, like what I said was somehow cute, and guide me toward our waiting horses.

I look down at my dress to hide my anger. It’s red. I’d tried putting on the black one, but Farren had shooed me back into my room as soon as I stepped out, demanding I wear a red dress.

“You look anxious,” Father says to me. He sits beside me in a cushioned chair that looks out of place in the stone booth.

I frown, wondering if Father can really see my expression. I’m wearing a thin veil over my face, like I always do when I’m at a public event. That way people can’t see my face and recognize me later. Later, when I’m not surrounded by guards, and someone might have the chance to kill me.

I stick my tongue out at Father. He doesn’t react. I smirk a little and settle deeper in my uncomfortable seat, satisfied to know that he can’t actually see my expression.

“Aren’t you going to talk to me, Faye?” Father asks, his voice lowering a little.

I don’t reply. Partially because I’m furious, and partially because I think I’ll puke if I open my mouth. Matches are sickening to watch. A prisoner—one sentenced to death—is pitted against a blood-thirsty beast. The prisoner gets one weapon, and is told that if he slays the beast, they’ll go free.

The only freedom they ever get is death.

Father reaches over and pats my hand, giving me a pitying look. I want to believe his expression, but then I remember the look on his face when Ashe was sentenced. Satisfaction. Approval. And that little smirk in the corner of his lips that told the real story:

He’d wanted Ashe dead all along.

The only person I want to talk to—Farren—isn’t here with me. He’s sitting on the opposite side of the amphitheater. Relatives aren’t allowed near the girl Choosing, aside from her father. So as to not influence her decision, says tradition. I glance behind me, to Jolik, who stands guard behind my chair. He shoots me a quick, pitying smile before returning his attention to the arena floor.

“Now remember, Faye,” Father says, his voice quieter now. He doesn’t seem to care that I obviously don’t want to talk to him. “When the Match is over, you must Choose one of the three men I’ve selected. You may not Choose anyone unexpected. Is that understood?”

I nod, despite knowing it’s a lie. I can Choose anyone I’d like. It’s part of the tradition: If I find all of Father’s selections to be unfit, then I can select someone else to be my Guardian. I’ve only seen this happen twice before: Once at the Choosing of one of my cousins, and once when I Chose my Ashe. Both times Father could barely contain his rage.

A cheer rises in the crowd. The guards have opened the gates, and a Southern Wolf leaps out. I’ve always hated these creatures; they’re called wolves, but they’re sleeker and more feline than any dog I’ve seen. This one has a brindled coat, although it’s jagged stripes are interrupted by scars and caked dirt. It moves with a grace that’s deadly and disturbing, its head sweeping the arena in search of prey.

The crowd erupts in a chant. “Chagra,” they say, their voices mingling into a uniform roar. “Chagra, Chagra, Chagra.” 

I shudder as the beast’s name is repeated, the chant slowly growing louder and more excited. Chagra snarls at a few members of the crowd and rushes a wall. It claws at the brick and tries to scale it, raining chunks of mortar onto the arena floor. The crowd breaks its chant and erupts into a deafening cheer.

Chagra loses momentum and slips away from the wall, landing on all four paws. It turns its head to the sky and lets out a frustrated howl, the sound tortured and high-pitched. I wince, but don’t cover my ears, letting the sound wash over me. I hate Southern Wolves, but I pity this one. When Chagra isn’t being touted as Father’s undefeatable beast, it’s kept in a small cage and rarely fed. ‘The conditions keep it vicious,’ Father once explained. ‘And much better for entertainment.’

Sometimes, I wonder if Chagra is the torturer or the tortured.

Father stands from his seat, and the amphitheater slowly goes quiet. I can hear Chagra’s low whine above the excited whisperings of the crowd; it sounds just as anxious as I am. Father smiles at the crowd. He doesn’t have Farren’s charm, but the people won’t mind on a Match day. “Begin the games!” he shouts, throwing his arms wide like he’s welcoming the slaughter.

The crowd roars their approval, and a small man is shoved into the arena through a gate. The man looks bewildered, and he throws his hand over his eyes, despite the overcast sky. I wince as he stumbles toward a corner, the absolute worst place to be. He’s squinting, and it’s obvious that he’s been in the dark prison for too long; he’s sun-blinded.

The man frantically waves around his short spear, but Chagra hardly seems impressed. I can’t blame the beast. The man is short and skinny, and he’s already having a hard time keeping the spear held aloft.

The crowd starts up their chant again, growing louder as Chagra swiftly stalks toward the man.

It only takes about five seconds. Chagra bats away the man’s spear with a paw, sending it tumbling out of reach. The man blinks a few times and looks toward his fallen weapon, but doesn’t try to retrieve it. His face is panicked, like he’s not even sure what he is doing here.

Chagra is on him in a second. The man screams as the beast tears its claws into him, slicing open his stomach. He gets one last chance to glance down and watch his own blood pour from the wound. Then Chagra leaps forward and takes the man’s head in his jaws. One jerk and a little twist, and it decapitates the man.

Chagra drops the head, and it rolls a few feet in the dust of the arena. Below me, people stand from their seats, clapping their approval.

This is the worst part of the Match, the part that makes my gut churn and a cold sweat break out on my skin. Chagra won’t eat the man; it’s not a natural cycle of hunter and prey. The beast kills simply because of the rage that raises its hackles and draws deep growls from its throat.

It’s hunter and victim. It’s sick entertainment.

Another prisoner is pushed out the gate. He grips a longsword and squints against the sun, taking in his surroundings. Unlike the previous man, he holds his weapon in a balanced grip, like he knows how to use it.

The crowd quiets, waiting for Chagra to make its first move. The man blinks a couple times, his eyes now adjusted to the light, and holds his sword ready at his side. He’s the opposite of the previous prisoner: Tanned skin, broad build, tall. And he carries himself in an almost regal manner.

I startle, recognizing that manner: Lor. He’s finally being put to death for trespassing on this continent.

Chagra slinks around Lor, trying to herd him into a corner. But Lor moves into the open. He hefts his sword, pointing it at Chagra, the tip of the weapon following the beast as it paces back and forth.

Murmurs rise in the crowd, growing louder as Lor shifts into a balanced stance. His posture screams of long years spent training.

No one chants for Chagra anymore. The people always find unfair fights to be interesting, but Lor is a true challenge to Chagra, and now the crowd is silent with excited tension. Beside me, Father leans forward in his chair, his lips tightly pursed in a frown, his hands gripping at the armrests. Chagra has survived more Matches than I can count; he’s been pitted against Contenders for over two years.

He’s the crowd’s favorite. He’s Father’s favorite. And now Lor poses a threat to the beast.

Footsteps approach from behind. “Should I have the watch guards put an arrow through the prisoner, my Lord?” asks Jolik.

I hold my breath as I wait for an answer. It’s not unheard of for a guard to end a prisoner’s life before Chagra does. Mostly, it’s done when Chagra doesn’t quite finish his job, and leaves the contender ripped open and screaming in agony. A quick arrow to the chest is convenient then, to keep the crowd from getting too unsettled.

“No,” Father replies, his voice pensive. “Let the prisoner live for now. But if he gives Chagra too much trouble, then give the order. I want that beast kept alive.”

Pride creeps into his words. I often wonder why Father is so proud of Chagra, when he didn’t do anything to help catch the beast. I once heard Father explain that because his army captured Chagra, and because he controls that army, that he should receive the credit.

For a king, Father often says very stupid things.

Jolik nods and returns his attention back to the arena floor. I follow suit, just in time to see Lor leap forward at Chagra. The beast stumbles backward, and the crowd lets out a collective gasp. Chagra always strikes first.

Not anymore.

While Chagra tries to regain his footing, Lor lunges at him with his sword and slashes the beast’s shoulder. Chagra howls in pain and takes another step back. Its eyes widen, and I can see their color. Purple. A deep, royal purple, so pretty it’s mesmerizing.

Lor lunges again, sweeping the sword in a perfectly-balanced arc. Chagra yelps, barely managing to stumble out of the way. It growls and swipes at Lor with its paw, but he quickly ducks.

The fight continues, the crowd gasping and occasionally clapping. Lor fends the beast off, flustering it more and more with each swing of his sword. Chagra grows more desperate, its attacks increasingly short and inaccurate.

Most of the crowd is on their feet. Beside me, Father grips his chair like he’s trying to strangle it. He’s holding his breath, his teeth gritted and slowly grinding back and forth.

Issuing a command to kill Lor is as good as admitting that Chagra has lost. Which isn’t supposed to be possible, since Father says his beast is undefeatable. But allowing Lor to continue his attack may be a death sentence for Chagra.

I can almost see Father’s mind spinning as he struggles with the decision. I let out a gasp of air, my lungs burning from holding my breath. Lor may not be the man I’m looking for, and he may be a jerk, but he’s a person. A person I talked to. A person I know. He’s not nameless and unknown, like the other contenders I’ve watched perish.

I don’t want him to die.

Chagra snarls and leaps forward. The crowd takes in a collective gasp, and I feel like my lungs are going to burst. Lor holds up his sword, bracing it with both hands. Father curses, not even bothering to keep his voice down.

Chagra is about to impale itself.

Then the sword skitters off to the side, tumbling through the dust like a shred of paper caught in the wind. Chagra lets out a shrieking howl of triumph, but I don’t bother to cover my ears. I’m frozen, my eyes on Lor.

He’s underneath Chagra, pinned to the ground by the beast’s paw. Lor struggles to free himself, but Chagra just presses harder. Chagra lowers its head, jowls dripping foamy saliva onto Lor’s cheek.

Lor reaches out, grasping for the sword Chagra swatted away from him. He yells when his hand doesn’t find the weapon, and slams his fist into Chagra’s leg. Panic overtakes his expression, and I turn away. I don’t want to see him like this.

In the few minutes I spent with him, Lor never showed fear. He was proud. He shouldn’t have to die like this, with hundreds of people watching his terror.

Lor grabs a heavy stone from the ground beside him, and takes a moment to aim. Just as Chagra tries to swat the rock out of his hand, Lor hurls it at its face. Chagra yelps as the stone strikes it, bludgeoning its eye. Blood streams down the beast’s face, blinding it for a moment and forcing it to stumble back a single step.

It’s all Lor needs. He rolls to the side, away from Chagra, barely missing the beast’s claws as they swipe toward him again. Chagra manages to catch Lor’s shirt with his claw, and tears it from his chest.

Lor yells, and I look away. But not quickly enough to miss the blood seeping from Lor’s side. I shudder, knowing Chagra caught more than just Lor’s shirt.

“You’re upset,” Father states blandly.

Glancing over to him, I find a small smile on his lips. I wonder if Father even sees the blood.

Tearing my gaze from him, I look back at the amphitheater floor. Maybe when the Match is over, I’ll slap that smile from Father’s face. But now all I can do is stare down at the arena.

Lor runs to the sword, but isn’t quick enough. Chagra is on him in an instant, batting him to the side with its paw. Lor slams to the ground and rolls a few feet.

Chagra’s lips raise into a tortured grin, and it bats at Lor again, sending him flying into the arena wall. Lor collapses, his face pressed into the dirt.

This time he doesn’t stir.

A few members of the crowd break into slow applause, thinking the Match is over. Chagra has won, as always.

I feel sick.

Chagra slowly approaches Lor’s body, its hackles lying back down. I swear the beast looks smug. But it’s cautious as it pads toward the body, taking one deliberate step after another.

I wait for Chagra to rip into Lor’s body, but it doesn’t. It’s waiting for something.

Lor stirs and blinks, and then tries to push up from the ground. Chagra lets out another howl, and I’m sure my ears are going to start bleeding. So this was what Chagra was waiting for; it wants Lor to be conscious when it makes the final blow.

Chagra crouches, preparing to leap at Lor’s prone body. Lor manages to roll over and look at the beast. His fear is gone, and in its place is fury.

That’s when I notice it. The tattoo. I remember seeing a glimpse of it in the prison, the very edge of the ink poking out from Lor’s shirt. Now, with his shirt gone, I can see it all.

It starts at his mid-back, swirling around his spine before the black ink snakes over his right shoulder. The tattoo is of flames, and it looks so real, I wonder how Lor isn’t burned.

My eyes follow the ink-work, trailing along the familiar lines of the tattoo. I look for something different about it, but it’s just the same as I remember it.

Maybe all Angels have this tattoo. Maybe that’s why Lor also has it.

Then I remember Ashe’s killer. He didn’t have a tattoo, and neither does Jackal, or any of the other non-humans I’ve seen.

But Ashe did. And he didn’t just have a tattoo. He had this one.

“He lied,” I whisper. It can’t be coincidence that both Ashe and Lor have the same tattoo. What are the chances that Lor shares the mark with a random demon? No, that’s not possible. Lor lied; Ashe wasn’t just a demon. He was an Angel, just like I always believed.

An Angel somehow connected to Lor.

I have one moment of sheer excitement. Did Lor personally know Ashe? Can he lead me to Ashe’s killer?

But none of that matters if Lor dies.

“Stop the Match,” I say.

Father doesn’t hear me, so I raise my voice. “Stop the Match!”

Father waves his hand at me, like he’s trying to flick away a bug. He gazes intently down at the arena, his smile growing as Chagra nears Lor. Lor shakes his head, as if to clear his mind, and drags himself away from Chagra.

“Father!" I scream. “Stop the Match! Now!”

Father finally glances over to me, but only for a second. “Calm down, Faye. Don’t make me have to restrain you.”

His voice is toneless, but the threat is real. I glance over my shoulder at Jolik, hoping he’ll shake his head at me and smile, telling me that he’d go against Father to protect me. But he does none of those things, and just stares blankly out into the arena with his arms crossed over his chest, like he’s warding off my gaze.

I bite my lip, glaring at him, and then look down at the arena. I don’t have any choice but to watch the rest of the Match. Watch as Lor dies, as Chagra rips his tattoo to shreds. Watch as I lose my last connection to Ashe.

Lor is still backing away from Chagra. I taste blood in my mouth, but refuse to stop biting my lip. It’s the only way I can keep myself from screaming out directions to Lor.

He’s still dazed, unable to pull himself to his feet. But he manages to drag himself through the dirt with his arms, away from Chagra.

But he’s not going the right way. Lor should be going towards the center of the arena, where he can’t be cornered. Instead, he drags himself toward the far corner.

Chagra increases its pace, slinking forward until it’s only inches from Lor. Lor yells something at it–his words are in a different language, and I can’t tell what he’s saying. But it sounds furious.

Chagra snarls and bristles, making me wince. Lor should know better than to yell; Chagra likes playing with its victims, but not when they talk back.

“Father,“ I say. ”Please.”

He doesn’t even look at me.

Chagra crouches, its tail lashing back and forth, and prepares to leap. Lor desperately grabs at dirt, but a handful of sand won’t stop Chagra. Even another stone probably wouldn’t stop him, now that it’s scented blood and is closing in on the kill.

Chagra leaps. I want to look away. I should. But then I see Lor’s hand grasp around something and throw it forward. There’s a glint of metal, a shrieking howl, and a second of silence that lasts an eternity.

Then noise so intense I feel like I’m drowning in it.

Everyone stands from their seats, clapping, whistling, cheering. They point towards the arena floor, as if all eyes weren’t already on it. Most of the crowd is grinning while they cheer, their eyes wide with the after-effects of adrenaline.

Father yells something, but I hardly notice. My eyes are on the arena floor. Lor lies there, his blood pooling on the ground as it seeps from the claw-marks on his side. Chagra lies beside him, the hilt of the long-sword protruding from the beast’s mouth, and the tip of the blade poking out from its skull.

I replay in my mind what I saw, trying to piece the scene together. Lor had moved toward the corner because his sword was there. He’d dragged himself to the weapon just in time. And when Chagra leapt at him, he’d simply held up the sword and let Chagra’s momentum do the rest.

I smile.

“Kill the prisoner,” Father says.

And my smile disappears. I whirl toward Father’s seat, finding him leaning forward with his hands still trying to strangle the armrests. He looks ready to pounce on Lor himself.

“Kill him?” Jolik repeats.

I’ve never heard Jolik question an order, but now there’s genuine confusion in his voice. My own voice is gone, stuck in my throat along with the quickly-retreating relief.

“Yes!” Father snaps. “Give the order. Kill that prisoner.” He stands from his chair and faces Jolik, his face twisted into a snarl. “That’s the point of a Match, isn’t it? To dispose of unwanted criminals?”

I choke back a hysterical laugh. Disposing of unwanted criminals? Does Father really expect anyone to buy that? The entire point of Matches is vicious entertainment, pure and simple.

Jolik nods and replaces the confusion with his usual stoic expression. He’s not going to disagree with Father, not if he doesn’t want to be slain on the spot. He steps to the edge of the booth, and holds up a hand. Below him, other guards move into place.

I can’t see them, but I know how this works: All Jolik needs to do is lower his hand. It’s that simple. The other guards, hidden in turrets at the top of the arena wall, will fire off their arrows. Eleven archers usually surround the wall. Eleven arrows through Lor’s heart.

“You can’t do this,” I say to Father.

He turns to me, his jaw gritted so hard it looks painful. "I can do anything I want.”

Lor is still lying on his back, a tired grin on his face. He’s staring up at the sky, oblivious to the archers surrounding him. I see his chest move up and down. He’s laughing, probably too relieved to care about the pain that must be ripping through his side.

Father’s expression hardens when he sees Lor’s laughter. “Give the order!”

“No,” I say.

Jolik’s hand wavers, his eyes intent on Lor. I can picture the dilemma running through his mind: Kill Lor, now a hero in the eyes of the crowd, and face the anger of a mass of citizens. Or let Lor live, and face Father.

He starts to let his hand fall.

“Wait!” I scream. I can still save Lor. There’s only one way to do it, and it’s the one thing I swore I’d never do.

But I have to. Ashe would understand.

Wouldn’t he?

Jolik’s hand stops. One of the guards below lets loose an arrow, confused by the order, but it goes wide. Lor doesn’t notice as the arrowhead impales the ground just feet from his head.

“Don’t listen to her,” Father says. “Kill him! That Angel has no right to breathe the air of my country.”

I turn to Father, reaching over and grabbing his arm. He tries to shake me off, but I dig my fingers in until he whirls toward me.

“What is wrong, Faye?” he demands.

“By the power bestowed onto me by my royal blood, I now choose my Guardian,” I say.

Father does his best to smile at me, but it looks more like a snarl. “It’s not time for that yet, Faye.”

I point down to the arena floor, raising my voice so everyone in the surrounding booths will hear. “I Choose Lor, Angel of the Forbidden Lands. Let him be my Guardian now and for eternity.”
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I never knew how much chaos a few simple words could cause.

The moment Jolik hears me, he calls off the archers and turns to face me. He looks shocked, stunned, maybe a little angry.

“You what?” Father growls. His voice is low and gravelly, his eyes narrowed. He grabs my shoulders. “Take it back. Take back what you just said, or I swear I’ll disown you and cast you out of this kingdom!”

My stomach churns, even though I know the ancient laws protect me from his threats. Besides, everyone around me must have heard what I said. They won’t let me take back my words; the penalty is death for defying a tradition as strong as the Choosing.

“No,” I say, my voice a little quieter, but still loud enough to carry. “I Choose Lor.” I point again to Lor’s prone figure. He’s finally noticed the arrow next to his head, and frowns at it with a perplexed expression.

Father shakes me, making me bite my tongue. Wonderful. Now both my lip and my tongue are bleeding.

“I told you,” he hisses. “You could Choose any of the three men I selected.” He follows my gaze to Lor, and his face twists with disgust. “That Angel is not one of those men.”

I widen my eyes and look down, doing my best to look like an innocent child receiving a scolding. But my heart won’t stop pounding, and my lungs just keep gasping for air. It takes me a moment to realize I’m shaking.

I’m not sure what does it. Maybe it’s the shaking, or maybe my attempt at a pitiful look. Whatever it is, Father lets go of my shoulders and pulls away.

He makes a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. "I should have known better than to let you Choose. You’re a disgrace to Irrador and the throne. You’ve been ruined for years, ever since you Chose that Angel boy.”

I keep my eyes on the ground, refusing to look up and meet his words. If I do, I’ll lose it. He can’t just talk about my Ashe like that. He can’t pretend that anything is Ashe’s fault. He can’t.

“Sire?” Jolik says quietly. “I… I don’t think I can give the order. Not if she’s Chosen him.”

I’m glad I’m looking down; I might not be able to hide my vicious smile if I wasn’t. As my Guardian, Lor is now a part of the royal family. The guards are bound by the ancient laws to protect him, just like they protect Father and me. They can’t harm him, not without forfeiting their own life.

Father opens his mouth and pauses, as if he’s not sure how to respond. It’s a new sight for me. Father always has something to say.

I hold my breath. Father could always tell Jolik to kill Lor anyway. It would mean the end of Jolik’s life, along with every single one of the archers.

But Jolik would listen. He always does.

It would also mean the end of the support the people give Father. Half the city would be here to witness him forfeiting twelve men to take down one. One man who is now a hero to this crowd.

Father closes his mouth and shakes his head. He points a finger at me, his narrowed eyes accusing. “Jolik,” he says, his voice deadly quiet, “take Faye back to her chambers. Make sure she stays there. I don’t wish her to leave unsupervised.”

I bite my lip, keeping a curse from escaping. Father has always given me freedom; as long as I stay out of his way, he doesn’t care what happens to me.

But now I’m in his way. Now he cares.

“Of course,” Jolik says. He grabs my arm, his hand much gentler than Father’s, and leads me toward the exit of the booth. “Come along, Miss Princess,” he says quietly. “I’ll get you back to your chambers safe and sound.”

As we move past the two guards standing at the exit, Jolik hesitantly turns back to Father. “Sire… What of the Angel?”

Father doesn’t turn, his eyes focused on Lor’s prone form. “What of him?”

“Should I direct the arena guards to see him back to his cell?”

Father turns around, a small smile on his lips. “No. The Angel is Faye’s Guardian now, remember? Have the guards bring him to her chambers.”

My stomach twists. I hadn’t thought my plan out this far; saving Lor is one thing, but rooming with him? He’s an Angel. He has a natural grudge against humans, especially the royal ones. And, as he’s proved to the entire Amphitheater, he could easily kill me.

“Goodbye, Faye,” Father says as Jolik leads me away.

I don’t respond, other than to glance back one more time at the arena. Lor has been taken away, and nausea scratches at my gut as I realize that tattoo is now out of my reach. A pool of blood remains where Lor lay, and I take a deep breath, hoping he survives.

And hoping I do, too.


Part Two

Ten

“Where shall I put him?”

The castle guard sounds exaggeratedly polite as he glares at me. I don’t know his name—he didn’t bother to give it to me, and I didn’t bother to ask.

Lor is slung over the guard’s shoulder, unconscious and dripping blood onto the stone entrance way. I shudder, remembering Ashe’s blood in that place. Lor’s is the same color, a deep maroon almost as dark as wine, both pretty and disturbing at the same time.

I shake away the thought, realizing No Name is waiting for an answer. Somehow, his expression has managed to darken even more in a matter of seconds. I’m not sure if he’s mad because he’s carrying around a filthy, bleeding prisoner, or because I disgraced Father with my Choice—again.

“Here.” I gesture for him to follow me and head toward the room next to mine.

I take a single step forward and then freeze. Was I really about to have the guard put Lor there? Right there, right next to my room? Where Ashe used to sleep?

I take a shuddering breath and then let it out, dispelling the sickening thought. I haven’t been in Ashe’s room since he died, and I’m never going back in there. It’s the one part of him that remains, and I won’t ever disturb it.

And that’s one promise to myself that I will never break.

I walk to the spare room two doors down from my bedroom, counting each footstep I take. It’s not enough to kill the swirling thoughts in my head–about Lor and Ashe and his killer–so I also start counting No Name’s heavy steps.

I enter the spare room, holding open the door for the guard. He glances around, taking in the bare walls and cold stone floor. I’ve never decorated the place, or even bothered to lay down a carpet.

No Name looks to Lor, and then to the dusty bed. He nods approvingly and smirks, and I have the urge to flip him off.

“Leave him on the bed,” I command.

He raises an eyebrow, as if wondering why I’m willing to give Lor even a dusty, old mattress. I point to it, holding my ground. No Name shrugs and dumps Lor on the bed.

“You’ve gotten yourself into quite the mess,” he drawls, that arrogant smirk playing at his lips.

He’d never speak that way to anyone else in this castle, but he’s smart enough to know his place. He’s a royal guard, while I’m nothing but a royal pawn. He can get away with anything he wants to say to me.

I ignore him, and also try to ignore the knots in my stomach. Instead, I focus on Lor. His chest moves, but more slowly than before.

I grit my teeth, not wanting to feel the pity in my chest. I still remember the way people looked at me after Ashe died–even people who accused me of being a witch looked like they were sorry. It was maddening. Infuriating. They acted sad when they didn’t even know why they should be mourning. Who they should be mourning. And yet every time I saw one of them, with their sorrowful expressions and shaking heads, the memories would come rushing back, and I’d want to cry again.

Their pity was almost as cruel as Ashe’s death.

“Well,” No Name says, “ I suppose I’ll be going now.” He walks past me out the door. I wait until I’m sure he’s gone and then drop my head into my hands. What am I doing? That should be such an easy question to answer; I always have a goal, always know what I’m supposed to do to achieve it. Half of me is convinced that this is just another simple step toward avenging Ashe’s death, but I know that’s a lie. Taking a Guardian can never be simple.

Jolik pokes his head into the room, startling me. I pretend to brush something out of my eye, and hope he buys that my head was in my hands because I was clearing my vision, and not because I was starting to panic and fall apart. Yeah, right…

I’m not exactly sure where Jolik has been; the trip back to my chambers is a blur, and my head is just starting to clear. I think he’s been in my sitting room, guarding me from there. Typical Jolik, always avoiding emotional situations. Not that I’m any better…

“I suppose you want me to leave, too?” he says. When I nod, he sighs. “I shouldn’t leave you alone with that Angel.”

“The healer will be here soon. I won’t be alone.”

He purses his lip and then nods sharply. “Alright, then you’ll have at least one man around to protect you. That’s a bit better.”

I don’t tell him that the healer is a woman. Instead, I just wait for him to take the hint and walk away from the room, his footsteps heavy and resigned.

I close the door after him. Air comes rushing out from my chest, and I lean against the doorframe for support. My mind swirls, and I can’t figure out if I’m relieved that Jolik is gone, or bracing myself because Lor is here.

Lor lets out a moan. The sound is groggy, but it still carries his voice, which is deep and rich and masculine. It’s so different from Ashe’s elegant tone, but it’s the voice that might hold the key to avenging my Guardian.

“So,” I say, despite knowing he’s unconscious. “I guess you’re stuck with me now. How fitting. You lie to me, and now you get to deal with me.”

He lets out another moan.

Glancing around the room, I look for somewhere to sit. There’s nothing. No chairs, no benches, not even a wardrobe or a nightstand.

Ashe and I both didn’t like this room, so we never used it. He said the room was too big and the windows too small. For me, it was the smell–this place used to store ingredients for the bakery, and the pungent scent of baking yeast strikes me every time I walk in. It’s just another reason I loathe my ability to see—and smell—the past.

I bite my lip and consider the bed for a moment—Lor only takes up one side of it, and there’s plenty of room at the bottom.

I sit on the floor.

Jesel, the healer, should be here any moment. She’s looked after me since I was born, and has a gift for taking away my pain. The physical kind, at least.

“You’ll like her,” I say to Lor. I’m not sure why I’m talking to him, but I need to fill the silence somehow. "She’s probably the only good-hearted person in this entire castle. Well, her and Farren.”

Lor doesn’t even stir.

I stare at him for a long moment, taking him in. He reminds me a little of a draft horse: large and brawny, but somehow elegantly beautiful.

Lor lets out a long breath, and I hold mine, half expecting him not to breathe in again. But he does, taking a shallow gulp into his lungs. It’s a little pitiful to see someone as regal as him laid flat on a bed, dressed in prisoners’ garb, and covered in blood.

I shake away the thought and take a step toward Lor. Then another. I have no idea what I’m doing, and my heart quickens. I breathe deeply as I reach the edge of the bed. In and out. Slowly. Calming my nerves, just like Jackal taught me.

Lor lies on the right side of the bed, but there’s a little room between him and the edge. I sit on the open space, smoothing my dress.

“How did you end up here?” I murmur, unsure if I’m talking to him or myself.

He doesn’t answer. The question hangs in the air, waiting for an answer, receiving none.

I reach out and place my hand on his chest. My fingers tremble as I touch his shirt, pulling away the collar and exposing his neck. The tattoo wraps around his shoulder there, reaching back down toward his chest. I brush my finger across the ink, half expecting to feel heat from the flames. But all I feel is Lor’s clammy skin.

Closing my eyes, I trace a finger across the tattoo, remembering the contours of the flames. The swirls and the bold lines and the blackness, all so stark against Ashe’s pale skin.

Then I open my eyes and see Lor. The tattoo doesn’t look as stark on him; his skin is darker than Ashe’s, a tan color that makes his blond hair stand out.

“You remind me of him,” I murmur to Lor. “You look nothing alike, but… You both carry yourself the same way.”

I shake my head and jerk my hand away. I won’t do this. I won’t compare Ashe to someone like Lor, an obnoxious thief and a liar.

A knock comes at the door. I stand from the bed and rush toward it faster than I need to, but the door bursts open before I reach it.

Jesel stands in the doorway, lips pursed in her eternal frown. I used to wonder what happened to make her frown like that, but now I understand: She’s a healer who sees death every day. And death destroys people, especially the ones left alive.

Jesel ignores me, not bothering with any type of greeting, and strides over to Lor’s side. I frown, wondering what has her in such a bad mood. She always asks how I’m doing before she gets to work, demanding to know every detail of my life and health. Sometimes she’ll even give me a hug, and her ghostly-thin arms will cling to me like she’s afraid she’ll never see me again.

Jesel places her medical bag on the end of the bed and examines the Angel. “He’s not in good shape,” Jesel murmurs, checking Lor’s pulse at his wrist.

“But he’ll survive?”

Jesel looks me straight in the eye, striking me with a gaze filled with horror and… remorse. Then she quickly shakes her head. “No.”

“But… He has to. You’re the best healer we have, Jesel. He has to survive. You have to save him!” I know I sound like a child, but the words just come tumbling out, and there’s no way I can stop them.

She keeps shaking her head. After a moment, she squeezes her eyes shut, as if holding back tears. Why would she be crying? Lor isn’t even dead yet, and Jesel has learned to suppress the pain of impossible cases.

Unless it isn’t impossible. Unless…

I press a hand to my face, blocking out her expression. “You’ve been ordered to kill him,” I murmur. “Haven’t you? Father is forcing you to.”

She doesn’t respond, other than to look away. Then she quietly says, “The king believes this Angel’s presence could be harmful to you.”

I’ve never heard Jesel speak so softly. In all the years she’s acted as my healer, all my cuts and scrapes and burns she’s tended to, Jesel has always been loud and authoritative. Her defeated tone is almost as scary as what she’s admitting to.

“You can’t kill him,” I whisper.

She nods her head, like she’s trying to agree with me. Then she says, “I have to. King’s orders. If I don’t, I’ll be the one to die.”

“Let me talk to Father. Maybe I can convince him otherwise.”

“He’s the king. He doesn’t change his mind once it’s made up.”

I gesture wildly at Lor. “Well you can’t just kill him!”

“You think I don’t know that?” Jesel whirls toward me, and repeats in a shout, “You think I don’t know that? I took an oath, Faye. I swore to never harm any living being. Never.”

Something slips down her weathered cheek. A tear. In all the years I’ve known Jesel, I’ve never seen her cry. She’s sworn and yelled when her patients don’t respond to her treatment, but she never, ever cries. I’ve come to believe that she’s too strong for tears.

I guess I can add that to the list of things I’ve been wrong about today.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She shakes her head again. “You shouldn’t be. This is my fault. I never should have agreed to do this. I should have faced death proudly, and not—”

“No,” I say. “I’m sorry for this.” I give her a pointed look. She quickly understands, and her eyes grow wide. Then she turns her back to me and stills.

I walk up behind her. “He attacked you, alright? When Father asks what happened, you tell him that you tried to kill my Guardian, and he attacked you.”

Jesel swallows hard. “That will work?”

“Father isn’t stupid. He knows that it would look suspicious if you suddenly died right after surviving an attack by my Guardian. People would easily guess that you’d tried something and failed.”

She nods tightly.

I place a hand on her shoulder, and she flinches violently. Then she turns toward me with wide eyes.

“I wouldn’t do this if I wasn’t sure it would save your life,” I murmur.

She nods, and the moment she turns away from me again, I throw my arm around her neck. I squeeze tightly and close my eyes, trying to block out what I’m doing. Jackal always told me I’d need to use a choke-hold someday, but I never really believed him. Until now.

Jesel gags and instinctively claws at my arm. I just squeeze tighter. After a long minute, she sags against me. I instantly release my grip and then wrap an arm around her waist, guiding her unconscious body to the floor.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I say, despite knowing she can’t hear me. I watch her chest closely, monitoring her breathing. It’s normal, although a little slower than usual. I let out a long sigh of relief. I hate how long choke-holds take, but it’s better than knocking her out cold and risking a serious concussion.

I squeeze my eyes shut against the sight of her limp body. “Jolik!” I call out. There’s no answer, so I yell a little louder, “Jolik! Get in here!”

A moment later, I hear the door to my chambers slam open, and I silently thank Jolik for his Vampire hearing. I don’t think I could have walked out to get him, not with how unsteady my legs feel.

His heavy footsteps approach, and he lets out a loud curse as he enters the room. He rushes to my side and grips my arm.

“Faye what happened?”

I open my eyes and look straight at him. Then I nod to Lor. “My Guardian attacked her. He knocked her unconscious. You need to take her to the medical ward and get her some treatment.”

Jolik’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “Your Guardian is out cold. How could he have—”

“Do you want her to die?” I interrupt.

Jolik recoils from me. “What?”

“She’ll die if anyone believes she wasn’t attacked,” I tell him. “Now take her to the medical ward. Please.”

I think it’s the ‘please’ that does it. I never say that word, and Jolik knows it. He gives a short nod, lifts Jesel into his brawny arms, and carries her out of the room. I hold my breath as they leave, half expecting Jesel to wake up and start accusing me of things. Or, worse, for her to not wake up at all. As Jolik’s footsteps retreat, I rub my face. It takes me a minute to realize I’m still collapsed on the floor. It takes even longer for me to work up the will to do something about it.

I pull myself up from the floor and walk over to the bed, where Lor rests peacefully, completely unaware of all the commotion. I stare at him a long moment, a quiet voice whispering in the back of my head. ‘He’s a thief, a liar, an enemy Angel,’ says the voice. ‘He doesn’t deserve to be saved.’

“No,” I murmur out loud. “He doesn’t.”

Then I grab Jesel’s healing kit, which still rests at Lor’s feet, and take out equipment to stitch him up. Because he doesn’t deserve all this care. But Ashe deserves everything—especially revenge.

Eleven

I keep staring at my hands, wondering how such small things could do so much damage. After stitching up Lor, I stole the Guardian vambrace out of Jesel’s bag, which was probably only in there for show. She never planned on putting it on Lor, but that’s exactly what I did. I shudder at the thought and rub my face, trying to scrub away the memory.

All Guardians wear black vambraces with enchanted silver etchings, which keep them bound to the person who Chose them. If they are ever to abandon or betray the woman they’d been Chosen to protect, the vambrace will poison and kill the Guardian. The only vambrace’s left are old—decades old—and Lor’s is no exception. But the etchings are still beautiful, and the spell is said to be just as effective as it was centuries ago, when it was first cast.

Now that he wears a vambrace, Lor is officially bound to me. Our fate is sealed.

I stand in front of my bedroom mirror, desperate for some kind of distraction. I hold up my hands and examine them in the reflection—they look exactly the same as they did this morning. There’s no sign that they helped me point out my new Guardian, choke Jesel, stitch up a criminal.

I lower my hands and force myself to think of something else, replaying the man’s words from earlier today: ‘We share a hatred, princess.' I wonder what he meant, what our shared hatred is, when he’ll come back.

The mirror doesn’t give any answers.

By evening, I’m pacing my room. My bed is covered in abandoned books that I tried reading, and failed. A sketchpad rests at the base of the bed, the cover tightly snapped shut. I’d tried drawing to relax myself, but my sketch quickly turned into just another picture of Ashe’s killer, with his scar and harsh eyes. I’d scribbled out the image before jumping off my bed and starting to pace. Back and forth, one side to the other. Twenty steps one way, twenty steps back, in a mindless pattern.

Every time I cross to the far side of the room, I veer toward the door just a little bit. And every time I cross back, I correct my path and walk straight to the wall. I won’t leave my room. I won’t go to Lor, even though I’m dying to see if he’s recovering.

I tell myself it’s common sense keeping me away–I’ve already stitched him, he’s stopped bleeding, and there’s no need to check on him. But I know it’s something else keeping me at a distance. It’s that tiny nagging part of me, the one whispering that Lor might not survive, that he’s doomed. Because of me. Because of my Choosing ceremony.

“Anxious, are we?”

The voice comes from across the room. I whirl towards it, my breath catching, and then immediately let the tension in my muscles run out. “No,” I reply smoothly. “Just impatient.”

The man in my mirror scoffs. He’s slowly coming into view, the colors rippling around him, the blackness forming his shape. I peer at him, trying to see anything of his face, but nothing is there.

“Impatient,” he repeats, his voice a lazy drawl. “I see. So that’s why you’re pacing back and forth like a caged animal.”

I ignore his sarcasm. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I’m touched, princess.”

“Don’t be.”

He chuckles, the sound distorted by the magical barrier between us. It dawns on me that I still have no idea what this man is doing in my mirror.

“You were going to tell me why you’re here,” I say. “Before you left last time.”

“I didn’t go anywhere,” he replies. “I only disappeared from view.”

My spine tingles, and I put one hand behind my back and clench it. My fingernails dig into my skin, and I focus on the pain, pushing away what the man is implying. That he’s been here the entire time. Watching.

“Well,” I say briskly. “I’m glad you’re back.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“I have questions for you,” I state.

“That’s not what I’m here for.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I’m getting to that. Have patience.”

“I already told you, I’m impatient.”

“Then maybe I should tell you that I’m also not here to play games. And that I’ll leave for good if you try.”

Somehow, this feels like a legitimate threat. I don’t know his name, his intentions, his species. But my stomach lurches at the thought of him leaving.

“Now,” he says, not waiting for a reply. “We should get started.”

“On what?”

“I thought you were going to be patient.”

I nod and purse my lips. Seconds pass, then the man sighs and puts his hand out. For a moment, I think he’s asking me to take his hand, and I reach forward. But the man clasps his hand gently, and a sword springs to life in his palm. Or at least I think that’s what it is. It’s shorter than any sword I’ve ever seen, and it’s made of something red that shimmers and glistens in the light.

Fire. The sword is made of fire.

He swings the blade a couple times, as if testing it. All the time, his head doesn’t move, and he faces straight forward. Somehow, I know he’s staring at me.

“What’s your name?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

“Impressive,” he says. “Eight seconds without you interrupting me. A new record.”

“You weren’t talking. So I wasn’t interrupting.”

His shoulders begin to shake. Up and down, as if he were… laughing. “True, I suppose. I’m Blaize.”

He tacks his name on so casually, it’s almost like he expected me to already know it. I glance at the sword he’s holding, and then back to the black hole where his face should be. Blaize. It’s strangely fitting, despite his dark exterior.

He clears his throat. “Before you try to take over the conversation again, I should tell you what I’m here for.”

Blaize says nothing for a long moment, and I stay quiet. It’s a test. And, for some reason, my instincts tell me to be a good little pupil for once in my life and pass it.

Blaize nods after a long minute. “Very good. I guess you can listen.”

I take this as permission to speak. “What do you want?”

“I want you to kill your father.”

I stare at him. Blink. Stare again. And then wildly look around the room, checking that we’re alone. Just uttering those words will get Blaize killed. They’ll get me killed. But no one is in the room, and when I turn back to Blaize, his shoulders are lightly shaking again.

“This is a… joke?” I step to the side and peer behind the mirror, half expecting to find Farren there laughing at my expression. This has to be some kind of prank. Someone is trying to get a good laugh out of this whole situation, or maybe they’re just trying to drive me insane.

“No,” Blaize replies. His voice is way too light.

“Then why are you laughing?”

“Because you look so offended. All these months you’ve tracked Ashe’s murderer, and still you’re offended by the notion of killing.”

My blood turns to ice crystals in my veins. Cold and sluggish and sharp, it prickles my skin.

“You…?”

“Of course I know about your little quest, princess. I know everything.”

I clear my throat. “So…” I try again. “You are…”

“Really, princess? First I couldn’t shut you up, and now you have nothing to say. Make up your mind.”

“You’re a mercenary,” I say slowly. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? You’ve been hired to kill my father, and I’m a convenient way to get the job done.”

The room chills until I can see my breaths, each one coming out in a little puff. Ice crystals cling to the sides of the mirror, obscuring the glass with fog, and I instinctively cross my arms against the cold.

“You accuse me of being a mercenary?” Blaize growls, his voice deepening to a low rumble. He swings his sword in an arc, dispelling the crystals on the glass and making water droplets trickle down the mirror and onto my carpets. “No. This is personal. Strictly, utterly personal.”

I force in a deep breath, urging my heart to keep pumping. “So then… You have something against Father? That’s why you’re asking me to do this?”

Blaize nods, his cloak dipping. “I suppose it’s possible to put it that way. Although your interpretation is rather simple for my tastes.”

“Then explain,” I demand. “Tell me what’s going on.”

My lungs gasp in a shuddering breath, seemingly on their own. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. That I’m willingly participating in it. But something in Blaize’s serious tone and cool posture keeps me engaged. Maybe he has a spell over me. That must be it, that’s why I’m not completely balking at the subject. But if he did cast a spell, then I wouldn’t be able to detect it… Right?

Which means it’s my own fault I’m still talking to him. My own fault that I’ll probably die because of this conversation.

And I don’t care enough to walk away.

“Your father is not an honorable king.” Blaize closes his hand into a fist, and the fire-sword disappears. “But you already know that, don’t you? I’d say you know it too well. So I suppose there’s no point in giving you examples.”

“Are you here to ask me to kill the king, or torture me with memories?”

Blaize ignores my little outburst. “Your father is treasonous to his own country,” he says in a tone that’s nearly bored. “He’s conspiring with Shale.”

The name strikes me like a poisoned arrow, tearing into me, then slowly numbing my senses. Shale. A perfect name for the most imperfect soul ever born.

Some say it’s the Mage King’s real name, but I don’t think that’s possible. Shale must have given it to himself; it’s too accurate for it to be natural. Shale treats his enemies just like the stone he’s named after, chipping away at them, layer after layer, gradually revealing weakness after weakness. He’s a master at finding fault lines in armies and simply shearing them away.

And they come cleanly. No mess, no struggle. Just death and destruction made so simple, it’s both sickening and fascinating.

“My father would never conspire with Shale,” I say. “He knows that man is a monster. Shale gains control of every country he touches. If he’s contacting my father, then Irrador is…”

I trail off, counting in my head how many countries Shale took in the past few years. One, two, three, four, five…

Irrador could make six.

“Irrador is in danger,” Blaize says. “Shale has promised your father that he’ll overtake your country. But he’s also made your father the same offer the other rulers received.”

I close my eyes as Blaize’s words rip into me. It’s the only way I can keep from punching something, or screaming, or worse.

The deals are a relatively simple tactic, just like all the others Shale keeps in his playbook. First, Shale tells rulers that their country will be overtaken, pointing to all his conquered lands to prove it. Then he offers them the deal: The rulers can remain in power as influential governors, as long as they quietly hand their land over to Shale. They get to keep the majority of their powers, and their court will remain as advisers. But if the ruler doesn’t hand his land over, they lose everything—including their life.

I know Father. I know how his conscious works.

He’ll take the deal.

“What proof do you have of this?” I demand.

The mirror shudders and Blaize disappears. I almost cry out for him to come back, but then another image appears. It’s Father, wearing a dark cloak and sitting in the corner of a room that looks like part of a restaurant. I don’t recognize it as a restaurant in Kastellor, and it’s definitely not the kind of establishment Father would ever visit. It’s run-down, the floorboards warped and the tables looking like they might collapse at any moment. And the people…

The people aren’t human. They’re too tall, too pale to be any Irradorian. I peer closer at one of the people, looking at their eyes, and find they’re multicolored. These are Mages, definitely.

But what is Father doing surrounded by Mages? Almost all of their kind is in alliance with Shale, and are hesitant to visit Irrador.

Then I notice the flag in the corner. It’s red, with a sword in the center and a two-headed snake wrapped around the embroidered pommel. The flag is the one bared by all of Shale’s territories. So Father isn’t in Irrador; he’s somewhere in a foreign country, one occupied by Shale.

Why?

Father’s face is shielded by a hood, but I recognize the way he holds his shoulders, and the blue sapphire ring on his finger. There’s no doubt it’s him. I see him from across the room, where someone watches him from the corner. It’s as if I’m seeing him through this other person’s eyes, and I guess it’s Blaize who I’m looking through.

A man approaches Father, dressed in a cloak even finer than Father’s. His hands are covered in rings, and he stands tall, towering over the seated people in the restaurant. He’s no doubt another Mage, with his elegant presence and height. But both his eyes are a deep maroon color, and not multicolored.

That must mean… Shale. Shale is the only Mage I’ve ever heard of who has two eyes of the same color. It’s whispered that his eyes changed color the first time he killed a man, and have never changed back. My heart pounds, but I can’t tear my eyes away from him. One of the rings on his hand is larger than the others, and I recognize the same symbol from the flag engraved on it.

Only the owner of that symbol would ever wear it.

Father bristles as Shale approaches, but strangely, no one else in the restaurant seems to realize their king is in the room. There’s probably some sort of magic at play. Shale sits in the chair across from Father, and they talk for a few minutes. I can’t hear any sound, but I watch as Father’s posture slowly goes from hostile to resigning.

By the end of the conversation, his shoulders are slumped. Shale holds out his hand, and Father shakes it, sealing some sort of deal. A blue light envelops both of their hands, and Father shudders and recoils, rubbing his hand on his pant-leg like he’s trying to wipe away something filthy.

My heart pounds desperately, and my breath comes in gasps as the mirror shudders again, and Blaize replaces the silent restaurant scene. His shoulders are softly shaking again. I clench my first and snarl, “You think this is funny? You think it’s funny that my father would hand over my country to Shale?”

“No, no, it’s not funny,” Blaize says. “But this is rather… ironic.”

“Ironic?”

“Just look at yourself, princess. You’re obviously horrified, but you’re still going to refuse to do me one little favor.”

“It’s not little.” My voice is a whisper when it should be a shout.

“But it is. Think about it, princess. That deal was sealed in magic; it can’t be broken now, not unless one of the deal-makers die. And what’s one life in compared to thousands? You know Shale treats royalty well, and the middle class, too. But he doesn’t treat the lower-class the same. Every lower class citizen in Irrador will be either forced into Shale’s army, or taken into slavery.”

Blaize opens his palm, and the sword reappears. It burns brighter this time, the flames jumping off the blade and falling as ash. Blaize swings the sword around, not bothering to look at it as he performs complex slashes and twirls. “The position lower-class citizens receive is based on a lottery system. That’s how Shale determines their fates, princess. Luck.”

“I get it. He’s evil. And someone should do something about it, but that someone isn’t me. I’m not going to kill my father.”

“And why not?”

I shake my head, unsure how to reply. I could spew some nonsense about morals and keeping a clean conscious. But I haven’t cared about those things for months, and it wouldn’t be the truth.

I listen to my heart, its wild beat hammering through my veins, spreading adrenaline through me. Fear. Now that’s the truth.

Blaize is laughing again. He dismisses the fire sword again and nods to me. “I’ll be back, princess.”

“You’re not wanted back,” I snarl.

“You’re right.” He turns his back to me and walks away. The rippling glass becomes smooth, and the colors begin to fade. His image blurs and then disappears, but I still hear his voice echoing around the stone room. “Give it a few days. You won’t just want me. You’ll welcome me.”

Twelve

The colors dwindle away from the glass, leaving it perfectly smooth and reflective and… normal. I’m not sure how it can change back like that. Like nothing had just happened, like I hadn’t just been asked to commit a murder that would be so cataclysmic.

And so terribly easy.

Blaize is right to ask me, if it’s convenience he’s after. I have easy access to Father, practice at concealing a weapon, and a serious grudge. I’d make the perfect assassin.

I stand there shaking, silently thinking over my options: Spare Father and allow Shale to overtake the country. Or kill him, and… What? Shale will still overtake Irrador. If he’s set his eyes on my country, there’s no stopping him.

I turn my back to the mirror, knowing I’m a fool to have considered the proposition for even a moment. Irrador is doomed. There’s nothing I can do about this, and no point in trying.

Besides, I’m royalty; Shale won’t treat me too terribly when he overtakes Irrador. I’ll be safe. And I’m not going to sacrifice that security, at least not for some illusion in the mirror.

And not for a man who refuses to show his face.

Thirteen

Lor stumbles into my room as I walk away from the mirror. He’s unsteady, dripping blood on my expensive carpets, and glaring at me like all the world’s problem are my fault.

I wish he was right. Then I might know how to fix them.

I scramble back a few steps. “Out,” I snarl, pointing to the door.

Lor ignores me and stumbles closer. My heart beats faster as my predicament dawns on me: I Chose an Angel. An Angel. As in the natural enemy of human royalty.

I curse myself for my stupidity. I should have given Lor some kind of herbal sedative to keep him down. Maybe passionflower, or lavender… Or hemlock. That’d have done the trick.

Lor slams into the corner of my bed-frame and nearly falls, but steadies himself and keeps coming closer. I look for a weapon, but there’s nothing within reach. I’m backed up against the wall, and there’s no way I’d get past him to the door. So I stand straighter and glare right back at him, hoping to intimidate him.

Bad idea.

Lor reaches me and slams his hands against the wall on either side of me, just inches from my head. His muscles shake as he leans in close to me, eyes narrowed and lip curled into a snarl.

“Where am I?” he demands, his voice a rumbling growl.

Even through my shock, his voice sends an ache of familiarity through me. His accent is the same as Ashe’s killer, but also the same as… Ashe. He pronounces vowels elegantly, like each is a teacup that could be easily broken. The consonants flow together just as smoothly, and every word sends a sharp pang through me.

Some inner part of me, a part I didn’t even realize was still there, wants to reach out and touch Lor. Feel that he’s really here, with me, alive. That part wants him closer, so that I can hear his strong heartbeat and feel his chest rise and fall with his breaths.

But that part of me is a traitor.

“You’re still in Irrador,” I answer. “In the capital, Kastellor. You’re in the royal castle.”

He rears back and then slams forward again, his palms smacking the stone beside my head. I glance down, hoping to calm him by avoiding his furious gaze. My eyes settle on his side, where his bandage has fallen away and a stitch has burst open. He doesn’t seem to notice the blood trickling out of the wound and down his side.

“I recognize you,” he hisses, his voice dark and not nearly as familiar now. “You’re that girl who was asking too many questions.”

“My name is Faye, not ‘that girl’,” I say evenly. “And, yes, I visited you in prison.

“Tell me what I’m doing here,” he commands, leaning in even closer. “What do you want from me?”

I consider my options: Heel of palm to nose? That could kill him if I do it too hard, and I need him alive. Right hook to stomach? I’m not in the right position for it. Left uppercut to jaw?

Perfect.

I swing my fist up, just like Jackal taught me. Fist tight but not too tight, forearm clenched, momentum coming from the body. My punch strikes Lor precisely on his jaw.

His head snaps back, and I get ready to bolt for the nightstand with my dagger in it. But the rest of his body doesn’t even flinch. He shakes his head, like a horse getting rid of an annoying fly, and then growls at me. The sound rips through the air, and I press myself closer to the wall.

“Answer me,” he says. “Now.”

“I Chose you as my Guardian,” I say, shaking my hand to get rid of the pain in my knuckles. “That’s why you’re in the castle. You’re in my chambers.”

“Your Guardian?”

“You’re my royal bodyguard now,” I explain.

He blinks at me a couple times, his eyes widening. Then he throws his head back and laughs. “You’re kidding me, right? You picked an Angel to be your bodyguard? What kind of idiot are you?”

“I’m a princess.”

He stops laughing and gives me a critical look. With every passing moment, his arms tremble more.

“You don’t want to kill me,” I say, and nod to the vambrace on his arm. It’s smooth black leather, and the swirling silver etchings form ancient runes across the surface of the vambrace. “That thing will kill you if you harm me or run away. It’s magic.”

He snarls and glares at the vambrace. Then he glances back at me, a cruel smirk on his lips. “Your kind doesn’t use magic. How could you have gotten your hands on a magical item?”

“Look at it,” I command. “It’s old. Old enough to have been made when humans did use magic.”

Lor frowns down at it. “But I’ll still have the chance to kill you before I die, right?”

“I saved your life,” I say quickly, desperate for some way to calm him. “My father was going to kill you. I stopped him.”

His lip twists into a sneer, but it’s not as vicious as before. “And why should I believe that?”

“Because you’re alive. Do you honestly think the king would willingly let you live? You’re an Angel. You trespassed on human land.”

He sucks in his lip and nibbles at it, his jaw working back and forth. I wonder how his jaw is working at all; my hand is aching from that punch.

“I’m the reason you’re alive,” I repeat. “Taking you as my Guardian was the only way to save you. Guardians are exempt from most laws.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Including the trespassing law?”

I nod. “That law can’t touch you now.”

He cocks his head. “Why would you save me?”

“I have my reasons.”

“You want to be a little more specific?”

“No.”

Lor scoffs and finally removes his hands from the wall. He wobbles for a moment, and then falls to one knee. Bracing one hand on the ground, he glances at his side and mutters a curse.

“Your stitches burst,” I say.

“Yeah, I can see that.”

“You should get back in bed.”

He whips his gaze up, piercing me with a glare. “What is it with you and obvious statements?”

Blackness. Then candlelight that illuminates the room in eerie flickers. And red. Burning red eyes that bore into me, desperate and pleading. Those eyes belong to the man kneeling in front of me on the dirt floor. Black hair, and pale skin, and soft features. He almost looks like a child, but I know he’s not. He’s a monster. 

“Please,” he whispers, voice wavering. 

I shake my head, disgusted by the sound of his grovelling. And then raise my knife. 

I gasp and look around. I’m still in my room, brightly lit by the fireplace and chilly from the stone floors. No candles. No dirt in sight, expect for the stains on Lor’s clothes.

I sag against the wall and close my eyes. Why are these visions hitting me now? Why do they come to me at all? Why red eyes, and not black? Why? 

All of my visions have always been impersonal. Just sounds and sights, and the occasional smell from the past. There’s no thoughts in them. No talking. Nothing to identify them to a particular owner.

Except for these. These visions—the ones I haven’t had since Ashe died—are just as disturbing as they are unique. Because they contain thoughts— thoughts that somehow feel like they belong to me.

I open my eyes, remembering that I’m trapped in a room with a dangerous Angel. Lor is still crouched on the ground, glaring up at me. A log crackles in the hearth. The fire flares, casting light across the room. For the first time, I see Lor’s face clearly, without shadows or distance obscuring it.

His eyes are red.

Fourteen

“Something wrong, sweetheart?”

Lor’s question brings me out of my daze. I blink a few times, clearing my thoughts. Lor has red eyes, and so do the men in my visions. But that could just be coincidence, right? There’s no reason to panic.

“Sorry,” I murmur, although I don’t know why I’m apologizing. I clear my throat, then swallow hard.

Lor cocks his head to the other side, reminding me of a little of a confused puppy. “What just happened? You zoned out for like a minute.”

I shake my head and press a hand to my forehead. “Nothing. Really. I’m just tired.”

He makes a small noise in the back of his throat, something between a hum and a growl. Somehow, I know he’s laughing at my lame excuse.

“Really,” I insist weakly.

He nods and then presses his forehead against his knee. His chest expands in a shuddering breath. I look around, and my gaze lands on a blanket resting on my dresser, folded and ready for use. I walk over to it and toss it to Lor. He flinches as it lands beside him, and shoots me a suspicious glance.

“Press this against the wound,” I say. “The pressure will help stop the bleeding.”

He stares for a long moment at the blanket, like he’s trying to assess whether or not the cloth could be dangerous. Then he nods sluggishly and obeys, pressing the blanket against his wound. His hand trembles with the simple exertion.

“You’re hurting,” I murmur.

“No.”

“Don’t be a tough guy.” I gesture to my bed, realizing a moment too late that he can’t see me with his head down. “Go lay down.”

He sighs, the sound defeated, and then lifts his head. He stares at me hard and nibbles at his lip, and I can only guess that he’s trying to decide whether or not to trust me. Then he spots my bed and struggles to his feet, wobbling over to it. I try not to smile, but I can’t help but feel like his compliance is a victory. I walk behind him, careful to keep a few feet between us. He’s hurt, but he could still be deadly.

Lor glances over his shoulder at me. “I’m not going to hurt you, you know. I’m not stupid enough to risk my own life.”

I raise an eyebrow, careful to hide my relief. “Why should I believe that?”

“I’m a man of my word.”

I scoff. “You lied about all Angels looking the same.”

“How did you figure that out?”

“Why should I tell a man who can’t keep his word?”

He rolls his eyes at me, and then collapses on the bed. He pulls himself up on it and buries his face in a pillow, his words coming out muffled. “I had to lie about that, sweetheart. No choice. You were barking up the wrong tree.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Why should I tell a girl who doesn’t trust me?”

I sigh. “Touche.”

He makes that little hum-growl noise again. I approach the bed and stop about five feet away, peering at his side. Blood seeps from the wound that broke open, staining my bedspread a dark maroon color. It needs to be restitched, and immediately.

I take four steps forward, closing the gap between us. One, two, three, four. And then I breathe deeply. In and out, one and two. 

“You know, sweetheart, this bed is awfully comfy,” Lor mumbles into the pillow. He reaches over and pats the opposite side of it, the side where I always sleep. “I’d be happy to share it, if you want.”

“You’re insane,” I mutter, and then quickly amend myself: “No, you’re injured.You’ll be more rational when you’ve recovered a little.”

“Don’t count on it, sweetheart. I’m usually about as rational as that Southern Wolf I took out.”

“Meaning if I stab you in the brain, you’ll die and leave me in peace?” I realize a moment too late that I’m being overly harsh, but my mind feels like it’s been stuffed with gauze, and I’m not in the mood for tact.

“Hmm…” He shrugs, seemingly unconcerned. “Hadn’t quite thought of it that way.”

As he shrugs, his shoulders pull up and stretch the wound. Why isn’t he screaming? The wound is a four-inch gash across his ribs, and it’s deep. Stretching it like that should be painful enough to make Lor pass out.

But he doesn’t. He just lets out a long sigh and hugs my pillow. “I missed pillows. And sheets. And beds. Do you know there’s no beds in that prison? You should do something about that, little princess.”

“I have no power. I can’t do anything about it.”

“Then pay someone to do it. Or you could sleep with someone powerful. Isn’t that what you human royalty do to get what you want?”

“I’m a princess, not a whore. And shut up before you say something you regret. You’re being obnoxious.”

“Says the girl telling me to shut up.”

Lor hugs the pillow tighter, his arms pulling at his chest and bandages. I cringe as I think of what the movement must be doing to his wound. Tugging it apart, putting pressure on the remaining stitches…

But he remains nonchalant, even as a fresh stream of blood seeps out the open wound. It’s just a few drops at first, but quickly turns into a small crimson stream.

I press the back of my hand to my mouth. Usually, blood doesn’t bother me, but the sheer amount of it coming from Lor’s wound… It reminds me of that spear piercing Ashe’s wing.

I take in a shuddering breath, and it inflates my head with a tingling sensation. Focus, I tell myself. Or count, or do something to keep from fainting. Anything. Lor’s tattoo catches my eye, the uninjured part wrapping around his shoulder, and I stare hard at it. It’ll work as a distraction.

Blood trickles over his chest, blending with the black of his tattoo, seemingly giving life to the inked flames.

I know those flames so well. Every curve of them, every highlight and boldly shaded area. The tattoo looks just like I remember it on Ashe: beautiful and stunning. But somehow it’s… different. It had been a piece of artwork on Ashe; he’d never gone shirtless, because people would stare, and he’d be ashamed.

But on Lor, it isn’t artwork. It’s like another limb that he proudly carries close to him. Still beautiful and stunning, but completely natural.

“You want something, sweetheart?” He’s lifted his head off the pillow, and is staring at me with one eyebrow raised.

“No.” My voice is a little weak, but stronger than I expected.

“You’re staring at me.”

I shake my head, clearing my thoughts, and take a hesitant step toward Lor. “I’ll stitch you back up. Just let me grab my medical kit.”

I make the offer before I can stop myself. The smart thing to do would be to call in a male healer to do the job, one who hasn’t been ordered to kill Lor. But right now I feel curious, not smart. I want a closer look at that tattoo. A small part of me is suspicious that it’s drawn on with charcoal, or that it’s nothing but an illusion that’ll disappear the moment I touch it again.

Lor’s grin returns, although it’s not as vibrant as before. “You? Sweetheart, you do remember you’re a princess, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I snap. I walk over to my closet, where I keep everything but the things I’m supposed to. There’s no clothes in here, but instead shelves of books and everything required to search for the man. Maps, pens, ink pots, letters, money. All the things I need, and all safely hidden in a place no one would dare to look. After all, princesses are given certain amounts of privacy.

I shuffle through my belongings, and pull out the medical kit I remember stashing in the closet a while ago. Nine months ago, to be exact. The month after Ashe died. I’d decided that I would never be caught in the same situation as Ashe, and that I needed to be prepared to run. So I’d stashed some money and basic traveling items into the closet, including a medical kit. That way I was always ready to flee.

If only I’d been this prepared ten months ago.

I walk back to Lor and sit next to him on the bed. He watches me closely, trying to cover his suspicion with a look of nonchalance. It doesn’t work. Every day, I wake to see my own hard, scrutinizing gaze in the mirror. I’m too familiar with the expression to not recognize it right away.

“Relax,” I say. “I know what I’m doing.”

He grunts and eyes the medical kit. It’s a wooden box with a willow carved into the lid, the branches of the tree criss-crossing into intricate runes of the Old Language. ‘Power’ is what the runes spell, according to Jackal. He said the box was originally made to hold pen and paper.

I open the box’s lid and take out a needle, pushing a strand of flax thread through the eye-hole. I try not to think of how close I am to Lor, of how foolish I’m being. One grab, one punch, and he could…

No, I really can’t think of that. I need to focus, because I haven’t stitched a wound in years. Not that I’m going to tell Lor that.

It’s not like I’ll make a mistake; I might not have Ashe’s perfect precision, but I have his memory for details. And I remember perfectly the day Jackal brought an uncooked pot-roast into my chambers, dumped it onto my desk, and demanded I sew a line of stitches into it. A straight line, not to deep, not to shallow. And I remember failing, and the weeks of pot roasts it took to get that line absolutely perfect.

“Roll on your side,” I say to Lor. “Your good side, I mean. I need to be able to get to that gash.”

He nods and shifts positions, all the time keeping an eye on me. My breath catches as I see his back; two jagged scars rip down his skin, one on either side of his spine. They’re an inch thick and still a light pink, as if the wounds had only healed recently. The tattoo still shows on the pearly skin of the scars, but it’s still impossible to not notice the raised marks.

I shudder as I try to imagine what could have caused the scars. “Your back…”

He scoffs. “Are you squeamish, princess?”

“What happened?” I choke out.

“I already told you in the prison. I got my wings ripped off.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I glance up, meeting his gaze for a fleeting second. The red of his eyes is haunting, and as it focuses on me, it’s alluring.

“You’re hurt pretty badly,” I mumble, focusing my attention back on his more recent wound. I realize a moment too late how stupid the words are. Of course he knows he’s hurt badly. He can feel the throbbing pain, the torn flesh and ligaments.

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “But I’m alive, so it doesn’t matter much.”

I look over his expression; it’s still suspicious, but not pain-filled. Not pained at all. “Does your species have a higher pain tolerance than humans?”

“No.”

“Then why don’t you look like you’re hurting?”

“Because I’m not. I can’t feel pain anymore.”

For a moment, I’m relieved. Lor may as well be a pot-roast, and if I make a mistake, it won’t matter all that much. But then I see his expression. His suspicion has vanished, replaced by sadness and something else. Anger.

“You miss feeling pain,” I say, and it’s not a question.

He runs a hand over his head, as if trying to push away his angry thoughts. “It sounds crazy, but… yeah. I miss it. I mean, pain is such a natural thing. It’s vital. So when you can’t feel pain, it’s like… I don’t know. It’s just…” He trails off and bites his lip.

“It’s like someone has ripped away a part of you, and you’re no longer whole,” I say slowly. “You can’t feel, you can only react. And reacting is so much less rewarding.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “You can’t feel pain either?”

“I don’t think I could really feel it properly before… someone. Now I feel it too clearly.”

“You’re not talking about physical pain, are you?” he asks.

I narrow my eyes. “Why would you say that?”

“You’re so careful with the needle. And you forget to do that kind of stuff after you lose physical pain.” He cocks his head to the side. “Emotional pain. That’s your issue, isn’t it?”

I close my eyes, trying to shut him out. “You don’t know that.”

“Yeah, I do. Your eyes tell the whole story. They’re scarred.”

I wince and don’t reply. After a few moments, I work up the courage to open my eyes. Lor is staring at me, this time his gaze more evaluating than critical. Then he smiles. It’s not that crazy grin of his, and not a façade. It’s just a small, reassuring smile, and it looks nice on his rugged face.

“You shouldn’t miss the pain,” I whisper.

He shakes his head and replies in a voice just as soft, “And you shouldn’t hide from it.”

Fifteen

I’m not hiding. I won’t hide. I can’t. 

I repeat the words to myself over and over as I move the needle toward Lor’s chest. He flinches away, probably from some instinct that hasn’t vanished with his ability to feel pain. Then he clears his throat and stills, his fist tightly clenched at his side.

The tendons running down his arm are so taut, they look like they’re about to burst from his skin. He stares at the needle, eyebrows furrowed, like he thinks the thing might attack.

A small smile twitches at the corner of my lip. Of all the things an Angel could be afraid of… “You’re scared of needles.”

He clenches his other fist into a ball. “It’s a long story.”

“What kind of long story?” I inch the needle closer to him, careful to keep my hand steady. If I wobble, and Lor gets much more scared, then he won’t let me sew him up. And if he loses too much more blood… No, I can’t think about that option.

“It’s… complicated,” Lor replies.

“Meaning you have no good excuse for being afraid of them, so you’re just going to avoid my question?”

“In a nutshell? Yeah.”

I scoff, but don’t question him any further. “Hold still. I’m going to start.”

He nods and squeezes his eyes shut. I spend the next few minutes re-stitching the gaping wound, pulling the pieces of flesh close and sewing them together. It’s tedious work, especially since I have to be careful of the already-stitched clawmarks above the one I work on.

But I find I don’t have to be gentle with Lor. At first, I do my best to move slowly and delicately, purely out of habit. But I soon find Lor isn’t lying about his inability to feel pain. He doesn’t react at all to the needle, or to my fingers tugging the torn flaps of skin back in place. He just stays stock-still, his eyes squeezed shut.

“Do you feel anything?” I ask after a moment. “Any sensation at all?”

His eyelids relax just a little bit, and I know he’s considering an answer. “All my senses are intact,” he finally says. “But the pain is gone. All I feel in its place is pressure.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. And we drop the discussion after that. I continue suturing his wound, taking my time and completing the task properly. And also taking the time to examine his tattoo again.

It’s not charcoal, and it doesn’t disappear when I lightly run my fingertip over it. The tattoo is real, and just like I remember it. I pause every minute or so to stare at it for a few moments, wondering how I should approach its topic with Lor.

Ashe never told me much about his tattoo. He told me he hated it; it was a reminder of his past, the past he couldn’t remember a single thing about. And he told me that, like the rest of his life before being captured, he didn’t know anything about it. Where he had gotten it, who had completed the intricate artwork, what it meant… It was all a mystery, both to him and to me.

I finish suturing Lor. He hesitantly peeks open his eyes when he doesn’t feel my hands for a few moments and glances down to his chest. He gives an approving nod at my work.

“You really are experienced, aren’t you?”

“Mostly on pot-roasts.” I stand from the bed and walk over to my dresser, searching for a cloth to wipe the blood off his chest.

He gives that little humming growl, and I begin to form a theory that it’s his version of a nervous laugh. He doesn’t know what to say, or how to respond, so he makes that sound.

I pick up a washcloth from my dresser, and dip in in the basin where I usually wash my face in the morning. There’s only a tiny amount of water left, most of it having evaporated during the day. But it’s enough to wet the cloth. “Where did you get that tattoo?” I ask. “It’s beautiful.”

“I was born with it,” Lor says.

I walk back to him, cupping my hand under the cloth to keep it from dripping on the carpets. Not that it matters much, anyway, since Lor has already covered them in blood. “That’s a strange thing to say,” I reply as I sit on the edge of the bed. “No one is born with a tattoo.”

“I was.” He smirks at me and winks.

I ignore the flirtatious gesture and offer him the washcloth. “Here. Get rid of that blood. And tell me more about this tattoo.”

He takes the washcloth and begins wiping at his chest. It mostly just smears around the blood; he’ll have to take a bath if he wants to actually get clean. And, even if he doesn’t want that, I’ll still force him to take one. He stinks from his time in the prison. Apparently, baths are just as rare as beds in there.

“Why are you so interested in my tattoo?” Lor asks.

I shrug. “I’m just trying to make small talk.”

He freezes, and his gaze turns up to mine. I swear his eyes have actually darkened; they look more like blood now, and less like the soft clouds of sunset. “Don’t lie to me, sweetheart. I know you didn’t save my life on a whim. You want something from me. And I’m not just going to hand anything over. I’m never going to.”

I swallow hard. My heart pounds again, and for the third time in one day, adrenaline takes control of my body. I stumble away from the bed until I reach the far wall. Somehow, I know I have to get away from Lor.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I’m telling him the truth before I can stop myself. And then I realize that it probably is my best option, after all. “I… I just wanted to know about the tattoo because of a friend.”

He raises an eyebrow and glares at me from under it. Even lying on the bed, seeping blood, and covered in grime, he looks intimidating. “A friend? A friend wants you to get information about my tattoo? Where can I find this friend?”

I shake my head. “My friend, he’s… dead.” That word sounds so hollow, like it always does. How can you describe something so horrific with one tiny word? “He died ten months ago. Someone accused him of treason, and my father killed him for it. But he was innocent.

“I’ve been trying to find his killer ever since. My search led to you—you look just like the man who got Ashe killed. And…”

I’d said his name.

I trail off as I realize this. I had broken my promise to myself; I said Ashe’s name, something I’d sworn to never do. Because the last time I said Ashe’s name, I’d said it to him as I looked into his eyes. And that was how I wanted it. Forever.

It wasn’t like that anymore.

“And you have his tattoo.” I keep speaking to stop the pressure behind my eyes. I can’t cry, not twice in one day. “You have his exact tattoo. He had the same flames tattooed on his back and shoulder.”

“You’re upset,” Lor says slowly.

I scoff and turn away. “Of course I’m upset. I’m talking about my dead friend to you.” I gesture to him. “Some filthy prisoner who lied to me.”

“If you’re upset, then you’re sincere,” Lor continues. “I think you’re telling the truth, Faye. You really had a friend with my tattoo.”

I glare at him. “What’s your point?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Lor says. “But I’m relatively sure about one thing.”

“And what’s that?”

“Your friend was Prince Jaylor, and heir to the Angel Throne.” A small smile spreads across Lor’s lips. “And he was my twin.”

Sixteen

I laugh.

This is what I get? I say Ashe’s name, break my promise, and expose my feelings. And this is what I get in return? Some delusional claim from an equally delusional prisoner?

Lor stares at me, and it hurts. I’m not sure if it’s his gaze or the laughter that’s causing the pain. Maybe both; everything hurts at this point. He looks at me in the eyes again, with that disconcerting way he has. I wonder how a crazy man can have such a penetrating gaze.

“My brother had a scar,” Lor says quietly. “Just above his left eyebrow. It looked like a tiny fishhook. I used to tease him about it and say he was destined to the greatest fisherman ever, while I was destined to be the greatest Angel King.” He shakes his head. “I guess neither of us turned out great.”

My laughter cuts off. Lor is right in front of me, but all I see is Ashe’s face. His delicate features, his thin lips and dark hair. And his eyes, so black they’re fathomless. Above his left eye is the distinctive scar Lor speaks of: a tiny, jagged fishhook that is even paler than the rest of his skin.

“You knew him,” I whisper. “You knew Ashe.”

Lor simply nods.

My legs weaken. I stumble toward my dresser and lean against it, allowing my knees to wobble and nearly give out. My heart pounds, and I don’t even try to calm it.

“My brother was stolen away when he was twelve,” Lor says. “Someone wanted his powers. They were stupid enough to think Jay would actually give away his ability.”

“That was his name?” My mind is whirling too fast to even try to absorb his other words. “Jay was his real name?”

“No, that was just what most people called him. His real name was Jaylor, the same as mine. We were twins, so we were given the same name. It’s a custom in our lands. And it’s a confusing one, so to make things easier, I took the last half of the name, and Jay took the first.”

Even as he speaks, I think of the first time Ashe met my twin cousins. When I’d introduced them, he’d peered at them curiously, and then whispered to me, “They have different names. Are they disgraced?” Only he’d whispered a little too loudly, and I had been forced to drag Ashe away from my cousins’ Guardians before they pummeled him.

Ashe had expected them to have the same name. Probably because some part of his memory, a part he didn’t even realize was there, remembered that he shared the same name with his twin. The twin that now was right in front of me, still giving me that disconcerting stare.

Lor’s other words slowly filter into my mind, and I bite my lip as I absorb them. “You say Ashe had an ability. Would it be enough of a motive for someone to want him dead?”

Lor cocks his head to the side as he considers my question. It’s a habit Ashe used to also have, and I wonder if Lor remembers that. His gaze evaluates me, and I straighten a little, urging my wobbling knees to work again.

“His ability wouldn’t cause motive,” Lor says slowly. “It’d cause obsession. Enough for entire countries to want him dead.”

“Why?” It’s the only reasonable question I can think of.

Lor’s face darkens, like it did when I questioned him in the prison, and he shakes his head. “I don’t think I should tell you that.”

“What? But I have to know. I deserve to know. Ashe was my friend. He was my… everything.”

I look down, afraid to meet Lor’s gaze. I shouldn’t have let the truth slip out like that. It makes me sound weak, helpless… empty.

“Yeah,” Lor says softly. “I get it. He was everything to me, too.”

I slowly look up. “You were close?”

“We were twins in every sense of the word. I thought I was going to die when he disappeared.” He looks away and grits his jaw. “And I think part of me did.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Jay got the worst of it. Be sorry for him.”

“I am.”

Lor sighs and looks to the ceiling. “Yeah, I can tell. You’re hurting. Looking in your eyes is like looking in a mirror. You’re in as much pain as I am.”

“So… You still hurt?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever stop. But I’ve learned to function without him.” He presses a hand to his forehead and shakes his head. “I shouldn’t be telling you all this. I hardly know you.”

“But we both knew Ashe.”

He smiles a little, the expression soft. “Yeah, we did. I guess that makes us similar, in a way.” He suddenly frowns. “Why… Why didn’t Jay ever talk about me?”

“He didn’t remember you,” I say, making my tone as gentle as I can. “His memory was wiped by some sort of magic. He couldn’t help it.”

Lor’s expression tumbles into one of grief, but then he shakes his head and grits his jaw. “At least he had someone.” He nods his head to me. “I guess that’s good.”

I nibble at my lip and then say, “Then tell me about Ashe. Everything.”

Lor raises an eyebrow at me. “You’re going to insist on calling him Ashe? Even though that isn’t his real name?”

“Yes.”

Lor says nothing, and there’s a pause. I count my heartbeats, which have slowed in the past few minutes. One, two, three…

I take a deep breath and add, “He’ll always be my Ashe.”

“And he’ll always be Jay to me,” Lor murmurs.

“So are you going to tell me about him?”

“Maybe. But not tonight.” He leans further back in the pillows. “Right now, I say we change the subject.”

I open my mouth to protest, but Lor points to the wounds on his chest. “The injured guy gets to pick the subject.”

“Since when?” I demand.

“Since now. And I’m saying we change the subject to resting. In other words, you stop asking questions, leave, and let me sleep.”

My mouth drops open just a little, but Lor’s eyes are already closed.

“Promise me you’ll tell me more about Ashe tomorrow,” I plead.

“Angels don’t make promises.”

“What? Why?”

“Once we make a promise, we have to go through with it, no matter what happens. If we don’t, we die.”

My gut clenches as I think of Ashe’s one and only promise to me. Had he known the significance of it? Had he known he was putting himself in danger when he swore everything would be okay? Probably not. But I can’t help but to think that Ashe still would have promised, even if he knew.

“You’re on my bed,” I say quietly, hoping Lor will move.

“I’m a prince, sweetheart,” he replies, as if this is an excuse for everything.

I sigh, knowing that I’ll be sleeping in the spare room tonight.

“Fine,” I mutter. “Sleep here, if you really have to. But on one condition.”

“What’s that, sweetheart?” he mumbles.

“Take a bath tomorrow. You smell like a pig sty.”

He chuckles, although the sound is groggy and cuts off short. “I usually don’t work with ‘conditions’, but I’ll accept yours. On one condition of mine.”

I open my mouth to tell him to shut up and go to sleep, but he interrupts me.

“You should also take a bath tomorrow, sweetheart. You smell like fear.”

Seventeen

I stare at the ceiling of my guest room, counting the stone blocks. I reach twenty-eight—an even number, a good number—when Lor’s words echo through my head again.

‘You smell like fear.’ 

Twenty-nine. Thirty. Thirty-one… 

I continue counting the stones, but my mind drifts away from the easy task. I wish I had something more difficult to do, something other than lying in an unfamiliar bed and counting stones. Something that would distract me.

But I have no distraction, and all I can do is grit my jaw while my mind examines Lor’s words. No, it doesn’t examine them—it dissects them, tearing each syllable apart, slicing into each word in search of meaning. But no matter how I look at them, I keep coming to the same conclusion: Lor thinks I’m afraid.

And I am.

Lor has led me one step closer to avenging Ashe. I’ll find his murderer soon, no matter what Lor says, and I’ll kill him.

So what will I do after that? I won’t inherit the throne; I’ll have the taskless job of ‘princess’ my entire life. I know that my current Guardian is only temporary; Lor will eventually find some way to escape from here. And I won’t have a husband. Ever.

I squeeze my eyes shut, remembering what I’d admitted to Lor: “He was my… everything.” 

My life will be meaningless once I kill Ashe’s murderer. It may as well be over.

And that scares me.

Eighteen

I wake the next morning to a knock at my bedroom door. My heart pounds and I take in a deep gasp. No one should be in my chambers, not this early. But then I see the light pouring in through the windows, and I realize that it’s not early at all. It’s at least midmorning.

I drag myself from the bed and yelp as I fall to the floor. My bed is shorter than usual. Then I blink a few times, clearing my mind, and realize that my bed’s height hasn’t changed. I’m just in a different bed that usual.

That’s right. Lor stole mine last night.

I straighten my nightgown and answer the door. Lor stands there, although it’s a different Lor than the one I encountered last night. This one doesn’t stumble or collapse at my feet; he stands proudly, shoulders straight, chin tilted up. His jaw is gritted, and he rubs at vambrace around his wrist. The skin around it is already raw.

He nods toward the main door of my chambers, which stands behind him down a short hallway. “Someone keeps knocking at that door.”

I peer around him, which is a bit of a task. Lor has a brawny build, and the dungeon has failed to strip all his muscle from him. It strikes me again how easily he could crush me, how quickly he could kill me, and how I could do nothing about it. But somehow I’m not scared of him.

“Do you know who it is?” I ask.

“No.”

“Then go see,” I say. “I can’t answer in my nightgown.”

He raises an eyebrow and gestures to his shirtless chest. “So it’s better for me to answer half-naked and reeking like a ‘pig sty’?” His voice turns sarcastic as he says those last words, and I know he’s mocking my previous comment.

I shove past him, not even bothering to give a response. I’m not in the mood for an argument or a comeback. When I reach the door, I yank it open and put on my best I’m-having-a-bad-morning-don’t-you-dare-piss-me-off glare. I’m sure my rumpled nightgown and hair completes the picture of a very sleep-deprived, very angry, and very un-presentable princess.

I want to hit something.

But I resist the urge and try to focus my bleary eyes on the person in front of me. It’s Farren, looking just as perfect as ever. His tunic is ironed, his shoulders straight, and his crown balanced on top of his neatly combed hair. The only non-perfect thing about him is the frown on his face.

“So I hear you’ve gone insane,” he says in a deadpan voice, not even bothering with a greeting.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Farren barges past me, into my chambers. He stops right where Ashe’s blood once dripped onto the floor. “Cut the bull, Faye. You know what I’m talking about. Choosing an Angel as a Guardian? What were you thinking?”

I shrug. “It seemed like the best choice at the time.”

“Why? What would possess you to Choose an Angel? I know you’re just trying to spite Father, but don’t you realize this will be my problem in a few months? As soon as I inherit the throne, this all falls on me. I’ll be the king with the unstable sister. I’ll be the one blamed for your antics. And you’ll be in danger from your own Guardian!”

“I wouldn’t hurt her.”

Farren whirls toward Lor, who stands in the hallway. An awkward silence takes over the conversation.

“This isn’t about spite,” I mumble lamely.

Farren takes in Lor, his eyes concerned. Then his gaze lands on Lor’s shoulders, and there’s a loud snap as Farren’s jaw clamps together. He inhales sharply through his nose. “Faye,” he growls. “This Angel has the same tattoo as Ashe.”

“My name is Lor,” Lor says. “Not ‘this Angel’.”

I shoot Lor a warning glance with a clear message: Now isn’t the time. 

Farren scoffs. “Is this why you picked him as your Guardian? Because he reminds you of the past you refuse to forget?”

I glare at the stone floor. “I couldn’t forget Ashe if I wanted to.”

“So then you admit it. This Angel—”

“I said my name is Lor,” Lor repeats, this time his tone a little closer to a growl.

Farren pins him with a glare. “This Angel is just another part of your obsession with the past.”

“I’m Jay’s brother,” Lor offers.

Farren narrows his eyes. “Whose brother?”

“Ashe,” I say. “His real name was Jay.”

Farren laughs, although the sound is far from amused. “So that’s what this is all about. You can’t move on from Ashe, so now you’re going to obsess over his brother.”

“I never—”

“You promised,” Farren hissed. “You swore you’d Choose one of the men Father wanted you to. You said you were going to forget the past and move on.”

I look to the ground. Lor shuffles his feet. Farren breathes like a horse after a hunt.

Then my twin scoffs and shakes his head. “This is ridiculous. Why am I even arguing with you? You’re hopeless, Faye. Totally hopeless.”

I grit my teeth. “I think you should leave, Farren.”

He laughs again, the sound cutting into me. “Yeah, I bet you do. You’ve completely lost your mind, haven’t you? You want me to just leave you alone with an Angel.”

I can’t meet his gaze. Instead, I stare at Lor’s tattoo. It’s worth it, I tell myself. It’s worth anything to find Ashe’s killer. 

“I really think you need to leave,” I whisper.

“You already told me that.” He stomps toward me, only stopping when he’s barely a foot in front of me. “Here,” he snaps, reaching into a pocket and pulling an envelope out. “This came for you. More intelligence about Ashe’s killer, I’m sure.” He presses the envelope into my hand and sneers at me. “You’re losing your touch, Faye. Don’t you know that legitimate messengers attract attention?”

“What…?” I can’t think of anything to say. I didn’t order any intelligence, and certainly not from a noticeable messenger.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. The rider who came galloping up to the castle today, riding like he had wolves on his tail? What did you do to scare him like that?”

“I didn’t do anything.” I tap the envelope. “This isn’t—”

“Don’t try to fool me.” He strides toward the door, his jaw and fists clenched.

“Farren, wait!”

He whirls around. “I thought you wanted me to leave?”

“Just…” I bite my lip and trail off.

He points a finger at me. “Let me get this straight, Faye. You’re my sister, and I love you. I care about you. But you obviously don’t want my care. And until that changes, I’m not going to waste my energy on you. So either drop this revenge ploy, or don’t expect to see me anymore.”

I take a shuddering breath and stare at the spot on the ground where Ashe’s blood once covered the stone blocks. His lie echos in my mind: ‘Everything is going to be okay…’

If only he were still alive. He’d know how to handle this. He’d tell me what to do.

I point to the door, not daring to meet Farren’s eyes. “Just go.”

Nineteen

I light a fire when I get back to my room. The mirror next to my wardrobe reflects the flames, and I stare into the glass for a long time, silently hoping Blaize will reappear. As much as I don’t want to see him again, he’d be a welcome distraction from the envelope fisted in my hand.

When Blaize doesn’t show, I walk over to my windows and pull the curtains over them, leaving the room sealed in darkness. The fire casts ghostly shadows on the walls, and I stare down at the envelope, wondering what’s inside. Nothing good, that’s for sure. But nothing seems to be good in my life at the moment, so that’s not much of a surprise. Before I can stop myself, I tear open the top more roughly than I have to, and yank out the letter. The message is simple:

‘Choose soon. Your country doesn’t have much time left. The invasion will come soon. 

Should you do nothing, your regret will likely kill you.’

There’s no signature, but it’s not like I need one. Blaize. He sent this.

I collapse onto my bed and bury my face in a pillow. I want out of this. Out of this situation, this decision, this life. Maybe Farren was right; maybe I am crazy for getting myself into this.

I shake my head, and my hair falls around my face. I want to stay like this forever, hidden from sight, concealed from the crazy world outside. But I still have a choice to make. Kill Father, or let my country be captured. Either way, people will suffer. Giving the country over to Shale means thousands of people forced into slavery and battle. But a war against Shale could result in just as many Irradorian casualties—or more.

I read the note again, then a third and fourth time. The words impact me one by one, crushing me. I take a shuddering breath and crumple the letter into a ball.

“No,” I murmur, throwing it into the fire.

Twenty

I startle awake as something flops down on my bed, right next to my head. I peel my eyes open to see it’s a book, the huge one Jackal gave me on mythology. But why…?

“I want to show you something.”

It’s Lor’s voice. I turn toward it and find him standing above me, his expression dark. He waves a hand at me, gesturing for me to move. I blink a couple times and peer out the window. Light pours into the guest room, brightening it with afternoon sun. Didn’t I close those curtains? And why am I in bed, when it’s afternoon?

Then I remember. Crumpling the note up, burning it, and trying to sleep away my worries. I must have fallen asleep hours ago.

“Scooch over,” Lor says.

“Lor, I am not letting you in bed with me,” I mumble. It strikes me that the book he tossed on the bed is one from my closet. Which means he’s been in my closet, and probably snooping around the rest of my room. I glare up at his bleary form.

“Move,” he insists.

“But I’m in my nightgown.”

“And I’m wearing a shirt. See, we all have clothes on. Now move.”

I blink a couple times and stare at him, just to check that he’s not lying. He’s not. He wears the fresh green tunic and brown breeches I put out for him the night before. I’d put them next to the tub in the washroom, which means he’s probably taken a bath. I sniff, relieved to find that he smells like soap and not prison.

Lor rolls his eyes. “Are you going to just keep sniffing me, or are you going to—”

“I’m moving,” I snap. I slide to the other side of the bed, and he sits next to me, folding his legs. His movements are smooth and powerful, like a wolf’s. He grabs the book and opens it, flipping through it a page at a time. One, two, three, four, five, six…

“Are you going to read me a bedtime story?”

“Hardy-har-har,” Lor mutters.

“Because, in case you haven’t noticed, it’s afternoon. Not prime time for bedtime stories.”

“Not time for sleeping, either. You should thank me for waking you up.”

I curse him and flop back onto my pillows.

“Has anyone ever told you that you can be really cranky?”

“Yes. They were never seen again.”

“Give me a second,” Lor says, ignoring my comment. He flips to another page. “It should be in here somewhere.”

I peer at the aging book. “What should be in there?”

“You want answers about Jay. I’m giving them to you.”

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. I’m not sure what answers could be in a mythology book—maybe some kind of code, or a hidden message. But, whatever it is, I’m ready to face it.

Lor continues flipping through the book, and I bite at my lip. It’s still sore from yesterday, when I bit through the skin during the Match. A minute passes, and Lor still hasn’t found the right page. I sigh, deciding I need some sort of distraction from my twisting stomach.

“Why did Ashe look so different from you?” I blurt out. “I mean, you were twins, but you looked nothing alike. He didn’t have your hair, or your build, or even your skin.”

Lor flips another page. “Angels are born differently than humans,” he says. “What I said about us all looking the same is mildly true. We take after one of our parents exactly. But only one of them. Ashe took after our mother, and I took after our father.”

I think of Ashe’s pale complexion and slender build and dark hair. The only thing Lor shares with Ashe is his eyes. They both have—had— gorgeous, wide eyes that are partially concealed with thick lashes.

I shake my head, realizing I’ve just thought of Lor as gorgeous. Sure, he’s handsome, but that’s no excuse to start ogling Ashe’s twin.

Then something strikes me. It steals my breath away, leaving me unable to voice the question I desperately want to ask. After a moment, I manage to suck in a deep breath and ask, “Lor, you said Angels take after one of their parents? Nearly exactly?”

“Yes.”

“The man I saw, the one who turned in Ashe for treason… He looked just like you. That’s why I visited you in prison, because I thought you were him. I know you’re not him, because he had different scars and he didn’t have your tattoo. But he must have been related to you.”

Lor’s finger stops trailing down the page. He finally takes his eyes off the book and looks up to me. “I know, Faye. His name is Asair. He’s my older brother.”

I close my eyes and repeat the name in my head. Asair. Asair. Asair. I can’t forget it, because the man I’ve been searching for finally has a name. He’s finally a solid target, and not a waft of smoke in the wind.

Then my stomach tightens and begins to twist. Because the man who turned in Ashe—who betrayed him, who killed him—had been his own brother. And Ashe didn’t deserve that kind of death. He didn’t deserve death at all.

“What exactly did Asair do?” Lor asks. His voice is hushed and hesitant, like he doesn’t really want to know.

I look over to him, and for the first time, I see pain in Lor’s expression. Real pain, the kind that wrenches at the soul until it’s exposed on the outside. I decide I like Lor’s soul. It’s hardened and tough, but it’s merely shielded, and not ruined.

“I’m not exactly sure,” I reply honestly. “I don’t know many details. But he appeared one day in my father’s court, and I overheard him talking to Father. All I heard at the time was Ashe’s killer… Asair telling Father that someone was traitorous. I didn’t think much about it until Ashe was taken away. After that, I found out that Asair had claimed Ashe had plans to kill me in my sleep. And he had a document that Father seemed to think proved this.” I grit my teeth. “If Asair wanted Ashe’s death, it worked. He was given an unfair trial and killed just hours after he was arrested.”

Lor winces and looks away. His hand slowly balls into a fist until it begins to shake. I consider leaving the room for safety, but then Lor lets out a long breath and shakes his head. “It wasn’t fair,” he murmurs. “Jay never did anything wrong.”

“I’m sorry.” I give him a minute longer to calm down, and then say, “I need to know where I can find Asair.”

Lor clears his throat and takes a deep breath. “Why?”

“I need to kill him.”

Lor laughs, and his lip lifts into a sneer. “Kill him? Kill Asair? No, you can’t do that. Believe me, he’s invincible. It’s part of the reason I’m here and not back at my home waiting to inherit my throne.”

“What’s the other reason?”

Lor’s shoulders arch like an offended cat. “I’m not going to talk about that,” he mutters.

I open my mouth to protest, but then Lor smacks a finger against the book, pointing to a passage.

“Here,” he says. “This is what I’ve been looking for.” He draws an invisible circle with his finger around a paragraph, and then shoves the book toward me. “Read it.”

I snatch the book from Lor’s hands and eagerly scan the pages. They’re yellowed with age, and the ink is faded is some places, but it’s still readable.

Lor makes that half growl, half hum noise. “A little eager, are we?”

“I’ve waited years to find out about Ashe,” I say. “If there’s answers in this book, I want them. Now.”

Lor taps the passage again. “Then read here.”

I peer down at the page. It takes me a moment to adjust to the ornate handwriting; it’s flowing, decorative script, and very different from the simplistic writing that fills most of my books.

‘The Angel people have passed down a legend throughout the centuries,’ the book reads. ‘The legend is called Sil Te-Fa. In our language, this title loosely translates to The Final Prophecy. The legend is said to predict the Angel people’s rise to greatness above all other species.’ 

I peer over the edge of the book to give Lor a skeptical look. He rolls his eyes.

“I know it sounds crazy,” he says. “But just keep reading.”

“You just spent all that time trying to find this? A passage about some ancient fable?”

“If I’d just told it to you, you wouldn’t have had any reason to believe me,” he says. “So just read it.”

I sigh and return my gaze to the aging paper. ‘The origins of the legend are unsure, but it is believed to be over a thousand years old. Many believe it is older than this. Because of its age, most of the legend has been lost throughout the years. But small portions of it have been passed down by mouth.’ 

I snap the book closed. “Lor, I have no interest in your people’s bedtime tales. This is ridiculous. Our time would be better spent discussing Asair.”

He takes the book from me and opens it back up to the right page. Then he hands it back to me. “If you want to know more about Asair, then read this.”

It’s my turn to roll my eyes. But I straighten my shoulders, and then turn my attention to the book.

‘The legend of Sil Te-Fa tells of twin boys who were born with ink already tattooed into their skin, in the form of fire. It is said that the first-born twin was imbued with great magical strength. The second-born was imbued with magical wisdom and intelligence, and he was the adviser to the first-born. The twins were destined to conquer all the lands of their continent. 

‘However, the human people wished to protect themselves from the Angels. Through sorcery, they created a powerful force to stop the twins. While it is believed this force once had a true name, it has been lost throughout the generations. She is now called the the Unknown. 

‘The twins and the Unknown fought a great battle, which ended in the twins death. However, before the first-born twin died, he managed to cast a spell that would continue to bring him and his twin back to life until they succeeded in conquering the lands.

‘Fearing the return of the Angel twins, the humans cast the Angels off their continent, banishing them to a foreign land across the sea. It is said that throughout the centuries, nine sets of twins have been born to Angels with the signature flame tattoos. Each set have been murdered, supposedly by the spirit of the Unknown, which continues to live on.’

I slowly close the book. The worn leather of the book’s spine crackles, and it’s the only noise in the room. I say nothing. Lor says nothing. We just think.

Then I break the silence. “You lied. This explains nothing about Asair.”

Lor chuckles and takes the book from me. “You’re more concerned about a lie than you are about my insinuation that I’m a figure from an ancient prophecy?”

“I’ve already told you. I don’t like lies.”

Lor opens the book back to the passage about the legend and absently trails his finger across the ornate writing. “It wasn’t a lie. This explains everything about Asair.” He taps the passage and looks to me, that smirk of his settling on his lips. It’s the smirk of someone happily withholding information, and my hand itches to slap him.

But I won’t slap a wounded man, especially not one who can cut off all my access and information to Asair. I shiver as I think of his name. It doesn’t feel right, and I don’t think it ever will. To me, Ashe’s killer has always been a nameless monster, a being so low that he doesn’t even deserve a name.

“Tell me what it explains about Asair,” I demand.

“It explains him. His desires, his faults, his angers.” Lor closes the book and clears his throat. Then he takes a deep breath. “Asair was born with the name Kellden. He went by Kell, and his twin brother was Den. They were born to the reining Angel King, and each had the tattoo of the flames.”

I slowly shake my head. “But I thought…” I trail off, because I’m not sure what I thought. I’m not sure about any of this.

“You thought Jay and I were the twins from the legend,” Lor says.

I nod.

“We are,” Lor says. “But Kell and Den were, too. They were the first to be born with the tattoos in three centuries. People were shocked, or maybe frightened is a better word. They’d been telling this legend for centuries, but it was just that. A legend. And now it was coming to life right in front of them.”

“How did they know the tattoo wasn’t fake?” I ask.

“They didn’t, at first. So the people demanded a test. They burned away a small circle of skin on the twins’ shoulders. Both the skin and the tattoo grew back instantly.”

I frown, remembering the branded circle close to the collarbone of Ashe’s killer.

“After the people saw the twins’ tattoo grow back right in front of their eyes, they believed he and Den were the twins from the prophecy. People honored and practically worshiped them. Everyone believed that Kell and Den were going to lead the Angels to greatness when they grew older.”

“But they didn’t.”

Lor shakes his head. “Kell and Den were raised like kings. Not like princes, but like kings. Even at a young age, they were granted privileges within the highest courts. And it didn’t work well. They didn’t have to work for any of their powers, and they—or at least Kell—took them for granted.

“Soon after my brothers turned seventeen, the Angels faced a threat from a neighboring kingdom. The courts’ plan was to just ignore it; the enemy kingdom was small, and they wouldn’t actually attack us. It was nothing but a bluff.

“But Kell didn’t see it that way. So he took part of the Angel army and led a charge against the neighboring kingdom. Den went with him. He didn’t think it was a good idea, but he’d sworn to never abandon Kell. My other brother, Jem, went to try to keep the twins safe.”

Lor pauses and looks down. He trails a finger over the writing on the cover of the book, absently tracing the curves of the letters. I hold my breath, worried I’ll interrupt his thoughts if I make the slightest sound.

“They never returned,” Lor says. “Well, Kell did. He was stripped of his title, his name, and his right to the throne. But Den and Jem died, along with most of the army. The neighboring country was stronger than the courts thought.”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

It’s the second time I’ve apologized to him today, but this time I don’t know if the apology is sincere or not. I don’t want it to be; I want Lor to feel that kind of pain. The pain of having loved ones torn away, of having them disposed of like they were nothing but an obstacle, or nothing but a threat. Like they were nothing but… nothing. Maybe if Lor feels that pain, then I won’t be the only one who has to bear it.

But part of me knows I mean it when I apologize to Lor. Because no one should have to feel that kind of pain. Ever.

Lor nods, acknowledging my words. “Kell changed his name to Asair after he was disgraced. Soon after he came back home, his tattoo disappeared. It was just gone one morning when he woke up. Part of the legend that’s not in here—” He taps the book. “—is that no traitor will ever bear the flame tattoo. Asair tried to hide that his tattoo had disappeared, but…” Lor gestures to his shoulder, where part of the tattoo is. “Things like this are hard to hide.

“Almost immediately after his tattoo disappeared, Asair did, too. Apparently, he couldn’t handle all the disgust people held for him. No one really knew where he went, but most agreed that he came to this continent. And, apparently, they were right.”

I take a moment to mull over this new information. The man who had killed Ashe hadn’t even been a man of power; he’d practically been an outcast. One who must have held a lot of spite for people who did hold power.

“So what about you?” I ask. “You also have the tattoo.”

Lor nods. “Two years after Asair left, when he would have been nineteen, Jay and I were born. We had the tattoos, so our birth also fulfilled the prophecy. I was the older twin—the one who was supposed to be the strongest—and Jay was the younger one.

“But people were more cautious about us. They’d had their hopes broken by Asair, and they weren’t willing for that to happen again. So they celebrated us, but they also watched us. Very closely.”

“That must have been torture,” I say. “I can’t imagine having an entire country monitoring your growth.”

Lor raises an eyebrow. “Doesn’t your country do the same for you?”

I shake my head. “No. They gossip about me, and they spread rumors, but they never watch me. Father doesn’t let them close.”

He grunts. “Then you’re lucky. Because, you’re right, it was torture. Jay handled it gracefully, but I… Well, I acted out. I hated being under constant scrutiny. I just couldn’t take it. Jay was the only reason I didn’t go insane.”

I brush a strand of hair out of my eyes, wanting to see Lor clearly. This next question is one I’m both afraid and desperate to ask, and I need to monitor his expression. If he lies, then I could be in big trouble. Well, I guess bigger trouble.

“What are the twins’ powers, Lor?” I ask. “What makes you so… special?” I choose my words carefully, not using the other words that come to mind: Dangerous. Deadly. Cataclysmic.

He pauses again, and returns to outlining the book’s title. I watch his fingers as they trace up and down the letters. He has delicate hands, with long fingers and very few creases on his palm. His hands are another trait he shared with Ashe.

“I’m not sure,” he finally replies, and the despair in his voice convinces me he’s telling the truth. “Part of the prophecy not in this book is that our powers become apparent at the age of twenty. I’m not that old yet, and my brothers never reached that age before their powers were taken away.”

“So you have no idea what your powers are?”

“No, not the slightest clue. That’s another part of the prophecy that’s been lost.”

I nibble at my lip, considering him and his sorrowful expression. “Why did you just tell me that, Lor? You could have lied to me. You could have told me you had already had incredible powers, and I might have believed you.”

He just keeps tracing the lines of the book. “Because Jay trusted you. So I should, too.”

“What happened to him?” I whisper. “What happened to Ashe? Was he disgraced, too?”

Lor’s hand abruptly freezes. “Disgraced? No. No, of course not. Jay could never be disgraced.” His eyes flick up to meet mine, and he grits his jaw. It’s a challenge; he wants me to disagree with him.

So I don’t. I just nod and say, “You’re right. It was wrong of me to assume that.”

He grinds his teeth, his jaw working back and forth. Then, after a long moment, he nods. “Yeah. It was. What happened to Jay is completely different than what happened to Asair. Jay was stolen away. Our enemies knew of the legend, and they were afraid it would come true. So they kidnapped Jay when he was twelve to make sure that never happened.”

I think of the first day I met Ashe, of the day the bounty hunter presented him to my father in court. The bounty hunter had worn a large grin as he’d pushed Ashe forward, and so had my father. I’d always wondered why a bewildered little boy, completely mute and beaten half to death, would make the both of them so happy.

Now I knew. Ashe was the ultimate prize. He was Prince Jaylor, their future worst enemy—but not anymore.

“So what about you? Why aren’t you back with your people?” I decide not to voice the dozens of other questions running through my mind: If he was so powerful, why had he let Chagra nearly kill him? Was he really the twin from the prophecy? And, the question that was nagging at the back of my head, slowly working its way forward: Could I trust him?

“I’m not going to talk about that now,” Lor says. “It’s kind of a touchy subject.”

The ocean churns at the base of the cliff, dashing against rocks and sending spray high into the air. Fog surrounds me, but it’s not thick enough to hide the figure in front of me. He stands at the edge of the cliff, his gaze rapidly flicking from me to the cliff-face behind him. His red eyes settle back on me, and he stumbles back a step. Rocks crumble off the ledge, tumbling into the ocean below. 

“Going somewhere?” I ask. 

“You’re not going to actually kill me.” He swallows hard. “You can’t.” 

I smile and take another step toward him, forcing him closer to the ledge. “But that’s where you’re wrong, Angel. I was created to kill you.” 

I open my eyes, gasping. My heart thuds in my chest, a frantic rhythm too fast to count. I feel numb, like the vision leeched all the feeling out of me.

“Are you okay?” Lor asks.

“Fine,” I gasp.

“You zoned out again.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

I press a hand to my forehead and squeeze my eyes shut. What had the book said about the Unknown? No, no, no. That isn’t possible. I’m not going there.

“Lor,” I whisper. “Why does the book refer to the Unknown as a female?”

Okay, so maybe I am going there.

Lor shrugs. “I don’t know. That’s one of those things that’s been lost over the years. Maybe the Unknown was a war ship? Or an enemy country? There’s a lot of dangerous things that people refer to as being female.”

“But she’s not an actual person… right?”

Lor scoffs. “Of course not. One woman couldn’t kill two powerful Angels.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“Just… I’m glad that you’re probably safe.”

He frowns at me, like he isn’t quite sure what I mean. “Yeah, I guess. Actually, I don’t think the Unknown even exists. I think it’s just a made-up part of the legend, you know, to make it sound more exciting.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure. I’ve never been threatened by anyone but my own people.”

It’s my turn to frown. “You were—?”

He snatches the book and jumps off the bed, cutting me off. “Well, I’ll leave you alone now.”

“You don’t have to go.”

He glances to me, and then to the vambrace around his wrist. His gaze changes to a glare. “I want to go.”

“I’m sorry.” It’s the third time I’ve apologized, and I want to kick myself.

“Stop looking for Asair,” he says, ignoring me. “You’ll get yourself killed.” He strides out of the room, shoulders stiff.

I sigh and watch him retreat. Light filters in through the bedroom windows, turning the stone floor a reddish color, and I can’t help but to think of Lor’s eyes.

And the eyes of the men from my visions.

Twenty-One

Lor’s footsteps retreat, and I press my face into my pillow.

“It’s not possible.”

I close my eyes and repeat the words to myself, seven, eight, nine times.

“It’s not possible.”

Ten. 

“It’s not possible.”

Eleven. 

There’s a pause as my scrambling mind forgets the next number. I take a shuddering breath, and suddenly remember. Twelve. The next number is twelve. I open my mouth to repeat it again, but something else comes out, so quiet I’m not sure if I really said it.

“I killed them.”


Part Three

Twenty-Two

Three days pass. Or at least I think it’s three days. Farren never comes to visit, and I walk around in a daze, absently filling my days with reading and people-watching from the balcony. I try to distract myself by sketching, but my drawings all turn out dark and misshaped, and I quickly give up.

Lor slowly grows furious as he can’t get the vambrace off, and finds me too dazed to help him. He demands answers about the vambrace: Would it really kill him if he took it off? Yes. But how can the magic in the vambraces have lasted for centuries? I don’t know. But you’re sure it can really kill? Yes. After that, I stop answering his questions and retreat into silence.

By the third day, he glares at me every time I pass him, and I have to make an effort to feel regret. To feel anything. I know I should ask more questions about Asair, but I’m too numb to even try. I wouldn’t be able to hear what he said, anyway. The only words in my head is what Lor told me a few days ago:

‘I don’t think the Unknown even exists.’

He has to be right. I tell myself that over and over again, until the words start to bleed together and sound like gibberish.

“You’ve been staring at that book for two hours,” Lor says, breaking into my thoughts. He’s resting on the couch across the room, his muscular frame taking up every inch of it. He doesn’t look at me as he speaks.

“Is that a problem?” I sit in the floral-pattern chair, close to the fireplace. The fire isn’t really necessary, since it’s late morning, but I feel cold all over and can’t seem to get close enough to the flames.

“Okay, let me rephrase that. You’ve been staring at the same page for two hours.”

I glance down at my book—it’s about gardening, the farthest subject from mythology I could think of—and examine the page it’s open to. I don’t recognize any of the words, but I also can’t remember turning the page recently.

He sighs. “What’s going on, princess?”

“Who says anything is going on?”

“What? Are you trying to tell me that you regularly spend two hours reading one page?”

I peer over the book and glare at him. He meets it with his own glare, the one that hasn’t left his expression for the past three days.

“Why do you care if anything is wrong?” I ask.

A small smirk pulls at the corner of his lip. “I never said anything was wrong. But you just did.”

I curse, not even bothering to keep quiet. I should have seen that one coming.

“You seem disturbed,” he says.

“That’s not the most flattering adjective you could have used,” I grumble.

“Why would I want to flatter you?”

His words break through the numbness and leave a small prick of pain. I shake my head, trying to get rid of it, knowing there’s no reason I should care what he thinks about me.

There’s an awkward silence, and then Lor says, “Look, I just want to know what’s going on with you. You look like you just saw a ghost.”

I laugh a little without meaning to. Ghosts don’t compare to what I see every time I catch my own reflection.

A monster.

A killer.

“It’s nothing,” I mumble. “Really.”

Lor tilts his head to the side and softens his gaze into a searching stare. “Do you know that you have a tell?”

“What?”

“You have a tell. When you’re lying, I mean. You say ‘really’.”

I shrug and try not to show my surprise. Ashe pointed that out to me a couple years ago, but I’m not sure how Lor picked up on it so quickly.

“What’s your point?”

“You’re lying to me. And I don’t like lies, either.”

“You could’ve fooled me,” I snap.

“Look, I already apologized for lying to you. And I’ve already more than made up for it by telling you things you probably should never know. So I deserve an answer. What’s wrong?”

I let my head fall back. My long bangs flop into my face, and I don’t bother to brush them away. I can see my hair in the corner of my eye, so dark it almost gleams blue. ‘Like a raven,’ Ashe once said. I remember swatting him for that, and reminding him that ravens are a symbol of death in Irrador. He’d teasingly called me “raven” after, just trying to irk me. But soon after that, he started calling me “sparrowhawk”. His little sparrowhawk. He’d said I was just like one: small, but fierce and beautiful. The nickname always made me smile.

I shouldn’t have argued when he called me “raven”. Because Ashe was right the first time.

I open my mouth to tell Lor everything, to admit to the monster I am. But my throat constricts and my mouth dries out, and I can’t say anything.

“I’m going to go lay down in my room,” I say instead. My voice is raspy and high instead of the nonchalant tone I was aiming for.

Lor scoffs and shakes his head. “Fine. Run away, if you have to. That tactic seems to treat you well.”

“I’m not running.”

“What do you think you’ve been doing, sweetheart? Chasing after Asair? Taking me as your Guardian?”

I stand from my seat, fists clenched. “I’m trying to avenge your brother’s death!”

Lor laughs, the sound derisive and cutting. “No, you’re not. You’re running from his death.”

“You don’t know me,” I hiss.

“You’re right, I don’t. But I know running when I see it. You don’t want to admit that my brother is dead, so you’re putting on this little revenge gimmick to distract yourself.”

“Gimmick?” I repeat, my voice a snarl.

“You wouldn’t really kill Asair, not even if he was standing right in front of you. You’re the one who’s going to die when you find him. You don’t have it in you to kill.”

I close my eyes, trying to ignore Lor’s biting words. All it does is make me focus on the simmering rage in my gut. I gasp in a deep breath, taking the anger in, absorbing it. “But that’s where you’re wrong,” I whisper.

Twenty-Three

Two days after our fight, Lor’s wound is nearly healed, and he’s growing restless. I wish I could say the same. It takes all my effort to just get out of bed in the morning, and my head constantly aches with swirling thoughts.

Lor spends most of the morning pacing up and down the hallway, a book in one hand, and a half-eaten apple in the other. He keeps tossing the apple high into the air, catching at it, nibbling a little bite off, and then tossing it again. All the time, his eyes stay focused on the book, which he reads as he paces.

I watch Lor from my chair in the sitting room, unsure how he can be related to Ashe. Lor passes me again in a flurry of footsteps and soft mutterings as he quietly reads the book out-loud. Ashe would never act in such a way; he’d read his book like a civilized person.

I take a deep breath and try to focus on my own book in front of me. This one is about agriculture, and the words slip away from me just as fast as they did the other day. And Lor isn’t helping. With his pacing, and his apple thunk-thunk-thunk-ing into his palm, it’s nearly impossible to focus.

My thoughts slip away from the words in front of me and wander back to Ashe and his books. He’d always loved my library. Nearly every morning, I’d wake to find him perched on the edge of the balcony with a book in his hand. His legs would swing back and forth in an unmeasured rhythm, and every once in a while, he’d shift to the right to follow the rays of the rising sun. He’d always looked happiest then.

“I need to get out of here,” Lor says, breaking into my thoughts.

I ignore him and flip to the next page.

“Did you hear me?” Lor strides over to the chair and halts right in front of me. “I need to get out of this place. Now. Before I go insane.”

I peek over the edge of my book to look at him. He’s a different man than the Lor I first encountered. He no longer looks unkempt, but instead… princely. It’s really the only word suitable for him.

He’s clean now, and dressed in proper clothes: brown breeches and a sage-green tunic. It’s the attire of a Guardian, and Lor looks the part. He stands tall—even taller than I first thought—and his shoulders are straight and proud. He’s cut his hair so it’s barely an inch long, and even though only lowly foot-soldiers usually wear their hair like that, he manages to pull off the look.

And Lor is building back the muscle he lost in prison. His wound is almost completely healed—something I can’t explain, and something he doesn’t want to. But he’s healthy enough to spend most of the past few days holed up in one of my spare rooms, doing push-ups and sit-ups. As he works out, he sometimes sings tuneless songs under his breath. His cadence is as terrible as Ashe’s, but the words sound nice. They’re short and eloquently simple, and I guess they’re part of his native tongue.

I wait a moment longer before replying, trying to straighten out my thoughts. “You can’t leave my chambers. Father says I’m supposed to stay in here until my mind is more rested.” Which basically means he’s grounding me like a toddler, but I keep that part to myself.

Lor waves his hand, as if flicking away my words. “I’m not going to be kept holed up in some girl’s room just because you’re being stubborn.”

I flip the page of my book and read the first sentence, hoping it will make me look calm. “I’m a princess,” I say. “Not ‘some girl’. My chambers are quite nice, and you should be grateful that I’m sharing them with you.”

“I don’t have any choice but to share them,” Lor snaps. “You picked me as your Guardian. Remember? I’m your eternal partner, and all that crap.”

“I could have left you to be eaten,” I say.

He scoffs. “Don’t try to sound charitable, sweetheart. The only reason you saved me is because of my tattoo.”

I peek over the page again and raise my eyebrows. “I still could have left you.”

Lor grunts and crosses his arms, turning away from me. But he doesn’t move. He just stands there, book in one hand, apple core in the other, and stares out the window. After a moment, he begins tapping his foot in a terribly uneven rhythm.

“Are you throwing a tantrum?” I ask.

“No.”

“I think you are. You’re a sore loser.”

He taps his foot a little faster.

“It’s nothing really to be ashamed of,” I say, and turn back to my book. “Some of my cousins were still throwing hissy-fits at your age. It comes along with the territory of being royalty. You always want to win, and you hate to lose.”

“You sound like you’ve been reading my uncle’s psychology theories,” Lor mutters.

“Your uncle’s what?”

He sighs. Then he shakes his head and mutters something under his breath, in that strange, beautiful language of his. “I keep forgetting I’m in an undeveloped land.” He turns back to me and spreads his arms wide, in a flourishing gesture. “Psychology. It’s the science of the mind. How it thinks, how it works, how it memorizes. On a basic level, how it functions.”

I slowly shake my head. “You must have a very strange uncle.”

Lor grins that crooked smile of his. He can’t seem to help from doing it, even when he’s upset. “He is kind of strange. Brilliant, but strange.”

“Tell me more about your family,” I say. “Are they all involved in the sciences?”

Lor smirks. “Nice try, but you’re not going to distract me. I still need out of this place. Preferably soon. Like right now.”

I close my book, letting it snap shut with a thump and a waft of old-paper smell. “Make me a promise. I’ll take you out of here, but you have to tell me more about your family.”

Lor grins and nods.

I wave a hand toward the library. “All right, fine. We can sneak out the back way. But…”

Lor doesn’t hear me trail off. He just punches the air, gives a little whoop, and jogs toward the library door. Apparently, he wasn’t exaggerating when he said ‘right now’.

I finish my sentence in my head. ‘But I still need you.’ There’s a very good reason I haven’t let Lor leave my chambers. It’d be so easy for him to try to escape and get struck down by the Guardian vambrace. And it’d be very hard for me to try to find Asair if Lor dies.

If Lor tries to escape, I’ll stop him, no matter what it takes.

We are eternally bound, after all.

Twenty-Four

My panting breaths echo in the passage. I turn and shoot Lor a small glare, and he smirks back, seeming to read my mind: It’s not fair that this walk isn’t winding him at all.

“You know,” I growl, “when you said you wanted to get ‘out’, I was expecting a visit downstairs to see Farren, or something like that.”

“What can I say, sweetheart,” Lor replies. “I don’t like living up to expectations.”

Our voices reverberate throughout the small tunnel, reminding me why I hate this passage. Sure, it’s convenient having a hidden tunnel connected to my library. And, sure, it’s pretty much the only way I can escape from my chambers without an escort. Still, the passage is tiny and dank and claustrophobic. Not exactly what I call travelling in style…

“How’d you find this place, anyway?” Lor asks. He’s hunched over to avoid hitting his head on the dripping stone ceiling. But his pace is leisurely, his strides as confident as always. He doesn’t seem to notice that I’m scrambling down the steep passage, desperate to escape its confines.

Or maybe he does notice, and he’s just enjoying watching me get uncomfortable.

Yes, that’s definitely it.

I gasp in a breath and remember that Lor asked me a question. “I had a vision of it.”

His smirk melts away, replaced by a puzzled expression. “You’ve mentioned these visions a couple times. What are they?”

I think of telling him to stop prying, but then I realize that I’m going to break out in a sprint toward the exit if I don’t distract myself somehow. And a conversation would be the perfect distraction.

“They’re the reason my country hates me,” I reply. He raises an eyebrow, and I take it as a cue to go on. “The visions started when I was about three. I started seeing… things. When I described it to Father, he thought I was seeing the future.”

“What’s so bad about that?” Lor asks.

“Nothing. Sages see the future, and my country has a great respect for them. Everyone thought they were extinct, so as soon as Father declared I was a Sage, the people practically revered me.”

“That doesn’t seem to have lasted,” Lor states drily.

I rub my face and glare at him through the cracks of my fingers. “Thank you, Sir Obvious Statement.”

“That’s Prince Obvious Statement. And, seriously, I want to know. What happened?”

I take my hands away from my face and look forward, focusing on the steep floor. I don’t want him to see my face or the angry sneer twisting my lips. It’s been years since the people started accusing me of witchcraft, and I should be over it by now.

But I’m not.

“When I got older, I figured out that I was seeing the past, not the future. Everything I saw had already happened, and when I finally told my dad this… Well, things didn’t go well.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Sage’s don’t see the past, only the future. But magic-users often have glimpses of the past.”

“And I’m assuming magic-users aren’t welcome in this land?”

“The penalty for using magic is death. The only reason I’m still alive is because Father has a soft spot for me. Plus, he doesn’t personally think I use magic. He thinks I’m cursed.”

And I am. I can’t think of a worse curse than seeing the past, and knowing I can do nothing to change it. The wars, plagues, famines—they’re all set in stone. And the deaths…

No. I’m not going to think about the visions of death, the ones with my own thoughts in them. I can’t think about that, because I can’t be the Unknown.

Hopefully.

We approach the exit of the tunnel, a small wooden door leading out to the castle gardens. But, even as I reach the door and press on it, Lor doesn’t respond. He stares at me with a mixture of curiosity and wariness, and I try to ignore his glance as I shove open the rickety door and step outside.

Right into the path of a man.

I yelp and stumble back, and the man whirls toward me, his eyes narrowed. Lor scrambles out of the tunnel and slams the door closed, as if he thinks the man hasn’t already seen it. The man’s lip curls into a smirk as he examines the vegetation-covered door, which blends perfectly into a stone wall of ivy.

“Well,” he says, tilting his head as he examines me, and then Lor. “It looks as if this castle has more secrets than one would imagine.

He has a strange accent that makes his words sound like a gentle, monotonous purr. It would probably be enough to make me sleepy, if my veins weren’t about to burst from the sheer amount of adrenaline pumping through them.

“Who… who are you?” I sputter. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same,” he says, a predatory smile growing on his lips. “In fact, I think I will: What is a tiny, little human like you doing with this great-big Angel?”

I ignore the sarcastic drawl, and snap, “Answer my questions. I demand it.”

The man chuckles and leans against an ancient oak tree that stands right next to the door. “Sorry, little human, but Dragons don’t take demands.”

Dragon? He’s got to be joking. Dragons haven’t visited Irrador for years, not since our last war decades ago that ended in a hesitant treaty. Dragons don’t come to human lands, and humans wouldn’t dare cross into Dragon territories. Period. Besides, this man looks nothing like the ferocious Dragons I always imagined. He’s of medium height and slim, with dark hair cut close to his scalp.

But, as I look more closely at the man, I notice his eyes. They’re a piercing blue color, so vibrant that they almost look like they’re glowing. And his pupils… I stumble back as I take them in. They’re nothing but vertical slits, like some sort of reptile’s.

He smiles, displaying perfectly straight teeth. “Surprised to see one of my kind, princess?”

As he speaks, Lor moves closer to me, taking one step forward so he’s slightly in front of me. Maybe he does have some basic Guardian instincts, after all.

I swallow hard and say with as much confidence as I can muster, “Princess? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He laughs, the sound smooth and lulling, but somehow scathing at the same time. “Don’t think you can mess with me, Faye. I know very well who you are.”

“How?” Lor demands. His fist is slowly clenching, and I think back to my lessons from Jackal. He’d always said that the Dragons and Angels hold grudges against each other, and now I believe it. Lor is glaring at the Dragon like he’s ready to rip into the creature, while the Dragon’s hand slowly ventures toward his side, where I’m guessing he keeps a knife of some sort.

“Well,” the Dragon says, turning to Lor, “what do you know, the Angel does speak.”

“My name is Lor, not ‘the Angel’.”

The Dragon makes a clucking sound. “Careful giving your name out so carelessly, prince. It could very well get you into trouble.”

Lor scoffs. “You’re forgetting that my kind isn’t crippled by your ancient magic. I could never get in trouble by merely giving my name.”

The Dragon’s predatory smile grows. “Would you like to swear on that, Angel?”

I glance back and forth between them, trying to follow their conversation. Ancient magic is supposed to be empowering, not crippling. Unless… What was it Jackal always told me? If a race gives themselves over to magic, they lose something in return.

Right, that must be what Lor and the Dragon are going on about. According to Jackal, Dragons lost their ability to use their real names. And as Lor explained, Angels can’t make promises without going through with them.

For once, I’m feeling very glad to be a mere human.

If that’s what I really am…

“How do you know who I am?” I ask, keeping my voice as steady as possible.

The Dragon looks away from Lor and back to me. I can’t help but to flinch as his reptilian eyes scan over me, taking in every inch of my body. My instincts scream at me to run, but I root my feet in the ground and stare evenly back at the Dragon. He smiles, although he looks more amused than impressed.

“Dragons just know things,” he finally says in response.

A harsh laugh comes from our left, and I whirl toward it. The sound is scratchy and ruined, and I recognize it instantly.

Jackal steps out from behind the oak tree, and I wonder if he’s been there the entire time, or if he just got here. Either way, Jackal doesn’t seem happy with the conversation I’m having, and I look away from him as he glares at me.

“Don’t listen to a word he says, Faye,” Jackal states. “He’s a liar.”

“And you’re not?” the Dragon demands, although he’s smiling again, and doesn’t seem at all put-off by the accusation.

Jackal glances over to the Dragon. “Don’t test me, Slaike. I came here on your terms. Show a little respect for that.”

Slaike, which I imagine is the Dragon’s alias, just keeps smiling. I wait for his posture to grow defensive, but he remains calm, not at all worried about Jackal’s presence. And the way Jackal talks to Slaike almost reminds me of the way he talks to me and Jolik, and his other trainees. Slaike couldn’t be another one of Jackal’s students, could he?

Before I can ask, Lor turns to Jackal and demands, “How does this Dragon know so much?”

“That’s not your place to ask,” Jackal replies.

“I’m a prince. It’s always my place to ask.”

Jackal scoffs. “Maybe in your lands. But here you’re a prisoner, not a prince. Start getting used to it.”

Lor bristles and clenches his fists tighter, and I grab the back of his tunic, ready to hold him back if he lunges at Jackal. I don’t care how big Lor is; Jackal will beat him to pulp, if he tries anything.

I straighten my shoulders, trying to look as intimidating as possible. It’s probably not my brightest idea, since I’m surrounded by a Dragon, an Angel, and a Vampire, but I shake away that thought and focus on looking confident.

“He may not be royalty here,” I say to Jackal, “but I am. And I want to know how this Dragon knows so much.”

“Because I told him,” Jackal replies calmly. He crosses his arms over his chest and raises an eyebrow, daring me to argue further.

He really should know by now that I take that kind of dare as an invitation. I stand as tall as I can and say, “You’re endangering both Lor and me by handing out that kind of information. Why?”

Slaike scoffs. “Endangering? Surely you don’t think Jackal would purposely but you in harm’s way.”

Of course I don’t. But this Dragon doesn’t need to know how much I trust Jackal, so I just calmly meet his gaze and say, “You don’t know me, Dragon. Don’t try to pretend you do.”

He smiles viciously, lifting his lips to expose long, sharp canines. “I know more about you than you do, Faye. Pretending otherwise would be a joke.”

“Slaike,” Jackal says sharply. I wait for him to tell the Dragon how wrong he is, but Jackal doesn’t say anything else. He just gives Slaike a harsh look that makes my stomach churn. Could Slaike actually be telling the truth? And if he is, what could he possibly know about me that I don’t?

A rustling interrupts my thoughts, and we all whirl toward the sound. Slaike draws a long dagger from a sheath at his side, and the rest of us clench our fists. A minute passes, and there’s no sound but chirping birds, and the distant crashing waves. Then the rustling comes again, closer this time.

“Expecting someone else?” I murmur to Jackal. He shakes his head, and I clench my fist tighter, taking a single step toward the sound.

I think my lungs are about to burst from holding my breath. But, just then, a deer bounds out from behind the oak tree. It freezes as it sees us, its eyes wide and startled.

Slaike curses and shoves his dagger back into its sheath, while Jackal and Lor instantly relax their postures. But I’m frozen as I stare into the deer’s eyes. It has red irises, so vibrant that it reminds me of fire. I point to it, but just as I’m about to tell the others what I see, the deer bounds off.

“This is what we get for meeting in an unsafe spot,” Slaike growls at Jackal.

“It was just a deer,” Jackal replies. “Nothing to worry about.”

“And if it had been someone?” Slaike asks, his lip turning up in a sneer.

Jackal doesn’t reply, and instead turns to me. “You need to leave now, Faye. Slaike and I have things to discuss in private.”

“Things about me?” I challenge.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you leave right now and tell no one that there is a Dragon on castle grounds.”

“And why should I listen to you?”

“Because you always have, and I’ve never failed you.”

I sigh, knowing there’s no way I can argue with that. “Whatever you say, Jackal.” I grab Lor’s arm and tug at him, leading him toward the back of the gardens.

“No,” Jackal says, stopping me. “You need to go back to your chambers.”

“What? Why?”

“Why do you think, Faye? Practically everyone in this city knows you Chose an Angel. If they see you with him, they’ll know who you are.”

“I’ve already thought of that,” I say.

Jackal raises a skeptical eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yes, really. If someone sees us, I’ll tell them I’m Lor’s servant.”

Lor chokes on a laugh, and I elbow him in the side. But Jackal doesn’t seem nearly as amused. He shakes his head and says, “Do you realize how many ways that plan could go wrong?”

“Yes,” I state blandly. “But what else am I supposed to do? Never leave my chambers for the rest of my life?”

“That’s one option,” Jackal says.

I roll my eyes and tug Lor further away from Jackal, heading toward the back exit of the gardens. What is Jackal’s issue? In all the years he’s been my mentor, he’s never cared much about my safety. Now he’s acting like a fretting mother.

“Get back here, Faye,” Jackal snaps. “It’s not safe out there.”

I ignore him and continue walking, Lor trailing along beside me. Jackal may be my mentor, and he might always be right, but he’s not this time. The moment he started keeping things from me, he was wrong.

I don’t slow my pace until we’re out of the gardens.

Twenty-Five

We make it to the stables without being caught. We’re seen, of course; it’d be impossible for people not to notice Lor, with his height and princely presence. But no one stops us for a conversation, and no guards stop me with orders from Father. We both breathe a sigh of relief as the stables come into view.

“Pick a horse,” I say as we enter the stone building. I gesture to the rows of stalls that line the walls. The royal stables are small, with little more than twenty stalls. It’s nothing but a speck compared to the general stables beside it.

Lor halts in the middle of the entrance. He looks around and rolls his shoulders, as if he’s preparing for some kind of fight. I walk over to the horse I usually ride—Tamal, an aging gelding with a gentle personality—, but I keep an eye on Lor. He doesn’t budge from the entrance. His shoulders roll again, and he tilts his chin up in a challenging stance.

“Needles and horses,” I say.

He clears his throat. “What?”

I stroke Tamal, smoothing the spot on his forehead where his coat meets and forms a little spiral. “Everyone has at least two fears. Yours are needles and horses.”

“Why do you have to be so observant?” Lor mutters.

“I’m not. You’re just really obvious.”

Lor lets out another hum-growl. And then he just keeps standing there, his shoulders rolling and his chin tilting higher and higher. After a moment, his foot begins tapping out another uneven rhythm.

I call to one of the stable boys cleaning out a stall. He scurries over to me, his eyes wide and curious. He can’t be older than fourteen years or so, and he’s skinny as a stick. I don’t recognize him, which makes me want to walk right back out the door. Usually, Arc is the boy who works this stable during the day; he’s the type I know I can trust to keep quiet about my presence. Of course, no one in this stable knows I’m the princess. But it’s still best to keep things quiet, in case Father gets word that I’m coming here without his permission.

“What’s your name?” I ask the new boy.

“Keth.” But he’s not looking at me while he replies; his eyes are on Lor, and Keth takes one step back while he examines my Guardian. He swallows hard.

“Keth, would you saddle Tamal for me?”

Keth nods, although he looks slightly baffled that I’m asking him. Most of the riders in this stable bark orders and wave around their hands with hurried commands. There’s no asking involved. No politeness.

I step away from the stall and let Keth enter. He busies himself with brushing down Tamal, who lazily swishes his tail back and forth. Keth feels my gaze and drops his brush. He curses, and then gasps and covers his mouth. He glances over his shoulder at me, his face flushing to a bright shade of red.

I just smile at him and leave him to his work. Then I walk over to Lor and stand in front of him. “Don’t be a coward. Choose a horse to ride. It’s the only way we’re getting off the castle grounds.”

Lor swallows hard, just like Keth had. It’s odd seeing such a huge man just as scared as a young boy, but then I remember that Lor isn’t all that old himself. Nineteen, if his story from the other night was accurate, and if my count it correct.

“We could walk,” he suggests.

“I’m not walking two miles in a dress,” I say. “Either you’re riding off the castle grounds, or we’re going back to my chambers.”

Lor’s jaw slides side to side, slowly grinding his teeth. He opens his mouth, and for a moment, I think he’s about to agree. But all he does is mutter something under his breath.

“Haven’t you ridden a horse before?” I ask. “It couldn’t have been that bad.”

“No,” he says. “I’ve never ridden one before.”

I raise an eyebrow and lean against a post holding up the stable ceiling. Ashe once taught me that if one person acts at ease, others are likely to follow along. Although I’m not sure convincing Lor to ride a horse will be quite as simple as leaning against a wooden post. “You’ve never ridden one? Then how have you traveled? By foot?”

He scoffs. “Of course not. My people aren’t barbarians. We travel using gryphons.”

“Gryphons?”

He rolls his eyes and mutters something else under his breath. Then he rubs his temples, like he’s preparing to explain something to a stubborn toddler. “Yes, gryphons. You know what I’m talking about… Don’t you?”

I shake my head, and he groans.

“Your people are so uncivilized,” he grumbles.

“Civilized or not, you’re stuck with us for the moment,” I say. “And these—“ I gesture to the horses around us, “—are what we use for travel. So chose one, and I’ll have Keth saddle him.”

Lor makes that little hum-growl noise. “At least you know how to use saddles.” He pushes past me and strides down the aisle with a stiff walk, recoiling when one of the horses whinnies.

I stare after him, shaking my head. He’s going to have to be more careful to hide displays that show he’s a foreigner. If he’s going to survive in Irrador, he’ll have to conceal his Angel side.

I brush a stray strand of hair from my face, and do my best to also brush away the thought. Now isn’t the time for it; I need to concentrate on keeping Lor from having a full-on panic attack. Besides, word has already spread around that he’s an Angel, and I don’t think his actions could do much more harm. Father already wants him dead, and I’m already disgraced. I don’t see how he could do much more damage.

“I’ll ride this one,” Lor calls from down the aisle.

Lifting my skirts a little, I walk toward him. I take a take breath and focus on exhaling to keep myself from cursing the person who came up with the most recent women’s fashion. All the royal women are expected to wear long dresses with poofy skirts and flowing fabrics. They might as well have put a ball and chain around all our ankles.

As I reach Lor’s side, my stomach churns, and my deep breath turns into a hiccup. No. Lor can’t choose this horse. Any horse but this horse.

“He’s pretty,” Lor says. He peers closer at the pure-black mare and frowns. “He is… Isn’t he?”

“She,” I snap. “Em is a girl. She’s gorgeous, and you can’t ride her.”

Lor reaches his hand out to pet the mare. But he looks more like he’s about to poke her, and I swat his hand away. Lor yelps and recoils. He shakes out his hand, as if I’ve actually hurt him, and then sticks it under his other arm. I pet Em’s neck the correct way, and pretend not to notice as Lor glares at me.

“What is with you?” Lor demands. “First you tell me to choose a horse, and then you beat me when I just do what I’m told.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t be overly-dramatic.”

“I want to ride this one,” he says, and he makes a hesitant gesture toward Em. “Is there something terribly wrong with that?”

“Yes,” I snap. “She’s vicious. She’ll buck you off and trample you if you even try to ride her.”

I wait for Lor to recoil again, but he just shoots me a suspicious look. He glances to Em, and then back to me. “She doesn’t seem all that vicious to me.”

“She is,” I insist weakly. “She’ll kill you.”

Lor reaches out presses his broad palm against Em’s forehead. The mare doesn’t react, other than to toss her head a little. “This was Jay’s mare,” he murmurs. “Wasn’t she?”

I look away. I just can’t… watch. Watch as Lor presses his hand against the mare in the same place Ashe always did. Watch as he smiles a little, hesitantly admiring Em with the same uncertainty as Ashe. Watch as Lor steps in and tries to replace my Guardian. My best friend, the Angel I loved.

“No,” I lie.

In the back of my mind, I remember what Ashe once said about this mare when I asked why he liked the horse so much: “She has a spirit like yours, my little sparrowhawk,” he’d explained to me. “She’s strong-willed, but kind at heart. How could I not love her?”

I blink away tears as Lor continues stroking the mare’s neck. “She was Jay’s,” he says. “I know it.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know a lot of things, sweetheart. And I know that you’re acting weird, and the only times I’ve seen you act weird are when we discuss Jay.” He pats Em and repeats, “This was his mare.”

I grit my jaw and take a deep breath. In and out. Then I do it another time, filling my lungs and releasing the air. For once, it does nothing to calm me.

“You cannot ride her,” I snarl. “She belongs to Ashe.”

Lor grins, and I clench my hand to keep from slapping him. I don’t care if he’s a prince, or a figure from a prophecy. He’s my Guardian now. And, if he’s so determined to replace Ashe, he may as well at least act a little like his twin.

Lor makes a sweeping gesture with his hand, motioning to all the horses in the stables. “I thought your royalty could come down and ride any one of these things they wanted? You did say that no one actually owns a particular horse, didn’t you?”

I grit my teeth until my jaw aches. I had said that, and I’d been telling the truth. All the horses in here are strictly reserved for the royalty living in the castle. But few of us actually owned any one horse, except for Father.

“So,” Lor continues, taking my silence as confirmation, “unless you spend a lot of time down here telling other people this poor mare is vicious…” He raises an eyebrow and pats Em again, as if needing to prove to me that my own words are a lie. “Then I’d guess that you don’t care about her being ridden. You just care about me being the one to ride her.”

I wait for some retort to rush out of my mouth, but nothing comes. Lor seems to steal that ability from me. “You can’t ride her,” I whisper. “End of story. Now find another horse.”

Lor smirks at me and winks. “As you wish, sweetheart.”

Twenty-Six

I’ve heard stories of beaches that are comfortable to walk across with bare feet. I’m not sure if shores like those are real, but if they are, they exist far from Irrador.

The sand of Irrador is dark and rough and the consistency of fine gravel. Sharp bits of white shells stick out among the black, and it looks like someone scattered salt and pepper all across the beach.

Tamal’s hooves strike the sand in a leisurely, steady rhythm. Behind me, Lor curses at his horse—a stallion, of course; it’s only suiting for his ego. I turn in my saddle and give him an exasperated look, but Lor doesn’t notice. He’s too busy trying to untangle his reins, which he’s somehow gotten into a knot.

“Primitive,” he spits. “Your people are primitive.”

I scoff and face forward again. “In our culture, men are expected to be able to ride by the time they’re four years old.” I wave a hand at him, gesturing to him and his general inadequacy. “That makes you the primitive one.”

“I know how to ride,” Lor snaps. “Just not in such a ridiculous method and on such fragile beasts. Do you realize how helpless your steeds are? Do you? And yet you base entire units of your army on these things. It makes you utterly primitive.”

I can’t help but to smile a little at the way Lor’s speech is slowly becoming more formal, and how his accent grows stronger with each word. It seems instinctual for him to revert to princely mannerisms when he’s upset. “You’re awfully worked up about my country’s primitiveness, for a man who doesn’t understand the concept of wearing a shirt.”

This has led to a bit of tension between us in the past few days. Lor claims that it itches when fabric comes in contact with the scars on his back, and that he shouldn’t have to wear any type of upper-body clothing. Period. End of conversation. He won’t see it any other way.

And I won’t have my Guardian walking around half-naked. I keep trying to tell myself that it’s just inappropriate, or that it’s the scars on his back that are bothering me. But, in reality, it’s his tattoo that’s so unsettling.

Every time I look at Lor’s tattoo, I see Ashe. It’s as if he never died, as if he’s right there in front of me. Then Lor makes some rude comment, or smiles needlessly, or does something else Ashe would never have done. And I realize that I’ll never see Ashe again, and that Lor’s presence is nothing but self-inflicted torture. Necessary torture. But still torture.

Lor grumbles some excuse for his lack of shirt, which he took off as soon as we were out of sight from the stables. The scars on his back clearly show, and I mentally keep kicking at myself for staring at them. I can’t help but wonder if he lost his ability to feel pain before or after his wings were torn off.

Lor jerks at his stallion’s reins a couple times. He doesn’t seem to realize that pulling backward is a signal to stop, and he kicks at the horse’s flanks as the stallion tries to slow down.

“You’re lucky you picked the only stallion in the stables about to drop dead from old age,” I call back to him. He’s rapidly falling behind me, and I have to raise my voice more than before. “Otherwise, he’d have trampled you to death by now. You can’t just kick horses like that.”

“What is it with you threatening me with trampling deaths?” Lor calls back. He heaves a frustrated sigh and drops the reins, throwing his hands up like he doesn’t even want to touch them anymore. The stallion shakes his head back and forth, feeling the freedom Lor has just given him. Then he lowers his neck and nibbles at something in the sand.

I guide Tamal in a half-circle and urge him to canter back toward Lor. Lor’s eyes grow wide at our fast approach, and he eyes my hands on the reins.

“Relax.” I pull Tamal to a halt just a couple feet away from Lor’s stallion. It’s much closer than I need to be, and I’m rewarded when Lor swallows hard and shudders. “I’m not going to trample you,” I say. “Unlike you, I know how to ride a horse.”

Lor clears his throat, although the sound is weak. “Why do you ride differently from the other women here?” he asks. “They all ride like they’re getting ready to jump off at any moment.” He looks down at his horse and makes a face. “Which is actually pretty smart.”

I roll my eyes and reach over to snatch Lor’s reins. We’ve made it to the beach, and no one is here to see us. I can guide Lor now, without anyone getting upset about a ‘lady’ doing a man’s duty.

“It’s called riding side-saddle,” I reply as I tie Lor’s reins to the horn of my saddle. I give them a tug, ensuring they’re secure, and then nudge my horse forward. “It’s custom for women to ride like that. And it’s horribly uncomfortable, ridiculous, and even dangerous.”

Lor just nods his head, as if this doesn’t surprise him. “That sounds like the kind of custom your people would have.”

I glare at him, but I can’t bother myself with a retort. Because he’s right; my country’s customs do tend to be uncomfortable, ridiculous, and even dangerous. Our eternal Guardians, and poofy dresses, and Matches make us… different. But somehow I’m convinced it’s a good different. The kind that feels familiar. The kind I wouldn’t like to see end anytime soon.

I shudder, my thoughts drifting to Shale. And to my choice.

“Where are we going?” Lor asks when I don’t respond. He’s frowning down at his stallion, and trying to steer him by repeatedly kicking his flanks. The poor animal has figured out that ignoring Lor is the best option, and plods along after Tamal.

“You wanted to get out.” I make a broad gesture with my hand to our surroundings. The salt-and-pepper sand. The wispy clouds overhead that block out the sun. The pounding surf just yards away. “So we’re out.”

Lor makes that little grunting noise in the back of his throat. I can hear the displeasure in it, and I know that his version of ‘getting out’ includes something a little more exiting. Or at least something that doesn’t involve horses.

Our mounts trudge along down the beach, their footsteps creating soft sucking sounds in the damp sand. We both allow silence to overtake our feeble attempt at a conversation. Lor is brooding, I can tell. As cocky as he tries to appear, he’s upset about the whole situation. He doesn’t like being trapped as my Guardian.

He continues to glare at the vambrace around his forearm. He despises it, and I don’t have to ask to know. It’s what binds him to me, what keeps him from running away.

“I’m still not convinced the vambrace’s magic is real,” he’d told me the other day. 

“Why?” 

“Human magic doesn’t last that long,” Lor said. He tapped the vambrace. “That spell probably faded from this thing centuries ago. If it ever existed.” 

I’d raised an eyebrow at him. “You want to test that theory?” And that shut him up.

I sigh and shake away the memory. It’s strange to think that he should be trapped by a simple piece of leather. Him, a prince. Royalty. Part of a prophecy. And yet here he is, trapped as a Guardian to a disgraced princess. It’s not fair.

But life’s not fair.

We approach the end of the beach, where a cliff-face interrupts the sand and juts out into the ocean. Our horses slow and then stop. No one moves. At first the only sound is the heavy breaths of my horse, and the slight wheezing of Lor’s aging stallion. But then others begin to filter in. The calls of seagulls, and waves carrying their cries out to sea. Sand skittering along the shoreline, driven by the wind. Those sounds have become so steady and monotonous, I have to focus to hear them. But, when I do, they create something natural and harmonious.

“It’s pretty out here,” Lor says. I can tell by his hushed tone that he doesn’t want to interrupt the sounds, but he does anyway. Of course he does. He can never seem to resist hearing his own voice.

I nod and dismount from Tamal. My boots strike the sand with a heavy crunching noise. It’s the same sound as breaking bones, and it’s always bothered me.

Lor clears his throat and taps his knuckles against the saddle, his rhythm just as bad as before. He stares down at the sand below him, his eyebrows furrowing as he tries to judge the distance between his saddle and the ground.

“Is there anything you’re not scared of?” I ask.

He clears his throat again. “Of course. Horses just aren’t one of those things.”

I sigh and lead Tamal over to the jutting cliff. A rocky alcove has been carved into the base of the cliff over the years; it floods at night when the tide comes in, but during the day it makes a fine little hideout. Although I’m not exactly sure what I’m hiding from. There’s no sun to evade today, and the wind is nothing but a small nuisance. Perhaps it’s the castle I want to escape from. The sights of royalty, the sounds, the smells. None of them can reach me in my familiar little alcove.

I ground-tie Tamal by the base of the entrance. He’s the best trained horse of the royal stables—a retired cavalry mount—and he’ll stay stock-still for as long as I allow his reins to touch the ground. Sometimes I wonder what kind of training could make a horse act so obedient and unnatural. Nothing pleasant, that’s for sure.

Lor leaps off the back of his stallion, landing in a crouch. He has Ashe’s grace, the type that should be odd and unnatural, but is instead simply mesmerizing. As he stands, he reaches his arms above his head and leans back. It’s meant to be a simple stretch, but he may as well be screaming for all nearby eyes to gawk at him.

Unfortunately, I’m the only set of eyes nearby. And I can’t help but to gawk. His tattoo is mesmerizing, the swirls of the flames nearly hypnotic. I stare at his chest, following the tattoo from his shoulder to the place where the inked flames lick at his collarbone.

I shouldn’t stare. It’s ridiculous. How many times have I seen this tattoo? Hundreds. Perhaps thousands. Ashe was good at hiding it, but I was better at catching glimpses at the amazing ink-work. I should be over it by now.

But I can’t be over it, because staring at Lor’s tattoo is like staring at a piece of Ashe. It’s beautiful. It’s painful. And I never want to take my eyes from it.

Lor raises an eyebrow at me. It’s become his customary response when he finds me staring at him. He’s given up with the winks and cocky grins; he’s no longer amused by my continuous stares. No, he’s annoyed now. I can see it in the way he bites his lip to keep from frowning. He doesn’t like the look I get in my eye when I stare at his tattoo. I’m not sure if I would like it, either.

“What are we doing here, princess?” he asks.

I shrug.

Lor sighs and rolls his eyes. He sticks his hands in his pockets and turns toward the ocean, giving me a view of the full tattoo on his back. He stands stock still for a long moment, but then his foot begins tapping out another one of those uneven rhythms.

I slowly take my eyes from Lor and join him in staring out to the ocean. The water is rough today, and no ships have dared to venture out to fish. It’s odd seeing the ocean so empty.

“Your ocean is a strange color,” Lor says. He shakes his head and sighs again. “It’s so… dull. But then I suppose most things in this land are dull.”

I walk deeper into the alcove, where the rocks form worn-down seats. My back is still turned to Lor as I say, “You made a promise, Lor.”

“Did I?”

I sit on one of the rocks. It’ll ruin my dress, which isn’t a shame at all. “Yes, you did. You said you’d tell me more about your family and country if I took you out of my chambers. And I did. So tell me more. To start with, what color is your ocean?”

Lor stiffens for a moment. I can see his jaw working back and forth, his teeth grinding as he considers my words. Then he lets out a long breath. “Blue,” he says quietly. “And not this type of blue.” He gestures to the waters in front of him. “Your ocean is a murky blue. Ugly. My ocean is gorgeous.”

“A tropical blue,” I say.

He startles a little and turns toward me, that grin playing at the corners of his lips. “Yes. Exactly, we’re a tropical land. How did you know?”

I tap the side of my head. “This isn’t as empty as you’d think. I’m well educated. More so than I should be. My father doesn’t think girls should be taught beyond basic arithmetic, but I enjoy reading books.”

Lor scoffs a little. “I’ve noticed.” Then he frowns a little and walks toward me. It’s all I can do to focus on his face and not the tattoo snaking over his shoulder. “Why do you keep your books in such plain view if you’re not supposed to read them? I mean, you have a library.”

I smirk. “You honestly haven’t figured that out by now? Hardly anyone ever comes into my chambers. And if they do, it’s either Jackal or Farren, or sometimes the maids. And none of them would dare tell Father I’m disobeying him and reading books.”

Lor sits next to me. He has a bad habit of not understanding the concept of personal space, and he sits barely two feet from me. Ashe had the same habit, but I didn’t mind it when he sat close. Ashe’s presence was warm and comfortable. But Lor’s presence is… scorching.

“Who’s this Jackal?” Lor asks.

“He’s the Vampire we saw in the gardens.”

“No, I mean who is he to you?”

“He’s…” I trail off. How should I explain Jackal? I can’t call him my tutor; he’d been fired from that position, as his paranoia grew and his teaching skills waned. I can’t exactly call him a friend, either; he’s always been too hard on me for a true friendship to form. And a mentor… he’s too broken to be a person to truly look up to.

Maybe that’s what he really is to me: Someone broken. Someone I can understand. Someone who understands me.

“He’s an acquaintance,” I say slowly. Then I give Lor an accusing look. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be answering the questions.”

He grins. “But you’re not asking any.”

I give him a small glare, but don’t retort. This is all so odd to me. I ask questions when I want something or when I need information. Not when I casually want to get to know someone better.

But that’s what I want from Lor. I want to know him better, to hear about his people, his country, his life with Ashe.

I think for a long moment, considering the best way to approach the conversation. Waves crash against the sand. Seagulls cry. And I have my first question.

“How old are you?” I ask. I’ve always wanted to know this; Ashe’s age was a mystery. We guessed that he was a year older than me, and celebrated his birthday the same day as mine. But it was never a very happy celebration, not when we both knew it was a lie.

“Nineteen years,” Lor replies, confirming my suspicions. Then he quietly adds, “Jay was an hour younger than me.”

I nod slowly, and my stomach twists a little. Somehow, it stings to hear Lor state Ashe’s age so easily. What was a frustrating mystery to me is nothing but an everyday fact to him. It’s just another reminder of what Lor is to Ashe: His brother. And what I am:

Nothing. At least not anymore.

Lor continues tapping his foot, which leads me to my next question.

“Is everyone in your family as anxious as you are?”

Lor’s eyes widen. He clenches his fist and unclenches it. Then clenches it again. It’s another nervous tic, one of his more unconscious ones, and he doesn’t realize he’s doing it as he replies, “I’m not anxious.”

I scoff. “Lor, you never stop moving. You’re constantly looking around like you expect to be stabbed from behind. You stare at strangers like they’ll all plotting your murder…”

Lor cringes at my words, and I trail off. Silence settles over us for a moment, and it’s not the comfortable type from just moments before. I decide to break it before it gets any more tense.

“Someone plotted your murder?” I don’t bother speaking quietly; there’s no way to soften a question like that.

Lor nods stiffly. I barely catch the movement, it’s so small. “Yeah. Asair did. He set me up to look like I’d killed my sister.” Lor lets out a long breath and rubs his face. “Emryll was the oldest of my siblings. I got really close to her after Jay was taken away. But she was also the commander of our navy, and had control over most foreign invasions.”

A woman controlling an entire navy? My head spins a little at the thought. I’ve heard the stories of how women are treated differently in other lands, but I never imagined the differences could be that drastic.

If I show any surprise, Lor doesn’t notice. He just continues with his story. “At the time, Emryll and I were in a fight. It got… heated. I knew Jay had been taken to Irrador, and I thought Emryll should send a fleet to retrieve him.

“But Emryll didn’t like the idea. It’d already been years since Jay had disappeared, and she thought I was chasing after a ghost. She was afraid it was going to spark a conflict if any of our ships landed in Irrador uninvited.”

Lor sighs and doesn’t say anything more for a long moment. He just grinds his teeth, his jaw working back and forth determinedly. I don’t say anything, either. The wind picks up, and the sound of sand skittering across the beach overtakes all traces of our conversation.

“Asair murdered my sister in her sleep,” Lor murmurs. He states it so quietly that I barely hear him. But I can still hear the anger in his words, penetrating every syllable.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a tone that sounds odd even to me. It’s not quite a whisper, but it’s… hushed. Almost sympathetic.

Lor begins clenching and unclenching his fist again. “Asair made it look like I’d killed her. And my father bought the story. After all, I was fighting with Emryll, so it’d make sense for me to kill her. But…” Lor shakes his head. “I would never have hurt her. Never.”

“Is that why you’re no longer in line for the throne?”

He nods. “Asair’s plan was for me to be put to death for the crime, but it didn’t work. My dad always had a soft spot for me, even after he thought I killed my sister. So I was spared death. Instead I had my wings ripped off, my ability to feel pain taken away, and I was banished from my country.” He gives a wry smile. “It didn’t work the way my Dad hoped, though. He thought my tattoo would disappear as soon as I was banished. But I still have it.”

I mull over his words for a moment. “So then you’re still the figure from the prophecy?”

He shrugs. “Who knows? To be honest, I’m not even convinced the prophecy is real. The tattoos are strange, I’ll admit that, but… The whole thing just seems far-fetched.”

I nod and stare past Lor, out toward the ocean. I try to see a faraway continent, only reachable by grand ships and weeks of travel. But all I see are churning waves and a pelican swooping down to nab a fish.

“So how did you end up over here?” I ask. “Did your father banish you to Irrador?”

Lor shakes his head. “No. I went looking for Asair. For revenge, I guess. He disappeared after he got me banished, and rumors said he came here. Also, there were rumors that whoever kidnapped Ashe took him to your country. My father would never let me go after him before, but when I was banished…” He sighs. “In some ways, I had a little more freedom, I guess. I snuck onto a ship headed for Irrador, and landed here a couple months ago.”

Something he says prickles me in an uncomfortable way. But I can’t pinpoint what it is, and I decide now isn’t the time to focus on it.

“How did you end up in the dungeon?” I ask. I’ve been dying to ask this question ever since I met him, and now seems like as good of time as any.

Lor glances over to me and gives a sheepish grin. “I shoplifted from a bakery.”

I raise my eyebrows and stare at him, waiting for him to take back the words. He’s joking. He has to be. But Lor doesn’t say anything more, and his grin grows a little at my incredulous reaction.

“Shoplifting?” I repeat. “You made it all the way across the ocean, and you end up trapped in a dungeon for shoplifting?”

He shrugs. “I was hungry. And they had good bread.”

“You say that like you were already familiar with their product.”

He grins wolfishly. “Hungry princes have to eat. Even the broke ones.”

“Even the banished broke ones?”

His grin rapidly disintegrates into a tight frown. He lets out one of his hum-growls and crosses his arms over his chest. It looks like he’s pouting, and it’s almost cute.

“You should apologize for that,” he grumbles.

“I probably should,” I say. “But I won’t.”

He grunts and then looks toward the ocean. His eyes look strange out here on the beach; they’re such a vibrant shade of red, and don’t match the dull, clouded-over surroundings.

“Well,” Lor says slowly, “I’ve answered all your questions.”

“Who says I’m done asking them?”

“Let me try that again.” He turns to me, his jaw gritted and his eyebrows narrowed. “I’m done answering your questions. Got it?”

I nod. Something tells me that Lor never anticipated our conversation going so far. So… deep. He expected me to ask his favorite color and what his family’s castle looked like. He hadn’t expected to mentally relive his banishment and imprisonment.

I hadn’t anticipated for the conversation to turn out this way, either. But I’m still not satisfied. I still want more.

“We’ve been out for too long,” I say. “Someone is going to notice. We need to go back.”

“To the castle?”

I raise an eyebrow at him. “Where else?”

He shrugs and turns his attention back the ocean. Waves roll in, the swells carrying the scent of salt and rotting seaweed.

“I have one more question,” I say. He doesn’t respond, and I take it as permission to proceed. “Do you miss your country?”

He bites his lip and just stares off into the ocean. I wonder what he sees out there. Can he see more than I can?

“I miss my home,” he finally murmurs.

Twenty-Seven

We ride through the surf on our way back to the castle. Our horses kick up water and sand, and my dress is ruined. And I don’t care.

Lor grins as we race across the beach. He seems to have forgotten that he’s afraid of horses, and he stands in his stirrups and urges his stallion on faster. I trail behind him just slightly, even though I have to hold Tamal back. I want Lor to think he’s winning this race. I want to see him grinning.

It’s amazing how he can do that. Just grin like there’s nothing wrong in the world. Like he hasn’t been banished, like his brother didn’t plot his murder.

Like Ashe isn’t dead.

I remember what Ashe told me once, when I’d asked how he could be so stoic when he lived in a country that hated him. “Everyone hurts, my little sparrowhawk,” he’d said to me, his voice so quiet I could barely hear it. “Some just hurt differently than others.” 

Maybe Ashe was wrong, and not everyone hurts. Maybe Lor is the crazy one, and not me. Because people shouldn’t be able to smile, not when they’re in pain. Right? That has to be right.

Lor throws up a fist and lets out a whoop as we reach the end of the beach. He turns to me, probably to share some snide remark about his victory. Then he sees my expression.

And his grin fades.

Twenty-Eight

Lor’s stallion grows nervous as we reach the end of the beach. I’ve let Lor take the lead, and he tries to guide his horse along the path heading up the cliff and away from the beach. But his horse tosses his head and snorts, refusing to move. Lor jerks at the reins and kicks him, urging him forward.

“Give him some head,” I say. “It might calm him down.”

Lor turns and gives me a perplexed look. “He already has a head.”

I roll my eyes and Lor glares at me. But it’s not as severe as earlier, and I swear there’s amusement in his eyes. The look only lasts a moment, before his stallion skitters to the right, nearly tossing him off.

I sigh. “Lor, it’s really not that hard. Just get him under con—”

Tamal rears, cutting off my words. I yelp and grip at the saddle horn. My horse lands, his front hooves spraying up sand, and lets out a piercing whinny. He tries to turn around, but I yank at the reins and don’t let him.

“What is your problem?” I demand the horse through gritted teeth.

He replies with another shrieking whinny, and tries again to turn around. As I struggle with him, I catch a glimpse of his eyes. They’re wide and terrified, the whites showing all around his iris.

“We need to get back to the stables,” I say, risking a glance up to look at Lor. “Something is spooking them.”

Lor nods, but just then his stallion bucks. He flies out of the saddle, landing in the sand next to the stallion. Lor cries out and jerks away, but his foot is caught in the stirrup. The stallion’s eyes roll wildly with fear, and it rears, yanking Lor off the ground by his foot. The horse lands a moment later, slamming Lor back down into the sand.

He turns to me, his eyes as wide as his horse’s. “Faye!”

I jump off Tamal, stumbling as I land. I try to grab Tamal’s reins, but he jerks away from me and gallops back the way we came. Cursing, I run toward Lor.

The stallion starts spinning in circles, trying to dislodge Lor. Lor screams at it and reaches for his foot. But he’s thrown away as the stallion frantically whirls around.

I leap forward and grab the stallions reins. He rears again, nearly tearing away from my grasp. But I manage to hang on and jerk the reins as he lands. “Easy,” I say in the calmest tone I can manage. “Easy, boy. That’s it. Just hold still.”

The stallion stands still for just a moment, his entire body shuddering. I step to his side and quickly pull Lor’s ankle out of the stirrup. Lor stumbles away from the horse, his foot dragging behind him. It looks broken.

The moment Lor is out of reach, the stallion rears again. His hooves strike dangerously close to my face. I yelp and let go of the reins.

The horse whirls and takes off down the beach, following Tamal. I call after it, but of course it doesn’t come back.

I walk toward Lor, realizing that I’m also limping. A sharp pain sears my right thigh, and I look down to find blood there. The stallion’s hoof must have caught my leg when he reared.

“Are you alright?” I ask Lor.

He frowns at me. “You’re bleeding.”

“That’s not what I asked you about.” I reach his side and offer him my shoulder to lean on.

Lor shakes his head and doesn’t accept my offer of support. “I’m fine. No pain, remember?”

“Your ankle is broken,” I say, nodding to his limp foot.

He shrugs. “Could be worse.” Then a shaky grin spreads across his face. “You know, sweetheart, when you threatened the whole trampling thing, I didn’t think you meant it seriously.”

I roll my eyes. “This isn’t my fault. If anything, it’s—”

A whinny interrupts me. I whirl toward it and find Lor’s stallion backed against the cliff face. It rears and bucks, but I can’t see anything threatening it. What the hell is going on?

Then something swoops down from the cloud-cover. Its large and winged, and I shake my head, unsure how that’s possible. The bird is bigger than a horse.

A scream tears through the air, starting as a shriek and slowly rising into a roar. I clap my hands over my ears, but can’t seem to make my feet move. I’m frozen as the creature descends from the clouds.

I see its beak first, and decide it must be a giant eagle. Maybe something from the Southern lands, where monstrous-sized creatures are common. That would make sense, right?

Then I see the rest of it. It has four legs, not two. The front legs end in long talons, while the back have paws that look feline. Its tail lashes back and forth, like a cat’s, and the back half of it reminds me of a sleek panther.

It grasps something in its talons. At first I think it’s moving, but then I realize the thing it clutches is limp, moving only from the turbulence of the creature’s flapping wings.

I peer closer at the thing in its talons, and my gut drops. It has a dark brown coat and blood dripping from its hide. Tamal.

“It’s a gryphon,” Lor murmurs, as if answering my thoughts.

The gryphon drops Tamal, and the horse’s body falls limply into the sand. I can see now that his side has been ripped open, exposing a bloody ribcage.

The gryphon shrieks again, and I tear my gaze away from Tamal. The gryphon’s ivory beak is covered in red, a stark contrast to the rest of it. Every feather and strand of fur on it is pure black, so dark it gleams blue. Its talons are ivory, and its eyes have no color at all.

The gryphon lands next to Tamal’s body, its wings spraying sand everywhere. It lunges at Tamal’s corpse and buries its beak into the horse’s side, growling as it tears a chunk of flesh off. As it tucks its wings to its side, I see something on the gryphon’s back. A person sits astride it on a saddle.

“Lor.” I point to the rider. “Something is riding that thing.”

Lor grabs my hand and yanks me toward the path leading away from the beach. “Run!” he hisses at me.

He stumbles forward with me in tow, and I struggle to keep up with him. I should be able to outrun him, but shock courses through me, numbing my limbs.

“Faye, snap out of it!” Lor snarls. He jerks on my arm again, and as pain sears my shoulder, my adrenaline kicks in. I sprint forward, tripping on the loose sand, but refusing to let myself fall. Now I’m pulling Lor along, who struggles to stay upright with his broken ankle.

I hear a piercing whinny that’s quickly cut short by a loud crunch. I don’t dare look back.

“The horses should keep it busy for awhile,” Lor pants. “Gryphons hate horses.”

“Did it come here to hunt them?” I ask.

“No, it came for us.” Lor stumbles and falls to one knee, nearly dragging me down with him. I pull him back to his feet. He gasps and continues, “Or at least the rider came for us.”

“Why?”

An angry roar echoes through the air, and I hear flapping as the beast takes flight again.

Lor turns and gives me an exasperated look. “Why do you think?”

I swallow hard. It wants us dead. We’re both going to die, and I’ll never get a chance to avenge Ashe, or apologize to Farren, or say goodbye to Jackal.

I run faster.

“The castle,” Lor gasps.

“I know,” I snap. “We need to get there. We’ll be safe.”

“No. Look!”

I look toward the castle, which looms in the distance. Circling it are about fifteen gryphons, black dots against the clouded sky. They fly just out of reach of archers, and I wonder how many more are hiding in the cloud-cover.

My gut drops. The castle is far from safe, and I’m miles from any other shelter. And Farren. Farren is still in the castle, trapped—

A thud cuts through my panic, and the ground trembles. A gust of air strikes me, and Lor and I fall to the ground.

A talon strikes the sand next to my head. Another lands next to Lor, pinning us both in place.

I look up. The gryphon looms above us, reeking of rot and death, and dripping blood from its beak. A droplet falls onto my cheek. I shudder. The gryphon slits its eyes, glaring at me, and tucks its wings close to its body.

Attack tactics run through my head. Martial arts would be useless against this beast; it’s too huge for a punch or kick to do anything. And its feathers are too thick around its neck for anything to easily pierce it. But its legs are nearly unguarded, protected only by soft-looking down feathers.

I slowly slide my hand into the sash around my waist and pull out my dagger. Before the gryphon can react, I lunge foward and drive the dagger into the beast’s right foreleg.

The blade slashes through tendons and muscle, and the gryphon throws its head back and releases a shriek of pain. It flails its leg, tearing the dagger from my grasp, and dislodging it. My weapon falls into the sand a few feet from me.

“Move!” I shriek at Lor, and scramble to my feet.

A claw slices into my already-injured thigh, tearing a scream from me. I stumble, and a paw strikes my back, knocking me to the sand. I’m back under the gryphon, Lor still beside me.

I barely made it two feet.

Harsh laughter cuts through the momentary silence, coming from the rider on the gryphon’s back. “Look what we have here. A little princeling running from his own kind. Are you so fond of humans that you’ve adopted their fear of your own species?”

Lor narrows his eyes and braces his arms against the sand, like he’s going to leap up at the rider. “I wouldn’t be running if I weren’t being chased.”

I glance down to my leg, assessing the damage. A large gash tears across my thigh, deep and already gushing blood. I’m too high on adrenaline to feel much pain, but I know it will be agonizing in a few hours. If I survive that long…

The rider shakes his head, and the hood he wears falls back, exposing his face. It’s defined and all harsh angles, like Lor’s. But his skin is paler, and he wears a smile darker than any expression I’ve ever seen on Lor. “You honestly expect not to be hunted, little princeling? After killing our princess?”

“I didn’t kill her!”

The pain and anger in Lor’s voice cuts through me, making me wince.

The rider scoffs. “Right, that’s what you said at your trial. The trial where you were found guilty. Or do you not remember?”

“Take me to my father,” Lor demands. “The king will understand if I’d just get a chance to speak with him.”

“The king?” The rider chuckles. “Haven’t you heard, princeling? Your father isn’t king anymore.”

Lor blinks, too stunned to answer. Then he finally says, “What? Why?”

The rider smiles, showing that predatory smile. “It’s hard to rule a kingdom from a coffin, little princeling.”

All the anger falls away from Lor’s face, leaving only anguish and shock. He shakes his head and mouths, “No.”

“Yes,” the rider replies. The gryphon takes a step forward, and its talon sinks into the sand just inches from Lor’s head. I shudder and scramble back a step, but the gryphon snaps its beak just inches from my face. I freeze.

“King Asair now rules over our kind,” the rider says to Lor. He still hasn’t even addressed me, and by the way he keeps his chin tilted away from me, I can tell he’s disgusted by my presence. “Your father refused to hand over the throne to him, despite your brother being old enough to inherit it. The king had no choice but to kill your father.”

“Asair isn’t a king,” Lor snarls. “He was out-casted! He has no right to the throne.”

“And you were, too. Or have you already forgotten that Angels are supposed to have wings?” The rider chuckles and nods to Lor’s scarred back.

Lor snarls and clenches his fist tighter.

The rider rolls his eyes. “I’d tell you to save the theatrics for King Asair, but I suppose you’ll be dead before he gets here. Pity, isn’t it? He won’t get to see you die.”

“Asair is coming?” I blurt out.

“Of course he’s coming. The entire Angel army is coming. You think our king would leave us to take these lands alone?”

Lor’s face pales. “What do you mean?”

The rider rolls his eyes impatiently. “We’re going to take these lands back, like we should have done centuries ago.”

“My father would never have wanted that,” Lor hisses. “Our war with the humans is part of the past. We’ve already settled in new lands, we’ve created an entirely new civilization. You know my father believed we should leave this continent alone.”

“Your father is dead,” the rider spits. “What he thought doesn’t matter.”

I take a deep breath and decide to speak up. “You’ll never get past Shale,” I declare. “He’s determined to conquer this entire continent, and his army is larger than yours.”

I don’t really know how large the Angel army is, so I can’t say that for sure. But I decide to include it, anyway. Maybe it will scare the rider. And… then what? Just because he’s scared doesn’t mean the other Angels will stop their attack, and it doesn’t mean he’ll let us survive.

The rider just laughs at my statement, finally turning to regard me with a look of disdain. “Of course we could never defeat Shale. King Asair would never try something that stupid.”

“So then what are you doing here?” I ask. “Shale has his eyes set on Irrador.”

“Exactly,” the rider says. “That’s why our army is joining with his. We’ll take Irrador together.”

My stomach twists, and I clench my jaw to keep bile down. I glance to Lor, and find that he looks just as sickened.

“I won’t let you do this,” Lor growls. I can’t find any words to agree with Lor, but I nod, glaring up at the rider.

The rider shrugs. “That’s a fine little threat, princeling. But you’ll be dead in a few seconds, so I don’t suppose it really matters.”

The gryphon lowers its head, until it’s only inches from Lor’s face. Bloody saliva drips onto Lor, and the gryphon licks the lower part of its beak. It snakes its head back, preparing a strike. My heart pounds like it’s trying to escape from my chest. But I can’t tear my gaze away from Lor, who glares up at the creature, his fist clenched and ready for a fight.

The gryphon suddenly freezes and whips its head around to stare at the rider. It hisses, but backs away a step, obeying some kind of silent order. I glance at the rider, who’s staring hard at Lor, a frown on his face.

“You still have the prophecy mark,” he murmurs, nodding to Lor’s tattoo.

“Yes,” Lor says. “It’s treason to kill me. The ancient laws declare it.”

The rider’s face darkens, but he nods. “Then I will face the consequences with honor.”

The gryphon arches its head back. It lunges, and for a moment, I think it’s going to miss. But it’s beak strikes Lor’s forearm, digging into the flesh there and tearing off the vambrace. I scream. I’m not sure what I say, or even what I’m trying to say. But this can’t be happening. Lor can’t die, can’t leave me to face death alone.

Lor stares in horror at his bleeding forearm. His dark blood drips down his arm, covering the area the vambrace used to shield. Seconds tick by, and no one moves.

And Lor doesn’t die.

Lor’s previous question echoes in my mind: But how can the magic in the vambraces have lasted for centuries? I want to laugh, but I think I’d puke if I open my mouth. He was right. The vambrace is nothing but an idle threat. It can’t actually kill Lor.

But the gryphon can.

It hisses, probably sensing the glare on its rider’s face. It takes a step forward and arches its neck back, preparing to strike again. But then a tiny sparrow dives down and flaps its wings at the gryphon’s face. It stumbles back and bats at the sparrow with a talon, hissing at the little red bird.

I look at Lor, wondering if he’s somehow controlling the sparrow. But he looks just as surprised as I do.

“Good afternoon, prince!” 

I glance around, searching for the source of the voice. It’s amused and way too happy, and doesn’t fit the masculine tone I hear. I sweep my gaze over the beach, but all I see is the little sparrow, diving and swooping away from the gryphon.

“I’ve come to rescue you,” declares the voice, which I realize is in my head. “I’m afraid I’m lacking a white horse and a sunset, but we’ll just have to make do.” 

The voice is giddy. Electric. Insane.

Somehow, I can’t help but to like it.

“Cyrus?” Lor blurts out, gaping at the sparrow.

The bird—Cyrus, apparently—swoops close to Lor, its wing lifted in an awkward salute. “At your service, prince.” It dives just as the gryphon’s talon lashes at it. “Or should I call you ‘princeling’? I rather like that name. It’s quite clever.” 

Lor scrambles to his feet, and I follow. The gryphon shrieks, maddened that it can’t catch Cyrus. Its rider curses, yelling at the beast in a foreign language.

“What are you doing here?” Lor demands as he begins to stumble back. He grabs my hand, pulling me with him.

The bird twitters a little laugh. “Darling, I think the question should be, what are you doing here? If you’re looking for your throne, you’re on the wrong continent.” 

Lor bristles, his teeth clenching and shoulders straightening.

“Come on,” I hiss, pulling him back. “We should run.”

“Oh, yeah,” Cyrus says in our heads. “I thought I mentioned that already. I’ll keep this thing busy, Lor, and you run away with your little princess. She’s pretty, by the way. Nice catch.” 

I think of asking how the heck a sparrow is going to keep the gryphon busy. But before the words can leave my mouth, the bird explodes with a burst of feathers, and a black panther stands in front of me. The gryphon shrieks and startles, nearly throwing off its rider.

The panther winks at us, eclipsing the red of his eyes for just a moment. “Time to run, darlings.”

Twenty-Nine

I snatch up my dagger from where it fell, and we run back to the castle, both of us stumbling. Shrieks and roars and curses echo from behind, but they gradually fade into the distance. I gasp for air, pulling Lor along with me.

“What’s going on?” I demand between gasps. “Who was that?”

Lor shakes his head, his teeth gritted as he drags his limp foot along. “I didn’t recognize that rider, which can’t be good. Asair used to be in charge of our calvary of gryphon riders.”

“So?”

“Some of them left with him when he was banished. They said their loyalties only lay in Asair.” Lor stumbles and almost falls. I catch him, pulling him back to his feet. “They must have come back when Asair took over the throne. Those riders will do anything Asair orders them to.”

I curse, accidentally biting my tongue as I run. I run it along the top of my mouth and taste blood. “Okay,” I say. “Let me rephrase that. What was that?”

“An Angel and his gryphon steed,” Lor says. That irrepressible grin springs onto his lips. “Now do you see why we don’t ride horses?”

I shudder. “And the bird?”

Lor catches me as my bad leg stumbles on a rock. “Oh, that’s Cyrus,” he says, like this explains everything.

“What is he?”

“An acquaintance. And insane.”

We reach a field of wild grass and run in silence for a few moments, although our pace slows with each step. I spit out a mouthful of blood as we leave the field. It’s not the most dainty of actions, and I know Father wouldn’t approve. But then, Father just betrayed his entire country, so I don’t think it really matters what he thinks.

My feet strike stone, and I look down to find a cobbled road. I let out a deep breath, knowing we’re nearing the castle. The breath is cut off as I’m forced to gasp in air. I glance over to Lor, whose chest is heaving just as hard as mine.

I blink a few times, and Lor’s answer finally filters into my panicked brain. “No, I mean what species is he?”

“Cyrus is a hybrid. Half Faery, half Dragon.” I frown at the thought of the mix, but Lor continues, “He got the shape-shifting abilities from his Dragon part, and his Fae part gave him the affinity for manipulating animal souls.”

“And he uses his abilities to turn into a sparrow?”

“Like I said, he’s insane.”

We stop the conversation there. My heart pounds wildly, trying to break through my ribcage. Lor’s heavy pants mingle with mine, creating an unmeasured song of exhaustion. I ball my fists and suddenly remember I’m holding Lor’s hand. He looks a little surprised, but squeezes my hand back.

The castle looms above us, and it’s not long before we’re at its base. What we find is a disaster. Soldiers scramble out of the barracks and past us, bows on their shoulders and sheathed swords at their sides. Their eyes are wide, and they shield their eyes from the sun’s glare as they stare up at the gryphon riders. I follow their gaze and find that the gryphons have descended, although they keep out of the reach of arrows. Their cries fill the air, and I hear faint whoops of excitement from their riders.

A horse comes barreling toward us, its hooves beating out a heavy rhythm on the cobbled stones. It’s huge and pure white—an Iris Guard mount. On its back, I recognize Jolik.

He reins in the horse, his eyes growing wide as he takes in our injuries. “Miss princess,” he gasps, his voice throaty as he struggles to breathe. Sweat covers his forehead, as if he’s been riding for awhile. “What happened to you?”

I shake my head. “I’ll explain later. We’re fine for now, it doesn’t matter.” I glance up to the sky, to what really matters. “How many of them are there? And how do you plan on fighting them?”

Jolik’s face darkens. “I’m not sure. I was just called in from the city. The king was overlooking a trial at the courts, and I was with him. I rode back here as fast as possible, but…” He shakes his head and curses. “There’s a lot of them, Miss Princess. And we’re not sure how to fight this kind of creature.”

I blink, shocked he’s telling me this much. I’m supposed to be a helpless little girl, not a tactician. Then my stomach churns with anger. Of course Father is in the city, safe from the invasion of the castle. Of course he’d keep his own skin safe as he just hands over his country.

“Their necks are the weak points,” Lor declares, barging into my fuming thoughts. He points to his own collarbone and says, “Tell your archers to aim for the point where the feathers meet fur.”

Jolik narrows his eyes at Lor. “And why should I trust you, Angel?”

Lor grits his teeth, but is surprisingly calm as he says, “My father spent his entire life trying to dissuade this kind of invasion. I’ll do anything to stop it.”

Jolik scoffs. “You’re going to have to be more convincing than that.”

Lor curses and turns his back to Jolik, then looks over his shoulder at him. “You see those scars?” he asks, his voice a low growl. “Those are there because of the man leading this invasion. Now, do you really think I’d support him?”

Jolik clenches his teeth, his jaw working back and forth. Then he gives a short nod. “Very well. I’ll inform the archers.” The wheels his horse so he directly faces me. “Miss Princess, you need to run. Now. Get as far away from the castle as you can. There might be more of these creatures out there—” He gestures to the fields surrounding the castle, the ones we just ran through. “—but there have to be less of them than there are here.”

I glance over my shoulder and take a couple steps back. Then I freeze. “No,” I say. “I’m not leaving until Farren leaves. He’s still in the castle?”

Jolik’s face darkens. “Yes. He’s in his chambers.”

I frown, wondering why he’s hiding out in his chambers when a battle is about a start. It doesn’t sound like him. But I take a deep breath and say, “Then I need to get to him.”

Jolik shakes his head. “You can’t.”

“I have to! He’s my brother. I need to make sure he’s safe.”

“I won’t let you, Miss Princess. The prince doesn’t need protection anymore, and you have no reason to go barging into a castle that’s about to be invaded.”

Before he can grab me, I dart around Jolik’s horse and race into the crowd of soldiers filing past. I drag Lor with me, afraid to leave him alone with the soldiers. He’s an Angel, technically an enemy, and he could be in danger.

“Miss Princess!” Jolik calls after me. “Get back here! Now!”

I ignore his order and dive deeper into the ranks of soldiers. Some of the men glare at me, but most are too focused on the sky to even notice. Lor manages to stay close, cursing as his foot drags more and more. My own leg is throbbing, and I feel faint from losing blood.

When we’re a few dozens yards away, I slow to a walk and try to blend in. I wish I had my cloak with its hood, but I make do by keeping my head low. I keep with the flow of the soldiers, and step to the side as I approach one of the side entrances that leads into the castle.

I slip into the castle undetected, Lor in tow. A servant nearly runs into me as he tries to race out the door I just came in. But he skirts by me, not bothering to stop and ask what I’m doing sneaking around.

“We need to get to Farren,” I whisper to Lor. He walks behind me as I guide him down a corridor, his breathing coming in short gasps. His hand remains firmly clenched around mine.

“Where are his chambers?” Lor asks between pants.

“They’re on the first floor.”

“Close?”

I nod to the end of the corridor, which we’re growing close to. “Right around the bend there. He insists on being as far away from the other chambers as possible. Doesn’t like being around other royalty.” I’m babbling, but I can’t stop myself as I break into a jog. “He likes being close to that exit. Says it’ll make a good escape, if he’s ever in danger.” I can hear the hysteria in my own voice, and wince at my weakness.

“Calm down, Faye,” Lor murmurs. “It’ll be fine. We just need to get to him and get him out.”

“But he’ll want to stay with the soldiers. That’s probably what he’s doing in there, you know. His chambers have thick walls, so people can’t hear from outside. He’ll be planning tactics with the generals. He’s good at tactics.” I gasp in a breath and add, “I’ll make him leave. He can’t get hurt. He can’t.”

“Then we won’t let him,” Lor says gently, and he squeezes my hand again.

We’re both completely out of breath when we reach the bend in the corridor. Lor stumbles just as we turn, and his hand yanks out of my grasp. He sags against the wall, his good leg shaking with the effort of keeping him upright. I hesitate for a moment, and then say, “Just stay here. I’ll come back for you as soon as I get Farren.”

Lor grits his teeth and shakes his head. He pushes off from the wall and takes the lead, hobbling down the corridor. “I’m not leaving you,” he snaps. Then he looks over his shoulder and flashes that cocky smile. “Now, come on. Let’s get your brother.”

I race after him, forcing my legs to work off sheer will-power. My injured leg is stiffening by the moment. I close my eyes and wince, thinking of how painful it will be to run back out of the castle. But I’ll do it, if it means getting Farren to safety.

When we reach his door, I’m still trying to decide how to I’ll convince him to leave. Probably a threat would be the easiest way to get him out of the castle. I’ll threaten to stay here, in harm’s way, until he leaves with me. That will convince him.

With a decisive nod, I reach to knock on Farren’s door. Lor’s hand whips out and whacks mine away. I open my mouth to protest, but he slaps his palm over my mouth. He nods toward the door, and I give it a closer look. It’s already ajar. But why? Surely Farren knows to close the door when he plans battle tactics.

“Stay here,” Lor murmurs quietly. “I’m going to go in and check it out.”

I want to protest, but his hand is still covering my mouth. So I just nod.

Lor slips inside. I wait for him to give me the all clear, and impatiently tap my foot and rub my face. Seconds pass. Then a minute. I hear nothing from inside, and my palm grows slick as I wipe sweat off my forehead. “Lor?” I murmur. There’s no response, so I say a little louder, “Lor? Are you okay?”

Still no answer. I frown and step into the room, my mouth already open to warn Farren his tactics discussion might have been overheard.

What comes out of my mouth is a scream.

Thirty

Farren lies on the floor, red liquid pooling around him. One, two, three, four knife wounds mark his chest. His shirt is soaked in blood, and more trickles from his lips. A metallic smell coats the air.

I watch Farren’s chest and hold my breath for one second. Then two. And three, four, five, six, seven, eight more seconds pass.

His bloodied chest never moves.

I scream again, the sound more strangled this time. My legs carry me toward him, my injuries just distant memories in the back of my mind. Lor tries to stop me, but he’s weak from shock and horror, and I slip past him. I kneel next to Farren and whisper his name so many times, I lose count. I shake him, hug him, kiss his bloody cheek. But he doesn’t stir.

He’s dead. Really, really dead. Just as dead as my mom, as Ashe, as everyone I’ve ever loved. I turn and retch. Spasms wrench my stomach, squeezing out every ounce of bile in me, twisting my muscles painfully. When I finish throwing up, I look back at Farren.

He’s still dead.

I think of my last words to him: “Just go.” 

My chest heaves, and I break into sobs. I’m not sure how long I stay there, just sobbing. Time seems to have disappeared.

“I’m sorry,” Lor says. He rests a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so, so sorry, Faye.”

But his words are distant, and they don’t matter.

Just when I think that I’m going to die too, that my heart is just going to crumple up and stop, I hear something. A laugh. No, it’s Lor’s laugh. The deep timbre of it cuts through my sobs, derisive and mocking.

I whirl around, my hand moving toward the knife at my waist. I grip its handle and glare at Lor, who stands by the door. But… Lor is still beside me. How can he be two places at once?

The man by the door is smiling, his teeth bared in a predatory smile. The corner of the right side of his lip is raised slightly higher than the left, lifted by a thick scar.

I blink, clearing the tears from my eyes. Asair. Asair is the one with the scarred face, not Lor.

“Princess Faye,” Asair says, his voice a triumphant purr. He gestures to Farren’s body. “I see you’ve come to admire my handy-work.”

I swallow back tears and whisper, “You did this?”

He chuckles and steps forward into the room. “But of course.” His hand drifts to his waist, and he lazily pulls a long dagger from its sheath. Half-dried blood coats the blade.

I retch again. When I manage to stop the spasms, Asair stands right in front of me, staring down disdainfully. His gaze flickers between me and Farren’s body. He doesn’t acknowledge Lor.

“You really should have seen this coming,” he says with a sigh. “I’m sure you were warned.”

The memory of Blaize’s note drifts to the front of my mind. ‘Should you chose to do nothing, your regret will likely kill you.’ 

I squeeze my eyes shut and clutch the handle of my dagger tighter. I fumble with the weapon, pulling it from its sheath. But, by the time I point it toward Asair, he’s backed away. Amusement gleams in his eyes.

“You’re a weak little thing, Faye.” He cocks his head to the side. “I’m honestly not sure how such a pathetic girl can be such a menace. But this life has treated you differently, hasn’t it?”

I narrow my eyes, not sure what he’s talking about.

“Back away from her, Asair,” Lor growls.

Lor takes a step forward. His teeth are gritted and his fists clenched, and he rolls his shoulders as he glares at Asair.

Asair laughs harshly and throws his arms wide in a welcoming gesture, as if he only just noticed Lor. “Brother! It’s been such a long time.”

“Don’t play games with me, Asair.” Lor tries to approach Asair, but he stumbles and collapses onto one knee. I reach forward and take his hand. He squeezes my palm in return.

Asair smiles coldly. “What a pair you two make. Both injured, yet you won’t finish each other off.”

I wince as his cold, azure eyes land on me. He smiles knowingly.

“Why would I kill her?” Lor demands. “She’s never harmed me. And I don’t needlessly kill people. Unlike you.”

Asair puts a hand to his heart. “I’m hurt, little brother. So very hurt.”

Lor slowly grinds his teeth back and forth, and Asair’s smile turns to a grin. “You really don’t know, do you, brother? You really haven’t figured it out?”

“I’m not your brother,” Lor snarls. “Not after what you did to Emryll.”

Asair waves away his words. “Let’s leave the past alone, shall we? Now is time to focus on the present.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demand.

“It means you, little princess,” Asair replies. “You’re part of Lor’s life now. Although I suppose you’re also part of his past, aren’t you? All those lives you’ve spent hunting him…” He makes a tsking noise. “Such a waste, those past lives of yours. Think of what greatness the Angels could have already achieved, if you hadn’t killed him so many times.”

Lor shoots me a suspicious glance. “What is he talking about, Faye?”

I swallow hard and look to the ground. I can’t lie to him. “I’m the Unknown, Lor. It’s me. I’m the one from your prophecy.”

He stumbles away from me, making it only a few steps before collapsing. I glance over to him and instantly regret it. His eyes are filled with confusion, fear, shock. But, most of all, hate.

“You tricked me, didn’t you?” Lor murmurs.

“I never meant to trick you! I didn’t figure it out until a few days ago, and I didn’t know for sure until now. If I’d—”

“Shut up, Faye,” Lor growls. “You lied to me. You told me you loved Jay. But you’re the one who killed him, aren’t you?”

“No! I loved him, Lor. I did, I swear. I never would have hurt him.”

“This is a cute little argument,” Asair says in a bored tone, “but I’m really not in the mood for it. Let’s move on, shall we?”

Lor glares at me, and I look down in shame. Neither of us respond to Asair.

“Now, let me tell you how this little game is going to work,” Asair says, his tone brightening. He points to Lor. “You’re going to get a chance to kill her. It’ll end the prophecy and avenge our brother’s death.”

“I didn’t kill Ashe,” I growl.

Asair points to me, but doesn’t acknowledge my words. “And you,” he says, “you’re going to get a chance to kill my little brother here. If you kill him, the prophecy still ends, at least for awhile. Your role will be complete, and I won’t have to worry about Lor interfering with the invasion.”

Asair smiles. “You see, I win either way. It’s one of you who will lose.”

“What if neither of us want to kill each other?” I whisper. I try to ignore Lor’s glare and the knowledge that it’s a stupid question.

“Then I’ll kill you both,” Asair says simply.

Asair moves to give the dagger to Lor, but I quickly say, “Wait.”

He raises an eyebrow at me and twirls the dagger between his fingertips. I look down at my own dagger, still clutched in my hand. Black gryphon blood clings to its blade. “Make me a promise,” I say to Asair.

He laughs. “Angels don’t make promises. You should know that.”

“Just this once,” I say. “It’s a simple one.”

Asair rolls his eyes, but gestures for me to continue. “I’ll hear you out.”

I look him right in the eye. “Promise me that what you say is true. If one of us dies, you’ll let the other one live.”

His smile grows. “Maybe you’re not as dumb as you seem,” he murmurs. “I have to admit, it’s smart for you to ensure your survival.”

I glance over at Lor. His hands have fallen open, and he stares at me with a stricken look.

“Promise me,” I growl at Asair.

“Very well, fine. I promise.”

He takes one step forward, as if to give the knife to me. But then he grins and tosses his bloody dagger to Lor’s feet. The metal blade pings as it strikes the stone. “Now is your chance, little brother,” Asair says. “Kill the Unknown, and you’ll survive. Otherwise, she’ll kill you.”

Lor swallows hard and slowly unclenches his right fist.

“What are you waiting for?” Asair asks. “She’s already bartering your life. Kill her while you have the chance.”

My heart pounds frantically as Lor reaches out and takes the bloodied dagger at his feet. His hand shakes as he wraps his fingers at it, and he turns his gaze up to me.

His glare is so intense, I flinch away. His eyes scream accusations, while his jaw trembles from betrayal. He lifts the knife, preparing to throw it.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

A sharp clang echoes through the air. Is that what death sounds like? A clang? My heart beats faster, and I squeeze my eyes closed tighter.

Then I realize that dead people don’t have heartbeats.

A harsh laugh cuts through the air. I peel my eyes open and find myself looking at Asair. He’s hunched over and clutching a bleeding arm, and the dagger rests at his feet, fresh blood clinging to its blade.

“Well played, little brother,” Asair growls, his lips twisted in a pained smile. He slowly straightens, but his injured arm remains close to his side. “Futile, but still well played.”

I blink, trying not to show my surprise. Lor threw the knife at Asair. Not me. Asair. More tears well in my eyes.

“I don’t kill innocents,” Lor hisses. His shoulders are slumped and he’s still collapsed on the ground, but his hands remain clenched.

Asair raises an eyebrow. “You consider her innocent? After she killed your own brother?”

Lor shakes his head, his fist clenching tighter. “She’s right. She didn’t do it. She couldn’t have.”

Asair scoffs. “And why do you say that?”

Lor grits his teeth and stares directly at his brother. “You’re the one who convinced me she was an enemy.”

Asair shrugs, but doesn’t deny this. “So?”

“You’re also the one who convinced our father to rip my wings off and outcast me.”

“So you’re saying you don’t trust me?” Asair asks, his tone mocking.

“I don’t trust a word that comes out of your mouth,” Lor snarls. Then he looks up at me, meeting my eyes. His gaze is just as intense, but the anger has settled to a simmer. “Besides,” he says, “Faye isn’t a killer.”

“Well,” Asair says briskly. He gestures to me, that smile still in place, but he looks a little unsettled. “Time to prove him wrong, princess.” He makes a little shooing motion toward Lor. “Now go on. Kill him, fulfill your destiny, and I’ll hold up my side of the promise. You’ll survive.”

I stumble to my feet and lurch toward Lor, my injured leg stiff, my entire body trembling. I swallow hard and clench my dagger harder. Lor shakes his head as I approach, and I distantly hear Asair chuckling in amusement.

“You don’t have to do this,” Lor murmurs. He looks me straight in the eye, and I flinch away from the compassion in them. “There’s another choice, Faye. We could die together. We could end the prophecy.”

For a moment, I’m tempted to take his offer. But I’ve already made up my mind, and I’m not about to change it. “No,” I murmur. “There’s not another choice. Not for me.”

I lift my weapon high above my head. Lor closes his eyes and breathes deeply.

I bring the dagger crashing down.

Thirty-One

I wake to something fiery burning in my chest and something cool pressed on my forehead. I groan and try to sit up, but a hand pushes me back onto a bed. The mattress isn’t soft, and little pieces of straw poke through the sheets and into my back.

“Steady there, darling,” someone whispers. The voice sounds strangely familiar, almost like I’ve heard it before… The beach. The attack, and the running, and Cyrus. That’s why the voice sounds familiar. It’s the same one that I heard in my head.

I open my mouth to tell him not to call me ‘darling’—it isn’t fitting for royalty to be called by that name. But all that comes out of my mouth is a pained groan.

Cyrus dabs my forehead a few times with a wet cloth. Which confuses me, because how can a bird tend to me? Or a panther, or whatever he is now. A few droplets of water drip down my cheek, tickling my skin there. I reach up to brush them away, and open my eyes.

Cyrus hovers over me. His appearance is nothing like it was before—he looks like any other Fae, with pale skin and delicate features. His hair is bright red and matches his eyes, which stare down at me with a grim expression.

Those eyes… I know them. I’ve seen that vibrant red color before, first in the eyes of the hummingbird phoenix, then in the deer, then the sparrow. Has Cyrus been following me? Why?

“You shouldn’t try to move for awhile,” Cyrus whispers.

I say the first word that comes into my head. “Lor?”

He flaps his hands at me a little. “Not so loud!” he hisses.

I frown at him, and he rolls his eyes, like I’m slow or something. “I’m not supposed to be in here, okay? And I really don’t feel like being gutted by that crazy vamp out there, so keep it down.” His expression suddenly turns thoughtful. “Would he really gut me? Or would he go for the neck? Because I hear gutting is quite painful, but the neck… Well, that might not be a bad way to go.”

“Lor was right,” I mutter. “You’re insane.”

He grins. “Oh, darling, you don’t know the half of it.”

“Lor,” I repeat. “What happened to him?”

That grim smile returns. “He’s alive. We think. Well, he thinks.” He points to the door, where the ‘crazy vamp’ is. I have no doubt Cyrus is talking about Jackal.

“Where?” I manage to murmur.

“Asair took him.”

I try to sit up, but pain rips through my chest. A choked scream escapes me, and he dabs at my forehead some more. Cyrus sighs. “I told you not to move.”

“It hurts,” I whisper.

He gives a short laugh. “Well, what do you expect? Knife wounds usually hurt, especially when they’re through the heart.”

I frown, trying to understand his words. Then I remember my blade hovering over Lor, staring into his composed face, and stabbing into my own chest instead. And Asair’s promise. He’d sworn to spare one of us if the other died, and he couldn’t get out of that promise without dying himself.

I smile. It’d worked. Lor is alive. And I’m…

What am I?

“It’s a miracle you’re alive,” Cyrus says, as if reading my mind. “And I mean that literally. You died when you stabbed yourself.”

“Mmm,” I murmur, wondering why he has to state the obvious. Of course I died. That was my plan.

My mind feels fuzzy, and something tells me I should be more interested in this conversation. But I’m too tired to focus properly.

“But you reincarnated again,” he says brightly. Then he snaps his fingers. “That’s it! You’ve died before. So you can tell me if the gut or the neck is better, right?”

I ignore the question and focus on his other words. Part of my plan had been to end the prophecy. I was supposed to just die, and Lor was supposed to survive, and that should have broken our curse. That was it; end of story. But it hadn’t worked that way, and Lor and I are still trapped in this never-ending cycle of murder.

I shake away the dark thoughts and struggle to focus on our conversation. “How?” I ask.

“How did you reincarnate so fast?” Cyrus shrugs. “We’re still trying to figure that out. Jackal says it’s because you were right next to one of the Chosen.”

“Chosen?”

“Lor. He’s one of the Angels from the prophecy, the Chosen.”

I close my eyes and attempt to absorb his words. My pounding head tries to reject them, but I grit my teeth and struggle to understand him.

“The crazy vamp thinks that since the Chosen—”

“Lor,” I correct, the name mumbled. “His name is Lor. Don’t call him the Chosen. He’s deserves better.”

Cyrus gives a little harrumph, but doesn’t argue. “Right. Since Lor was so close to you, and you hadn’t killed him yet in this life, you reincarnated more quickly. Almost immediately, actually, and into the same body.”

My frown deepens, because that doesn’t make sense. If my heart was ruined, wouldn’t I just die again as soon as I reincarnated? I take a deep breath and say, “But my heart. I stabbed it.”

“Believe me, darling, I know. I saw all the blood. Have I mentioned I don’t like blood? Especially human blood? Yours is such a bland color.” He frowns at me and shakes his head, like this is somehow my fault.

I ask, “Then how am I alive? If my heart was cut open?”

He bites his lip and stares down at me hard. “Maybe I wasn’t quite accurate when I said you’re alive.”

My breathing stops. “What’s that mean?”

“It means you’re alive, but your heart isn’t working.” He points to the door again. “The crazy vamp says it’s some kind of magic keeping you from dying completely.” He clears his throat and looks away. “He doesn’t know how long the magic will last.”

I know that should scare me, but I’m exhausted and hurting, and I just can’t bring myself to panic. I didn’t expect to survive stabbing myself, and I’ve already resigned myself to death. Death is natural and expected, so unlike everything else in my life. I’d almost welcome it.

In the back of my mind, I remember that there’s something else I should be concerned about. Something agonizing. I struggle to remember what it is, and manage to mumble, “The raid? What happened?” Maybe that’s what’s bothering me, but I don’t feel any better as I ask.

“Irrador’s archers managed to fend off the gryphons, but a lot of soldiers died.”

“The castle?”

“Safe and still in Irrador’s control. For now.”

“Whose?” I swallow, and the saliva scrapes along down my dry throat. “Whose controlling Irrador?”

He frowns at the question, but replies, “Your father, of course.”

I nod, and Cyrus clears his throat again. “I’ll let you rest for awhile. Try not to die, okay? I’d really prefer it if you stay alive. And the Vampire out there would, too.” He tsks and glances at the door. “And I think it’d be best to avoid upsetting that one.”

It’s the fourth time he’s mentioned Jackal, but the first time I’ve really heard him. Jackal, my mentor, my teacher. Now that I think back to all his strange lessons in survival, I wonder about their ulterior motives. Did he know I was the Unknown? Was he priming me to be a killer?

“He’ll be in to see you soon,” Cyrus says, and stands from his chair. “I’d better get going. You get some rest, okay?”

I nod and close my eyes, too tired to argue.

Thirty-Two

A strangled cry escapes me as I wake. Farren. The name slams into me, along with the image of his bleeding corpse. My mind has cleared, and there’s no longer any fog to obscure the memories or the pain. I remember everything: His bloodied shirt, his limp body, and his eyes that are glazed and no longer such a pretty green.

I lurch forward and wrap my arms around my legs, burying my face in my knees. I cry, my chest aching from the sobs. But I don’t care about that pain. The only pain that matters is the one searing in my heart.

It’s not from the knife.

Thirty-Three

When I wake next, there’s only blackness. Am I dead? I take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of mint and fresh rain. Who would have guessed death smelled so good? The aroma reminds me of my Ashe, and it’s comforting as I take in another breath and close my eyes.

I smile, wondering if I’ll see my Ashe in the land of the dead. Maybe Farren will be here, too, and I’ll get a chance to apologize.

“Don’t look so happy, princess.”

The voice echoes around me, reverberating through the dark. I snap my eyes open.

Blaize stands in front of me, dressed in his black cloak, his fire sword clutched in one hand. He lazily swings it in an arc and blandly states, “You’re not dead.”

I try to look around, wondering where I am, but I can’t move my head. Focusing on Blaize, I try not to panic. I watch him warily as he approaches me.

As he walks across some invisible ground, colors ripple out from his footsteps. His gait is purposeful and graceful, like a panther’s, and he seems at ease, despite the sword in his hand.

“Where am I?” I try to stand, but still can’t move. Only my lungs and mouth work.

“You’re in Jackal’s house, sound asleep in his guest room.”

I frown. “This is a dream?”

“A message within a dream,” Blaize corrects.

I bite my lip, relieved when I’m able to do it, and narrow my eyes. “What’s the message?”

Blaize chuckles. “Don’t be so suspicious, princess. I’m only here to help you.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

“And why is that?”

“People never take the time to help others, not just out of the goodness of their heart. They always expect something in return.”

Blaize shrugs. “A cynical viewpoint. Cynical, but accurate.”

“So then you admit it. You want something from me.”

“I only want the same thing I asked of you before.”

I try to look away from him, but can’t. Closing my eyes, I curse under my breath. I shouldn’t have to think about this now. Not with Farren dead, and Lor in danger. Not when so much death already surrounds me.

“I won’t kill my father,” I whisper. Then I think about what Lor said, and decide to add it. “I’m not a killer.”

Blaize laughs. “Not a killer? Don’t be ridiculous, princess. You were created to kill.” He clasps his hands behind his back and paces in front of me. “What you mean to say is that you’re not a killer of innocents. And your father isn’t an innocent, as you well know.”

“I won’t kill him. He’s as much as a person as I am, and I have no right to take his life.”

“Funny, he didn’t seem to show that much consideration for your brother.”

My blood runs cold. “He…?”

Blaize scoffs, and I picture him rolling his eyes under his hood. “Of course he did. He wasn’t the one to do the dirty work, but your father ordered Prince Farren’s death. He didn’t want his son taking the throne and interrupting his scheme with Shale.”

I try to clench my first, and nearly scream in frustration when I can’t. “Don’t call him that. Don’t call Farren his son. Farren is too good for that.”

“Was too good,” Blaize corrects. “He’s dead, Faye. All because you were too weak to kill the king.”

I let the scream out, and it pierces through the darkness, echoing around me. When I’m all out of breath, I grit my jaw and glare at Blaize, focusing on the place where his eyes should be.

“You can’t make me do it,” I hiss. “You can’t make me kill my father.”

“No, I can’t,” Blaize replies, his voice as calm as always. “But I can assure you that others will die if you don’t kill him.”

I close my eyes. So much death, so much destruction and pain. How can more be possible?

I let out a shuddering breath. “I’ll do it,” I whisper. “I’ll kill him, if it means saving others.” A fresh waft of the mint and rain smell washes over me, and I open my eyes. Blaize stands only a yard in front of me, his sword gone and his hand held out to me. I reach out to take it, finding I’m suddenly able to move. His flesh is strangely cool against mine as I twine my fingers with his. “Just show me how,” I murmur.

“Don’t worry,” Blaize says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “I’ll show you everything, my little sparrowhawk.”


To be continued in Duplicity Book Two, coming November 2013.
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