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PROLOGUE
The sound of thundering hooves broke the damp morning air.
The sun had not yet crested the horizon. Her first rays bled through the dark, threatening the sky, kissing the clouds that draped the mountain peaks in gold and rose. Mist clung low to the valley floor like something reluctant to leave.
Deep in the Mountain Valley, a small village stirred with the quiet panic of women who had already learned to listen. Hoofbeats grew nearer, and a mother's cry split the morning as hooded figures broke from the tree line. They rode man-like and armored in blackened plate, and the clatter of metal rode with them like a second sound beneath the hooves. Forty of them. Saddled upon grand black stallions whose eyes smoldered red beneath the rising sun. War horses. Elven war horses.
The tension in the air grew thick enough to taste.
The village chieftain, a broad and heavy man, stepped to the front. Several men of age joined him, along with some too old to be of any use, and they each raised whatever they had on hand for a weapon. Old steel longswords with blunted, rusted blades. Wooden farming tools. Staves clutched in the gnarled hands of the elders. It was better than nothing. Or so they believed.
The men held their weapons high, as if they might truly fight the formidable force before them. The chieftain waited, patient and trembling, for the leader of the Elven entourage to dismount.
The arrival of Elven-kind in the lowlands, whether Golden or Forest or darker kin, was rare. Exceedingly rare. It meant something had gone wrong in the world above theirs.
An exceptionally large figure at the front of the column swung from his saddle and lowered his hood.
A Dark Elf.
The chieftain's breath caught. He looked beyond the leader and saw it then, plain as the sun now breaking the ridge... they were all Dark Elves. The human men stepped back as one, taking in the massive warrior before them. His silver hair caught the light; a faint scar graced the side of his face, lending him the kind of beauty that made the villagers' skin go cold.
The chieftain took him in. Eyed him. And then he saw it.
A dark crown rested upon the Elf's head.
Elven royalty.
The Royal cocked a slow, challenging brow at the man who stared too long. The chieftain's knees buckled at once. His stave dropped from his hand and he went down hard, pressing his forehead to the dirt.
"F-forgive the insolence, Your Grace," he stammered, his voice breaking.
The rest of the villagers followed in a wave, weapons clattering as they dropped to the earth, parroting the chieftain's plea in broken, terrified unison.
A Dark Elven Prince. Here. In the lowlands.
And now their lives were on the line.
The Dark Elves were unpredictable creatures. At times vicious and murderous, at times feigning graciousness for reasons of their own... and a Dark Prince was no exception to either mood. They had just greeted him with raised weapons. They waited for their fate with bowed heads and held breath, every one of them keenly aware that humans were no match for elves.
The prince's heavy boots thudded against the damp earth as he began to pace before them. The chieftain did not dare raise his head. He kept his face to the dirt and tried to become small, desperate to avoid whatever wrath might come.
"Lift your heads."
The command cracked like a whip. The villagers obeyed, gawking up at him now that they were allowed to look upon him freely.
He towered over them in intricate Elven armor, black and silver, woven in masterful patterns across the breastplate. Poisonous ivies and thorns curled through the metal like a warning written in a language older than their village. The blood-red Nyberian crest marked his dark cape, which spilled down to armor-clad boots worked in the same cruel patterns. His crown sat upon his forehead, shaped from fine mithril in woven strands, set with black diamonds that drank the morning light rather than reflect it.
His features were striking and brutal at once. A long, straight nose. Full lips set in something that was not quite a smile. High cheekbones and a strong, squared jaw. His eyes were black as coal, and they moved over the villagers the way a hawk's eyes move over a field.
His long silver hair had been pulled up into a war braid, fine silver cuff-beads locking in the smaller braids at his temples.
They said all Elves were beautiful to behold, and this one proved the saying true. Raw masculinity bled from him with every step. He stood well over seven feet tall, towering above any normal human, and when he spoke, his voice was deep and commanding enough to settle in the chest.
The chieftain, finding some buried scrap of courage, swallowed hard and forced himself to meet that black gaze.
"What b-brings you t-to the Low-lands, my Lord?"
A few villagers shifted. A baby began to cry in the crowd, and its mother fled into a hut, her hushed coos carrying faintly through the thin walls as she tried desperately not to disturb his highness. The prince's eyes tracked the movement, amused, before returning to the chieftain.
"What is your name, human leader?"
The chieftain straightened inside his tattered robe, clinging to the dignity it no longer offered.
"Darlag, Your Grace. I am the chieftain of this village, we call it Gorda, and..."
"I only asked your name."
"M-my apologies. My name is Darlag."
"Darlag." The prince let the name sit on his tongue a moment, as though deciding whether to keep it. "I need some information from you."
The chieftain stepped forward. "I will tell you whatever it is you wish to know, sire."
"Have there been any other Royal entourages passing through your lands?" The prince's black eyes searched him for the smallest flicker of deception.
"My Lord?"
The prince growled low in his throat, annoyance threading through the sound. When he spoke again it was plainly, the way one speaks to a child, or to something slower. "Have you seen any small groups of High Elves passing through your lands? Have your hunters noticed any strange trails in the nearby woods?"
Darlag's eyes widened.
"Oh, no sire. Not that I have been made aware of." He turned, urgent now, and called to the hunters at the edge of the crowd. They agreed. No sightings of Elven-kind. No strange movements. Nothing.
The prince let out a long, labored breath. Of course humans would not notice High Elves slipping through their woods. Humans were feeble creatures, dull of sense, half-asleep in their own bodies even when awake.
He glanced over his shoulder at the warrior who sat nearest him.
"Take a scout party. Scour the woods. Find me any sign the princess was smuggled through here, and inform me the moment you do."
"Right away, Highness."
The soldier motioned to several others, and their massive horses melted back into the tree line as if the forest had simply taken them.
The prince turned back to the villagers, and his gaze caught on movement in the crowd.
A child. Small. Picking his way forward through the huddle of his kin with the unthinking bravery of the young.
The boy came to a stop directly in front of the Crown Prince of Nyberius.
From the back, a man lunged. The boy's father, panic painted stark across his face, shoving through bodies to reach his son.
The Dark Prince raised a single gloved hand.
"Be still."
The man froze. His terror was beautiful to watch. The fear of a father who knows, with absolute clarity, that he cannot save his child from what stands before him. That his life and his boy's life rest entirely on the whim of a creature who does not answer to his god.
The prince crouched, armor hissing softly, until he was level with the child.
The boy was five, perhaps six. A mess of blonde hair. Brown eyes round as coins. Dirt smeared across one cheek and a piece of straw caught in the tangle at his crown.
Something stirred in the prince. An old, unwelcome memory. A boy of similar years, filthy from the training yard, dragged by the ear into the evening meal while his mother muttered about the state of him. He pushed the memory down where it belonged, back into the dark it had climbed out of, and returned his full attention to the child.
"What is it, little one?"
The prince smiled, and the smile showed fang. The boy's eyes went wide, and then, impossibly, a grin broke across his small, dirty face.
"Hello, Highness. My name is Rolyn. I think I saw your princess last night."
The boy paused for a great, excited breath.
"She was riding through the woods over there." He turned and pointed toward the far side of the village encampment.
"Really." The prince tilted his head, curious now, letting the child feel the weight of being listened to. "And were many of her friends with her?"
"Oh, yes." The boy lifted both his hands, spreading his fingers wide. "She had this many soldier elves. I know they were soldiers because they all had armor like your friends. And one of them looked like he could be a Prince elf." Another breath, another rush of words. "Oh, and she had some Girl elves riding behind her."
The boy folded his arms and lifted his chin, so proud of his report he could burst.
A slow, dark smile curved the prince's mouth.
"What makes you think it was a Prince that was with her?"
"Oh, that's because he was bigger than the other Elves, and his armor looked very nice. Like gold and glass. It was nicely made, like yours. He even had a giant spear, and his horse had good armor."
The dark smile spread.
"And did there happen to be a green stone at the head of this spear?"
"Yes, Your Majesty." The boy nodded solemnly, little arms still crossed. "A big giant green stone."
The prince rose to his full terrible height.
"You have the watchful eyes of an elf, youngling." He reached into his belt and drew out a small leather pouch, heavy with the soft music of coin, and placed it in the boy's upturned palms. "You have helped, Rolyn. I thank you for being more competent than your elders."
The boy's eyes lit. He looked back at his father, who stood frozen still, as shocked by the sudden kindness as by everything that had preceded it.
"Oh, thank you, Sir Prince." The boy hesitated, then added in a small, hopeful voice, "M-may I ask your name?"
The prince had been humored by the child's eagerness. He decided to grant the request.
"I am Prince Godwynn. Godwynn Elladar Raydon, of the Dark Elven Kingdom of Nyberius." He swung up into his saddle in one fluid motion, silver hair catching the new sun. "And soon to be the next High King of the Nine Elven Kingdoms."
He did not look back.
His remaining riders returned from the forest as if summoned, and the column turned as one and rode. The hoofbeats faded into the mist, and the village was left in a silence so complete it felt like a held breath.
Not one of them moved until the sound of him was gone.
And even then, the father gathered his son into his arms and wept, because he had just watched a Dark Elven Prince smile at his boy, and he did not yet know whether that smile was a blessing or a mark.


CHAPTER ONE
It had been only a few days since her father had commanded her to leave the Grand Palace and take refuge in Lethoria, the kingdom of her betrothed. The match had been arranged years prior, a political alliance made before the war had turned the world sideways. What should have been a slow formal courtship, the kind that gave a princess the right to refuse if she chose, had been swallowed by the conflict entirely. There had been no time for the public ceremonies, no time to know the man before she was handed to him. War hung above the Nine Kingdoms like a blade waiting for its moment, and Prince Torwynn had come for her in the dark of night, smuggling her out of her own home in silence.
They'd been riding for several days now. Amora kept her eyes fixed on the Lethorian Prince, watching him lead their entourage through the grey dawn with the unmistakable pride of a man who believed he had won something. This was the first time they had met, and he seemed quite pleased with what he would be getting.
Under better circumstances, she might have found him tolerable. Perhaps even charming. But the thought of being bound to a stranger, of lying with him within the week, of consummating vows she'd had no say in... it soured everything. Still, she had to admit, his smile never faltered despite her scowls.
She was Amora DeLuna Lighthammer, Grand Princess of Atheria. A High Elf... or as many called her kind, a Golden Elf, as though they'd been kissed by the sun itself.
At six feet seven inches, she stood half a foot above the average female elf. Her bronze skin seemed to glow in the fading light, and golden royal cuffs adorned her pointed ears... marks of her station even without the crown of gold and emeralds that circled her intricately braided hair.
The pastel green dress robe she wore had gold woven throughout in elaborate patterns, and beneath it, a white and gold bodice cinched her waist and lifted her breasts. Her mother's choice, no doubt, meant to catch the Lethorian Prince's wandering eyes.
When unbound, her golden hair would fall to the back of her knees in silky waves. But now it was secured in traditional elven braids, some wrapped around her head like a coronet. Her heart-shaped face held large almond eyes... the rich amber of fire and autumn leaves... with the keen sight all High Elves possessed.
Humans found those eyes unsettling and mesmerizing in equal measure. Soft peach lips shaped in a cupid's bow and a delicate squared nose completed her features.
Her brother Lewan was her opposite in every way. Large and brawny, standing over seven feet three inches, his presence commanded authority. He would soon take the Atherian Crown to become King, while she was being married off to the most eligible royal suitor her father could find.
That happened to be Torwynn. It seemed her brother's plans were on hold until the war settled, while hers were pushed ruthlessly forward.
Her father, High King Nolick, ruled Atheria from the Grand Palace, the seat of power among the Nine Kingdoms for over a millennium.
The title of High King meant everything. One kingdom, one king, with the final say in any conflict or war. The High Crown itself granted its wearer the ability to enforce those rulings... the mere threat of its power enough to make even the most resistant king bow and obey.
In ancient times, the power was bestowed upon the wisest king at the Table of the Nine, or taken in bloodshed. The Nine Kingdoms still upheld that tradition, though they typically aimed for ritual challenge rather than open war.
But lately, with the Dark Kingdoms attempting their takeover, her father had been driven to near madness. There were whispers now... doubts about his abilities. He was nearly three thousand years old and had held the High Crown for half a millennium.
Though to look at him, to speak with him, one would think him a youthful king fresh to his throne. Elven magic made aging almost meaningless. They lived for what felt like eternity, many welcoming death when she finally came.
It was rare for a king to vacate his throne, rarer still for a High King. When it did happen, power moves were inevitable.
The last Dark High King had been a nightmare. He'd allowed wars to ravage the earth with no end, adding fuel to every fire, settling nothing. Plagues and famine spread while he feasted and celebrated. Dark magic went unchecked.
Humans had suffered most, caught between constant wars, their numbers dwindling to near extinction. It lasted nearly three hundred years before the Golden and Forest Kingdoms united and brought him down. Amora's grandfather... King Ardemore... had struck the killing blow.
It was unspeakable to think of a Dark Kingdom hosting a High King again.
Yet here they were. Three Dark Kingdoms challenging King Nolick, and her father refusing to surrender the crown his father had won. Four months of bloodshed had followed.
By ritual, a royal challenge required the king to defend his title himself... alone. The other kingdoms could not interfere. The only mercy was that challenges had to come one at a time.
Two of the Dark Kingdoms had already failed. But the third... Nyberius... had unsettled her father in a way the others hadn't. Something about them had frightened him.
So he'd sent her away.
The royal entourage hadn't stopped to rest during the night. Now the sun was beginning to rise, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. Amora glanced at her two handmaids and found them fast asleep on their horses, heads bobbing with each step.
She shook her head with a small smile. High Elves should know better than to be seen so vulnerable... though these two weren't of royal blood and lacked the training to know better.
Most High Elves could go days without sleep. This was the fifth day of their journey, and the third since they had last made camp. Fatigue pulled at her, deep in the marrow, but she shook it away and straightened her posture. She must not falter. Not here. Not now. Not when her mother would know if she did, and send a letter Amora would have to answer.
Suddenly, the horses came to a halt.
Torwynn and his captain were conferring ahead, their brows furrowed, worry etched across their faces. Her handmaids remained oblivious, still sleeping. Amora urged her horse forward.
"What is it?" she asked, keeping her voice level.
The young prince glanced at her briefly before his eyes fixed on the tree line. His hand rested on his spear... a magnificent weapon with a shaft of white ash and a blade of pure mithril that gleamed with its characteristic silvery-blue sheen. The green jewel at its head pulsed faintly with stored magic.
All royals carried mithril. It was the only metal that could truly end an immortal life... could pierce through the natural magic that let High Elves heal from wounds that would kill lesser beings.
Her breath caught. "Dark Elves."
"Yes." Torwynn's voice had gone flat and cold. "Someone betrayed us. They knew we were moving you, knew we'd be heading to Lethoria." He looked at her, and the boyish prince was gone entirely. In his place was a warrior, his face hard, his autumn eyes blazing. "If they reach us, they'll kill me and take you."
For the first time, she truly saw him. Not the eager suitor claiming his prize, but the leader he had been bred to be. His blonde hair tied at the nape of his neck, broad shoulders, a massive chest, a testament to years of battle training.
He was beautiful, as all elven-kind were. If they survived this, she thought with a flicker of guilt, he might actually make a suitable husband.
"We push forward. Now." He grabbed the reins from her hands and spurred their horses into a full gallop.
The handmaids jolted awake with startled cries. The entourage thundered forward, hooves pounding against the earth like a war drum.
Amora twisted in her saddle to look behind them.
The Dark Elves were there. Only a few miles back.
She checked again moments later. Closer.
Again. Closer still.
Her heart hammered against her ribs. The trees blurred past in streaks of green and brown. The wind whipped at her braids, tearing at her dress. She could hear her handmaids' frightened breathing, the horses' labored snorts.
She looked back once more.
They were so close now she could make out individual riders. Dark armor that drank the dawn light. Pale faces. Eyes like chips of ice.
They were gaining.
Deep in her chest, beneath the pounding fear and the desperate hope, Amora knew with cold certainty... this was not going to end well.


CHAPTER TWO
Amora could just barely make out the castle in the far distance. Lethoria's Tri-Towers stood gloriously in the mid-morning sun. If they could just make it there, they would be safe. The archer sentries on the wall would supply cover so they could ride through to safety.
But they were still too far out of range.
She had no doubt they would be visible to the sentries once they cleared the tree line. Getting to that point was the problem. They had been galloping for nearly two hours now, and their horses were struggling. She had noticed earlier that the Dark Elves rode war horses, the kind usually reserved for royal cavalry, bred for endurance that would outlast the mountain itself.
Amora's body surged with dread. She was no longer certain of her fate.
"Torwynn, we're not going to make it. Our steeds will fail us before we reach the tree line. We still have several miles to go."
"We push through." He spoke with the quiet finality of a man who had not been raised to repeat himself. "That is not a discussion, princess."
She realized, in the way that clarity arrives when there is no time left for anything else, that he had already made his decision. And his decision was going to get them both killed.
In her heart, she knew they had to try something else. Running wasn't working. The Dark Elves were closing in.
"Torwynn, we may have to hide. We're not riding war horses, they are... "
He did not look back again. Which was answer enough.
She looked down at her horse's coat. Drenched in sweat. The beast beneath her wheezed and gasped for breath, its footfalls uneven. She could sense it was on the verge of collapse.
They weren't going to make it.
She opened her mouth to plead again. "T-Tor!... UGHNNNN!"
Amora's horse faltered. The white stallion's chest slammed into the damp forest floor, sending dirt and Amora flying. Her body cleared the horse's neck and hit the ground hard. She had barely come to rest when the thunder of hooves behind her filled her ears. One of her maidens' horses, too close and too fast to stop, drove straight through where she lay. Iron-shod hooves churned across her ribs, her shoulder. The last one caught her across the side of her head.
The crack of mithril against her skull split the morning air like a blade finding bone.
She did not scream. She did not have time.
The sudden stop had yanked Torwynn from his horse. He had been holding her reins. He hit the ground with a thud and rolled, twigs catching and tearing at his royal attire. His horse came to a halt not far ahead.
As Amora saw him begin to stand and brush himself off, the world started going completely dark. The pain in her head subsided as she drifted into black nothingness.
A few moments passed. Far away in the darkness, Amora could hear her handmaidens.
"Princess Amora! Wake up, Princess Amora!"
They were calling from somewhere very far away, but she felt too heavy to reply. Too heavy to do anything but listen.
"She is gone." Torwynn did not look away from the ridge line when he said it. "Or near enough. You saw what those hooves did to her, and you know what mithril does to elven bone."
"She breathes still, my lord, please."
"She took it to the skull." Quiet. Final. The voice of a man who had already counted the cost and closed the ledger. "The ride to the palace would finish what the horse began."
A silence. His boots in the leaves. The soft sound of the diadem lifting free.
"Godwynn's column will crest that ridge before we clear the valley. We cannot carry her and outrun them." He rose. "Her father will hear this from us before Drogath's ravens reach him. That is what I can still give him."
"My lord, I beg you."
"Hide her well." He was already moving. "She deserved better than this road."
The sound of hooves hitting dirt moved farther away.
She could feel her body being dragged through the foliage, wet leaves and small stones catching at her skin through the silk of her robe. She tried to make any noise she could, tried to twitch a single finger, but nothing in her belonged to her anymore. Her body was too far away to reach.
She felt him lay a tree branch over her chest. The weight of it was almost crushing.
"Goodbye, Princess."
Goodbye, she thought. And she was not sure whether she said it to him, or to the girl she had been before she left the Grand Palace.
She listened as the last horse left. Her senses faded with the sound of its hooves.
The cold came in after, the way cold always does. Slow at first, and then not slow at all.
And somewhere out in the trees behind her, she could hear it. The thunder of war horses. Coming closer.


CHAPTER THREE
Godwynn could still make out the figures riding ahead of them. He knew it was the princess and her entourage. His father had an informant who sat on the High King's court, and that individual had been paid a considerable sum to reveal the plan... sneaking the princess away in the dark of night with young Prince Torwynn as her protection.
It wouldn't be much longer before their horses failed them.
Godwynn had known the moment Torwynn and his Royal Guard spotted them, the High Elven group would pick up speed. But it was all for naught. The mountains and valleys along this pathway were meant to be taken at a simple, steady pace, and the animals they rode weren't conditioned for such hard riding, especially on this terrain.
Elven war horses were bred and conditioned with magic to gallop steadily for days across every kind of mountainous terrain. The animals he could see in the distance were bred for beauty. Intended for the vain.
Typical of the High Elves.
"We shall close in on them shortly," he called to his men. "I expect us to have the princess in our custody within the hour."
"Yes, sire," one of his soldiers replied. "She will provide great leverage in defeating Nolick."
"Wonder what a High Elf tastes like," one of his men muttered behind him.
"Sweet," another supplied, with the confidence of a man who had never been within a hundred leagues of one. "Like Alluvian honey, they say."
Laughter rippled down the column.
Godwynn turned a look over his shoulder. Not a long one. They quieted. He faced forward, his jaw set, and let the silence do the rest.
Thirty seasoned soldiers. Sometimes it was genuinely difficult to tell.
Their horses took the beaten path that dipped below the horizon, taking the royal entourage out of view. A few moments later, they peeked back over the valley to notice a rider had gone missing, verifying his suspicions.
"This is it, boys. The horses are beginning to fail them. Swords out!"
They'd gained quite a bit of distance on the royal party. Godwynn could now make out the signature green jewel on the royal prince's spearhead.
"Oh, young prince, I'm coming for what you have," he muttered to himself. His mithril sword drawn, he raised it high above his head to begin the push in a battle charge. Only a mile separated them from their prize.
"Finish off the prince... leave the princess to me!" The dark prince howled.
Their horses began to gallop even faster, hooves glowing red, the battle magic in them roaring to life. Ahead, the noise of two women screaming rang out. The Lethorian prince came to a halt and turned his animal to face the Dark Prince.
Without warning, the young prince dismounted and pointed his spear in the direction of the incoming attack. No... in Godwynn's direction.
The Lethorian wanted a one-on-one.
An evil smile spread across Godwynn's face.
"CEASE THE ATTACK!" Godwynn roared.
Torwynn must have known he would never back down from a one-on-one challenge. They were only a few hundred feet away when they came to a halt, dirt flying through the air as the horses dug their hooves into the ground.
Godwynn looked for the princess but saw no markings to identify her as one of the two females present. Odd.
His attention returned to Torwynn, who was now slowly walking to the center of the area that separated them. Godwynn dismounted and grabbed his undrawn offhand sword from the saddlebag. He began twirling both swords in a menacing display.
Torwynn returned the challenge with a graceful dance of his spear. The young one seemed skilled. This should be fun.
They each bowed their heads, and the battle began.
Torwynn started first, lunging at the Dark One with an attempt at a piercing blow. Godwynn sidestepped and yanked on the spear, his double swords making a good grip unobtainable, yet he was able to redirect the Lethorian briefly.
Torwynn recovered quickly and met him with a boot to the chest, sending the Dark Prince a few feet back before he regained his balance.
"You're quite good, like a prince of Lethoria should be." The dark prince chuckled. "But I have far more experience and have been tested on the battlefield many times over."
They moved with the grace of royal court dancers, weaving in and around one another, attacking and retreating. As the two went on, Torwynn started to become noticeably winded, while the dark prince looked bored and had yet to even break a sweat.
Seeing that the young High Elf was soon to be spent, Godwynn decided it was time to end this charade.
The Dark Prince brought the entire spectacle to a short and abrupt end. He darted forward in a blinding motion, sidestepping Torwynn's defense as he splintered the spear in two with his twin blades. Spinning toward Torwynn, he then removed the head of the young prince in one fell swoop.
The decapitated body landed with a thud, coming to rest beside its royal severed head. Golden blood spread in a spreading pool around the disgraced prince's remains, his mouth agape, his eyes staring into oblivion.
The young prince's soldiers became enraged at the loss of their prince and attempted an attack on Godwynn. His men ended their attempts just as quickly as Godwynn had ended the young prince.
Bodies lay scattered among the ground while the white, blood-stained horses fled the horrific scene before them, their fear-filled neighs echoing through the nearby forest.
All that remained were two female High Elves sat upon their steeds, heads bowed, tears streaking their faces, their bodies trembling, too afraid to run for their lives.
The dark prince approached them, grabbing the halter of one of the horses. "Which of you is the Atherian Princess?"
The two girls looked at each other and began sobbing loudly.
Annoyance flashed across his face. "WELL?"
"S-She's d-d-dead, my lord. Left on the trail. Her horse f-fell," one of the girls wailed.
"How might a horse go about killing a High Elf, let alone one of royal blood? Are you fools?" The prince asked, disgust filling his voice. "Do you not understand how hard it is to kill a royal? It takes mithril to the heart or neck, or a severed head... and last I checked, horses carry neither blade nor axe. Unless..."
His eyes dropped to the hooves of the nearest High Elven horse standing riderless beside them. Mithril shoes. Of course. Fine-worked and decorative, because even a High Elf's horse could not simply be functional.
"Dammit," he said, to no one in particular.
"What happened with this wretched horse, and where is her body?" He asked, his gaze bouncing between the two crying she-elves.
"The horse gave out, Highness. It collapsed and sent her flying. She had barely hit the ground when my horse..." The girl broke off, a fresh sob tearing from her throat. The other finished it, her voice barely above a whisper. "We could not stop in time. She went under the hooves. There was so much blood." A shaking breath. "Torwynn made us leave her. He said we didn't have time to waste."
Godwynn was now heavy in thought. She's most likely still alive, just in a state of shock. He remembered there being a missing rider when they'd crossed over the hill. She would be somewhere in that last valley.
Hurriedly mounting his horse, he called to the women, "If I were you, I would make myself scarce. I would hate to be around when the dead body of the Lethorian Prince is discovered."
With that notion, their eyes widened as the prince took off, his men trailing behind him. They began to backtrack in pursuit of the princess.
Hopefully she wasn't dead. That would really mess with the plans Nyberius had in store.
He glanced back to see the two young maidens take off in the direction of the Forest Kingdom of Alluvia. They would easily find refuge there, if they could make it past the Forbidden Boglands. That was not his concern. If they deserved life, they would make it to the other side. If not, the realm would no longer be burdened with their existence.
He turned to face forward, focusing on finding the missing princess, hoping her body wasn't now an empty shell.
It didn't take long to spot where the fall took place. A large gash in the earth marked where the horse had fallen. Footprints and drag marks were all over the ground. The horse itself had apparently rested and was now aimlessly trotting through the nearby forest when they came upon the area.
Within moments, one of his men spotted the princess's body beneath a large branch of trees. Her feet were sticking out, and her royal slippers glistened, giving away where she lay.
The dark prince approached her, landing on his feet as he jumped off his steed. One of his soldiers tossed the tree limb aside.
The prince stood there for a moment before prodding the body with his boot. Her body moved, but only from the force of his boot, then slouched back to its original resting place. Complete dead weight. Her lips were blue, and blood pooled where her head lay.
The girls weren't lying. She truly looked dead.
He had expected a princess. What lay in the dirt was something smaller than that word implied. The damage at her temple was not a simple fall. The mithril had done real work on her. Something that should have been formidable had been reduced, in a single unlucky moment, to this. It irked him in a way he did not examine too closely.
The prince crouched beside her, his keen ears listening for any sign of life. If her heart was beating, he couldn't tell. He took his knife from his side, sticking the blade beneath her nose.
After waiting a moment, he began to see faint waves of condensation appearing and disappearing on his weapon.
She was breathing. It was shallow, but it was there.
The princess lived.
He instructed one of his men to gather her up for him while he climbed onto his horse. He then reached out and settled her limp body in front of him. Normally he would strap a hostage... even a royal one... to the back end of the horse or lead them by rope, but she was barely breathing, and he didn't want to risk harming her further.
At least not for now. When the Dark Kingdom was finished with her, she would no longer hold any value to them.
She needed warmth. She needed it before she needed anything else, and he was the only source of it available, and those were the only reasons he drew her closer. He told himself this clearly, in case any part of him was inclined to argue.
"Mmmhm." She whimpered. Her lip twitched into a frown before her face went lax again.
And the Dark Prince, without quite knowing he had done it, gathered her closer to his chest. He set his horse into a brisk canter toward the Shadowlands.
He told himself it was to keep her breathing.
He told himself several things on that ride.
None of them were true.


CHAPTER FOUR
Far from the Shadowlands, in the high marble halls of Atheria, King Nolick paced the floor of the Meeting Hall. His son sat patiently in a chair at the far end of the table, sipping from a goblet of mead. They were waiting for word that the Lethorian Prince had successfully escorted the princess home.
"Surely they would have arrived there by now?" the High King muttered.
"Relax, Father. I'm sure Lethoria is in celebration. The princess who will one day be their future queen has just arrived. They're just delayed in sending word, that's all." The young Atherian Prince encouraged.
"Ahhh, you're probably right, my son." Nolick conceded, still unable to shake the feeling that something was wrong. "But it just feels like there is something amiss."
The light footsteps of a woman could be heard coming closer to the Meeting Hall, stopping before the large wooden door. The door itself was nearly twenty feet tall and decorated with intricate elven carvings. The knock that came was light but echoed dramatically through the large room.
"Your Highness? An owl has delivered a sealed message for you," the feminine voice called.
"Come in, Rhya," the prince called. He stood to meet the young woman.
Rhya hurried in from the bird room, slightly breathless. A faint blush crossed her cheeks as she held the letter to her chest and gave the prince a light bow before handing over the sealed letter. Lewan took it from her, smiling gently. He winked at her before he turned around. He could hear her giggle under her breath as she left the room, and a smile crossed his face.
His watchful father raised a brow, not missing the encounter, before he inquisitively asked, "Lewan, do you fancy Miss Rhya?"
The prince smiled to himself.
"I may have noticed her a time or two," he said, running his hands through his mid-length brown hair. His deep fiery eyes looked back at the doorway she had walked through.
The king, deciding to play matchmaker, offered, "Did you know she is of noble birth?"
The prince rolled his eyes at his father, catching his intentions, and a humored grin spread across his face. "I know. She was one of Amora's ladies in waiting. Now that Amora is gone, she serves Mother." Looking up at his father, he could see the wheels turning in the High King's mind. He was practically planning the ceremony. Chuckling under his breath, he spoke, "Father, calm down before you give yourself a fit."
Lewan shook his head. Nolick looked his son in the face, a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
The mischievous old elf king walked toward the end of the table where his son had rested the envelope. The seal of Lethoria was pressed into the red wax.
"I see your sister finally made it," he chuckled. He picked up the letter to take it with him to his study. "I'm glad that's over. Now I must go speak with your mother. I know she will want to know about this Miss Rhya subject, since you have been so callous to all the other females we have tried to bring to your attention."
His father turned to the door, waving the letter over his head as he walked out. "You know your mother is desperate to see you married and happy while sitting upon the throne. As soon as we finish with the Dark Kingdoms, we will speak of this again."
Nolick's voice trailed off as he left the large room.
"Yes, Father." Lewan laughed, sitting back down into the ornate chair to sip his mead.
He wondered how his sister was going to enjoy being the future Queen of Lethoria. The city was famed for its massive gold and white marble Tri-Towers, which sat in the shape of a triangle. The roof of the entire palace within was made of shimmering stained glass that could be seen for miles. Lethoria was a beautiful kingdom... it deserved a beautiful queen.
He only hoped that Torwynn was capable of keeping her safe. His stomach dropped at the thought.
Lewan had always been able to best Torwynn when they sparred. He knew the other prince was impulsive and would become predictable in the middle of a fight, quick to become winded. The Lethorian had also never killed before. Lewan didn't know if the other prince would be capable of it yet.
However, Torwynn's skill in practice and in the tournaments was better than the other princes... far better. His abilities with a spear surpassed some of the most practiced war masters. But still, Lewan knew he himself was far superior. He never competed in the tournaments. He found them boring and full of politics.
Upstairs, the Queen greeted her husband.
"Nolick, my love, have we received any word on Amora?"
The king waved the unopened letter, laying it on the queen's vanity. "Just got the message a while ago."
Rhya finished fastening the last clasp on the Queen's gown and stepped back. "Will that be all, Your Majesty?"
"Yes, dear. Wait outside the door, please." Amarha smiled kindly at the young woman.
Rhya curtsied and slipped out, pulling the chamber door closed behind her.
"Oh, good." The Queen smiled as she stood from her bench to greet her husband. Her long black hair flowed loosely around her, reaching the curve of her bottom. She was only a couple of years younger than Nolick, but to a human, neither of them would have looked a day over thirty. Her gaze settled on him tenderly as he removed his boots and his dress robes.
"Amarha, I believe it's about time we think about a betrothal for Lewan."
Shock plastered the queen's pale face. "I thought we were going to wait until after he was crowned to let him pick a bride?"
"Oh, trust me, I think he already has. That boy has never once shown favor to a lady. But I saw him do so today."
The Queen wore a face that had pure disbelief written all over it. Her Lewan had shown favor to a female? He hated all of the girls they had presented him with. What had changed that? Better yet, who had changed that?
"Who is this girl you wish to marry him to?" the queen asked while absentmindedly grabbing the letter. Running her ivory fingers over the Lethorian wax seal.
"Oh, you will never guess, my love." The king chuckled.
Her Majesty smiled wide. Her son had possibly found the most precious thing in all the realms... and the rarest. She began to open the letter, pausing to ask, "Is it someone I know?"
King Nolick walked over behind her, wrapping his arms around her. "Well, it is someone who you see daily now."
Amarha's brows furrowed deep in thought. She absentmindedly opened the letter while trying to think of who this mystery woman would possibly be.
"Nolick, I have no idea." She chuckled, then paused, a thought occurring to her. "You know, speaking of betrothals, I've been thinking we should invite Seraphine to visit. I miss my sister terribly, and with her husband gone..." She trailed off, her voice softening. "She's been alone in those frozen mountains for too long."
"And poor Rhya has been worried sick about Lewan since Amora was taken," she added softly. "The girl tries to hide it, but I see how she watches for news."
Nolick pressed a kiss to her temple. "Your sister would be most welcome here. The Ice Kingdom has been a loyal ally."
"And," Amarha added with a slight smile, "she should meet Lewan properly. She hasn't seen him since he was a boy."
"I'm sure she would love to. Send word immediately," Nolick agreed.
Amarha laughed softly. "I'll send her a letter straight away." The Queen opened the letter on her desk and began to read...
The smile left her face entirely as she read the words scribbled hastily upon the parchment. Her body went limp. Nolick caught the letter as she fainted against him.
"NO! Nooooo!" he roared.
The letter read:
ROYAL PROCLAMATION FROM THE KINGDOM OF LETHORIA
Let it be known,
The Prince of Lethoria has been beheaded and his royal entourage ambushed and slaughtered. The location of the Grand Princess Amora, of the Kingdom of Atheria, is currently unknown.
... King Taresys
His daughter and the Lethorian Prince had been ambushed. The prince decapitated. And his precious daughter... his Amora... was nowhere to be found.
He had sent his daughter into the arms of the enemy with his own hands.
Nolick's head began to spin. His heart felt as if it were being crushed inside his own chest.
Prince Lewan burst into the room, took in the sight of his grief-stricken father and his unconscious mother, and crossed the floor in three strides. He pried the letter from his father's fist. His face paled as the blood drained from it.
"No," he whispered.
And then, quieter, to no one at all: "I'll bring her home. I swear on my mother's life. I'll bring her home."


CHAPTER FIVE
Godwynn and his men made the Shadowlands by late afternoon. Two days more would see them at the gates of his father's kingdom. Soon his own.
*
Amora came back to herself in pieces.
The smell first. Canvas, and woodsmoke, and the wet wool of a horse blanket too close to her face. And beneath all of it, something else. Something that did not belong in a camp. Cedar and amber, dark and clean, like a fire in a room that had never been cold.
Then the light. Soft and dim through the tent skin above her, pressing on her eyes like a hand held too long over a wound. Then the ache.
Her head.
Something in her head was wrong.
The memory came in pieces, not all at once. The chase. The white stallion's chest striking the earth. Her body flung free, the ground rushing up. The impact.
Then nothing.
Whatever had come after, she had not been awake for it. Which meant she did not know how bad it was. Which meant she did not know what had been done to her while she could not stop it.
She lay on furs. Everything ached. Her head worst of all, a deep wrongness behind her right eye that pulsed with every heartbeat. Her ribs on the left side. Her shoulder. Her body was present and accounted for and loudly unhappy about it.
Voices, low, just beyond the canvas.
"She's running a fever now, Highness. Not sure she'll survive the ride back to the castle in this state."
A pause. Then a voice she had not heard before. Low. Unhurried. The voice of a man who did not raise it because he had never needed to.
"The king will be irritated if we lose her as leverage."
"Yes, Highness."
"Keep the others back. I will handle it."
Boots moving away. The tent flap lifting and falling. Then quiet, and the faint creak of a man settling his weight, and the soft sound of something being set down on a camp table.
She did not move.
She opened her eyes.
She opened them, and only one of them answered.
The left one took in the dark peak of the tent, a lantern swaying on its hook, a brazier glowing orange on the ground. The right one saw nothing. The right side of her world was simply gone. She turned her head, slowly, and the dark did not move. A darkness that traveled with her. Not shut by a lid. Not veiled. Gone.
Her breath caught high in her chest.
Blind in the right eye.
She closed her left eye and the world went black. She opened it again, and the world returned only on her left. Something behind her eye had not yet knitted back together. Something had been pressed into a place it should not have been.
Her mother's voice came to her then, as her mother's voice tended to do in rooms she would rather have been alone in.
Every royal woman of the Volcanic line carries a blade. You learn where to hide it before you learn to dance in a gown. You do not leave the palace without it. You do not leave your chamber without it. If you lose it, you fix another into the hem before anyone sees you have done so.
Her hand moved, slowly, along the folds of her traveling dress. The outer seam of the skirt. The reinforced panel. The small weight sewn into the lining, no longer than her longest finger, honed to a wire edge. Mithril. A princess's blade. Her mother had pressed the last stitch into the hem herself on the night before Amora had ridden out of the Grand Palace, and she had not spoken of it, because a mother did not speak aloud of the weapon she had just handed her daughter against a world she could not follow her into.
The blade was still there.
The Dark Prince, for all his prowess, had not undressed her.
She still wore the bodice and the under-slip and the torn outer gown. The blade sat where her mother had sewn it.
She listened for him.
Nothing. No movement from the chair. He was reading something, perhaps, or watching the brazier, or simply waiting the way a patient man waits.
She did not hurry. She was not sure she could hurry. She worked the small stitch her mother had taught her with the pad of her thumb, and the thread gave in three small pops, and the blade slid into her palm cold and familiar and certain.
She closed her fist around it.
Now.
Every muscle protested as she pushed herself upright, her left arm shaking with the effort. The tent lurched sideways. She caught the canvas with her free hand and held on, the acid burning up the back of her throat. She swallowed it down and raised the blade.
The chair creaked.
He was rising.
She came off the furs in a stumble that was almost a lunge, blade arm raised, her left hand outstretched for balance, because the right half of the world was still missing.
He turned.
She was already closing.
He was fast. Faster than her, and she had one working eye and a body failing her in ways she didn't yet understand. His hand closed around her wrist with the casual ease of a man who had done this a thousand times and found it no more interesting than catching a thrown key. He twisted. The bone of her wrist ground against itself and the blade dropped. His other hand caught it before it reached the ground.
She made a sound that was not quite a scream.
In three movements she couldn't follow he had her face down on the furs, her arms drawn behind her back. The weight of him above her. The cedar and amber scent of him, close and overwhelming, the same scent that had pulled at something in her when she first woke. She hated that she noticed it.
He leaned down, his mouth near her ear.
"Third time I have taken this blade from a High Elf," he said, his voice conversational. "You people never learn."
She said nothing. Her ribs screamed where they were pressed into the furs.
The cord came next. He drew her wrists together at the small of her back, and when the first loop cinched tight she could not stop the sharp intake of breath, her shoulder, something in her shoulder was wrong, and she felt him go still above her for just a moment before he continued, slightly looser than the first loop had been.
He had not commented on it. She told herself that meant nothing.
He rolled her onto her back. Her bound hands pressed into her spine and she set her jaw against it.
He crouched beside her.
He was not what she had expected.
She had expected old. She had expected the face that matched the voice that had spoken about leverage and irritated kings. What crouched beside her was none of those things. Sharp features, silver hair pushed back from his face, a jaw that could have been cut from the same stone as the Nyberian walls. A scar along the left side of his face that did not diminish him. Cerulean eyes, pale as winter water, looking at her the way no one had looked at her in her life. Not with wanting, not with reverence, not with the careful performance of a man in her father's court. Just looking. Assessing. As though she were a problem he had not yet decided how to solve.
She did not let herself look too long. It felt like a trap.
He took her chin in his bare hand and turned her face toward the brazier's light. The warmth of his skin was startling. Not fever-warmth. Something older than that.
He moved a finger before her right eye. Once. Twice.
Her pupil did not track.
Something shifted in his face. He did not speak. He tilted her head, parted the matted golden hair at the back of her skull with his thumbs. She felt his breath catch, faintly, at what he found there. Then his hands moved, not gentle, not rough, the hands of a man taking inventory, pressing along her collarbone. Down her left side. When he found the ribs she flinched hard, a sound escaping her before she could stop it, and his eyes came up to hers.
For a moment neither of them moved.
He pulled back a fraction. She did not think he knew he had done it. Then his brow lifted, one slow degree, and his hands returned to their work.
They moved to her stomach. Found the gash.
He looked at it. Then he looked at her.
"That," he said, "is from the skirmish."
"I am aware," she said.
"You attacked a man with a mithril blade in your condition." Not a question. Not quite mockery. Something that almost, in another life, might have been wry.
"I did not know my condition."
"You know it now."
She said nothing. His hand rested at the edge of the gash, not quite touching, and she could feel the heat of it from a finger's width away. Her body was a traitor. The cedar and amber scent of him was not helping.
"Stupid girl," he said, low. It was not an insult. It was the kind of thing a man said when the inventory was worse than expected and he was deciding what to do about it.
She did not know whether he meant her, or her father, or Torwynn, or whoever had left her in the dark with injuries she could not name.
"The ribs will hold," he said, rising. "The stomach will hold." He crossed the tent, returned with the small leather roll. "The skull will not. Something pressed into it that does not belong there. If I do not move it tonight, the pressure will stop your breath before morning. You cannot heal this one on your own." He set the leather roll down. Looked at her. "Your body needs help it cannot ask for."
"Then let me die," she whispered.
He went very still.
Then the corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. The ghost of one. The expression of a man who had been surprised by an answer he had not expected and was not entirely displeased by it.
"No," he said. "Not tonight."
He positioned himself beside her, one hand bracing her forehead flat to the fur, the other spreading wide at the back of her skull. His palms ran hot. Not fever-heat. Not anger. Something ancient drawing up from beneath the world.
"This will hurt."
"I know what blood magic does," she said, through her teeth.
"Good."
It came like a door being kicked open. Not the gentle Atherian tide of white light that coaxed and promised. Blood magic did not coax. It shoved the fragments of her skull back into their places with the force of a man resetting a broken bone, dragged the torn tissue behind her eye back into something resembling flesh, burned through the deep places of her head where the damage had been pressing on the part of her that saw the world.
She screamed.
Her body arched. His hand held her skull flat against the fur. His other hand did not leave the back of her head. His teeth were set. His eyes did not leave her face.
Somewhere inside the burning, something gave. The pressure behind her right eye unwound, slow and sickening, like a rope untwisting against the grain. The dark that had traveled with her broke.
She saw him.
Both sides of his face in the brazier's light. The scar and the no-scar. The fine bead of sweat at his temple from a man who had been working harder than he had wanted her to see.
Then the pain took her somewhere there was no light at all.
He stepped out.
*
The cold struck his face and did nothing.
He stood in the dark a long while. His men at the other fires had the good sense to leave him alone. He did not speak to them. He did not move.
There was a satisfaction he knew. The satisfaction of a hostage caught, a threat disarmed, a broken thing mended because it was more useful mended than broken. That satisfaction he understood. That satisfaction belonged to him, and to his father, and to the long black line of Nyberian princes who had taught him to feel it.
There was also, tonight, something else.
A small quiet thing, sitting high in his chest where satisfaction had no business sitting. A thing that had watched her stare him down with one blind eye still full of her mother's fire, and had felt something turn over in him that he did not want to name.
He had heard her whisper then let me die, and he had, for a fraction of a breath, understood why a woman might prefer it.
He had closed the wound. He had closed both their doors. He had not let his men see what he had just mended.
He stood in the dark outside the tent for a long time.
And the quiet thing did not pass.
*
The storm came in the hour he had been waiting for it to come in.
Thunder rolling down from the western ridges. The soft slap of the first heavy drops against canvas turning, within minutes, to the steady drumming of real weather. His men had long since taken to their tents. The fires hissed and steamed and began to die. He stood in the dark with the rain running off his hair and down the collar of his undershirt and he did not move.
He did not, he told himself, need to go back in. He could sit out the night at the fire. He could sleep in the saddle, the way a Nyberian captain slept when a campaign ran harder than it was meant to.
He could also, he told himself, lie on the far side of a small tent where an exhausted High Elf princess was in no state to be a threat to anyone, and he could close his eyes, and he could keep his men from wondering why their prince had chosen to sleep in the rain instead of in his own bed.
He went back in.
He did it quietly. He did not look at her. She was breathing the slow uneven breath of a woman who had wept herself into sleep. He stripped the wet armor piece by piece in the dark. He set it against the tent wall. He peeled the sodden undershirt over his head and hung it on the crossbar to drip. He was down to his breeches. The brazier at the center of the tent glowed low. The rain ran in sheets down the canvas walls.
He lay down on the far side of the furs. His back to her. A careful arm's length between them.
He slept.
*
The cold came into the tent the way cold always comes into canvas shelters in mountain storms. Slow at first. Then not slow. The brazier burned down. The wind slipped in at the edges of the flap. Amora, deep asleep, began to shiver in her sleep, the shiver waking her, and she came up into the grey place between sleep and waking with her teeth chattering and her every muscle stiff with the cold.
She did not move toward him.
She did not have to.
He moved toward her.
He did it in his sleep, unaware, the way a body moves toward heat when the mind has gone out of it. His arm came over her waist. Heavy. Warm. The bare length of his chest pressed up against the line of her back. His breath, slow and unhurried, stirred the hair at the nape of her neck. He dragged the second fur up over both of them with the unconscious thoroughness of a man who had been raised cold and had learned, somewhere in his body, how to keep warm.
His face settled into her hair.
He breathed her in.
He did not wake.
*
Amora did not breathe at first.
Then she breathed, because she had to. The shivering stopped. The fur he had pulled up over them smelled of smoke and horse and the long nights of men on campaign. He smelled of cedarwood and sweet amber and the campfire his men had been feeding all evening. Warm and smoky and wholly him.
This is the man who bound your wrists, she thought. This is the man who held a blade to your throat. This is the man who is going to deliver you to his father.
His thumb moved, once, in his sleep, along the soft place at the side of her ribs. Not a caress. The absent movement of a man who had taken hold of something warm and was settling around it.
She began to cry.
The tears came very quietly. She did not want to wake him. She did not want to wake anything. She lay in the heat of a man who was going to be the reason she died, and she cried without sound, and after a long while she slept, because her body was beyond the point of resisting either the warmth or the weeping.
Outside the tent, the storm rolled on.


CHAPTER SIX
Morning found its way into the tent the way morning always found its way into canvas. Grey first, then gold at the seams where the light caught the damp cloth. The storm had passed in the deep hours. The rain had turned to a slow patter that was no longer a storm, only the sound the trees made after one.
Godwynn woke to find his chin resting in the crown of a High Elf princess's golden hair.
His hand, which he had apparently laid across her waist at some hour of the night he did not remember, was still there. Her body was warm along the length of his own. She smelled of lavender, and neroli, and faintly of the copper of old blood from the back of her head where he had opened her skull the night before and closed it again with magic that did not belong to a gentle man. She was breathing slowly. She was not asleep.
He knew she was not asleep because her breath had changed the instant his own had.
He drew his hand back from her waist. Not fast. Slow. The slow of a man who was making a decision not to be seen doing the thing he had been caught doing. He sat up. He drew away from her on the furs. He did not look at her face.
He stood.
Outside, someone was breaking the cookfire. The low clink of iron on iron. The voices of his men, already up, already pretending they had not heard the prince's tent go quiet at a very late hour.
He dressed.
He pulled on the dry undershirt first. Then the breastplate, buckling it himself without calling for a hand, because a hand in this tent right now was a thing he did not want. He laced his bracers. He ran a hand through his hair once to order it, and then once more because the first pass had not been enough.
He turned.
*
She was awake.
She was lying on her side, one cheek pressed to the fur, and her eyes were open and on him. On him in the way a woman looks at a man when her body has been pressed to his for six hours without her consent, and she is deciding, now, in the grey light, how much of that she is going to allow him to name aloud.
Her eyes slid, once, to the front of his breeches.
And her face went red the way a Golden princess's face went red, which was to say at the ears first, then at the throat, then in two high clean flares along the cheekbones.
He had woken hard. Of course he had. He had slept with a warm body pressed against his for half a night. He was a man of fourteen hundred years and a body of fourteen hundred years still answered to the same animal pull it had answered to at a hundred, and would still answer to at ten thousand, and he would not pretend otherwise.
He watched her see it. He did not move to hide it.
A slow, cold smile moved across his mouth.
"Do you like what you see, little princess."
Her chin came up. It came up the way it had come up last night when she had whispered then let me die, and he noted, in the part of himself that was always taking notes, that this was a thing she was going to keep doing. Lifting her chin. Looking at him as though she were the one doing the allowing.
"F-fuck you."
It came out shakier than she had meant it to. He heard the tremor and he filed it away with the rest.
"Oh. It is coming, pet. Not from me. From all of us."
Her brow knit.
He stepped closer to the furs. He did not crouch. He stood over her and let the shadow he threw fall across her face.
"When my father is done with you, and my father is thorough, princess, you will be sent to the House of Klomar. Do you know the House of Klomar?"
She did not answer. She did not know.
"No. I thought not." He tilted his head slightly. "It is the pleasure house of Nyberius. It services the lower orders of this kingdom. Anyone who wants a turn can have one. The only requirement for being sent there is that one has displeased the crown, or owed the crown, or both. You have struck the prince of Nyberius in the face with a mithril blade in his own tent. You have displeased the crown."
He watched the words land. He watched her throat move once.
"Please."
"No."
He said it without heat. Without relish, either. The way a man gives a forecast of weather.
He turned away from her and crossed to the corner of the tent, and came back with a wooden bucket, and set it at the edge of the furs.
"Relieve yourself."
Her face, which had gone pale at the Klomar word, flushed red again. She drew herself up higher on her elbow.
"You cannot be serious."
"I am deeply serious."
"There is a wood ten feet from this tent."
"Yes. There is also a detail of forty of my father's men ten feet from this tent. They have been up for an hour. I would rather not have them kill you on a whim this morning, so you will not be going into the wood." He paused. "You will use the bucket, Amora, because today we ride, and we do not stop, and you will not have another opportunity until the moon rises. At least here, at this moment, it is only me who has to see you."
Only me. The words sat between them in the small damp air of the tent a moment longer than he had intended.
"I will not." She said it flat.
"Then you will mess yourself inside the dress your mother stitched a blade into." He sat down on the lid of his camp chest and folded his arms. "It is, as I said, no matter to me."
Her eyes went very wet. Not from weeping. From rage.
She rose, slowly, because her head still pulsed where he had healed it. She crossed the two steps to the bucket on bare feet that had not touched ground in a day. She did not look at him. She gathered the ruined outer skirt of the dress into both hands and she lifted it, and she squatted, and the small hot sound of her body giving the only thing it had left to give filled the tent in the morning light.
He did not look away.
He had told himself he would. He did not.
He watched with the cold flat face he wore in his father's council, because the only thing worse than watching her would have been giving her the dignity of an averted gaze she had not asked for. He had told her the shape of her life in this camp. He owed her the consistency of it. So he watched.
When she was done, she stood, and she dropped the skirt, and she did not look at him, and she walked back to the furs and sat on them and pressed her palms flat to her eyes.
Her shoulders shook. Once. She made no sound.
He sat on the camp chest a moment longer.
Then he rose. He crossed to her. He did not crouch. He laid the edge of a cloak, his cloak, over her shoulders, and he did not say anything about it, and he did not stay.
"Up, princess." His voice was flat again. Flat as the council voice. "The camp rides in the hour. You will sit at the fire until my men are finished loading."
He pulled back the flap.
He walked her out into the morning.
His men saw her and looked away. His captain did not. Varek met Godwynn's eye across the clearing for half a breath and some piece of understanding moved between them that was not warm and was not, quite, condemnation.
Godwynn did not hold the look.
He walked on.
*
Deep in the Castle of Nyberius, the king sat perched upon his ornate obsidian throne. The black stone was carved and polished with elven scrollwork, inlaid with mithril that caught the torchlight like veins of silver running through coal.
Drogath waited calmly for his son to bring him the tool needed to defeat the Atherian King, the princess. By now, Nolick would know that his daughter had been taken. An evil smile spread across the Dark King's face. His sharp teeth glistened in the candlelight.
He had a score to settle with the High King, and his victory would come to fruition soon. He would soon hold the title of High King and the powers that came with it.
The sound of wings filled the air as a black raven came to land beside the throne, a small scroll attached to his leg. Handing the raven messenger a polished shell as payment, he unwound the scroll from the leg, watching as the bird took flight to land upon his small roost hidden in a pillar of the throne room.
Hastily, Drogath began to read the letter from his heir. A crooked grin spread across his face as he scanned the brief letter.
Father,
I have the Atherian Princess in my possession.
The Lethorian Prince has been eliminated.
We are two days' ride from the castle.
All has gone as planned.
... Godwynn
Drogath took a deep breath and sighed his relief as he laid his son's letter down on the arm of his seat. Godwynn had done exactly as he was commanded.
He sat very still on the obsidian throne. The throne room was empty but for two guards at the far doors and the small black raven preening in its hidden roost in the pillar. The torches snapped in the still air. The stewardess had not yet been summoned.
Drogath let himself, for the first time in nine hundred years, sit with the thing he had been waiting to sit with.
Her daughter.
A High Elf princess of the Golden line, bronze of skin and gold of hair and the amber-red eyes that had gone, in the rumours that filtered south through the merchant houses, from a child's curiosity to a young woman's bearing. He had seen her once. Drogath had seen her once, years ago, at a state function in Atheria, from across a great hall, before the parents had even noticed he was watching. She had been an adolescent then, no more than that. He had marked her face. He had filed it. He had known what she was going to grow into. He had known, looking at her across that hall, that the daughter would carry her mother's face down through the centuries the way a bell carried its tone.
Amarha's face.
He had not let himself think the name in this throne room for the better part of two centuries. He had banned it from being spoken in his palace nine hundred years ago, after the disposal of the wife who had not been able to wear it for him, and he had not, since, permitted it to surface even in his own interior. The name was a cost. The name carried, every time he allowed it, the entire stack of what he had been before her and what he had not, ever again, been able to be after.
He let it surface now.
Amarha of the Volcanic Kingdom. The girl who had been promised to him, by treaty, before she had ever come of age. The girl who had stood across a courtyard at the Royal Games of his three hundredth year and had looked at him directly, the way Volcanic women looked at men, without the little dropped lashes a Nyberian woman would have given a dark prince at the same distance, and he had thought, in the breath he had taken at the sight of her, that the body his father had carved into him as a child might, with this woman, work differently.
He had been wrong.
He had not known he was wrong yet, that morning across the courtyard. He had only known that the woman across from him was the first woman in two hundred years he had wanted with anything resembling the wanting that came up out of an unbroken man's body, and he had walked across the courtyard to her, and she had inclined her head with the small precise courtesy of a princess to a prince who had been promised her, and he had taken her hand to lead her into the games, and she had let him take it, and he had thought, yes, this one. This one is the one. This is the one the cure has not killed.
That afternoon at the games she had ridden in the open competition.
He had not expected her to ride. He had expected her to watch. She had ridden, and she had won, and she had taken her colours from her own throat afterward and crossed the field with them, and she had laid them in the hands not of her promised husband but of a young Atherian prince in a plain green tunic at the edge of the field, a man Drogath had not even noticed in the courtyard that morning, and she had kissed him in front of every banner of every house at the Royal Games, and she had not looked once at the Dark Prince of Nyberius standing twenty paces away.
That had been the moment.
Drogath had gone back to his tents that night and he had not slept, and he had not spoken to his men, and he had drunk through a full carafe of dark Volcanic wine alone in the dark, and somewhere in the middle of that night the body his father had carved into him as a child had finished its long slow work of curing, and the man who had walked into the Royal Games that morning had not, ever again, walked out of them.
He had married Neera the following spring.
He had married her because Amarha's mother had quietly broken the betrothal and offered him another Volcanic cousin, and he had refused, because the only revenge a Dark Prince could take for being publicly humiliated by a Volcanic princess at the Royal Games was to bind the next available young queen of the Marsh Kingdom and parade her, and he had taken Neera home to Nyberius and given her the formality of a wife and given her, also, the steady resentment of a man who could not climb to satisfaction with her because she was not the woman his body had finally believed it could climb with, and he had been cold to her, and he had been cruel to her, and he had, when she had failed to produce an heir for seven years, beaten an heir into her in one violent night and called it god's work, and he had hated her after that with a hate that had not left his body until he had eventually killed her, and even now, nine hundred years later, the hate had not gone away.
He hated Neera because Neera had not been Amarha.
He hated Amarha because Amarha had not been his.
And now Amarha's daughter was three days' ride from this throne room.
*
He picked up the letter.
He looked at it again.
I have the Atherian Princess in my possession.
The princess. The child of the woman who had walked across a Volcanic courtyard nine hundred years ago and had not looked at him. The child of the man Amarha had handed her colours to in front of the banners, the small Atherian prince in the plain green tunic who had grown into a High King and had taken from Drogath the throne that should have been his and the title that should have been his and the woman who should have been his and the long uncountable years of family that should have been his.
Drogath did not, often, weep.
He did not weep now.
But he sat in the throne room with his son's letter in his hand and let himself, for the space of perhaps a minute, feel the pure clean shape of what he was going to do to the daughter of the woman who had not looked at him.
He was going to break her.
He was going to break her in front of her father across a thousand leagues of ravenwork and palace gossip. He was going to break her in front of his own court and his own son and the long memory of every Volcanic woman who had ever turned her face away from a prince of Nyberius. He was going to break her so thoroughly that when she returned, eventually, to whatever was left of the High Elf realms, she would carry the mark of his palace on her body and her bearing and her voice for the remainder of her long Atherian life. He was going to break her, and the news of every breaking was going to ride north on the long carrion road of palace gossip and merchant rumour and the polite reports of Atherian envoys, and Amarha was going to hear of every blow at the slow remove of a mother who had been too far away to stop any of it, and Amarha was going to know, at last, the shape of what she had cost him.
The break was going to take time.
He was not in a hurry.
A bound bride could not be killed. The Fates would not permit it. The bond would have to play itself out across whatever years it took. He had years. He had centuries. He had, for the first time in nine hundred years, a thread of the woman who had refused him sitting in a chamber three days' ride from his throne, and he was going to spend the rest of his long Dark life pulling on that thread until everything Amarha had been was dragged out into the light.
The first lesson would be tonight. The harem would do it, in its way. He had something specific in mind there too, a small reminder for his own body of what its work was, before his son arrived in the morning with the prize itself.
The second lesson would come at the binding.
The third would come at the consummation.
The lessons after that he would calibrate to her. He had centuries to refine them. He intended to use every one.
He laid the letter down again.
He smiled.
His sharp teeth caught the torchlight, and the long pale silver scar across his face moved with the smile the way it always moved when he was, for the first time in a very long while, content.
The king stood, walking down the steps before his throne. The click of his boots echoed on the black marble floors as he crossed the throne room.
"Prepare a feast for my son's return," he instructed the castle stewardess as he passed her in the halls. His guard followed behind him without a word.
The elderly she-elf bowed her head and left at a brisk pace, her black and silver hair trailing behind her.
The king turned toward the wing of his harem. He passed three women he had kept for years. He did not see them. He was already thinking of Nolick's daughter, and what it would feel like to watch the High King look upon her after.
He grabbed the first acceptable courtesan he saw, and did not speak to her at all.
She was older than he preferred. The trafficked younger ones were not yet broken to him. The older one would have to do. He took her by the upper arm and walked her to his chamber and shut the door with the heel of his boot.
She had been here three years. He had never asked her name.
"Look at me."
She looked.
"I am sure you have noticed our sessions growing longer. You know that is not a good thing. It means you are taking too long to satisfy me. I know you are doing the math, girl." He let her see his teeth. "Good. Your time is coming to an end."
Her face drained.
*
He took her by the hair and bent her over the table.
He shredded the back of her gown in one long pull. He used her hard from the first stroke. Pain was the only thing his body still answered to, and he gave it to her without preamble, the way his father had carved him to give it. She bit her lip to keep silent because the trained ones knew silence was the only currency that bought a return appearance, and within the first minute she had bitten through it, and the blood was running down her chin onto the dark wood of the table.
He saw it. He noted it. He did not slow.
The blood was good. The blood was where the body's labour started to bite back through the dead nerves at the centre of him, and the older woman, beneath him, knew it the moment the rhythm changed because she had been here three years and she had felt it change before in other women's bodies before they had stopped coming back. She made a small involuntary sound at the back of her throat. He drove harder. She tried again to swallow it. She failed. The sound that came out of her this time was wet and not voluntary at all.
"There you are," he said.
He fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head back so the long arch of her throat came up and her chin pointed at the ceiling, and her mouth opened in a choked grunt, and her body began the small uncontrolled jerks of a woman whose interior had passed past the point where training could carry her. The blood from her lip ran down across her cheek into her ear. He drove harder. He drove her until the wood of the table was rocking against the stone beneath it, until her hands had stopped bracing and were only opening and closing on the polished oak, until the small high sounds she had been making in her throat had broken into a single thin continuous wail she could not stop and was not trying to stop, because she had stopped being a courtesan three minutes ago and had become the animal his body required for finishing.
*
When he was close he reached around and put his hand around her throat.
He did it slowly. He let her see the hand come up in her peripheral vision. He let her feel it close. Her hands came up off the table for the first time and went to his wrist, and her fingernails broke against the back of his hand, and he kept driving.
He held her at the edge precisely. Two centuries of practice. Past the point where she could fight, before the point where the brain went out and the body stopped giving. The eyes were the gauge. He watched them in the side of her face, the slow widening, the loss of focus, the moment they began to roll back, and he eased his grip half a notch, and her vision came back, and he tightened it again. He rode her there for the long handful of seconds it took. Her bladder gave way. He felt the warmth of it against his thigh through the fabric of his breeches and it pushed him the last short distance, and he spilled into her with a low animal sound at the back of his own throat, his hand still locked at her neck, and he held her there one beat past the spill before he released.
She collapsed forward across the table.
She lived.
She would not, he understood without having to look at her face, be coming back to this chamber.
*
He stepped back. He refastened his breeches. He crossed the room to the carafe of dark Nyberian wine on the side table, and he poured, and he drank, and he watched her over the rim of the cup.
She had not moved.
She was face down across the table with her arms beneath her and her hair pooled in the blood and the wet on the wood, and her chest was rising in the small fast involuntary rhythm of a body still trying to remember how breath worked. Her eyes were open. They were on the goblet in his hand.
"Maug."
The connecting door opened.
Maug stepped through.
He was the smaller of the two brothers. Lean where Drogath was tall, narrow-shouldered, silver hair pulled back and kept shorter, and a face that had never been beautiful the way his brother's face was beautiful but had been compelling in its own narrower way. Sharp at the bones. Quiet at the eyes. The black eyes of his brother but with a different attention behind them, the attention of a man who took a thing apart in his head while it was still alive. He wore the dark soft-leather of the lower chambers. The cuffs of his sleeves were marked the way old leather was marked when it had been worked into and out of fluids that had not always come clean.
His fingernails had a fine dark crust along the cuticles. Old blood. Not today's.
"Brother."
Drogath gestured with the cup.
"Dispose of her."
The woman on the table made a sound. The first deliberate sound of the evening. A single cracked syllable, a please she could not finish, and her hand opened and closed once on the polished wood, and her eyes went, for the first time, to Drogath's face.
Drogath drank.
He watched her face do it.
The face was the part of the kill he never let Maug have.
*
Maug crossed to the table.
He did not touch her. He stood just inside her sight line and gestured toward the connecting door, and the woman, after a long moment in which her body did not seem to remember how to obey, slid off the table. Her legs did not hold her. She caught the edge of the wood. She did not try to gather the ruined gown across her shoulders. She walked to the connecting door past Maug with the small ruined dignity of a woman whose body was already accepting what her mouth had not finished saying.
She did not look at Drogath.
Drogath did not look at her either.
He looked at his wine.
Maug closed the connecting door softly behind them.
*
Drogath did not bother with the side table this time.
He took the carafe by the neck and walked through the connecting door himself.
The lower chamber smelled of iron and the resinous cedar Maug burned to take the worst of it out of the air. The woman was on the long stone slab. Maug had not begun yet. He was at the small table on the far wall, selecting the implement, with the unhurried care of a craftsman choosing a knife from a drawer of well-kept knives. The woman on the slab was watching him select it. Her chest was doing the thing chests did when they had understood what was about to happen and could not yet make the body run.
Drogath took up his position at the small chair beside the slab. He had had the chair built for this purpose. He had used it many times. He poured himself a fresh cup from the carafe.
He nodded to his brother.
Maug began.
*
Drogath did not stay for the whole of it.
He had a feast to oversee. The kitchens needed checking. The screams would, in any case, carry through the upper vents into the kitchens, which was, he had always found, an excellent way to remind the staff who they served. He drained his cup. He set it on the side of the slab. He laid the back of his hand briefly against the woman's cheek as he passed her, as though feeling her temperature, the small mocking tenderness of a man who had been every cruelty in her life for the last fifteen minutes and was now performing the gentleness she was not going to receive again, and her eyes followed his face all the way across the chamber to the door.
He did not look back.
He went up to the kitchens.
He hummed, faintly, as he walked.


CHAPTER SEVEN
High King Nolick stood in the War Room, staring blankly off into the distance. Memories of a small Amora running through the halls, bare feet slapping the marble, braids half-unwound, filled his mind. She was his pride and joy, and he had failed her with his own two hands.
He had hand-picked the Prince of Lethoria as her suitor because of his talent with the spear at the Royal Games. Torwynn had always surpassed the other princes. All of them except Lewan.
The grudge between Nolick and the Dark King of Nyberius stretched back a millennium, to when they were young men watching their fathers battle for the High Crown. Drogath's father had held the title then, ruling the Shadowlands with an iron fist. But Nolick's father, Ardemore, had challenged and won, taking the crown and the power that came with it.
That alone would have been enough to earn Drogath's hatred.
But Nolick had twisted the knife deeper. Amarha had been promised to Drogath. A princess of the Volcanic Kingdom of Ignareth whose dark eyes and fire-touched heritage would have united the Dark realms beneath a single bloodline. Instead, Nolick had won her hand. Claimed her for himself. Stolen both crown and bride from the man who had expected both to fall into his palm.
For a millennium, the Dark Kingdoms had been pushed to the margins. Ignored at the High Court. Their concerns dismissed, their voices unheard. The Draemoorians, the Ignarethi, the Shadow Elves... all of them simmering with resentment that Nolick and his father had helped create.
The Marsh and Volcanic realms had admitted defeat and returned to the Shadowlands over the last few weeks. They had served their purpose. Weakening Atheria's legions. Softening the target. The Shadowlands stretched across the entire southern reach of the continent, three kingdoms carved into its dark geography. The Marsh Kingdom of Draemoor, the Volcanic Kingdom of Ignareth, and at its center, Nyberius, the most powerful of them, ruled by Drogath and whatever dark advantage he had quietly spent a century building.
Drogath had been patient. Cunning. He had held back while the others spent their forces, waiting until Atheria was battered and exhausted before making his move.
And now he had Amora.
In the attack on Amora's escort, Torwynn had not only been outnumbered. He had been outmatched. Nolick scolded himself as his stomach twisted into itself. He had not eaten since the news of her abduction broke.
Queen Amarha was bedridden. Her wailing could be heard all throughout the castle the night before. She had gone hoarse by the morning hours, and she would not even look at him when he went to her. Too lost in her grief.
If he had not sent his daughter away trying to ensure her safety, she would have been behind the palace walls still. They might be at war, but Atheria had a few weeks yet before Drogath could mount a siege. The kingdom was holding. For now.
But Drogath was a dangerous king. Cunning and ruthless. Nolick should have known the first move the Dark King would make would be one of his children.
Someone had to have informed Drogath's men. Only those who sat upon the Royal Court had known that the princess was being smuggled in the night. Fifteen royal counselors. One of them was a traitor.
The clatter of feet coming down the hall snapped Nolick out of his thoughts as the room filled with the elven men, each of them gracefully walking to the table in the center of the room. They each took their place among the large round table.
A three-dimensional map of the realm, which was hand-carved into the center, began to glow. The presence of magical beings brought the sculpture to life. Within moments, the room was full and almost all of the seats were filled.
The magical ether had finished settling on the map, showing a live rendering of the world... all but the Shadowlands. A dark mist covered the lands, preventing them from being able to view, but that was to be expected.
*
They settled into their places around the great round table the way men settle when they have been summoned out of their beds at the deep hour of a war-bell ringing.
To the king's left, in the seat she had occupied at every council of consequence for the better part of a thousand years, sat the Elder Yaresii. She wore the long grey of her order. Her old hands were folded in her lap. She had not, on the walk from her chambers, asked anyone what the news was, because she had known the shape of the news the moment the bell had begun to ring, and she had come to the table to hear what the king would do with it. The Servants of the Fates did not advise. They witnessed. The seat to a king's left was the witnessing seat.
To his right, in the seat of formal counsel, sat Remiathan. The Spymaster had been Lewan's oldest friend since both boys were small enough to climb the stable rafters together, and Nolick had elevated him to the right hand of the throne the year Remi had turned of age, because the High King of Atheria had understood, even then, that a man who could see the shape of a lie in another man's face at twenty paces was a man you wanted close. Remi sat with his hands flat on the polished wood. His pale amber eyes had not left the king since Nolick had walked in.
Standing behind the king's chair, never sitting, was Ferris. The Captain of the Royal Guard had been at his post since dawn. His mithril armor caught the torchlight at the shoulders. He was not a young man and he was not an old one. He was the man Nolick had trusted with the safety of the Atherian royal blood for three centuries, and he was, at this moment, holding very still, because he had heard what the rookery had brought up from the south, and he was already calculating the routes and the men and the fastest way to put a sword in the Princess's defence.
Across from the king, the working seats of the council filled in.
Treasurer Verlin took her place first. She was old. She had served three Atherian kings before this one. Her white hair was wound up at the back of her head with a single bone pin and she wore the dark grey of the Crown's coffers. She set down a leather folio. She did not open it. She had not, in two centuries of service, been summoned to a midnight council without already knowing approximately what it was going to cost.
The Lethorian Overseer, Lord Anselm of the Bay Houses, took the seat to her right. He was younger than the others, recently elevated, sea-pale and sharp-eyed. He had been managing the trade and intelligence relationship with Lethoria for forty years, and he had been on the road home from the Lethorian capital when the bell had reached him. He had ridden in dust to the council. The dust was still on his boots.
The Marsh and Volcanic Overseer was older. Lord Aedran. Long-serving. Volcanic-born, with the bronze skin and dark eyes of his kingdom of origin. He had been Amarha's man before he had been Nolick's, and the position he held now had been arranged by the queen herself, because the queen had not wanted any man at her husband's table whose loyalty to her did not predate her wedding.
The Sea Kingdoms Overseer was Lord Brennith. Stocky, weathered, the long pale hair of a man who had spent a century on the western coastlines.
The Winter Realm Overseer was a woman, Lady Vora, niece of Seraphine herself, sent down two centuries back to manage the southern relationship with Atheria and never recalled. She was the youngest at the table. She was also, in the room's quiet political reckoning, the one least likely to break under pressure.
There was an Overseer for the Shadowlands as well. Lord Elwar.
His seat was the last to be observed. It was empty.
The map between them glowed.
*
The king did not sit.
He had walked to his heavily adorned chair, which stood taller than the others, and he stood beside it. He looked each member of the council in the face, his jaw tight, his breathing controlled. Barely.
Rhya moved quietly along the edge of the council chamber, refilling wine goblets with practiced efficiency. The young woman kept her eyes lowered, as she had been trained.
"My daughter has been taken."
The room went still.
"From the Lethorian road, three days south. By Nyberian patrols. The young Prince Torwynn, my future son-in-law, lies dead in the dirt. My son, who rode out to recover his sister, has not been seen since. I have a letter from Drogath Raydon's heir confirming that the Princess is in Nyberian hands and being conveyed at this moment toward the seat of the Dark Kingdom."
He let the silence hold.
"I will hear the council before I act."
Lord Anselm spoke first, because his beat ran through Lethoria, and because he had ridden the road. "Your Majesty. The Lethorian queen will demand reparations. She will demand them within the cycle. Her son was promised to your daughter, and her son is dead, and the road on which he died was an Atherian-arranged route. The Bay Houses will hold for now. They will not hold forever. The Lethorian queen has a younger daughter. There is already, in the corridors of her palace, talk of a marriage demand against your son to settle the blood-debt."
"My son is missing."
"They will demand him regardless, sire. A missing prince is still a prince, and the Lethorian queen is past caring whether he can be produced in time to make the vows."
Nolick's jaw moved. He did not answer.
Lord Aedran spoke next, because the Marsh and Volcanic kingdoms were the ones who would have to commit troops first if war came. "The Volcanic queen, your wife, will of course raise her banners on her sister's request. The Marsh banners will follow Volcanic. That is not a question. The question, Your Majesty, is whether you intend to march, or whether you intend to negotiate. Drogath Raydon does not negotiate. He has spent nine hundred years of patience to set this trap. He has not gone to this trouble in order to be talked out of his prize."
"He has gone to this trouble," Yaresii said quietly, from the king's left, "in order to be looked at."
The room turned to her.
She did not elaborate. The Servants of the Fates did not elaborate. She had said the sentence and that was the sentence she had been permitted to say.
Lord Brennith spoke for the Sea Kingdoms. "The Sea Kings will hold for you, Your Majesty. The currents have been wrong for a year. They have been waiting for the alarm. They will close the southern straits at your word, which would deny Drogath the western trade routes and put pressure on his coffers within the cycle."
"Coffers." Treasurer Verlin opened her folio at last. "Yours or his, Brennith."
"His."
"Mine," Verlin said evenly, "are not bottomless. A march on Nyberius, full banners, full muster, every house called, sustains for eight months at current grain reserves. I can extend to twelve if the Marsh kingdom contributes its harvest. I cannot extend to eighteen. If we move, we move now and we move fast, or we move with the understanding that the autumn after next will be a hungry one in Atheria."
"I do not ask the kingdom to starve."
"The kingdom would starve, Your Majesty. The army would not. That is the calculation."
"Note it."
"Noted."
Lady Vora spoke for the Winter Realm. "The Mistress of the Realm has been preparing for this since the last coronation," she said. "The Xenos eagles have been kept saddled. The Winter banners can fly south within the week. They are yours when you want them. My aunt has asked me to convey that she has, in her own words, been waiting nine hundred years for the day someone would send for her. She does not, she said, want to be told too late."
"She will not be told too late."
"Then I will write her tonight."
Remiathan, who had not yet spoken, finally lifted his eyes. "Sire. Before the banners. A word."
"Speak."
"Drogath did not do this alone."
The room stilled again.
"There are three patrol routes through the Shadow Marches that intersect the Lethorian road at the place where the princess was taken. All three are Nyberian. All three require advance knowledge of the timing. The Princess's escort departed Atheria with one week's notice. The Princess's route was arranged in this council chamber, by this council, six days ago. Drogath had men in position on the Lethorian road within four. Which means," Remi said, his eyes moving slowly across the table, "that someone at this table sent word south."
Silence.
The faces of the council were composed but not steady.
"My liege," Lord Anselm began.
"I am not accusing you, Lord Anselm."
"Then who."
"That," Remi said, "is what we are about to see."
He turned his head toward the king.
Nolick had been watching the table the entire time Remi was speaking. His jaw had set. His autumn-orange eyes had begun, in the corners, to take on a faint vivid red, the colour of sunset bleeding into stormcloud, and the council members nearest him had begun to lean back in their chairs without realizing they were doing it. The king did not, yet, raise his voice.
He said it quietly.
"One of you has betrayed me."
The king's voice was filling the room like the rumble of distant thunder. The council members began looking at one another, uncertainty rippling through them.
The king's eyes started to change from their warm autumn orange color to a bright, vivid red. A fierce glow emanated from them.
"The one who has betrayed me will suffer a most painful death."
His voice had dropped even lower, each word deliberate, dripping with promise. He raised his hand, and the full arm of the Royal Guard came marching into the room, barring all exits.
Panic erupted. The council members scrambled, looking to one another, voices rising as they tried to find anyone to place the blame on. The commotion grew louder, desperate.
A red glow began to faintly surround the king as his temper rose.
"A SEAT IS EMPTY!" yelled Lord Anselm, pointing frantically. "IT MUST BE HE WHO SITS THERE... ELWAR!"
"YES! WHY WOULD HIS SEAT BE EMPTY IF HE BE NOT THE GUILTY PARTY?"
The room erupted again in loud voices, the commotion echoing down the halls of the castle. White-haired elves, desperate to prove their innocence, exclaimed and placed the blame on Elwar.
"SILENCE!"
The High King's roar was not his own... it was something deeper, something ancient and terrible. The room fell deathly quiet. Everyone froze, all eyes on His Majesty.
The king stood still, red ethereal flames surrounding him as his magic overflowed, his emotions now running rampant. The council members backed away slowly, never quite looking him in the eyes for fear of antagonizing him in this state.
The High King's eyes had turned solid red.
At the king's right hand, Remi, Atheria's Spymaster and Lewan's oldest friend in the palace, turned his sharp gaze to the girl still frozen near the wine table. "Rhya. Out. Now." His voice was quiet but absolute. She set down the pitcher with trembling hands and fled.
Their king was now in the Blood Thirst.
It was one of the powers gifted only to the High King, drawn from the ancient magic of all Nine Kingdoms and channeled through the crown itself. A thing usually called upon in the heat of battle, and rarely even then. A thing old enough to remember when the first king had been bled over.
It meant Nolick was volatile beyond measure right now. Capable of burning the entire room to a crisp. Capable of sending his legions into a bloodlust. Capable, in this state, of commanding the armies of every kingdom beneath his crown.
Remiathan had not moved from his position at the wall. He watched the king the way he watched everything, with the flat patient attention of a man who was always counting exits.
"My liege." Ferris stepped to his side, unfazed by the heat radiating from his king. His mithril armor began to warp under the waves of raw power, and still he did not waver. He had followed his king into battle. He had seen a High King's Blood Thirst once before.
"We will find Elwar and bring him to you."
The king's breathing was ragged, his fists clenched so tightly his knuckles had gone white. The flames around him pulsed with each heartbeat.
"Go to the Queen," the captain muttered quietly, stepping closer despite the heat. "She can help you. Go to her."
The king faced the captain, staring for a moment, almost as if it were taking him time to decipher a foreign language. The red in his eyes flickered. Then he walked past him, his voice deep and callous as he gave his command.
"Shackle them. Put them all in the dungeons."
The councilmen broke the silence, protesting his orders. A single look over his shoulder silenced them again, the Blood Thirst in his eyes promising death if they spoke another word.
He needed his queen.
Not the High King's queen. Not the mother of the princess he had failed. Just Amarha. The only soul in all Nine Kingdoms who had ever pulled him back from the edge of what he was capable of. The only hand that had ever touched this fire without flinching.


CHAPTER EIGHT
Nolick climbed the stairs to his chamber, and with each step the ancient magic in him pulsed harder against the inside of his skin. He could feel the fire along his hands. Along his throat. Along the backs of his eyes. The Blood Thirst wanted out of him. The Blood Thirst wanted something to burn. The Blood Thirst was a creature of the High Crown that did not care for grief, only for a target, and it had been riding him since the moment he'd read Godwynn's letter about his daughter.
He closed the chamber door behind him and threw the lock.
Amarha was sitting up in their bed.
She had not been sleeping. Her eyes were red and puffy from having wept herself raw, but they were open, and they were on him, and in the silver of the moonlight streaming through the window the green at the iris of them caught the light like malachite lit from within. Volcanic green. His queen's eyes. The eyes that had looked up at him from beneath the two moons of her kingdom a thousand years ago and had never once, in all of what came after, flinched from what lived in him.
She looked him over. The red glow pulsing behind his irises. The faint shimmer of heat on the air around his shoulders. The clench of his fists at his sides.
Her gaze did not falter.
"Come here," she said quietly.
He shook his head. Jaw tight. "I will hurt you."
"Come here, Nolick."
Her voice was not soft. It was the voice of a Volcanic princess who had held this fire a hundred times before and knew exactly what it was and how to bleed it off a man without being consumed by it. It was the voice of a woman who had kept a High King alive through three thousand years of his own power. It was the voice of someone who was not, and had never been, afraid of him.
He crossed the chamber in three strides.
His hands found her shoulders and they were hot enough that she hissed through her teeth at the first touch, and still she did not pull back. She sat up higher instead, and her fingers came to his face, and she dragged his mouth down to hers.
The kiss was not gentle. She did not want it gentle. He tasted of smoke and grief and the metallic tang of the old magic burning through him, and she bit down on his lower lip hard enough to draw blood, and he made a low sound in the back of his throat and kissed her harder, and the tear of the seam at the collar of her nightgown was the first sound that filled the quiet of the chamber.
He pulled back just far enough to catch his breath. His eyes were fire.
"Amarha."
"Shut up." She said it against his mouth. "Do not waste your breath on my name. Use it on me."
*
He did not waste his breath.
He pulled her nightgown down the length of her body in one long, controlled tear that left the silk in ruined petals around her hips, and she lifted her knees to let him pull the remains of it off her, and he did not look away from her face while he was doing it. He threw the rags aside. She sat bare before him on the furs, dark hair tumbled around her shoulders, the breath rising hard in her chest, and he gripped the collar of his own undershirt and pulled it off over his head without once breaking her gaze.
She did not look away either.
She had watched this man walk out of a thousand battles. She had put her hands on his chest and washed other men's blood off him. She had seen every scar on his body come into being. She knew the shape of his shoulders, the set of his jaw, the line of his throat, the precise weight of him above her when they were like this. She knew. And still, after three thousand years, her breath caught when he stripped for her in the dark.
He came down over her.
His hands fisted in her hair and dragged her head back, and his mouth found the long line of her throat, and he bit her. Not hard enough to break skin. Hard enough to leave a mark she would wear tomorrow under the high collar of a queen's gown, and both of them knew she would wear it and neither of them would speak of it. She arched into the bite. Her nails raked down his back and opened three clean red lines from his shoulder blades to the small of his spine and he growled into her throat and took her mouth again.
Slapping flesh. That was the first sound the chamber knew.
His palm came down hard on the outside of her thigh, gripping it, hauling her hips up against his, and when she wound her legs around his waist her own hand flew up and caught him across the face. A full open-palm strike. The kind of slap that rings off stone walls. He turned his head with the blow and turned it back, and the red in his eyes pulsed brighter, and her green eyes met his red ones with the cold steady fury of a queen meeting her king at the edge of what he was.
"Again," she said.
He growled.
"Again, Nolick."
She slapped him again. He caught her wrist on the third strike and pinned it above her head to the pillow, and his other hand went to her breast and squeezed hard enough that she cried out, and she did not ask him to stop. She dragged her hips up against him. She ground herself against the hard line of him through his breeches. She felt him tear open the laces with his free hand and felt the heat of him spring free between them, blunt and ready, and she bit down on the soft flesh of his shoulder while he lined himself up against her.
He buried himself in her in one long stroke that had them both crying out.
She was slick. She had been slick since before he came through the door. This was not the slow building of a marital bed. This was a queen and her king finding each other in the only language left to them on a night their daughter had been taken and their world had come undone. His cock filled her to the hilt and she wrapped her legs tight around the small of his back and pulled him deeper still, and the second thrust knocked a full breath out of her, and the third knocked his name out of her, and by the fifth the bed was rocking hard enough that the headboard struck the stone wall behind them.
He released her pinned wrist.
Her freed hand went into his golden hair and fisted there, and she dragged his face down to hers, and she panted against his mouth while he took her harder than he had taken her in a century.
"Do not hold back," she whispered. "Not tonight. Do not you dare hold back from me tonight."
His jaw clenched. "Amarha, I will hurt you."
"Hurt me." Her eyes were wet and furious. "Or I swear on my mother's name, I will leave this bed and find a reason of my own."
He snarled into her mouth.
And he stopped holding back.
*
The Blood Thirst had three ways out of a High King's body. Battle. Death. Or a thing like this. A mate willing to open herself to the flood and take the full weight of the storm until it burned itself out against the walls of her. A thing only a true Twin Flame could survive, because only a Twin Flame could draw the fire through the bond fast enough to keep it from cooking the king from the inside out.
She felt it come.
She felt the first pulse of it surge into her through his skin, hot and alien and old, and she clamped her legs tighter around him and set her teeth and took it. It moved through her in waves. It poured through the bond like molten metal. It sought every soft place in her and instead of breaking her open it found her matching it, beat for beat, fire for fire, the volcanic blood of her own line rising up from wherever it had been sleeping and meeting his on level ground.
She was not his anchor because she was his calm.
She was his anchor because she was his equal.
Her body arched under him and her voice broke loose and she cried out his name, and he drove into her harder, and his hand went to her hip and gripped hard enough that she would wear those marks for a week, and she did not care, she did not care, she did not care. The chamber filled with the wet percussion of him taking her, the slap of his hips against hers, the ragged catch of his breath at her ear, the low broken sounds of a queen meeting her king in a place no one else in the Nine Kingdoms was permitted to see.
When she came, she came biting down on his shoulder hard enough to draw blood.
When he came, it was with her name torn ragged out of his throat and the last of the red draining out of his eyes behind the clench of his lids.
The ethereal flames around his body guttered, dimmed, and went out.
He collapsed over her. Spent. Shaking. His forehead pressed into the curve of her throat. His breath came hot and uneven against her collarbone. The heat bled out of his skin in slow, cooling waves, and she could feel through the bond the exact moment the Blood Thirst released him back into his own body, and his full weight settled on her like a man returned from a long journey.
She held him. Her hand moved slowly through the damp gold of his hair. His beard rasped against her breast. Her legs, still wrapped around him, loosened and lay over his hips as though she had forgotten how to move them.
Neither of them spoke for a long time.
*
When he finally lifted his head, his eyes were his own again. Warm autumn. Wet. He looked down at her and she saw the moment the grief came back into him, now that the fire had let him go, and she cupped his cheek in her palm and did not say anything, because there was not yet anything worth saying.
A single tear fell from his lashes onto her cheek.
"Oh, my love," she whispered.
"I do not know what to do, Amarha."
It was the first time in three thousand years she had heard him admit such a thing.
"Then we will figure it out together," she said softly, "the way we have always figured it out."
He closed his eyes.
He eased himself off her and drew her back against his chest and pulled the furs up around them both, and she lay with her cheek over his heart and listened to it slow in the dark. He was still warm. He would be warm for hours yet. The Blood Thirst did not leave a body quickly, even once it had been bled. She would not sleep tonight. Neither would he. But the fire was out of him, and the crown was quiet again on its stand across the room, and Atheria was not going to lose its king tonight.
That was enough.
It had always been enough.
Neither of them knew, holding each other in the moonlight, how soon the bond between them would be tested.
Or how the testing would end.


CHAPTER NINE
It took only an hour for the Dark Prince's men to break camp. Amora sat on a log before the heavily used fire pit, listening as the soldiers worked and spoke amongst themselves. So far, she had learned a handful of things. The Dark Prince's name was Godwynn. They were heading for his land, the Kingdom of Nyberius. And the dark-haired warrior who served as his right hand held a particular loathing for her.
When the last horse had been saddled and the camp broken down completely, Godwynn walked over to her with a coil of rope in hand, ready to put her back in her restraints.
"Give me your hands."
"Surely you don't plan on keeping me tied up like a wild animal?" Amora scoffed. She was becoming annoyed with him.
He motioned again. "Hands. Now."
"How do you expect me to properly ride my horse?" she said, her chin lifting.
"What horse do you think you will be riding on?" Godwynn asked, cocking an eyebrow.
Amora stilled, her eyes sweeping the clearing. Half of the Dark Elven entourage had already mounted. The rest stood beside their war horses, preparing to ride, each of them casting curious glances her way. She felt the weight of a sea of black eyes settling on her at once. There were no available horses.
Her voice dropped, almost to a whisper. "Am I to ride with one of your soldiers?"
She looked up at him, and her question caught somewhere inside his chest. His nostrils flared. Something dark and possessive moved behind his eyes. Of course she would not ride with some other male. He snatched her wrists and wrapped the rope tight around them.
"Ow! That hurts!"
He yanked twice for good measure. She winced.
"You will be walking behind my horse. Captives do not receive their own mount, nor do they ride with my men." His voice was a low growl, his brows bunched together in a scowl.
Her mouth opened in disbelief. She had made him angry somehow. She was not entirely sure what she had done.
He mounted his massive stallion, and the war horse turned its head to huff in her direction, its red eyes frightening to look upon. She stepped back at the sight of the beast's aggressive display as Godwynn tied the other end of her rope to his saddle horn. He took the reins in hand. Clicked his tongue twice. And set the horse into a brisk trot, pulling her along behind him.
Nearly three hours later, Amora was drenched in sweat. She had been forced to jog in her royal robes and bodice in order to keep pace with him, and the sun above the mountain pass was merciless. She was burning up. Her throat was so dry it hurt to swallow. She had not had anything to drink since leaving with Torwynn, and the thought of him, of those two helpless handmaidens, sat heavy in her chest. Something in her gut told her none of them had made it out alive.
From time to time she could feel the Dark Prince's eyes on her from the corner of his vision, and she knew he was enjoying this. Dark Elves fed on their victims' suffering. That was what they were. She swore to herself she would not give him the satisfaction. She lifted her chin, put on the aloof air of the princess she still was beneath the filth, and continued on. Whatever dignity she had left was hers to keep. She would not hand it to him.
Eventually, they came down into a small village, and its inhabitants filled the narrow streets to watch the spectacle. They were all Dark Elves. Lowborn Dark Elves. And their distaste for High Elves, for her, was written plain across every face. A village crier called out that the Nyberian Prince was passing through, and was kind enough to add that the prince was dragging a High Elf woman behind him, and that all were welcome to come and see.
She hid her face behind the curtain of her hair, too ashamed to let them look upon her. It did not take long for the crowd to begin.
"What's the matter, High Elf? Too good to look at a Dark Elf?" someone mocked.
Another pointed to her golden ear cuffs. "A royal, by the look of her."
"Oh, I'd love to take a turn with her!" came a shout from deeper in the crowd.
A rotten tomato struck her in the hair, and that was the first stone in the avalanche. The crowd erupted. Food, refuse, anything they could find was hurled at her.
The prince had halted his steed ahead, watching without a word. One eyebrow cocked. Still deciding, it seemed, how he felt about the scene before him. He did not have to do anything. This would certainly quell her arrogance, and it would certainly remind her of her place. Every reason he had to let it continue was present and accounted for.
And still, for some reason he could not name, he did not enjoy the sight of it.
"Please," she choked out, lifting her face to him. Tears had cut clean tracks through the filth on her cheeks. "Please. Make them stop."
For a moment, he only looked at her. Something in his mouth moved that might have been a frown. Then he turned to the crowd.
"ENOUGH."
The growl cut through the street like a blade. The commotion fell away at once. The crowd stilled, confusion rippling through them in whispered voices. Why would their prince deny them? Hatred for High Elves was the one thing every Dark Elf agreed upon, regardless of station. Very few High Elves had ever entered the Shadowlands and come out alive, let alone unscathed. And here was a royal one at the end of their prince's rope, and he was calling them off her.
"I have not the time nor desire to entertain this today." Godwynn glowered at every face in the crowd, letting each of them feel his decision as final. "We ride on."
The crowd began to disperse.
Varek sat on his beast with his jaw set, his eyes narrowed at his prince. What was wrong with him? It was the people's right to take out their frustrations on her. She was the daughter of the High King, and even if they did not know it yet, they would soon enough. Nolick, the one who had nearly starved the Dark Kingdoms by sealing every trade route from the High Kingdom and the Forest Kingdoms at once. Varek watched his prince a moment longer, and said nothing.
Godwynn stared at Amora for a long breath before turning forward. "Keep moving."
He pulled on the rope. She looked back over her shoulder as they left the little village behind. Thankful. And sick. She knew now, fully and in her bones, how hated she was in this realm. And she had not even reached the heart of it yet.
She followed behind his horse, covered in filth, her head bowed. Whatever dignity she had left lay in pieces somewhere back in that village square.


CHAPTER TEN
It was nightfall by the time the Dark Prince and his men made their final approach to the Kingdom of Nyberius. Amora had grown so exhausted by the end of the day that she had fainted outright, and Godwynn had been forced to tie her to the back of his horse. She had refused food and drink throughout the day in an apparent attempt to avoid relieving herself in front of his men.
The prince laughed to himself at her stubbornness. She had ended up riding a horse after all, he mused. He glanced over his shoulder to see her head lolling with the rhythm of the horse's steps, still unconscious. He would need to get her to eat and drink once they were at the palace.
*
The approach to Nyberius was lit by torchlight from the outer wall.
Godwynn had ridden this road a thousand times. He knew its stones, its grade, the exact point where the forest thinned and the black towers of his father's palace rose against the sky. He knew what lined the road before the outer gate. Had known since he was a boy. The first time he had asked about it his father had told him the first one had been his mother. That had been the whole of the explanation, and he had learned, as a boy learns in that palace, not to ask the same question twice.
They were women. His father cycled through them the way other kings cycled through court entertainments. When one no longer pleased him she was replaced, and the replacing was done in the old Nyberian way. Iron stakes driven into the earth along the road to the gate, and the women impaled on them, and left there until the ravens had finished and the wind had done the rest.
There were three new ones since he had last ridden out.
He noted it the way he noted the weather. Something to be aware of. Not something to dwell on.
Behind him, slung across the saddle, Nolick's daughter breathed the slow even breath of the unconscious. She did not see the women impaled on the stakes. She did not see the thing his father had built here across nine hundred years of absolute power with no one strong enough to tell him no.
Godwynn faced forward.
The gate groaned open.
He rode through.
Hooves clattered on cobblestones as Godwynn and his men moved through the darkened streets. At the main entrance of the Dark Palace, Godwynn dismounted and pulled Amora from the horse, slinging her over his shoulder like a spoil of war.
Varek came up beside him. "What do you plan to do with her?"
The prince considered it. "No clue. Father will have plans for her, no doubt. Perhaps send her to Klomar. Something to rile the High King."
They climbed the black slate steps to the entrance. The castle doors opened before them. An old stewardess bowed as her prince passed her by, then fell in behind the royal and his captain, waiting on his instruction.
"Have the servants get the princess cleaned up and fed, will you, Arda?"
"Yes, master." She snapped her fingers at Varek to hand the girl over.
"Oh, and have her checked. Father may want to know if she is pure."
Arda nodded. "Yes, sire."
Relieved of the young woman, Godwynn turned toward the royal chambers to inform his father of his arrival.
"He is in the dining hall, my lord," Arda called after him. He nodded to the older woman and redirected his steps.
Moments later, he stood before the Dark Elven King of Nyberius.
"Good evening, Father." The prince spoke, looking around lazily, half interested in what his father wanted and half interested in the food on the table.
His father sat at the far end of the table reading scrolls, a plate of fruit and cheese at his elbow. He was entertaining himself with a cluster of grapes, eating them one by one. His black eyes lifted to meet his son's.
"Good evening, my son."
Godwynn moved forward and took a seat beside him.
"The princess is being cleaned up as we speak."
"Cleaned?" Drogath's tone was dry. "You haven't bedded her yet, have you?"
"No." Godwynn answered a little too quickly.
The king smirked.
"Do you know if she is pure?"
"No, Father. She was betrothed to the Prince of Lethoria, and had been in his custody when we came upon them." Godwynn took a slice of cheese and studied it. "Though he had abandoned her by the time we reached the group. I cannot say whether he had lain with her beforehand. She will be checked shortly."
He tossed the cheese into his mouth.
Drogath sat quietly a moment, turning something over behind those black eyes. Then: "If she is pure, then I will be able to use that to our advantage." A beguiling smile. "I will force her to be bound to you. Imagine how furious her father will be."
He plucked a grape. Considered it. Continued.
"Her father will also be incapable of raising an army against us with you at its front. To kill you would mean to kill her."
Godwynn frowned. "You want me to adjoin myself to her?" He measured his words with care. "In what way?"
"You will be bound in the old way. The Elven way." The old king's smile sharpened. "A binding of the Twin Flames."
Shock broke across Godwynn's face. "But that would also make her my weakness, Father."
The king shrugged. "I suppose I could bind myself to her instead, though I doubt it would hold the same potency. I am getting along in years." He stroked his beard, as if this were a serious option.
Something cold and possessive surged through Godwynn before he could stop it.
"No. I will do it. I simply was not expecting the decision. I trust your judgment, Father."
"Very good. It is settled." The king's smile turned. "Now we just have to get her to agree to it. And mean it."
"How do we plan to accomplish that?"
Godwynn knew the princess despised him. A Twin Flame binding was not something one bluffed. The Fates would know if either party was not willing. A Twin Flame bond meant that if he died, she died in the same moment. And if she died, he followed her. Usually only elvenkind irrevocably in love willingly bound themselves this way, and even then, most waited until the end of their lives, unwilling to face mortality without their mate.
Marriage and ceremony, by the human custom, was how most unions of this age were formed now. But his father intended to bind their souls. In the old way. In a tradition that had been abandoned for a reason.
Drogath rose. An evil smile crossed his face.
"Oh, I can guarantee she will do it." He motioned to the stone wall that concealed a hidden door down to the dungeons. "Come. I have someone to show you."
The splash of icy water on her face and body startled Amora back to full awareness.
She gasped, choking on the water that had gone up her nose, her eyes flying open to unfamiliar faces in an unfamiliar place. Six Dark Elven servants surrounded her, all of them staring at her with open hostility in their black eyes.
Before she could speak, they were on her.
Rough hands grabbed her arms, her hair, pulling and pushing her into a large wooden tub. The water was freezing, and she cried out as they shoved her head under. When she surfaced, sputtering and gasping, they began scrubbing her skin mercilessly with coarse brushes that felt like they were taking off layers of flesh.
"Stop!" she whimpered desperately, trying to pull her hands away. "Please, you're hurting me!"
They paid her no mind. If anything, they worked harder, their nails digging into her skin as they held her down. One of them yanked her hair back so hard she saw stars, while another began cutting away her clothing with shears, the cold metal blade nicking her skin.
Amora tried to fight back, but there were too many of them. Tears streamed down her face as they manhandled her, their touches deliberately rough, deliberately cruel.
Then they began speaking in the language of the lowborn.
As a royal of the High Court, Amora had been made to learn every dialect spoken in every kingdom. She understood them perfectly. And what she heard made the blood run cold in her veins.
A scraggly old crone with mangled hands spoke first. "Mistress Arda said she needed to be checked for purity as well. Don't forget that." A vile grin split her pale features.
"Ha! The princess won't like that. What if we defile her first? Make sure she is useless to them?" another seethed.
The laughter that followed was the worst sound she had ever heard. Every one of them agreed.
"Yes! Hold her down! The king will send the wretch to the slave houses when she is through!"
Panic exploded in Amora's chest. They were going to. They were actually going to.
"No!" she screamed as they hauled her naked body from the water and stretched her across a table. "No, please, don't!"
The Dark Elven women pinned her down. Grabbed her bare flesh. Pried at her knees, trying to force her legs apart. Their nails dug into her thighs and her arms, raising welts that welled with golden blood.
This was real. This was happening. And no one in this palace was coming for her.
Terror like she'd never known consumed her. Her heart hammered so frantically she thought it might burst. She couldn't breathe, couldn't think, could only scream and fight with everything she had.
She kicked and clawed, scratching at their faces, their arms, anything she could reach. Her nails left bloody trails across pale skin. One of them grabbed her hair and slammed her head against the table, making her vision blur.
"Hold the bitch still!"
"Filthy High Elf whore!"
They were yelling obscenities at her, throwing food, spitting. The humiliation mixed with the terror until Amora felt like she was drowning. This wasn't just an assault... this was them trying to destroy her completely. To break her in the most fundamental way possible.
Her life was truly on the line now. This wasn't a game. This wasn't politics or war strategy. This was survival.
Something inside her snapped.
A primal roar tore from her throat as untapped magic surged to life beneath her skin, flooding her limbs with a strength that was not her own. She broke free. Her bare foot connected with one woman's face with a sickening crunch. Dark blood poured from the hag's nose.
Amora scrambled onto the table, standing on shaking legs, and continued to fight. She clawed away every hand that reached for her. Some of them broke her skin, drawing her own golden blood, and she returned the favor with savage desperation.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of one of the younger females slipping out a side door into a candlelit corridor. Amora paid it no mind. She had found a broom handle on the floor and snatched it up, wielding it like a staff. She swung it hard, connecting with skulls and shoulders, until the end snapped off and left her with a jagged point.
Now she had something that could really hurt them.
She jabbed the broken edge at anyone who came within reach, drawing blood, drawing screams. Her whole body shook with adrenaline and terror. Tears cut clean lines down her face, mixing with the bathwater still dripping from her hair.
And then, all at once, silence fell.
The women stopped where they stood. Turned as one toward the doorway. Dropped their gazes to the floor.
"What is this commotion all about?"
The voice cut through the room like a blade. Amora looked toward the doorway, still gripping her makeshift weapon, and saw the Dark Prince standing there. Godwynn's eyes swept the room in a single, comprehending sweep. The bloodied servants. The destroyed bathing chamber. The princess, naked and trembling on the table, brandishing a broken broom handle like a spear.
He cocked an eyebrow.
Suddenly aware of her nakedness, Amora tried to cover herself with one arm while keeping the weapon raised with the other. Her hair dripped water down her body, and she felt the cool draft of the corridor raising gooseflesh across her skin.
"She attacked the help," the bloodied woman chimed in, her voice taking on a whining quality.
"We were simply trying to... assess the status of her goods, my liege," said another, one of the same women who had been prying at her knees minutes before. "She went feral. We could not manage her."
Amora stood there, flabbergasted. They were playing victim? After what they had tried to do to her?
She looked at them with her mouth hanging open, speechless with outrage. But she caught the smirks sliding across their faces the moment they thought the prince was not looking.
Godwynn began to close the distance. The staff moved out of his way, keeping their heads down.
Defiantly, Amora pointed the jagged end of the broomstick in his direction. Her arm shook, but she kept it raised.
"If you come any closer, I will stab you through the heart!"
She kept her head up. Inside, she was cowering.
The Dark Prince paid her no mind and continued his approach.
When he got within reach, the scared, naked princess lunged at him like the cornered animal she was, aiming for his chest.
The broken end splintered as it bounced harmlessly off his breastplate.
Her tear-stricken eyes grew wide. She knew she was fighting a losing battle, but she tried again anyway. This time aiming for his throat.
As soon as she stepped forward, she was jerked down off the table. Thrown back against the wall, the impact driving the air from her lungs. The stick was wrenched from her hand and tossed to the floor with a wooden clatter.
The strength she had summoned moments ago meant nothing. Even with her magic, she was no match for him.
The prince stood in front of her now, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body. Close enough that she could smell him. Leather and smoke and something darker beneath, something that made her pulse flutter despite her fear.
"I-I'm... " She tried to speak, but she couldn't find any words. It was like a hard knot was in her throat, preventing her from talking.
Without warning, he grabbed her and spun her so she faced the wall. His forearm pressed firmly into the back of her shoulders, pinning her against the cold stone. The contrast between his heat and the freezing wall made her gasp.
"Enough, Princess. Do you understand?"
She tried to push back, to fight him, but he pressed until she felt she couldn't breathe, asserting his power over her.
"Okay..." she whimpered, giving in to his demand.
But he wanted more from her. "Speak to me with respect to my title, little pet."
"Y-Yes, your Highness."
"Good." Godwynn eased the pressure but continued to keep her pinned.
Amora stood helplessly, waiting for his wrath. The cloak he wore was draping around both of them, covering her naked body. She realized, with a strange sort of relief, that the palace staff couldn't gawk at her anymore. It was a small victory.
But the Dark Prince's breath on her neck made her wonder... at what cost did that tiny victory come?
And why, after everything, did his presence feel like safety? He was her captor. Her enemy. The one who would likely be her death.
Yet compared to the frenzied mob that had just tried to violate her, his controlled violence felt almost... protective.
The thought horrified her almost as much as what had just happened.
Godwynn grabbed her hands and placed them on the wall on either side of her head.
"Do not move your hands. Am I clear?"
Amora shook her head that she understood.
"Am I clear?" he asked again, his voice a low rumble against her ear. She realized he was looking for her verbal submission.
"Yes, your Highness," she whispered, the knot in her throat not allowing her to speak any louder.
"Good." He muttered, his breath warm against her neck.
The prince grabbed her hips and held them steady, pulling them outward toward him. Then he used a boot to kick her feet apart, spreading her stance until she was arched for him, completely exposed and vulnerable.
Amora's breath hitched as she felt him move closer behind her.
"Wait! P-Please!" she said, trying to turn around, but Godwynn pinned her again to the wall.
"Silence." His deep voice growled in her ear. "You will be still. Am I clear?"
"I-I promise! I am untouched!" Amora begged, her voice breaking. "I swear... "
Godwynn covered her mouth with his hand and leaned into her, holding her still. She was becoming frantic, her body trembling against his. Her muffled whimpers vibrated against his palm.
He knew this had to be done. She didn't know it yet, but they were now betrothed... both pawns in their fathers' war games. He had felt a strange surge of anger and jealousy when he'd walked in and seen her body on display, red marks and scratches all over her bronze skin.
He would rather it be him than kitchen staff.
"It's either I check you, or I hand you back over to them, little pet." His voice had softened, trying to coax her into calming down. For her own sake.
Amora still breathed heavily, her heart racing so fast he could feel it pounding against his chest where her back pressed against him. But knowing she was now in the hands of a warrior... the Dark Prince himself... rather than a mob of servants, she forced herself to stay still.
She was hyper-aware of every movement he made behind her. His hot breath fanning against the nape of her neck. His large hands moving from her mouth to caress her sides, trailing slowly along her ribcage. Each touch left a trail of heat that seemed to sink into her skin.
His warmth enveloped her. Even in her fear, his scent was intoxicating... leather and cedar and something primal that made her stomach flip. The enemy was dangerous. So very dangerous, she thought.
As he moved his hand lower to her hip, she was no longer aware of the others in the room. Neither was he. It was just the two of them, her breath coming in short gasps, his body a wall of heat behind her.
Oh, how she hated him.
A tear fell from her face at her body's betrayal. She couldn't stand to feel herself reacting to him. But his touch was setting her on fire in a way that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with something far more dangerous.
He slowly reached his hand between her thighs.
She gasped when she felt him part her slick folds, his fingers trailing through her arousal. The evidence of her body's betrayal was undeniable, coating his fingers.
Her hips pushed back at him, acting of their own accord.
He froze at her reaction, and she swore she heard him faintly chuckle to himself, the sound rumbling through his chest and into her back.
Godwynn fought for control as he felt how ready she was for him. How quickly she had reacted to him. His body was demanding that he bury himself to the hilt inside of her. It wasn't helping that her body was letting him know it was more than ready.
He knew she was anxiously holding her breath now.
He gently dipped two of his fingers inside her heated core.
Amora rose up onto the tips of her toes, almost as if she could move away from his intrusion. But he held her still, his left arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her tighter against his hard body as he moved his fingers deeper.
She cried out softly, her fingers scraping against the unmoving stone where he had placed her hands. The sound was half pain, half something else entirely.
He moved until he reached the soft barrier... the proof of her innocence.
Amora stood there, frozen and trembling as his fingers delved into her most sacred place. Shame washed over her when she realized the sensations flooding through her weren't just fear. There was pleasure there too, unwanted and undeniable.
Her face, which was already red, deepened in color. She could feel her body tense around his fingers, almost as if it were trying to hold him in place, to pull him deeper.
She heard a deep sigh come from him, as if he'd been holding his breath as well.
Then he slowly withdrew his fingers from her body.
The loss of contact left her feeling strangely bereft, and she hated herself for it.
He rested his forehead against the back of her head and stood there for a moment, his breathing uneven. His body was tense against hers, coiled tight with restraint.
Did he... did he want her? Amora thought to herself, before immediately rolling her eyes at her own foolishness.
Godwynn stood behind her for another moment, fighting for composure, before briskly turning her around to face him.
She dared not look at him, too embarrassed by what had just happened. By how her body had responded.
He waited a moment, then grabbed her chin firmly, forcing her to look up at him. His icy expression gave nothing away. She tried to avert her tear-filled eyes, but he wouldn't allow it.
"Amora, you are no longer a princess of Atheria. You would do well to remember that. Do not cause a scene in this palace again."
His deep voice and authoritative tone cut through her like a blade.
She visibly cringed at his words. They shattered whatever foolish hope had been building in her chest. She had thought... for just a moment... that maybe she had felt some sort of connection. That maybe she could come to him for protection.
But he was a cruel Dark Prince. He would put her in her place rather than listen to her.
She knew she would experience nothing but pain and sorrow in this place. Stripped of her title, stripped of her dignity, she would never see her family again.
The light in her eyes began to dim as she succumbed to it.
Godwynn watched the fight leave her.
And it made him, inexplicably, furious.
He had wanted to break her defiance, yes. But this, this complete extinction of her fire, this hollow, docile thing staring up at him with empty eyes, sat wrong in his chest. He did not have a word for what he felt, and he did not care to find one.
He released her chin so abruptly her head rocked back against the stone. He turned from her and strode out the doorway, barking commands as he left.
"No one is to touch her but Arda." The house staff stood in shock of their prince. "Arda. Move her to a guest room. Get her food and clothing."
He paused in the doorway without turning.
"And get her a proper bath. She reeks of rotten food."
A disgraced Amora stood there, suddenly feeling completely numb. She no longer cared that she was naked in front of the palace staff. She had already been humiliated past the point of caring.
The old stewardess approached her and gestured toward the corridor.
"Come, child."
And Amora, with nothing else left to do, went.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
Amora followed behind the stewardess into the guest wing of the Dark Palace. The place was eerie, she thought, and yet in its own way, strangely beautiful.
Every column was polished black stone, gold-accented at the base, each one identical to the last. Uniform. Deliberate. The walls were deep crimson silk, embroidered in darker red thread with trailing patterns of poison ivy. Small stone pillars lined the corridor, burning torch-flames atop each, their light casting long shadows that danced across the floor and climbed the walls behind her. Like the palace was watching her walk through it.
Arda came to stand in front of a door as they reached the end of the hallway.
"This will be your quarters during your stay here. I assume it will be brief. So, enjoy." The dark elf looked down her nose at Amora, all but sneering at her.
Amora didn't miss the underlying tone in Arda's voice. The woman did not like her, and she could tell she wasn't a welcome guest by any means.
"Thank you," Amora managed a fake smile.
Arda led her into the guest chamber. "This is where you will be sleeping." She gestured at the large black canopy bed as she passed it, and led Amora to a room beyond.
A pool had been cut into the floor, steam wafting up from its surface.
"This is the private bathing hall. Since you were so vicious with our house staff, you will be expected to dress yourself. These are your supplies." The old woman pointed to a small woven basket beside the swirling water, then to the neatly folded towel sheets on an iron bench in the corner.
The bath was lit by four pillar-torches in the corners of the room. The pool itself was at the center, surrounded by polished grey marble laced with gold filigree. Steam curled up toward the ceiling in soft columns.
Amora glanced around. "Where do I relieve myself?"
The woman pointed to a smaller annex off the bath. A bench with a hole was visible through the open arch. "In there."
"Thank you, Lady Arda." Amora nodded and faced the pool.
She was already naked, so she stepped down into the water, more than ready to wash the last days from her skin.
"Your clothes will be on the bed. I will bring you a tray of food and drink, as the prince has instructed." Arda said, and walked out of the bath.
Amora stepped down into the hot water. She could smell the minerals in it... the water almost smelled sweet. This pool was obviously fed by a hot spring.
As Amora sank down into the water, she let out a soft moan. The heat soothed her sore body, lapping the pains away. She closed her eyes and laid back, taking a breath before submerging herself, a false sense of security surrounding her.
Behind her closed eyes, she noticed the light in the room had shifted. A shadow moved before her closed lids.
Someone had walked into the room while she was beneath the water.
She opened her eyes underwater, trying to see who it was, thinking it might be Arda or maybe even the prince. But the shape was unfamiliar, and the moving surface of the water prohibited a clear view.
Pretending not to notice, she slowly broke the surface, taking a breath and running her hands over her scalp, taming her hair, then wiping her face so she could see.
The shape of a large, muscular dark figure standing over her came into view.
Amora's heart quickened.
She was alone and exposed to some stranger, with no one to call out to for help. She didn't have a friend in the world in this castle.
As her vision cleared, she noticed a large crown perched upon his head. The man had beautiful, striking features similar to her captor, and a large jet-black beard. His eyes were the color of pitch with irises of bright cerulean blue.
He must be the Dark King Drogath. Her father had once mentioned him. He was the Dark King of Nyberius, the land in which she was now held captive.
Terror shot through her veins like ice water.
Amora dropped her eyes quickly, nodding her head in acknowledgment. "Your Majesty."
"Good evening, Amora." His deep voice crooned.
A chill ran down her spine at the sound of her name on his lips. She wasn't sure what he wanted, but she knew it wouldn't be good. She subconsciously covered her bare breasts with her arms.
The king walked around to the side closest to her and began to take his boots off, followed by his knee socks.
Her stomach sank. Her face visibly paled.
No. No, no, no.
"Fear not. I plan not to bathe with you, young princess..." The king cocked an eyebrow at her, a dark smirk on his lips. "Unless that is your wish?"
She quickly shook her head no, her heart hammering so hard she thought he must be able to hear it.
Drogath laughed at her terror, clearly enjoying it. He then raised the hem on each pant leg just below the knee and stepped into the water, sitting on the dry edge of the pool.
"Turn around and come here," he commanded.
Hesitantly, Amora complied, every instinct screaming at her to run. But where would she go? She was trapped.
Slowly, she backed up to the king as he had commanded.
To her surprise, the king began working her hair. Grabbing a bar of hair soap from the basket, he began to clean her long locks. He stayed quiet for a few moments, busying himself with her golden tresses.
"I used to wash my beautiful queen's hair like this, many moons ago," he began, his voice almost wistful.
Amora turned her head to the side, curious despite her fear to see what he was trying to say.
Drogath yanked her hair hard, making her face forward. Pain shot through her scalp.
The ease she had wanted to feel at the beginning of his gestures vanished instantly. Amora mentally reprimanded herself. She was in enemy territory. She would find no friend here, no matter how desperately she needed one.
"She was an amazing woman, ruled alongside me for over nine hundred years," the Dark One continued, his tone conversational, as if he weren't currently holding her captive in a bath.
Drogath took a pitcher that was beside the basket and began pouring water gently over her hair, carefully washing the suds away.
"Unfortunately, she is no longer by my side."
Amora's skin began to crawl. She could tell something wasn't right. The way he spoke about his queen... past tense, with that edge of darkness in his voice.
"Do you want to know why the queen is no longer by my side?" The king whispered, his voice dropping to something dangerous.
Drogath smoothly ran his fingers up the base of her neck and through her hair. Then he roughly tightened his grip on Amora's locks, yanking her back toward him with brutal force.
She cried out in pain. She felt like he could pull her head off her body if he pulled any harder. The dark king licked the side of her ear, breathing heavily into it as if toying with her and causing her pain was enjoyable to him.
It probably was.
"W-why, your Highness?" the princess stuttered, terror making her voice shake.
"It's because she disobeyed my commands," he said through gritted teeth.
The king snapped her head back further, forcing her to look him in the eye. His face was inches from hers, his breath hot against her skin. His eyes were utterly void of mercy.
"I want you to keep in mind... I have no issues removing problems from my palace. Any command that I issue will be obeyed." His voice was soft, almost gentle, which somehow made it more terrifying. "Or I will make sure that problem dies a horrific death."
"Y-yes, your Highness!" Amora's voice came out in a pleading cry, her lip quivering.
Drogath released her hair, then continued to bathe the princess as if nothing had happened. She was frozen in place, barely breathing, allowing him to maneuver her as he pleased. She was too afraid to do anything else.
She could practically taste the sheer power emanating from him. Old magic. Dark magic. The kind that had been forbidden in the other kingdoms for good reason.
Her body trembled, and yet he continued his ministrations, grabbing a cloth and lathering it with patchouli-scented soap.
"Stand for me."
The princess obeyed as quickly as her shaking legs allowed, water sluicing from her skin. Drogath gripped her arm and spun her slowly, looking her up one side and down the other the way a man might examine a prize mare he was considering buying. Inspecting every inch of her.
He met her eyes. She dropped hers immediately, not daring to provoke him. He continued his inspection, running the cloth along her body as he spoke.
"Tomorrow, I will command you to do something. And you must do it willingly. Am I clear?"
Despite her fear, confusion crossed her face. "I don't understand."
"Hmph." The smile that split his face was slow and full of malice. "Well. Let me help you understand."
Drogath stood and took her by the throat.
And plunged her beneath the water.
He held her there under his full weight. Panic exploded through her. She kicked and clawed at the king's arm, thrashed for any leverage to bring her head above the surface, but he was too strong. Too heavy. The water burned her lungs as she choked it in. Her nostrils and sinuses caught fire. Every instinct in her screamed.
She was going to die. He was going to drown her in this bath, in this palace, and no one in all Nine Kingdoms would even know it had happened.
Her vision began to darken at the edges. Her movements grew weaker. Her limbs went strange and heavy, and something in her brain began to let go.
And just as the blackness was closing in, just as her body began to still, he pulled her above the water.
He drew her face to his, their noses almost touching. She sputtered and choked and gasped like a landed fish, and she could taste his breath. The taste of it made her stomach turn.
She could barely see him through her stinging eyes, her water-streaked face, her hair plastered across her forehead.
"Have we reached an understanding?" His eyes challenged her to answer otherwise. "You will obey any command I give you?"
She choked out her words between coughs of bathwater. "I-I under... understand. Anything. Anything you command."
"Good."
Drogath stepped out of the pool. The floor around him was soaked from her thrashing, and his breeches clung dark to his legs. He did not acknowledge the mess. He reached for his boots and walked out, water dripping in his wake.
*
The corridor outside the bath was empty.
Drogath walked it dripping. He did not summon a steward to dry him. He preferred, in the small private moments after one of these sessions, to walk the wet of a woman's terror back to his own chambers on his own skin and feel it cool against him as he went, the way a hunter walked the smell of his quarry home from the kill.
The girl had held longer than he had expected.
He had thought, watching her come into the bath, that she would break in the first thirty seconds of the throat work. Atherian princesses were soft. They were raised on poetry and ceremony and the gentle hand of mothers who had themselves been raised on the same. He had drowned a Marsh princess once, decades ago, in a similar arrangement, and the Marsh girl had been weeping and pleading inside three breaths. The Atherian had not pleaded. She had thrashed. She had clawed at his arm. She had, at the very last, gone into the slow stillness of a body accepting its death rather than the panic of a body trying to deny it. The acceptance had come earlier than he had wanted. He had had to pull her back faster than he had planned. The line he had been measuring in her, the precise edge between training and breaking, was a finer line than he had given the High Elves credit for.
That was useful information.
That was, in fact, the principal information he had gone into the bath to extract.
She was not going to break easily. She was going to break, of course. She was a girl in a Nyberian palace in the hands of a Dark King who had been preparing her ruin for nine hundred years, and she would, in the long arithmetic of his patience, eventually go. But the going was going to take longer than he had budgeted. He would have to recalibrate. He would have to extend the plan. He would have to plant smaller breakings across a longer arc of months, perhaps years, rather than the swift sequence he had originally envisaged.
The boy was the other variable.
Drogath had been watching his son since the prince had ridden into the courtyard with the girl in his train, and he had not, in the small quiet hours since, liked everything he had seen. His son's hand at her waist as she had dismounted had lingered a heartbeat longer than necessary. His son's eye had gone to her face at the dais during the introduction with a frequency a father registered. His son had not, when the binding had been announced, expressed the irritation a young Dark Prince was supposed to express on being told he would be bound to a captive High Elf. He had received the news flatly. Flat receipt was, in a son raised by Drogath, the precise tell of a young man who had already begun to want a thing he had not yet given himself permission to name.
The boy was attached.
Drogath was reasonably certain of it. He had not yet confirmed it in a controlled environment, and a man who built nine-hundred-year plans on uncontrolled observation built nothing at all, and so the bath had been only the first measurement. There would be others. The binding ceremony would be the next. The consummation the one after. Each event would give him a fresh angle on his son's interior, and across the next weeks he would assemble, in his slow careful way, the precise shape of what the Twin Flame magic had managed to put into his heir.
If the attachment was real, and Drogath suspected it was, the entire campaign against the girl would have to be recalibrated to manage the son alongside her. He would have to push the boy carefully. He would have to give the boy small public victories at the girl's expense, to feed the part of the boy that was still Nyberian. He would have to ensure that the boy was always, in any room where Drogath worked on the girl, complicit. The complicity was the lever. As long as the boy was complicit, the boy could not afford to recognize what was rising in him. The day the boy stopped being complicit would be the day Drogath had a problem.
Drogath did not yet have a problem.
Drogath had, instead, a piece of new intelligence about the disposition of his asset, and Drogath had spent nine hundred years turning new intelligence into longer arrangements, and he turned this piece now, in the wet of the corridor, with the patient pleasure of a man putting a fresh bead on a long string.
He would speak to Maug in the morning.
There were one or two adjustments he would need to make.
For tonight, the bath had served its purpose, and he was wet, and he was tired, and he had a bottle of dark Volcanic wine waiting in his private chamber, and he had half a mind to send for one of the harem women on the way and put what was left of the evening's appetite into her where it belonged.
He passed a steward in the corridor.
The steward bowed, eyes down, and did not look at the king's wet breeches.
Drogath did not look at the steward.
He walked on.
*
Amora collapsed back into the water, gasping, sobbing. Her whole body shook. From the cold. From the terror. From the sudden, total understanding of just how powerless she was in this palace.
She had nearly died. He had nearly killed her. And it had meant nothing to him. Less than nothing. As if drowning her had been something to do while he decided what to have for dinner.
Tomorrow, he would command her to do something.
And she would have to obey.
Because if she didn't, he wouldn't hesitate to make good on his promise.
She would die screaming, just like his queen probably had.


CHAPTER TWELVE
A broken Amora sat there for a long time in silence, stunned. Barely daring to breathe, the burning sensation in her lungs slowly subsided.
There were no breaks, no peace, no solace in this place. She knew she had to find a way out of here, and soon, or she was going to die.
Hurriedly standing from the pool, Amora stepped out and grabbed a towel sheet, wrapping her body in it. She stood for a moment to let the trembling sensation subside, then grabbed another towel to begin working on her hair.
Carefully walking to the doorway, Amora peeked around the corner to make sure no more surprises awaited her. After briskly reaching the bed, she grabbed the grey linen gown Arda must have laid out for her and dressed quickly.
At the foot of the massive bed sat a bench with a large tray of food. There was some sort of fresh stew, still steaming, sitting in a bowl. A handful of grapes and fresh-cut cheese were also present, placed next to a half loaf of bread. A goblet of wine and full pitcher sat to the side on a small stand beside the bench.
Given how long she had now gone without eating, she normally would have devoured the food immediately. But the encounter with the king just now had left her stomach in knots, and her appetite was nowhere to be found.
She stared at the massive bed, standing before it for a moment before deciding that she didn't want to sleep there. Simply put, she was fearful. Afraid of what might happen in the dark of night.
She would basically be serving herself up on a platter if she slept on that thing, which was the centerpiece of the room.
She quickly looked around. The carpet would not be very comfortable. Then she noticed a large ornamental chaise in the corner of the room near the bookcase.
That would have to do for now. It gave her a direct line of sight to the door, allowing her back to face the wall.
Grabbing a heavy fur blanket from the foot of the bed as she walked by, she made her way to the lounge chair and made herself as comfortable as possible. Amora clutched the fur closely around her, almost as if it could somehow protect her.
It seemed an eternity had passed before she was finally able to relax enough to attempt sleeping. Every small noise in the castle jolted her back awake, fearful of another visitor.
But eventually, exhaustion won out.
As Amora's eyes grew heavy, the last thing she noticed was the sky through the window turning a dark shade of orange and purple as dawn grew nearer. A moment later, she closed her eyes and let the sweet relief of sleep drown out her sorrows.
She did not wake when the door to the outer chamber opened and closed quietly, or when the cold moved across the room, or when it was replaced by warmth again.
*
Godwynn sat quietly in his study, rolling a glass of mead between his thumb and index finger before taking a leisurely sip. His hair was still damp from the bath he had just finished.
He glanced toward the door, cocking a brow at the sound of wet footsteps approaching.
His father burst through the door without a word, tossed a pair of soaked boots aside, and met his son's eyes.
Godwynn smirked and set his cup down. "Father. Why are your feet and breeches wet?"
Drogath shrugged. "Had a conversation with our little captive. Made sure we understood one another."
Godwynn's brows rose.
"And which part of this conversation required water?"
"The part where I forced her compliance."
A strange knot formed in Godwynn's throat. Such an unfamiliar thing. He coughed once, tried to clear it, and the knot did not clear. It moved instead. From his throat to his chest, and from his chest down into his stomach, where it sat and did not leave.
He had no explanation for it. And he did not want his father to see.
"I see," he said, keeping his voice level. "I would have thought having her brother as a captive would have been motivation enough to ensure her compliance."
Drogath studied his son. A subtle darkness curled in the air around Godwynn that the king could read like weather. Something in his boy was restless.
"It probably would have been," Drogath said. "But I would rather save that detail for later. A Twin Flame binding requires no hesitation from either party, or the Fates will not allow it. I will save the revelation of her brother for the ceremony itself. Emotional compliance at the right moment."
There was arrogance in his voice. There usually was.
He gestured idly at the air surrounding his son. "But fret not. She is still intact for your enjoyment, if that is what is causing this anxiety. I did not touch her in that manner."
Some of the tension left Godwynn's body.
Was that really what had been causing this? The not-knowing? The unanswered question of what had happened in that bathing chamber between his father and his future bride?
But Drogath had said not in that manner. Not that he had not touched her. Which left the open question of what, precisely, he had done.
Godwynn shoved the thought to the back of his mind and took the out his father had offered.
"Yes, Father. It seems I am more eager than I realized to be the one to claim her innocence. Forgive the hostility."
He raised his goblet and forced a smile across his face.
Drogath, satisfied, filled a goblet of his own.
"To the Dark Kingdoms."
"To the Dark Kingdoms."
They drained their glasses and set them down.
"I am off to bed. Tomorrow is a busy day, my son." Drogath rose and strode out, leaving his sopping boots lying in a spreading puddle on the floor.
Godwynn sat a moment longer, the knot in his stomach refusing to leave him.
Earlier, his father had led him down to the dungeons. He had been eager to show him the nail in the coffin for the Atherian Kingdom. His father was quick to reach the last cell and open the door for the dark prince.
"The fool came for his sister," Drogath said with dark amusement. "Rode one of those legendary Atherian war horses. Starlight, I believe it is called."
Godwynn raised an eyebrow. "Starlight is the fastest beast in the Nine Kingdoms. How did you catch him?"
"Because he is young and stupid." Drogath gestured to the beaten prince. "Rode her straight through a storm in his rage, pushing the beast beyond even her considerable limits. She was stumbling by the end. And he was half-mad with emotion, not thinking clearly."
As the Dark King told it, Lewan had been blinded by his need to save his sister. He had pushed that magnificent animal beyond anything even a war horse was capable of surviving, riding so hard and so fast through the storm that he had actually overtaken Godwynn's entourage entirely, neither prince aware of the other's presence in the dark and the rain.
Godwynn could acknowledge the horse as something extraordinary without it costing him anything. There was no shame in recognizing a remarkable beast.
The problem had been that Starlight's speed carried the young prince too far, too fast. Drogath's outer patrols, stretched further than usual in anticipation of Godwynn's own return with the princess, had spotted him easily. A glowing horse, for Starlight bore the blue magical trail of her bloodline, stumbling through the dark. A prince too emotional to notice he had already passed the castle he was trying to infiltrate.
"Father's men brought him in before he knew they were there," Drogath continued. "The horse is being kept in our stables. Magnificent creature. Shame about the rider."
Godwynn studied the captured prince through the bars. Lewan's face bore evidence of the fight. Both eyes blackened, his lip swollen. But he was not missing any limbs, and he had not been burned or mutilated.
"You have been lenient with him," Godwynn observed.
"For now. He is more useful alive." Drogath smiled coldly. "At least until his sister is bound to you. Then we shall see what uses remain for a spare Atherian prince."
Godwynn, being honest with himself, had no love for the captive. But he had also not taken pleasure in the sight of a broken young royal shackled to a dungeon wall. That was his father's work, and his father's pleasure. Not his.
Which was, he thought, perhaps the most damning thing about it.
Godwynn sat for another moment longer, pondering the situation, before slowly standing from his study table. Stretching, he decided he was ready for a little bit of rest himself. He only had a couple of hours before the sun would come up.
His father was in a hurry to get his plan in motion now that he had the tools needed. And that meant Amora and himself would have to stand before the Fates to secure their sealing as Twin Flames as soon as tomorrow.
Leaving his study, he headed to the adjoining room which housed his sleeping chambers.
He lay on his bed thinking back to the moment he had with her in the bathing chambers. The way her breath had hitched when he pinned her to the wall. The way she had leaned into him for safety without realizing she was doing it. How reactive her body had been to his.
Her skin had been so soft. And her scent. Her scent had been like soft lavender and neroli, beckoning him, calling to something in him he had not yet learned to name.
He shook his head as if to clear it. She was trying to plant herself in his thoughts. High Elves were known to manipulate the mind with their magic. This was certainly some trick of hers, some calculated effort to earn his trust or his protection, and she knew exactly what she was doing.
But she was innocent.
He shook his head again. Innocent or not, he intended to break her. She would hold no power over him. He would not allow it.
He rolled onto his side, forced his eyes closed, and willed himself toward sleep.
Sleep never came.
And every time he began to drift, it was her scent that rose up behind his eyes.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Morning came quickly.
Amora was startled awake by the sound of horns in the distance. Deep, low horns that shook the castle itself. The sound was eerie, and it did not belong to any kingdom she knew.
Her chamber door was flung open by the elderly elf-woman named Arda.
"You must get up immediately. The king requires an audience with you."
Arda pulled the fur blanket off her and took her by the hands, hauling her to her feet. Amora's sleep-confused eyes went wide. She had slept only a couple of hours.
"There is no time to dress. You will do that later. Right now, you must go to the dining hall with the king and the prince."
Amora followed the briskly moving old woman out of the chamber, struggling to keep up. They came to a set of doors that stood nearly twenty feet tall. Arda stopped and turned to her.
"You will enter here. They are waiting."
The horns blared again in the distance, and the castle trembled around them.
When she opened the door, she saw both the king and the prince standing and waiting for her at their seats at the table.
Drogath motioned for her to come nearer, his voice filled with false kindness. "Come, child. We have much to discuss, and a short time to discuss it."
Hesitantly, the young princess walked closer to the Dark Royals. She could feel herself waking up fully the closer she got, her anxiety slowly building and putting her on high alert.
"Good girl. Now sit down."
Drogath came up to her and pulled a chair out for her at the table, right beside him, across from the place Godwynn was to sit. Amora lowered her body into the chair, and the king pushed her in, an unnerving smile plastered across his lips.
He moved to his own seat. Father and son sat down at the same time.
Staring at her.
She stared down at the table under the weight of their twin gazes.
Then she heard it.
It came through the wall to her left. Low at first. A moan, deep and animal, the kind of sound that came from a place below thought. Then it shifted. Rose in pitch. Became something more urgent, more desperate, climbing in a way that made Amora's hand tighten around her goblet without her realizing it. Then the wailing began in earnest, and beneath it something wet and labored that had no name she wanted to give it. Then a sound she had no frame of reference for at all. Then silence.
The whole of it had taken less than two minutes.
Amora's eyes went to the wall.
A small concealed door at the far end of the chamber opened.
A man stepped through it.
He was smaller than Drogath. Lean and narrow-shouldered, with the same silver hair pulled back at the nape but kept shorter, and a face that had never been beautiful the way the Dark King's face was beautiful but was compelling in its own narrower way. Sharp at the bones. Quiet at the eyes. He wore the dark soft-leather of a man who worked in the lower chambers, and the cuffs of his sleeves were marked the way old leather was marked when it had been worked into and out of fluids that had not always come clean.
He did not look at Amora as he crossed the chamber.
He came to a stop at Drogath's right shoulder and bent, briefly, the way a man bends to murmur something into his elder brother's ear. The gesture was unhurried. Maug did not, ever, hurry.
He was, Amora noted with a small involuntary shift of her stomach, only an arm's length from her own place at the table.
She could see his hand where it rested on the back of Drogath's chair.
The fingernails had a fine dark crust along the cuticles. Not today's blood. The blood had dried hours ago. Some of it had worked itself, in the long careful labour of the chamber on the other side of the wall, into the small dark moons at the base of his thumb, and it had stayed there because Maug, she understood without being told, did not always trouble himself to scrub his hands between the lower chambers and the upper.
He spoke. It was a single word. She did not catch it.
Drogath nodded once.
Maug straightened.
He looked, for the first time, at Amora.
His eyes were the same black as his brother's. The attention behind them was not the same. Drogath looked at women the way a predator looked at prey. Maug looked at her the way a man looked at a thing he had been told he might, eventually, be permitted to take apart. He did not smile. He did not nod. He held her eye for the space of perhaps two heartbeats, the small black weight of his attention pressing against her face like cold breath, and then he turned and walked back across the chamber to the concealed door, and he let himself out, and the door closed softly behind him.
The chamber was quiet.
Drogath's eyes had not left her face the entire time.
"My brother."
He said it the way a man says the name of a tool he had been planning to introduce.
"Maug. He handles certain matters of the household. You will see him from time to time. I would not advise you to speak to him."
He picked up his goblet. He drank.
"A woman who disappointed me," Drogath said, without looking up from his goblet. He swirled the wine once, slowly. "The screaming does carry, I know. I find it is better to address these things promptly. Before the behavior spreads." He lifted the goblet and drank. Set it down. "I am not without mercy, however. I keep the stakes sharp. An unsatisfactory woman does not need to take three or four days to make her point. An hour is sufficient."
He leaned back in his chair.
His hand moved to the front of his breeches and freed himself in two unhurried movements, and the pale length of him came out into the firelight against the dark cloth, hard, his palm closing around the side of the shaft openly, his eyes locking onto her face at exactly the moment her own dropped by reflex to the motion. He stroked himself. Once, slowly, the long flat draw of a man taking inventory of his own pleasure in front of his future daughter-in-law and daring her to look anywhere but where he wanted her to look.
She tried to look away.
He waited.
When her eyes came back, because they had to, because the room was only so large and the candle was only so bright and his presence at the head of the table only got worse the longer she did not look at him, he was still watching her. His hand was still on himself. His thumb dragged once along the underside of the head, and the small wet sound of it carried in the quiet of the chamber, and the corners of his mouth lifted just slightly at the edges. Not quite a smile. The face of a man who had won the small game he had set up.
"It is a thin wall, princess." His voice had gone lower. "You will learn the sounds that carry through it. You will learn which ones please me. And you will learn, in time, which ones I do not permit a woman of my household to make."
He stroked himself again. A second slow pass.
"A bound bride is, of course, a different matter than the women behind that wall. A bound bride is for my son. But a bound bride lives in my palace, and my palace has certain standards of obedience, and my son, should he tire of what the Fates have given him, has every right as a prince of this house to hand his wife back to his father for the correction of behaviors he has not been able to correct himself."
His hand did not stop. It moved, slow, while he spoke.
"I want you to sit with that possibility, Amora. The length of this dinner. Through the binding. For the rest of your stay in this palace. I want you to carry the knowledge of what a disappointment sounds like when it is addressed in the room next door. And I want you to consider, very carefully, the shape of the night you will have with me, should you ever give my son reason to hand you over."
He gave himself one final long pull. He looked at her. He waited until he saw her swallow, the small involuntary motion at the front of her throat, and then he tucked himself away with the same unhurried disregard with which he had taken himself out, and he refastened his breeches, and he picked up his goblet.
He drank.
Then he looked at her. Patient. Unhurried. Waiting to see what her face would do with what he had just told her.
Across the table, Godwynn cut into his meat. The knife drew clean through it. He lifted a piece to his mouth and chewed once, then set the knife down with a small flat click against the rim of the plate. His eyes lifted slowly to the ceiling, then to the heavy beam above his father's chair, then closed for the brief space of a long-suffering breath, and when they opened again they came down on his father with the particular flat exhaustion of a son who had sat through this same performance at every dinner of his adult life. He did not speak. He picked up the knife. He resumed cutting.
Amora looked back down at her plate.
She did not look up again until Drogath cleared his throat and the business of dinner began. "Now then, today you will both be getting bound together. I command it to be so. Are we clear?"
Amora wasn't entirely sure she heard him correctly. "I'm sorry, my lord. I-I don't believe I heard you correctly. Do you mean married, as the humans do?"
Drogath cut his eyes sharply at her.
"No. I did not stutter, and I do not speak before I think, unlike you. You and Godwynn will be bound by the Fates. The horns you hear are to announce their arrival in our lands. They will be here within the next hour. My mages have been working tirelessly to request their audience and have finally managed to summon them forth for a royal binding of souls."
Amora's face paled, and she suddenly felt as if she would vomit, or pass out, or both. "Y-you mean, a a-"
"A Twin Flame binding. Yes." Godwynn cut in matter-of-factly, suddenly irritated that she seemed so repulsed by the idea. A low guttural growl emanated from him unintentionally.
Amora eyed both of them fearfully. "I'm sorry. I just haven't heard of this being done in so long. I didn't mean to offend."
She looked down at the table, shrinking back in her chair, remembering her interaction with the king last night. She made sure not to anger him.
She hoped, silently and desperately, that the Fates would sense she was not in love. That Godwynn was not her destined soulmate. That they would refuse the binding, and perhaps even help her get away.
Then, almost as if he could read her thoughts, Drogath rose.
"In the event you decide to back out, or to cause some sort of issue with this arrangement, I want you to be made fully aware of the consequences."
The Dark King's eyes bored through her. The blackness in them seemed to reach past her skin and press against her heart. He snapped his fingers. And the great doors at the end of the hall groaned open on their weight.
She could hear the chains before she saw the body.
Guards dragged a nearly lifeless figure across the floor toward them. It took her less than half a second.
"LEWAN!"
She screamed his name and tried to vault the table to reach him, tears already streaming down her face. "Oh mercy, my Goddess. LEWAN!"
She came around the end of the table and was caught, at once, by Godwynn. His arms closed around her like a steel cage.
"DON'T YOU TOUCH ME!" She fought him, kicked at him, but the prince held her firm against his chest.
WHACK.
Stars bloomed across her vision. Godwynn's chest rumbled with a low, warning growl against her back. Drogath had struck her across the face.
"Not so fast, Princess." Drogath eyed his son briefly, then returned his full attention to her. There was no hurry in his voice. He knew she was caught. She had no path out that did not pass through him.
"You will be bound to Godwynn. There will be no hesitation from you, for the Fates will sense it. If the binding is not successful..." He let his gaze drift toward Lewan. "Well. Then I am afraid I will have to cut him limb from limb while you are forced to watch."
Tears of pure fury poured down Amora's face.
"I cannot stand the sight of you," she spat.
"That is fine. But are we clear?"
Amora refused to speak. Godwynn's arms tightened around her. A warning.
Noting her refusal, the king nodded to one of the guards, who drew a blade and began to work at Lewan's index finger. Blood ran down the back of her brother's hand, but the blade had not yet reached bone.
Her brother screamed, and the sound tore something in her chest that she did not know could tear.
"OKAY! OKAY! Please stop. I will do whatever you ask of me. Just let him be! PLEASE!"
At Drogath's small flick of the hand, the guard withdrew the blade. The cut was deep, but it would heal. Lewan would keep the finger.
She sagged in Godwynn's arms, her hands clasped, pleading as though the motion itself could save her brother.
She would do whatever she had to do. They had her by the throat, and they knew it.
With a wave of his hand, the king concluded the meeting. "We are done here."
Then he looked at her one last time before motioning her away. "Remember what I have said."
Within seconds, she was being rushed out of the hall by the guards and Arda, back to the guest room. She only had a moment to look over her shoulder. Her brother's eyes met hers as they were being dragged in opposite directions.
His eyes looked empty. All she saw was a broken man, no longer the knight in shining armor he had always been for her.
She felt what was left of her heart shatter.
Would her family's reign be coming to a bitter end?
Drogath turned to his son, who stood in thought. "You will have your hands full with that girl if you do not break her soon. Waste no time in taming that little elf princess."
He faced him fully. "I plan to use the two of them to our advantage. There can be no mistakes. They will be the bait that lures Nolick out of his fortress. And that depends entirely on you doing your part."
"I see." Godwynn ran his fingers through his hair. "And in what manner do we plan to use them to accomplish that?" He asked, curious of his father's precise intent, though he was certain he already knew the answer. It was the same thing he would do, in his father's place.
"Do not play daft, my son." Drogath mocked. "A union between you and the princess, and a few pieces of the young prince sent back to the Atherian Palace, will be more than enough to drag that pathetic High King out of his little fortress."
"I suspected as much."
"Well. The Fates will be here any moment. Finish donning your ceremony robes. They are arriving this quickly because they owe me a favor, and we do not wish to test them. Go."
"Of course, Father."
The dark prince bowed and left the dining hall. His father was still sipping at his wine when Godwynn glanced back from the doorway, a scowl etched into the king's face as he drank. A scowl that looked, to Godwynn, like a man who had already decided how many more pieces of the Atherian prince would be sent home before this war was done.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Atheria had been preparing for war for four days. From the moment word arrived that Princess Amora had been taken by the Dark Kingdom of Nyberius, King Nolick had wasted no time mobilizing his forces.
Ravens had been sent to every corner of the realm, summoning commanders not currently stationed in Atheria. The training yards rang with the clash of steel as soldiers drilled from dawn to dusk. The forges burned day and night, churning out weapons and armor. Supply wagons were being loaded. War horses readied. Siege equipment prepared.
And yet in the heart of all that motion, the High King sat alone on his throne. His queen was absent from his side, and the halls of the castle moved with an unnatural quiet. Queen Amarha was too grief-stricken to leave her chambers and had stopped receiving her subjects since her daughter's abduction.
Nolick sat upon his throne, idly tracing the intricate artwork on the arm of the chair. His mind replayed his last conversations with each of his children.
He had carelessly chosen his words with Amora. And now those words haunted him. He had all but turned his back on her as she had begged him to let her stay until the wars were over.
"Enough!" he had said. "My decision is final."
The look of defeat in her eyes had been obvious, but he hadn't cared.
Maybe she had known somehow, he wondered. Is that possible? Maybe if he had listened to her, this whole ordeal would never have taken place. The Lethorian Prince would still be alive.
Had his choices really been so poor? He'd tried to sneak her out in the dead of night like a coward. She should have been sent to Lethoria with a full battalion at her side. Instead, he had only sent her with a handful of knights in the middle of the night.
Then there was Lewan.
Three days ago, his son had ridden off in a rage, determined to rescue his sister. Nolick had watched him disappear into the horizon on that magnificent white stallion, blue magic trailing behind them.
He hadn't heard from him since.
In his haste to try to make his son accept the fate of his sister, Nolick had pushed him away. Now Lewan was out there somewhere... hopefully in pursuit of Amora, hopefully being careful.
"And Lewan?" Remi asked.
Nolick's expression darkened. "My son rides on rage and love, not strategy. He left three days ago?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. On Starlight."
"Then he's likely captured already." Nolick's jaw clenched. "Drogath will have anticipated a rescue attempt. Will have patrols watching for exactly that kind of foolishness."
"I rode after him," Remi said. "Took Mooncrest. Starlight's brother. The only horse fast enough to catch her. But even then..." He shook his head. "The prince had too much of a head start. And he pushed Starlight too hard. I tracked them to the outer borders of Nyberius before I lost the trail."
"You were wise to turn back before capture yourself." Nolick moved to the war table, staring at the map. "My son's heart is good. His instincts in battle are excellent. But he lets emotion cloud his judgment. And now both my children are in Drogath's hands."
"What would you have me do, sire?"
"Nothing, for now. Lewan is leverage, same as Amora. Drogath won't kill him... not yet." Nolick's eyes met Remi's. "But we prepare for war regardless. And we pray that my children are strong enough to survive until we arrive."
But a knot tightened in Nolick's throat. His gut reminded him that his son wasn't thinking clearly when he left.
What if he'd done something foolish? What if he'd tried to infiltrate Nyberius alone?
The sound of footfalls brought the High King out of his thoughts. One of the king's guardsmen stepped forward and opened the door to allow a small figure in.
Rhya, the young woman his son favored, stepped in, her head down in a respectful gesture. As she approached the throne, His Majesty noticed a small silver tray in her hands. A single letter sat in the tray.
Nolick felt his stomach drop as the young woman came closer.
When she finally reached the High King, she gave him a formal bow. "Your Majesty, you have received a message. It came by raven from Nyberius."
Taking in the sight of her, he understood why his son had noticed her. She was beautiful. Petite. She had fiery eyes that were almost brown at the centers, giving her a doe-eyed look in contrast to her long golden hair, braided in the intricate Atherian style. High cheekbones. A delicate button nose. A smile that could light a room, when she wore it.
She did not wear it now. The dark circles beneath her eyes bore testament to the worry she had been carrying.
"Thank you, my child." He rose to take the letter from the tray. She lowered her eyes in respect.
"My pleasure." She curtsied and turned to leave, not wishing to intrude any further on the king's grief.
"Rhya."
She froze, afraid she had somehow offended him.
"You are not in trouble. I know you care for my son." She turned back, tears already brimming. "We will find him. I give you my word."
She burst into tears then, quietly, the way girls raised in a royal household are taught to. Nolick closed the distance without thinking and pulled her into his arms, letting her sob against his shoulder as if she were his own daughter.
"Shhh. You will see him again." He patted her back. "I will bring them both home. Even if it is the last thing I do."
After a moment, Rhya's tears subsided. She wiped the last of them from her face. "Thank you, my King. I must return to my duties."
She rose on her toes and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. He returned one to her forehead, and gently dismissed her with a touch between her shoulder blades and a nod toward the door.
Nolick returned to the throne and sat down. He picked the letter back up from the armrest where he had placed it when he'd stepped forward to comfort the young woman.
It held the crest of Nyberius.
His hand trembled as he broke the wax seal.
A lock of hair fell out as he opened the parchment.
He picked it up. It was not Amora's. The color was wrong, and blood stained the tips. But something about it turned his stomach all the same.
He read the letter.
ROYAL PROCLAMATION OF THE NYBERIAN KINGDOM
Let it be known,
A Royal Twin Flame Binding between the Dark Prince of Nyberius and the Grand Princess of Atheria is to be held at Midday, This Day. The Fates have blessed this union to be a Traditional Soul Binding. This is a celebratory occasion for both the Nyberian and Atherian Kingdoms.
... Royal Court of Nyberius
Nolick felt his blood begin to boil.
Midday. This day.
He looked up at the windows and measured the light. It was late afternoon. Nearly evening. The raven must have flown day and night to reach him.
Which meant the ceremony had already happened.
Or was happening right now.
He had known the Dark Kingdom would use his daughter to their advantage. He had not imagined they would bind her to them permanently. As of this day, he would never be able to free her. Ever.
The Fates had never unbound Twin Flames. In all of recorded history. Not once.
He closed his eyes and crushed the letter in his fist.
If it were not for the knowledge that she would be forced to live a life of misery, he might have been grateful. At least she was alive. But a lifetime of torment, immortal and inescapable, broke his heart all the more.
A thought followed. One he did not let himself finish. A thought unworthy of a father, that whispered of blades and quick mercies. He shoved it back into the dark where it had come from and forced his mind back to the letter in his hand.
He found himself wondering, not for the first time, whether she was surviving in that kingdom on strength alone or something harder to name. Amora had always been more than she appeared. More stubborn. More watchful. He had underestimated her when she was a girl and he suspected the Dark Prince was making the same mistake now. Amarha had raised her that way ... not with softness, but with an insistence that she know her own mind. Whatever was keeping her alive in that palace, he believed it was that.
But how were they able to convince her to agree to this? Surely the Fates could see it was a lie. Amora and the Prince were not lovers. She naturally would have hated him.
Unless...
Nolick looked at the small lock of hair in his hand.
The color. The length. The way it made his stomach turn.
"No!"
He shot up and ran from the throne room. He began running to the Mystic's Tower. The elves who practiced and devoted their magic abilities to the kingdom resided there, and there he would find answers.
He ran until he arrived at a large staircase and began to climb as fast as he could. His elven body carried him at blinding speed.
He finally came to a stop in front of a large dragon-oak door, beautifully adorned in silver and quartz. Before he could begin to knock, the door opened on its own, as if it was expecting him. An eerie blue glow emanated from the room.
"Please come in, Your Highness," a voice called.
Nolick was familiar with the voice. It was Yaresii, one of the divine mystics who resided in the castle and the oldest elf in the kingdom of Atheria.
Nolick took a moment to compose himself. "Yaresii, good day. How are you?" he asked as he stepped in.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Nolick took in the room. Everything was white marble flecked with gold. The walls. The floors. The pillar-columns rising toward the vaulted ceiling. The light in the chamber came from small lamp-pillars set with crystals that emanated a brilliant blue hue, like trapped starlight.
"You did not come here to talk idly with me," the old elf said, drawing his attention from the hypnotic light.
She stepped forward and held out her hand. Her pale, clouded eyes seemed to look through him rather than at him.
"I will find the answers ye seek."
Reluctantly, Nolick placed the clump of hair into her palm.
"Though we both know whom this lock belongs to," she said as she moved away from him toward a table in the corner.
A small bowl of thick black liquid sat on its wooden surface. She dropped the hair into it, and the lock slowly sank below the surface. She passed her hand over the bowl, and in the reflection, a figure of Lewan chained to a wall briefly appeared, then vanished.
She waved her hand again, and spoke in the ancient tongue.
"Αναζητήστε και θα βρείτε."
The image returned. A great flash followed, and the chamber became the image itself, frozen in time around them. Nolick walked through the visual and could see his son with his own eyes.
Chained to a dungeon wall.
In the heart of Nyberius.
The letter with his hair in it, the letter announcing Amora's binding, had come from Nyberius.
He crouched in front of his son, memorizing every bruise, every broken line of him.
The Blood Thirst began to rise in him before he could stop it.
Drogath had taken both of his children. And knowing that Lewan was there, in a Nyberian dungeon, explained everything. Amora's acceptance of the binding had never been hers to refuse. Her brother. Her twin-hearted brother. Being used against her.
There would be no rescue for her after this day. A Twin Flame binding could not be undone. Not by kings, not by councils, not even by the Fates themselves. She would be chained to the Dark Prince for the rest of her immortal life.
And Drogath would insulate her. Her death would mean his own son's death. That made her untouchable to anyone who wished to free her by any means less terrible than ending her.
A thought came to him then that he did not want to think.
Better she die free than live the rest of her eternity chained to darkness.
He turned from it. A man did not think such things about his own daughter. His Amora, who had named her horse after the stars because she swore they lived in his eyes. His little sun, who had once climbed into his lap and fallen asleep with her hand curled into the collar of his kingly robes. His girl.
He would not think it. Not now. Not yet.
But the thought had been spoken, inside him. And spoken thoughts, once thought, did not fully unthink themselves.
He shoved it down into the dark where it had come from, and he chose, instead, the one thing a father could still choose.
He would take the war to Nyberius. Drogath would not expect it.
In his anger, Nolick's body began to emit powerful waves of red-hot energy. He wanted blood. He wanted it now.
The temperature in the room spiked dangerously. The air itself seemed to shimmer and warp from the heat radiating off the High King. Beneath his feet, the marble floors began to melt in waves as he started to lose control, the stone turning molten and spreading outward in rippling circles.
Elder Yaresii's eyes widened in alarm. She'd seen a High King in Blood Thirst before... had witnessed Nolick's father succumb to it... but never in such a confined space. Never this close. The heat was already searing her skin, blistering her arms. If she didn't act quickly, the entire tower would become an inferno. The king's rage would consume everything... her, the tower, and possibly spread to the castle itself.
She began frantically digging through her bookshelf, her hands shaking as the temperature continued to climb. Books began to smoke and curl at the edges. The crystals in the lamp-pillars started to crack from the heat.
Nolick's eyes had turned solid red... not just the irises, but the entire eye, glowing like embers. His skin began catching fire, ethereal red flames dancing across his arms, his chest, his face. His consciousness was completely absent now, lost to the ancient magic of the High Crown. He was no longer a man but a force of pure destructive rage.
The Blood Thirst had fully taken him.
Yaresii was desperately chanting in the corner as she continued to dig into the shelf for what she needed. A protective green light enveloped her body, shielding her from the worst of the heat, but she could feel it weakening under the onslaught of the High King's power. She had minutes at most before her wards failed entirely.
Her fingers finally closed around what she was looking for... a small jar tucked in the back of the highest shelf.
Dipping her hand down into it, she threw purple powder at the king in a wide arc. The powder ignited instantly, burning brightly in midair like tiny stars, but the fumes made their way into the king's lungs as he drew breath to unleash another wave of power.
Within moments, the king's flames began to sputter and die. His eyes flickered from red back to their normal autumn color, then fell closed. He swayed once, then dropped to the floor, the ethereal fire extinguishing as he fell.
Yaresii covered her face with her sleeve, waiting for the toxic fumes to dissipate. It was impossible to fight a High King in the Blood Thirst head-on, but even a king had to breathe. The winter mushrooms she had collected and dried hosted a powerful sleeping agent. A few granules was usually enough to cure a man abandoned by sleep.
She looked at the nearly empty jar in her hand, then at the unconscious High King on her floor, and she almost laughed despite the pain in her burned arms. She might have been a little generous with her application.
Waiting a few moments for the air to clear, the elderly woman approached the king. He was breathing evenly and peacefully.
Her face turned sorrowful. This would probably be the last time he ever slept peacefully.
Stepping out of the door, she called for a servant to have the king's men come and take the king to his chambers. Looking back into the room, she noted that the ripples in the floor were now a permanent fixture in the marble.
"Hmph."
The clanking of armor coming up the stairs brought her attention back to the door. As they approached, a confused look was on the Captain of the Royal Guard's face.
Bemused, Yaresii tried to assure him, "Don't worry about your king. He is simply taking a much-needed rest after his outburst."
The tall man stepped into the room, taking in the sight of the king. He lay half-nude on the floor, smoke rising from his body, the waves in the marble cluing him in on what had happened.
"I take it he went into the Blood Thirst?" the captain asked.
"Yes. He did not like the answers he received."
He rubbed his head and motioned the others in behind him. As they gathered the king up to be carried out, the captain lowered his voice.
"How long will he be like this?"
Yaresii shrugged. "Could be an hour. Could be a day. Could be a week. Depends on how much of the powder made it into his lungs."
The captain nodded slowly.
"The High Crown recognized the legitimate challenge from Nyberius," Yaresii said quietly. "Otherwise the Blood Thirst would have activated the moment Drogath issued his formal challenge. Ancient magic knows the difference between war and honorable combat."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning when the High King faces Drogath in the arena, it will be as a warrior. Not as the vessel of the crown's full power. The Blood Thirst only manifests in true war. When armies clash. When kingdoms burn." She touched her burned arms gingerly. "His grief triggered it here, today. That was his own fury. Not the crown's magic."
"So in the challenge..."
"He fights as himself. Mortal in the ways that matter." Yaresii's expression was grim. "The crown will amplify his strength. His speed. But it will not make him an unstoppable force. The magic recognizes honor. Recognizes the old ways."
The captain understood.
When Nolick faced Drogath, he would have no divine intervention to save him.
Only his blade. Only his skill.
And against the man Drogath had spent a millennium becoming, that might not be enough.
The captain looked at the old sage's arms, noting the burns. She must have had no choice but to sedate the king.
"Be sure to tend to your wounds, Elder Yaresii," he said as he followed his men out the door.
The old woman simply nodded her head, seemingly just now aware of her own affliction.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Amora was escorted back to her chambers at speed, guardsmen flanking her, Arda and a slew of maids following in her wake. The moment she was in the room, she was made to strip.
Arda began to brush her hair as the other women brought in the finest elven robes, hair ornaments, and perfumes. Amora stood stunned at the pace of it. The Dark Kingdom was moving forward with this at blinding speed, dragging her along without so much as a breath to catch.
Her mind swam. She stood staring at nothing, and let her thoughts wander somewhere else.
As soon as her hair was brushed, it was quickly placed atop her head for later. Looking around, Amora noticed that none of the women in the room had been in the kitchens when she had been assaulted. These were all younger elves and seemed solely focused on getting her ready. None held looks of malice.
"The prince ordered for you to be tended to by our ladies-in-waiting of the castle. They haven't had a female to tend to since the death of the queen," Arda offered. "They will be more suited to tend to you than kitchen staff, I suppose."
A woman brought forth the perfumes, and Arda picked out a small quartz bottle for the princess. "This one will do."
Time flew as they dressed her in a beautiful set of white and silver elven robes. An unforgiving bodice was tightly tied against her, and a blood-red sash... the colors of the Nyberian Kingdom... was tied around her waist. Her hair was braided by the handful of women who were assigned to her and put up into one of the most intricate hairstyles she had ever seen. The small black mithril diadem that was placed upon her head was encrusted with beautiful rubies.
And a blood-red blindfold was placed over her eyes, as the custom of the ceremony required.
Behind the fabric, Amora felt Arda fasten a choker of mithril and rubies around her throat. It sat high and tight against her skin. The old woman dabbed perfume along her pulse points. At her throat. Behind her ears. Between her breasts.
"I believe she is finished."
Amora heard the shuffling of feet, and then she was being guided out of the room. The further she walked, the more the anxiety climbed in her chest.
This was it. This was the moment her life ended and whatever came next began. After today, she would never be allowed home. Her father would never accept her back. After today, she would be tainted to the Golden Kingdoms forever.
But the price was worth Lewan's life. She would do this. She would do this to keep him alive.
She drew a slow breath and let it out slower. She could hear the hum of a gathering crowd somewhere ahead of her, echoing softly off castle walls, mingled with the click of heels on polished stone.
Close now. They were close now.
The noise grew as they approached the threshold. A cool rush of air brushed her skin, and she understood, even blindfolded, that the ceremony had been staged outside.
Amora drew one more breath. Then she made the decision she had to make.
She would be the happiest princess in the Nine Kingdoms today. She would be radiant. She would be in love with the man beside her. She would put on a performance the Fates themselves would have to watch and believe, because her brother's life sat balanced on whether they were fooled.
She stepped out into the sunlight.
She was brought to a stop and held in place. The blindfold would remain until the Fates removed it themselves.
A pair of hands found hers. They were larger than her own, engulfing her fingers firmly and not ungently. She caught the scent of him before she knew she had. Cedarwood and amber. Sweet amber. He no longer smelled of campfire and riding leather. But she knew him. She would have known him anywhere, now.
Such a treacherous man, she thought.
And somehow that thought did not make her hands tremble any less.
Everything went quiet, and Amora assumed correctly that the ceremony must be starting. She lifted her head proudly as if this was what she wanted and plastered a gentle smile onto her face, trying to mimic one she had seen her mother wear for her father.
A cold gust of air passed through the crowd as the blindfolds were lifted from her eyes and from Godwynn's. His piercing gaze found hers at once, dark and reading her. She gave him a warm smile in spite of the knot in her throat.
Something in his eyes softened at the sight of it. He had to know the smile was a lie. But he was clever enough to understand what she was doing, and for whom.
Then she looked to her side, and she saw them.
The Fates were robed in what she could only have described as the cosmos itself. Great swirling drapes of dark purple and deep indigo hung around the three figures, shifting slowly like storm clouds, and within the fabric, tiny stars and spiral galaxies turned in their own unhurried courses. Their faces were hidden behind shrouded veils. They were impossible to pin with words. Shapeless yet shaped. Translucent yet solid. Here, and also very far away.
She looked back to the Dark Prince. He was watching her with something almost curious behind his eyes. She gave him a sheepish smile, and he squeezed her hand. For the Fates to witness. It was a complicated feat the two of them were attempting.
The Fates did not interfere much with free will. They altered outcomes according to the choices already made. If two souls came to them and swore they could not live without one another, they could request the binding of those souls so that neither would be left alone in the afterlife. That was the gift.
But the Fates did not favor good over evil, or evil over good. Only balance. And if one's karmic load grew too heavy, one's existence could be cut short. That was the price.
It was a narrow line the Fates walked. Only they understood how it was meant to be walked.
Tricking them had never, in all the history of the Nine Kingdoms, been done. Amora knew this. She also knew they likely saw exactly what she and Godwynn were doing, because they were past and future and present all at once, and nothing was hidden from them.
But the rule was the rule. Unless she spoke aloud that she did not want this, or unless her body refused it, they would not interfere.
She kept her face still, and she did not speak.
The Fate at the center stepped forward and began to address the gathered court. Its voice was not a voice, precisely. It was closer to music. No words passed, and yet every being in the crowd understood what was being said. Spirit-speech was its name, and only beings of divine power could form it.
The ceremony was not so different, in its bones, from the human custom. Congratulations on the union. The duties of both parties to love and to honor. The asking, of each, whether this was what they wanted.
Amora had one heartbeat left that belonged entirely to her. One last breath before she handed herself over to something no force in the Nine Kingdoms could undo. She thought of Lewan's empty eyes. She thought of her mother's hands braiding her hair on a morning that felt like it belonged to another girl's life.
She let both thoughts go.
"Yes," Godwynn and Amora answered as one.
They moved through the ritual as they had been told to. When the Fate drew nearer, an icy aura closed around them both, and every hair on Amora's arms rose beneath her robes.
Without warning, the Fate plunged its star-littered hands deep into both their chests.
Amora had expected pain.
It was not pain.
It was the sensation of being pulled out of herself from somewhere below thought. Not her body. Deeper than her body. The world around her, the court, the ceremony, the watching crowd, went somewhere she could not reach, and what replaced it was cold. Clean and sharp and the particular white of a Nyberian winter, heavy with clouds that had already given everything they had.
She was standing in snow.
She did not know this place. She did not know how she had come to be here or why it felt, despite all of that, like somewhere she was supposed to be.
She simply looked, the way you look in a dream at the thing that was always going to be there, and she saw him. A boy, small and silver-haired, alone in the white. She did not know him and she knew him completely. He did not see her yet.
She watched him pack the snow into his small hands and wind back and throw, and the snowball caught his mother square in the shoulder, and his laugh, open and pure and completely unguarded, the laugh of a boy who did not yet know what laughter would one day cost him, rang out across the white.
His mother turned. Laughing too. Her face was warm and she was alive and the boy did not know yet that she wouldn't always be.
Then the mother faded.
The snow did not. The boy did not. He turned, still grinning, cheeks flushed with cold, and his eyes found Amora across the distance.
He looked at her the way no version of him had ever looked at her. No calculation. No command. Just a boy deciding she looked like someone worth throwing a snowball at.
He wound back.
She laughed before it landed.
*
Godwynn's version came to him the same moment hers came to her.
He was standing in a field.
He did not know this place. The air was warm and the light sat low and amber the way it never did in Nyberius, and the grass beneath his feet was soft and green and wholly foreign to everything he had ever known. He did not know how he had come to be here or why it felt, despite all of that, like somewhere he had always been heading.
A girl at the far end of it. Golden-haired. Barefoot. Already turning toward him with a wave so easy and unafraid that it bypassed every wall he had ever built and landed somewhere underneath all of it.
She was waving him over.
Not a subject summoning a prince. Not an enemy assessing a captor. A girl who had spotted someone across a field and decided, simply, that he should come and play.
As if it had never occurred to her that he might say no.
As if she had always known he was going to be there.
*
Amora's vision dimmed. Her eyes rolled back in her skull. Her lips turned blue as though she had been kissed by death herself, and beside her, Godwynn's body went through the same pale surrender. The cosmic being drew two bright golden threads from each of them and began to braid them together into a single woven circlet. A hoop of intertwined soul.
The other two Fates came forward as the first worked. They caught the prince and princess before their bodies could fall, pressed them forward so that they leaned against each other, and lowered the braided circle down around them both.
The Fates stepped back.
The circle of gold sank into their bodies. Disappeared inside them.
And like breath returning to a corpse, the two came back to themselves, clinging to each other before the watching court. Panting. Both of them panting, as something ancient and unnamable settled into the space between their ribs and made a home there.
She found his eyes without meaning to.
He was already looking at her.
Neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say that the court could hear. But something passed between them in that look, quick and private and impossible to name, that had nothing to do with the bond and everything to do with a snowfield and a spring meadow and two children who had not yet learned to be what this world had made of them.
Then the Fates were already turning toward a rip they had opened in the air itself. They looked back once, seemingly satisfied, and passed through. The tear in the world sealed behind them, and they were gone.
The instant the Fates were gone, Amora gasped as new sensations flooded through her.
Godwynn's emotions came in like a wave crashing against her chest. His satisfaction at the ceremony's success. His underlying wariness of his father, barely contained. His carefully controlled desire as he looked at her, almost but not entirely hidden beneath the rest.
All of it, at once.
She stumbled, and he caught her elbow.
Through the touch, every feeling intensified until she could not tell whose they were. She could feel everything.
And then, somewhere in her mind, something shut. Like closing a door she had not known existed.
The flood went muffled. Distant. Still there, just beyond the door, but no longer drowning her.
Godwynn's eyes widened slightly. "You felt it too."
"The door?" she whispered.
"The doors." He released her arm. "Twin Flame bonds can be overwhelming if left fully open. We are creatures of magic. Our minds adapt. Build walls. Doors we can close, to maintain sanity."
"How do you know this?"
"My mother told me. Once. Before she died." His expression darkened. "She said emotions and thoughts can be blocked. Should be blocked, for both parties' peace of mind. But pain..." He looked at her steadily. "Physical pain. Injury. That comes through regardless. No door can block it. It is the bond's way of ensuring we protect each other."
"So if you're hurt, I feel it?"
"Yes. And if you are hurt..." He stopped himself. "It would be unpleasant for us both. Which is why you will not be putting yourself in danger again."
Not a request. A command.
But Amora understood now. The bond was there. They could control it. Could maintain some small privacy. Some small autonomy.
Unless one of them was bleeding.
Then there would be no hiding.
•   •   •
"One more thing you should know," Godwynn said as they prepared to step down from the ceremony dais. "The High Crown you saw upon your father's head. The one my father wants so desperately. It has rules. Ancient ones. Magic older than any king now living."
"What kind of rules?"
"It cannot be stolen. It cannot be taken by force." His eyes were dark and serious. "It transfers to another only through death in combat, or through willing submission. One royal to another."
"Submission?"
"If a king bearing the crown willingly surrenders it to another of royal blood, and if he truly means it, heart and soul, the crown will accept the transfer." His jaw tightened. "My father knows this. It is why he must challenge your father in single combat. Why he cannot simply have him murdered in the dark and take it from a corpse."
"And if someone tried to steal it?"
"The crown would reject them. Burn them, most likely. Or drive them mad." He was quiet a moment. Then, lower: "It has driven legitimate bearers mad as well. More than one, over the long reach of its history. The magic in it is ancient and it is not, strictly, kind. It reads what a man has inside him and it pours itself through that. A fair king wears it a long time. A cruel king wears it a long time. A king who carries more darkness than he can master, and whose own darkness the crown finds and amplifies... those kings have ended in ways the Nine Kingdoms have been careful to forget."
"Your grandfather." Her voice had gone quieter. "The Dark High King. The one who held it three hundred years."
"Yes." His face did not move. "Him."
He looked at her steadily. "So do not get any ideas about taking it from me once I wear it, little pet. Unless I give it to you freely, it will never accept you."
The words felt like both warning and promise.
Amora filed every piece of it away.
Willing submission. Royal blood. True intent.
She would remember that.
She exhaled, relieved it was over, and without meaning to, let herself settle for a breath into the warmth of him. She caught herself almost at once and stepped back, lowering her eyes.
"May I go to my chambers?" she whispered.
Her request fell on deaf ears.
The king came forward with a grin. "You both did well. Now it is time for the consummation ceremony."
Her head snapped up.
"What?"
Godwynn chuckled. Her reaction amused him. "The consummation ceremony. I will take you to my bed, little princess."
Amora paled, her stomach turning to stone.
"I don't think I can do that."


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Godwynn sat in his chambers, turning the Twin Flame ceremony over in his mind.
Amora had done well. Better than he had expected. He had thought she would fight it, or crumble under the weight of the Fates' attention, or simply stand too petrified to complete the vows. But she was a well-trained princess, and today it had shown.
She had smiled at him up on that dais. He had known the smile was performance. He had known whose life she was trying to save with it. And still, the expression on her face had lit something inside his chest that he had not asked permission to light.
Fuck.
He could not allow this. Dark Elves did not feel. He would not allow her to become a weakness. Once the consummation ceremony was complete, she would be sent to the dungeons with her brother, kept just barely alive, until he could find some way to rid himself of her without it killing him also. And then he would end her. And then he would go back to being the ruler he had been trained since birth to be.
He could get an heir from a mistress. Some willing Nyberian lady of the court. Keep the High Elf bloodline out of his line entirely. Clean. Severed. Untainted.
That was the plan.
He had already rid himself of the ceremonial robes. He now wore black sleeping breeches and a black open-faced robe that hung just past his knees. He sat, and he waited to be summoned.
No doubt she had been informed on what was expected of her for a consummation ceremony. Her mother would have taken her aside when she was promised to Torwynn and walked her through the humiliating details. She would be a fumbling, terrified mess tonight. Like a deer caught in the grip of a mountain lion.
He smiled at the thought.
He planned to devastate her. Body and soul.
He could hear the ceremonial witnesses approaching his chambers to collect him. The consummation would take place in the Royal Chambers. The witnesses would be the council elders and his father.
He rolled his eyes. It was royal custom for a princess's or queen's claiming to be witnessed. The only mercy was the sheer veils around the bed. Privacy enough to spare the specifics, but not the act. Her innocence would still be displayed on the sheets afterward, inspected by every elder in the room.
Jealousy curled through him, hot and uninvited. He did not want other eyes on her while he took her.
The revelation startled him. The binding ceremony, he told himself. It was influencing him. It would fade.
He dismissed the sensation.
"Are you ready, sire?" A council member called from the other side of the chamber door.
"Yes." Godwynn rose.
He joined the entourage and headed for the Royal Chambers. Soon to be his chambers.
And hers.
They arrived at the Royal Chambers. He took his place on the raised platform where the great canopy stood, one shoulder braced against the thick carved post of the bed, arms folded across his bare chest, and waited.
Thirteen men were gathered in the room, chatting amongst themselves. Eagerly awaiting the arrival of the princess. His father stood at the front of them in his royal attire. The rest wore council robes. Every one of them seemed pleased to be here, and every minute that passed fed the irritation building quietly in Godwynn's chest.
He picked them out one by one, the way a man picks out the nails in a coffin he is being asked to climb into.
To his father's right stood Lord Vorrik, Commander of the Western Marches. Old Nyberian guard. Drogath's man for nine hundred years. Vorrik had been at Godwynn's training as a young man. Vorrik had been the one to tell his father, during the years of the prince's arms-work, that the prince's footwork was "soft for a Nyberian," and Drogath had taken the comment as instruction and had given Godwynn the kind of week of correction that had ended any softness in the footwork and a great deal else besides. Vorrik had been smiling that week. Vorrik was smiling tonight. Vorrik was eager to see whether the prince could perform a thing he had been doubting in private for centuries.
Beside him, Treasurer Saervyn, the keeper of the Nyberian coffers, with the long pale face and the careful eyes of a man who had served four kings of this house and had no intention of dying in the service of a fifth. Saervyn would attend whatever was required and report nothing of substance to anyone. He was here because the keeper of the coffers was always here for a binding ceremony, since a binding produced a wife and a wife produced an heir and an heir produced inheritance, and inheritance was the long arithmetic Saervyn served above all other masters.
Beside Saervyn, Lord Kethren, Overseer of Foreign Kingdoms. Drogath's intelligence man. The one who had been working the Atherian hand for forty years and had finally produced the trapped princess now waiting in the corridor. He was here because his triumph was in the room, and triumphs of this scale required witnessing.
At the far edge, a younger man Godwynn did not particularly care to look at. Lord Dethryn. Recently elevated. Ambitious. The kind of young commander who took every council scrap as a chance to be noticed by the king. Dethryn was leaning against the wall with one shoulder against the stone, sipping from a small cup of dark wine, his eyes on the door, the corner of his mouth already lifted in anticipation of what he was about to be permitted to watch.
And in the centre of the room, presiding, stood Lady Therrin.
The High Mistress of the Nyberian Temple wore the long dark of her order. Her hair was the silver-grey of an elven woman who had stopped counting her centuries. Her hands were folded inside her sleeves. Her eyes, when they came up to meet Godwynn's across the chamber, were the same calm flat assessing eyes Yaresii had worn at every Atherian council Godwynn had ever heard described. The two old women were of the same Order. Godwynn knew this. He had known it since boyhood. They were sisters of one cosmic vow, divided only by which court they had been assigned to keep, and Therrin was here tonight because the binding required the witness of a Servant of the Fates, and Therrin was the only such Servant Drogath would tolerate in his palace.
She inclined her head to him.
He inclined his back.
It was the only honest exchange the room would contain in the next hour, and they both knew it.
The last man Godwynn looked at he had saved for last on purpose.
Lord Ravenor of the Southern Houses stood at the back of the chamber, alone, against the far wall. He was tall and lean and silver-haired and the long pale silver of his eyes caught the candlelight without seeming to belong to the candlelight. He had not joined the conversation among the other lords. He had not taken wine. He had been standing in that exact spot since the witnesses had entered, and he was watching the door, and his face was doing nothing.
Ravenor did not bait Godwynn the way Vorrik baited him. Ravenor did not calculate the way Saervyn calculated. Ravenor did not gloat the way Kethren gloated. Ravenor did not smirk the way Dethryn smirked. Ravenor stood at the back of his father's consummation chambers with his hands folded behind him and his pale grey eyes on the door, and he was, Godwynn understood without needing to be told, the only man in this room who was not, on some axis, looking forward to what was about to happen.
Their eyes met briefly across the chamber.
Ravenor inclined his head, the smallest possible measure. The acknowledgment of one Nyberian noble to another at a court function neither of them had asked to be at. Godwynn returned it. Neither of them spoke. They had not, in fact, spoken often in the long years of Godwynn's life. They had not needed to. There had been an understanding between them since Godwynn had first been brought into a court chamber as a boy, an understanding Godwynn could not name and had not, in nine hundred years, ever asked his father about, because asking would have produced the kind of week of correction his father had specialized in producing.
Ravenor's eyes went back to the door.
*
"Your Highness."
Vorrik had stepped forward, the wine cup in one hand, the other clapped on Godwynn's bare shoulder in the false familiarity of an old retainer who had long since stopped pretending to respect the man whose shoulder he was clapping. Godwynn did not move. He did not look at the hand. He looked at the door.
"You have been preparing yourself, I trust."
"Vorrik."
"It is no small thing, the first night of a Twin Flame binding. The body, you understand. The body sometimes... falters... under the weight of so much expectation. Particularly if it has not been," and here Vorrik smiled, the smile of a man savouring his own joke before his audience had quite arrived at it, "extensively practiced."
A small ripple of laughter from Dethryn at the wall.
Saervyn's face did not change.
Therrin's face did not change either. Therrin had been watching Vorrik with the flat unreadable assessment of a woman who had been watching Nyberian men make these same small jokes at council functions for a thousand years.
Ravenor, at the back, did not turn. His eyes stayed on the door. But the muscle at the corner of his jaw moved, once, the small flex of a man biting down on what he was not going to say in this room.
Godwynn's hand had not moved from where it rested against the canopy post.
"Vorrik."
"Your Highness."
"Your hand."
Vorrik looked down at his own hand on the prince's bare shoulder.
"Off."
Vorrik laughed, a low good-humoured laugh that did not reach his eyes, and lifted his hand with the slow showy gesture of a man making a point of complying with a request he had every right to ignore. He stepped back. He drank from his wine cup. He did not stop smiling.
"Of course, Your Highness."
Godwynn's eyes returned to the door.
He did not look at Vorrik again.
*
As if on cue, the doors opened. In filed Amora's entourage, the ladies-in-waiting at the lead. They would remain outside during the ceremony and collect her afterward.
Arda entered. And behind her, Amora.
She looked across the room. Straight into his eyes. And there was something in her gaze that was not quite fear and not quite pleading, but close enough to both that it caught him somewhere he did not know he was still soft.
His heart sank.
Dammit.
Amora knew what was about to happen.
Her mother had pulled her aside when she was promised to Torwynn and walked her through the humiliating details of it. Her stomach had turned then. But she had been given time, too. Time to build up the mental walls a princess needed to survive her own wedding night.
Those walls had come down somewhere along the way. She had let them down the moment she was taken, because no part of her had expected the Nyberian Kingdom to practice the same custom.
Her heart pounded so hard she thought it would break one of her ribs from the inside.
Being told by Godwynn that he was going to take her to his bed had been the equivalent of having cold mountain water dumped on her in her sleep. She trembled now as she was stripped in her chambers and given only a thin silk robe to cover herself. She was not even granted slippers for the cold floor.
Her hair was left piled high upon her head. The diadem remained. The choker remained.
"It is time," Arda announced.
"Wait. Surely there is something else we must do. Do I not need to bathe?"
Arda looked at the girl, and something flickered across the old woman's face. Pity, perhaps. If pity could pass through a mask that practiced.
"No, child. We must leave now. The council and His Highness are waiting."
The old woman motioned toward the door, and the ladies began to file out in a single line.
Amora drew another breath. She had until the end of the hall to gather herself.
She swallowed hard and forced the tears back down where they had come from.
When they reached the Royal Bed Chambers, the sight before her took the breath from her chest.
The room was full of men. Lustful eyes tracked her through the doorway, following her every inch of the way. The Dark King stood at the front, wearing a sneer that did not even pretend to be ceremonial. A thousand candles burned at every height around the chamber, throwing dancing light and deeper shadow across the faces of the witnesses, turning the holy into something closer to a rite.
A pristine white sheet had been laid across the bed.
And in front of it stood Godwynn, watching her come, impassive as carved stone.
He was her only hope in this room. And she knew, even as her heart begged her to run to him, that the help she wanted was not help he would give.
Arda came up behind her and whispered into her ear. "You must go to him. The sooner you do, the quicker this will end."
Amora looked at the old woman and nodded. She was right. Whatever was going to happen, it would happen faster if she stopped delaying it.
She forced her feet to move.
His scent reached her first. Cedarwood. Amber. That same sweet warmth she had first caught blindfolded on the ceremony dais. Her body, treacherous body, wanted to bury itself against him for safety. Against him. The very man whose arms would have killed her by now, she thought bitterly, if the Fates had not made her his equal in blood and breath.
She swallowed hard when she reached him. She could not bring herself to look at him. She stood before him with her head bowed toward the floor.
He moved behind her and guided her past the sheer curtains, to the side of the massive bed.
She flinched when she felt his hands at the ties of her robe.
Tears began to spill down her cheeks as he pulled the fabric from her shoulders and took the last layer of protection she had in this room.
"Go to the center of the bed."
Her hands trembled as she climbed onto the pristine white sheets. Through the thin veil, she could feel thirteen pairs of eyes tracing the silhouette of her. The silk was sheer enough to render her shape clearly. Her curves. The outline of her naked skin. Every part of her that had been hers alone until this day.
She wanted to disappear. To cease, entirely, to exist.
Her breath came in short panicked gasps as she positioned herself at the center of the bed. She drew her knees up against her chest, trying to cover herself, even though she knew it was futile.
The room fell so quiet she could hear the candles flickering. The breathing of the men beyond the veil. Her own heartbeat hammering inside her skull.
She waited.
Godwynn's shadow moved closer.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
She had obeyed quickly, climbed onto the bed, the weight of every eye in the chamber pressed against her skin. She could hear the last of the ladies-in-waiting shuffling out behind her as the prince began to disrobe.
She glanced at him, and looked away just as fast, cheeks flaring red as the coat fell from his shoulders and the breeches followed. The hard length of him was already standing, and the sight of it stole what little breath remained in her lungs. She felt the flush travel down her throat, across her chest, felt her pulse drum up into her ears.
She wrapped her arms around her knees and pulled them against her chest, burying her face into the crooks of her arms.
And then she felt his weight shift onto the mattress. Felt the bed dip as he moved forward. Felt him come to rest in front of her.
"Look at me, pet."
His voice was low. Gentle, even. But beneath the gentleness, a command she could not refuse.
She lifted her face slowly. Her cheeks were wet, her lashes sticking together, her lips trembling.
He studied her for a long moment. Something unreadable passed behind his eyes.
Then his hands were on her, and the warmth of his skin against hers sent a jolt through her she did not expect. He took her arms and placed them around the nape of his neck, then hooked one hand beneath her and wrapped her legs around his waist, lifting her higher up the bed in a single fluid motion as though she weighed nothing at all.
As he moved, she felt the blunt head of him brush near her entrance. She held her breath, as if breathing in might make it happen faster.
He laid her down, her head finding the pillows, her hair spilling out around her like light. Her scent rose up to meet him as he settled between her tense, spread thighs. Soft lavender and neroli and something beneath it that belonged only to her. He could feel her heart hammering throughout her whole body beneath him as she gripped the sheets for dear life. She was trembling. Fear and humiliation painted across her face in equal measure.
Her fiery eyes were missing the spark he had seen in them before. Sweat had begun to bead at her temples. Stray golden strands stuck to her forehead.
She closed her eyes as he leaned down close to her face.
His jaw tightened. Her eyes were squeezed shut. Her hands fisted in the sheets so hard her knuckles had gone white. And something about the sheer terror on her face turned his stomach in a way he had not expected and could not explain.
This was not how he wanted her.
Not like this. Not with her looking like a sacrificial lamb laid out upon an altar of her own blood.
He released the breath he had been holding.
Not tonight. Not with them watching.
"Amora," he whispered into her ear.
Her breath hitched. Her eyes flew open and found his.
"Breathe, my pet. I will not take you in front of them."
Confusion flickered across her face.
"Make no mistake." His voice dropped even lower, and the possessiveness in it stole the breath from her again. "I still intend to make you mine tonight. But not like this."
"I don't understand," she choked out.
A devious smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "We are going to fake it for them." The words brushed against her ear, soft enough that no one beyond the veil could hear them.
"What...?"
Before the question could leave her lips, Godwynn's mouth crushed hers. She squealed against him, recoiled on instinct at the sudden onslaught. He pulled back just enough to murmur against her lips.
"Work with me here, princess."
Gentler the second time. He traced the curve of her lower lip with the tip of his tongue. She stared at him in disbelief, in confusion, in something she did not have the words for. Then slowly, slowly, she parted her lips.
He suckled her lower lip before sliding his tongue into her mouth. She hesitated. Then met him. Tentatively at first, and then with the reluctant curiosity of someone who had never been kissed before and was just now understanding what mouths could do.
Godwynn smiled against her. There she was. There was his little fighter.
Godwynn made a show of shifting his position between her legs. She felt the hot, blunt head of him settle against her slick folds, felt him slide along the length of her in a slow, dragging pass that drew a shudder up her spine she could not hide. But he never entered her. His breath hitched hot against her ear as he felt how wet she already was. How ready her body had become despite everything written across her face.
He held himself there with an iron will he did not know he still possessed. He would take her. Make no mistake, he would take her. But on his terms, and on hers. Not on thirteen pairs of leering elder eyes.
When his hand found her breast, she let out a small whimper. He played with her gently at first, thumbing her nipple to a hard peak before squeezing her full. She cried out loudly, the sound intentional.
"Ow!"
He bucked his hips in time with the cry, as if he were driving into her for the first time. He made a show for the witnesses beyond the veil, his hips thrusting against her in a measured rhythm, his cock sliding along her folds and dragging over the sensitive bud at the top of her sex. The pleasure it gave him was stronger than he had expected. Something about the theater of it. Something about the secret passing between them under the eyes of the court. Something about the way her body was responding to him in spite of everything she was.
Through the bond, something brushed against him. Faint. A gentle pressure, less emotion than the ghost of one, too soft to read plainly. Humiliated heat, perhaps. Confusion folded into it. A flicker of something unwelcome threaded beneath. And then it was gone, almost before he could register that it had been there at all. Like a taste on the back of his tongue that he could not quite name.
He closed his own door tighter all the same.
"Good girl," he whispered against her ear, his voice warm with approval.
Amora let out a breath she had not known she was holding. The realization that he was not going to strip her of her true innocence in front of this chamber of watching men made her dizzy with relief. She was still afraid. She was still not sure what game the Dark Prince was playing by sparing her now. There might well be something far worse waiting for her later. But for this moment, for this one moment, he was protecting her. And she did not know what to do with that.
The heat in her lower belly, however, was rising. It was rising despite everything, and she had no idea what to do with it. A deep pressure she had never known before was building inside her, gathering with every pass of him against her folds, every slow drag over that small aching bud she had not even known existed until this moment. She began to pant into his ear. Her hips began, without her permission, to lift and grind into his rhythm. Her body was betraying her and she did not know how to call it back.
As if sensing the edge of her, Godwynn slowed. Burying his face in her neck, he spoke low against her skin, his voice possessive and rough.
"If you unravel in front of them, I will take you in front of them. Control yourself, little princess."
The deep timbre of his voice sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with fear.
"Y-yes, Your Majesty," she whimpered.
Slowly, as the haze began to lift, she became aware of the room again. The men, the watchers. She realized with a sick lurch that half of them, the king included, had moved closer to the bed. Their breathing had grown audible.
Godwynn realized it at the same moment she did.
Deciding to end the charade before it could become anything worse, he let out a low grunt and froze, as if spending himself inside her. He sat up slowly. Looked down at her. Her thighs still spread. Her folds swollen and glistening with her own arousal, dripping onto the white sheet beneath her.
Something in his chest turned at the sight of her. She was responding to his body the same way she had responded to him in the bathing chamber. Only this time he could feel it through the bond, and that was a harder thing to put down than he had thought it would be.
He reached down between them. Using the sharp edge of one of the rings on his hand, he drew a clean, shallow slice across the skin just above his shaft, hidden from the witnesses by the fold of his own body. Dark blood welled along the cut.
He let it trickle down onto her.
He met her eyes. Shock flickered across her face, and then understanding. She held his gaze as he smeared his own blood along the length of his shaft, along her inner thigh, and pressed the stain into the white sheet beneath her in the pattern that would pass, to any watching elder, for a maiden's blood at the moment of her claiming.
When he looked down at the work, it was convincing. He glanced back at her and winked.
Then he moved off the bed to stand in front of it.
The elder council did exactly what elder councils did. They approached to inspect. Pleased by the sight of the blood on their prince. Pleased, too, by the sight of her. Amora closed her legs and drew her arms up to cover her breasts, trying to hide herself from the eyes now crowding in.
Drogath left the moment he saw his son stand stained. The others lingered longer than they should have.
"A-hem."
Godwynn cleared his throat pointedly and gestured toward the door.
The elders picked up the hint and finished their inspection, departing quickly. None of them wished to be the one on the wrong side of the future king tonight.
When they were gone, the prince turned to her as he dressed. She could not bring herself to lift her eyes to him.
"I will see you tonight." His voice was flat, every trace of what had just passed between them locked back behind his face. "And we will do this properly."
He tossed her the white silk robe and strode from the room, pulling his own shut across his chest as he went.
At once, the ladies-in-waiting filed into the chamber, Arda following behind them.
"Take her to the bathing chambers. I am sure she would like to clean up."
The young women helped Amora down from the bed and slipped the silk robe back over her shoulders.
Before she had fully caught her breath, they had whisked her away to her own chamber. Her hair was taken down. The bathing hall was thick with the scent of burning incense, and bath oils were already being poured into the steaming water. But the moment she stepped in, the women withdrew, leaving her alone to bathe.
Ah. Yes. The kitchen incident. No one was permitted to touch her now.
After relieving herself, Amora let the silk robe slip from her shoulders and stepped down into the gentle whirlpool. The bubbles rose around her as she sank to her neck. Her eyes closed. She did not cry. She had cried enough for one day.
She stayed in the water until her fingers had shriveled at the tips. Then she washed her hair, scrubbed her body clean of him and of them both, and stepped out.
She dried herself and emerged from the bathing room to find a simple day dress laid out for her. More ornate than the one she had worn yesterday, probably because she was now bound to their prince and would one day be queen here.
A slave queen, perhaps.
But a queen, nonetheless.
And queens, her mother had told her once, a very long time ago, were harder to kill than princesses.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
Amora dressed slowly, her hands still trembling from the ordeal. The gown was a deep emerald green with black embroidery along the bodice. Nyberian colors. A reminder, stitched in thread, of whom she belonged to now.
She sat down at the vanity and looked at her reflection. Her eyes looked different somehow. Older. Something in them had shifted today and she did not know if the shift was permanent yet or only temporary. The girl who had left Atheria was gone. In her place sat a woman she did not quite recognize and was not sure she wanted to meet.
She thought about her brother. She hoped the king had kept his word and left Lewan alone. She knew, already, that she would have to find a way to reach him. To get him free. Atheria was doomed without him.
Soon, Arda came to her door to inform her supper would be served. Amora had no desire to eat. She told the old elf she would take only a light snack.
She glanced around the room as Arda withdrew, cataloguing everything. A fireplace crackling in the hearth. The massive bed. A writing desk near the window.
And on the fireplace mantel, catching the firelight at just the right angle, a silver letter opener. Decorative. Thin. Probably meant for correspondence.
Sharp enough to do what a letter opener was not meant to do, if a woman needed it to.
She filed its location away in her mind and looked elsewhere.
A few minutes later, Arda returned with a small platter. The makings of a sandwich, various fruits, two goblets at the edge of the tray. One of water. One of a strong honey mead.
"Thank you." She smiled up at the older woman and grabbed the small wine goblet from the edge of the tray.
The old mistress nodded her head and left, pulling the door behind her.
Sitting at the vanity, Amora grabbed the brush and began to work through her hair, removing all of the tangles before weaving a single braid down her back. Looking over her shoulder, she could see the sun begin to set on this wretched day.
And her stomach knotted, knowing it was not quite over.
She would be ready this time, she told herself as she eyed the wooden dowels sitting in the corner by the window.
It was late, and most of the palace had turned in for the night, when Godwynn finally decided to go to his other half's chambers. He had spent the latter part of the day scolding himself for his display of weakness earlier. He had spent the rest of it deciding to make up for it tonight.
He stormed down the hall, walking faster than he had intended, until he stopped abruptly at her chamber door. Rather than knock, he pushed it open and strode straight in.
Amora rose abruptly from the chaise, obviously startled, and then dropped like a cut string.
Godwynn crossed the room in a single motion and caught her before her head could strike the floor.
"What the..."
He looked around. His eyes landed on the untouched tray of food from earlier. Then he remembered her refusing the food the night he had first offered her something to drink on the road. Remembered Arda saying she had not eaten the day before that, either.
His jaw clenched. The muscle beneath it ticked as his frustration rose.
He would simply force her to eat.
It was not long before she began to stir. She blinked up at him, dazed, and was met with irritated black eyes ringed in cerulean. His pupils flexed and dilated as he stared back at her.
He raised one brow, visibly annoyed.
She tried to pull away from him to rise. He held her still. Her eyes went wide.
"When was the last time you ate, my pet?" he growled.
She swallowed hard. "When I was still in the care of the Lethorians."
His grip tightened. Why should he give a rat's ass whether she ate or not?
"You will not be able to perform for me if you have not eaten." His voice had dropped an octave. He was genuinely angry with her.
He stood and left her on the floor at his feet. She tried to get up, and he pressed her back down with his boot.
"No. You will crawl. I would hate for you to use up too much energy trying to walk with me." Sarcasm laced every word.
Amora glared up at him, her jaw set. Now she was the one growing annoyed, and she huffed audibly at the indignity.
A dark smile crossed his face. He liked getting under her skin.
Godwynn gathered up her food and walked across the room to the chaise. "Come."
She considered ignoring him for a moment. Then she thought better of it. He was not a man a prisoner pressed her luck with. And his kindness today, such as it had been, was nothing she could count on tomorrow.
Swallowing her pride, she crawled after him. The cold floor bit into her knees with every pace, and she made herself feel it. Made herself remember exactly where in the Nine Kingdoms she was, and exactly who had brought her there.
The Dark Prince dropped onto the chaise and leaned back, sprawling with the arrogance of a man who owned every inch of the room.
"Come and kneel right here, Amora." He pointed to the space between his legs.
She obeyed. Her heart was hammering loudly in her ears. Whatever weakness had made her faint earlier had been chased off by adrenaline.
Godwynn looked down at her for a moment, really taking her in. She was breathtakingly beautiful, even in the simple green dress, even with her hair braided back. Her eyes lifted to his, and for an instant he had the unsettling feeling that she was seeing past the surface of him. Seeing into the place beneath. And he found, foolishly, that he hoped she did not turn away from whatever she saw there.
He rolled his eyes at himself. Enough.
He reached for the tray. Took a piece of fruit. Bit into it just enough that the juice welled up along the broken flesh.
"Lay your head on my lap."
She froze, afraid to be that close to him, there.
Before she could convince herself to move, he leaned forward, threaded his fingers through her braid, and drew her head down himself. Her chin settled against his left thigh. Her head rested in the V of his abdomen. Her shoulder pressed against the cushion beneath him.
After a moment, she began to relax. His scent wrapped around her, cedarwood and amber, and it was warmer here than the rest of this palace had any right to be. Something in her resolve thinned, without her permission.
Godwynn stroked her hair as he brought the fruit to her lips. Juice welled over his thumb and ran down her chin.
"Eat."
She took a bite without hesitation, and it was the sweetest fruit she had ever tasted in her life. She wanted to look up at him. She wanted to thank him, maybe. But he held her head firm against his thigh with one hand and made her continue, piece after piece, slowly, until the plate was empty. She could feel the warmth of his body against her cheek through the fabric of his breeches, and she hated how it steadied her.
They sat there a moment in silence, the crackling of the fireplace being the only noise in the room.
"Amora, it seems you have eaten all of the food." He had released her head so that she could look up at him, but not before she noticed the bulge in his pants.
"Did you not want me to?" she asked, unsure of what he wanted from her.
His eyes became hooded. "I did. But now I'm hungry as well, little pet. And you look quite delicious."
His eyes focused on her lips. Palming her cheek, he stroked his thumb over her chin... traces of the fruit juice still lingered. He brought her face toward him, smiling as he felt her pulse quicken.
Slowly and tentatively, he licked the juice from her chin, stopping at her lips. He looked her face over. Her wide eyes watched him.
Her body responded even as her mind screamed. This was wrong. She was bound to him now, but... but there had to be a way out. There had to be.
If he took her tonight... if he claimed her virginity...
The thought made her stomach twist. Spoiled goods. Ruined. That's what they'd call her in Atheria. Even if she escaped somehow, even if she made it home... her value gone. Her father's alliance shattered.
No. No, she couldn't let that happen.
And Lewan. Lewan was still down there in the dungeons, waiting for her. Counting on her.
She had to do something. Had to act. The binding... the Fates had said something about dying together, but that couldn't be right. That couldn't actually be how it worked. Magic didn't work that way. There had to be a loophole, a way to break it if one of them was just... gone.
If she could just get out of this room. If she could just get to Lewan. They could run. They could figure it out later.
The letter opener. On the mantel.
Her thoughts spun faster, panic threading through her veins like ice. She wasn't thinking clearly. She knew she wasn't. But the alternative was lying down and letting him... letting him...
No.
He reminded himself of his purpose here. To break her. He was meant to break her. And here he was, stroking her hair and feeding her fruit like she was a thing to be kept, not a thing to be broken.
He sat back, sighed, and resigned himself.
"Enjoy how I treat you tonight, princess. The next time I come to you, I will not be this gentle."
He watched as her throat bobbed, swallowing her nerves, her eyes looking between the nearby window and him. He decided not to continue. He decided to cut to the chase.
"Undress yourself and lie on the bed," he ordered.
Godwynn leaned forward and stood, then turned his back on her to walk to the door before locking it.
Her heart pounded. His back was turned.
This was it. Her only chance.
She couldn't think about the bond. Couldn't think about what the Fates had said. That didn't matter. What mattered was getting out. Getting to Lewan. Running.
If she could just... if she could incapacitate him long enough to get the keys. Long enough to reach the dungeons. They could escape together. They could figure out the rest later.
The bond wouldn't kill her. It couldn't. Magic didn't work that way. She just had to believe that. Had to.
She rose on shaking legs, pretending to reach for the laces of her dress. Her eyes locked on the fireplace mantel three steps away.
The letter opener gleamed in the firelight.
Dark Elves were faster, stronger. But he wasn't looking. If she was quick... if she aimed for his heart...
She'd get one chance. One.
Her hand closed around the handle, the metal cold against her palm.
She heard the lock click into place.
Don't think. Just move.
She lunged before the doubts could paralyze her, before the little voice in her head could remind her what the Fates had said about Twin Flames.


CHAPTER TWENTY
Hearing a loud shuffling noise, he turned back around and was dumbfounded to see a defiant Amora in mid-air, lunging at him.
Just incapacitate him. Just long enough to run.
She held a long, pointed letter opener in her hand. As she came down, she pulled at her own untrained magic for every ounce of strength it would give her, and drove the blade toward the Dark Prince's heart.
Godwynn shifted at the last possible instant. The blade found his shoulder instead, driving deep into the mound of muscle.
He let out a hissing snarl. And in the same breath, Amora cried out, clutching her own shoulder as if she had been struck.
She had left the bond door open. Too panicked to remember to close it.
His shoulder exploded in pain, and the sensation transferred cleanly through their open connection. She felt the burn of punctured muscle as though the blade had been pushed through her own flesh, and her knees nearly gave.
Shocked, she scrambled back, trying to escape him, aiming for the door. But it was too late. She had stoked the fire within him, escalating everything.
He was no longer her Twin Flame, the one who wanted to be tender with her.
He was the Dark Elven Prince... murderer and conqueror... and she was now at his mercy.
Letting out a ferocious roar, he grabbed her ankle at blinding speed with crushing force. He pulled her to him so hard her head struck the floor before he straddled her, his hand wrapping around her throat.
His teeth had formed into sharp points, and the blue in his irises was completely gone, replaced by a deep crimson red.
"I'm going to make you wish you were dead," he seethed.
Standing and lifting her by her throat, she grasped and clawed at him desperately, trying to free herself, choking on his tight hold.
"P-please," she gasped.
But he didn't hear her. Not when he was like this.
He walked toward the bed, her feet dragging on the floor before he threw her into the middle of the massive bed, then climbed in after her like an animal stalking its prey.
She tried to call for help, but he pinned her down, knocking the air from her lungs.
The more she fought, the rougher he became.
"NO! Wait!" She fought against him as he stripped her. "I'm sorry!"
But it continued to fall on deaf ears. He was completely feral at this point.
She should have never tried to stab him. She was no match. She never stood a chance. All she wanted was to get to her brother and get out of this palace.
And now, there was nothing she could do.
She felt him settle himself between her legs, prying them open for himself with bruising fingers. The tip of his manhood probed her entrance.
Her jaw clenched. This was it.
She refused to beg again. Refused to give him the satisfaction. Instead, she turned her face away and went still, every muscle locked tight.
Submitting to the beast he had become.
But he did not move.
He hovered over her, frozen.
Through the bond, Godwynn felt it. Not whimpering fear, but something far more dangerous. She was shutting down completely. Retreating so far inward that a part of him understood, in some animal part of himself, that if he took her now he might never get her back. Not the parts of her that had made him want her in the first place. Her terror was absolute, and she had wrapped it in steel, refusing to break in front of him.
Stubborn little thing.
His gaze met hers. One iris red, the other blue, warring for control.
"Little pet," he whispered through gritted teeth, fighting the beast back with every ounce of will he possessed. "Don't move."
He sat still for a moment, struggling for composure against the feral rage still clawing at him.
Finally, with a labored grunt, he pushed himself off her and rolled to the side.
She immediately curled into herself, putting distance between them without actually leaving the bed. Smart enough not to run. Her breathing was controlled... too controlled... and he could feel through their bond that she was holding herself together by sheer force of will.
He should have just gotten this over with earlier. Leaving her to stew all day had wound her into a tense mess.
"Face me, Amora."
His voice was still deeper than normal, but he kept it commanding rather than gentle. Gentle would insult her right now.
She didn't move. Didn't respond.
"Now."
Slowly, she turned over. Her amber eyes met his black ones, and they weren't filled with tears... they were hard, guarded. Walls up. But he could feel the cracks beneath, the terror she refused to show him.
Through the bond, her emotions crashed into him... rage at her own helplessness. She was crumbling inside even as she stared him down.
Good. He could work with defiance.
"If you ever do that again," he said quietly, "I cannot promise I will stop myself a second time."
Her throat worked as she swallowed, but she held his gaze. She did not apologize. She did not grovel.
He took in the bruises already forming at her wrists and the line of her thigh. His doing. In less than two minutes of lost control.
He got up off the bed.
He did not say anything else to her. He did not cover her. He did not touch her. He simply rose, bare in the low firelight, and he crossed the room to the chaise by the hearth, and he took the dark wool throw folded over its arm and dropped it around his shoulders and sat down.
He did not leave the chamber.
Through the bond she could feel the door he had slammed shut on himself, the iron discipline of a man who had decided, at the edge of a thing he could not take back, that he would not be the man who did it. She felt nothing else from him. Not shame. Not apology. Not softness. A closed door, locked from his side, lit faintly along its frame.
He sat on the chaise with his back straight and his elbows on his knees and looked into the fire.
He did not speak.
*
Amora lay where he had left her, bruises rising at her wrists and a tremor starting in her hands that she could not will to stop.
She did not cry.
She pulled the furs up around her shoulders with shaking hands and curled onto her side, facing the wall, facing away from him, and she lay there with her pulse hammering against the mattress and waited for the fear to drain out of her body. It did not drain. It moved. It resettled into something closer to exhaustion, and she lay in the silence of the chamber with the low pop of the fire and the occasional shift of his weight against the chaise cushion behind her, and she listened to him not leave.
Hours passed, she thought. Maybe fewer. She could not tell.
He did not come back to the bed. She did not expect him to.
But he did not go to another chamber, either. He did not go to his father. He did not go to the bathing pool. He did not call for a servant or a page or a guard. He sat on the chaise in his own chamber with his wife bruised across the room from him, and he stayed there.
That was the thing she could not quite make sense of.
A Dark Elf prince did not have to stay.
She fell asleep at some point she could not later remember, and she did not dream.
*
Some time before dawn, in the deep blue hours when the fire in the hearth had burned down to embers, she rose half out of sleep for one slow breath and felt the weight of furs settle more fully over her shoulders. A hand she did not open her eyes to see drew the second fur up from the foot of the bed and tucked it, loosely, around the bare curve of her back.
The hand did not linger.
It did not stroke her hair. It did not smooth her cheek. It did not offer her any of the small gentlenesses a man gives a woman he is trying to soothe.
It simply covered her.
She felt the mattress ease as his weight left the edge of it. She heard the soft creak of the chaise taking him again. She heard his breath slow into the measured cadence of a man who intended to sit there until morning.
She did not open her eyes.
She did not let him see her awake.
But something in her chest, where the fear had been, loosened very slightly. Not enough to heal. Not enough to name. Enough that when sleep found her again it was deeper than the first time, and when she woke to the pale gold of a Nyberian morning spilling through the heavy curtains, she was still covered in both furs, and the chaise across the room was empty.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
She woke to pale gold light and no prince in her chamber.
The chaise by the hearth was empty. The throw had been folded neatly over its arm. The fire had been stoked by someone, at some point in the small hours, so that the chamber was warm. A breakfast tray sat on her writing desk beneath a silver cloche, steam still curling from beneath its lid where it met the rim. Fresh water in a pitcher. A small pot of dark tea. A folded cloth beside the basin, and warm water in the basin itself that could not have been more than an hour old.
He had not summoned her.
He had not left her a note.
He had simply arranged for the chamber to be warm and the water to be fresh and the food to be waiting, and then he had gone about his morning without her.
She sat for a long time at the edge of the bed with the furs pulled around her shoulders and tried to decide how she was meant to feel about that.
*
Arda came at mid-morning.
She did not knock. She never knocked. She came through the door with her usual gravity, set down a fresh pot of tea, and began laying out a gown of dark green wool across the end of the bed without looking directly at Amora.
"Dress, child. The prince has given orders."
Amora's fingers closed tight on the edge of the fur.
"What orders."
Arda turned. Her old black eyes met Amora's for one clean moment, and in them Amora caught again the faint, careful undercurrent she had started to notice in Arda's carriage over the last few days. Something not unkind. Something almost maternal, if one knew how to look for it.
"That you may move today as you wish through the prince's wing. He has said so to the guards, and the guards will let you pass. His library. His conservatory. His private kitchens. The small garden beyond the south stair. You are not to cross into the king's wing. That is the far end of the palace. It will not be confused with his." A pause. "He has also asked that you join him at dinner this evening."
"Asked," Amora said.
Arda's mouth did not quite smile. "Requested, in his way. You may say no."
"May I."
"You may. It will be noted."
The old woman said the last thing almost too casually, which was how Amora knew it was the part that mattered.
*
She spent the morning learning a thing she had not understood about this palace.
She had been living, all this time, in Godwynn's wing.
The corridor outside her chamber ran nearly a hundred paces before it met the wide stone gallery that formed the spine of the prince's half of the palace. Every door along that corridor belonged to him or to the rooms he had given over to her use. Every guard she passed bowed his head the way Nyberians bowed to their own prince rather than the careful half-bow they gave to the old king. When she turned into the gallery, she saw sunlight for the first time in four days, flooding down through high narrow windows set into black stone, pouring across a polished obsidian floor inlaid with veins of mithril that caught the light like silver rivers running through coal.
It was beautiful.
She had not expected anything in Nyberius to be beautiful, and she resented, a little, that the palace was making her admit otherwise.
She found the library by accident.
She had been following the gallery south, looking for an open doorway that might give her a view of the outer grounds, when she came to a pair of heavy oak doors carved with the same thorn-and-laurel pattern she had seen on Godwynn's personal ring. She pushed one open. It moved easily, as though it had been oiled recently.
She stepped inside and forgot, for a long moment, that she was a prisoner.
The library of Nyberius was enormous.
Three storeys high. A vaulted ceiling painted with constellations she did not recognize, traced in silver leaf against a ground of deep midnight blue. Shelves that ran floor to ceiling along every wall, with spiral iron staircases in the corners leading up to galleries that wrapped the second and third storeys. A great circular reading table at the center of the floor, dark wood, polished to a mirror finish. Low chairs by the hearth. A small alcove fitted with a writing desk and a lamp.
She stepped in further.
And then, because she could not help herself, because a library was a library and she was her mother's daughter, she began to read the spines.
The first shelf held the Dark Kingdom histories. Volumes she had heard named in her father's council but had never been permitted to touch. The second held Atherian poetry. The third held what looked like a complete collection of Winter Realm plays. She moved deeper in. She found a copy of The Lays of the Ash-Plum, a book of Volcanic Kingdom verse her mother had read to her as a child and which Amora had thought, until today, did not exist outside the Volcanic archives. The binding was old. The pages had been turned many times. There were thin ribbon markers tucked into several of them.
She stood there with the book open in her hands and did not know, for a moment, whether she was going to cry.
*
She did not mean to go into the office.
The connecting door had been left open a sliver, dark room beyond warm library, and curiosity had done the rest. His office was smaller than she had expected. A heavy writing desk. Maps marked in his own hand. A weapons rack with two empty pegs. And along the far wall, shelves that held not books but objects. Small things. A carved stone animal, a length of old cloth folded with the care of something kept rather than stored.
She almost missed the portrait. It was tucked between two books on the lowest shelf, angled slightly inward, the way you set something down meaning to come back to it and never do.
She picked it up.
A woman looked back at her. Young, too young, the kind of young that made Amora's chest tighten without knowing why. The same jaw. The same mouth, softer in her but unmistakably the same. Dark-framed eyes that Amora recognized instantly, though the irises were brown where his were blue. Silver hair that caught even the dim light of an office no one had lit a fire in today.
She understood immediately that this was not meant to be on that shelf. It was meant to be somewhere else. Somewhere it couldn't be.
She heard him before she saw him.
Not a footstep. Just the particular quality of a room that had been empty becoming a room that was not. She set the portrait back and turned. He was standing in the library doorway, which meant he had come in through the library, which meant he had been there before she had.
She did not ask how long.
His face gave her nothing. His hands were easy at his sides. He looked at the shelf once, then at her.
Almost.
"You look just like her," she said.
It was not a question and not a provocation. It was simply the true thing, said in the quiet of an office she had no business being in, to a man she was only beginning to understand she did not understand at all.
Something moved through his face. Not on the surface. Underneath.
"You are welcome to the library," he said. "The office is mine."
She nodded and moved past him through the doorway. He stepped aside without making a production of it. She felt his eyes on her back until the library shelves came between them.
She did not look back.
*
He stayed in the office doorway until her footsteps had gone quiet in the library.
Then he crossed to the shelf, picked the portrait up, and held it for a moment. The same moment he always held it for, on the rare occasion he looked at it at all. Long enough to see her. Short enough to put her back.
He set it in the desk drawer face down and closed it.
You look just like her.
He had spent nine hundred years not looking like anyone. He had not expected it to land the way it did. He straightened the maps on his desk that did not need straightening, and went back through the library, and did not let himself look at the drawer again.
He had work to do.
*
She read. She wandered. She pulled down books she had only ever heard named and put them back gently where they had been. She ate nothing. Arda had sent a tray at midday that Amora had not touched. The sun moved across the reading table in a slow gold bar, and shifted, and began to thin.
She did not see Godwynn once.
She heard him, at one point, distantly, his voice in the gallery beyond the library doors, speaking to another man, low and brief and unhurried. Then gone. He had not come in. He had not looked for her. Whatever he was about today was his own business, and he had given her a day entirely free of him in a place he apparently loved, and he had done neither of those things with any commentary at all.
By the time the lamps were lit along the galleries, Amora had made a decision she was not ready to admit to herself.
She would go to dinner.
*
The library at dusk was a different room.
The lamps were amber rather than silver. A small round table had been set between two of the tall shelves in an alcove near the hearth. Two chairs. Two places. Dark cloth. A single beeswax candle in the center, low enough not to catch shadow. Two glasses of wine already poured. No servants in the room. No guards at the door.
Godwynn was already seated.
He rose when she came in.
He had changed out of his tunic. He wore a plain black shirt, open at the throat, the silver of his hair loose around his shoulders rather than tied back. He did not smile. He did not extend a hand. He simply watched her cross the library floor toward him with the steady unreadable attention she had come to recognize, and when she reached the table, he pulled her chair out for her himself.
"Princess."
"Your Majesty."
"Sit."
She sat.
He sat across from her. The candle threw warm light across the carved bones of his face. He did not speak at once. He picked up his wine, turned the stem between his fingers, and studied her over the rim.
"You found the library," he said.
"Was I not meant to."
"You were meant to find whatever you pleased to find today." A small tilt of his head. "I am told you spent the better part of seven hours in it."
"Arda watches me that closely."
"Arda," he said dryly, "watches everyone that closely. It is one of her uses."
A small startled sound came out of her before she could stop it. It was almost a laugh.
His mouth did something that was not quite a smile.
"Drink, princess. You look like a woman who has not eaten since breakfast, and the cook has been working on this dinner all afternoon. It would be unkind of you to insult her by spilling wine on an empty stomach."
She lifted the glass and drank.
*
The wine was deep and warm and tasted of ash-plum and black pepper.
She nearly set the glass down again.
"This is Volcanic," she said.
"It is."
"You keep Volcanic wine in the Shadowlands."
"My wine cellar is privately stocked. A great many things are." He watched her over the candle. "Does it offend you."
"No."
"Good."
She took another drink.
He did not gloat. He did not explain. He simply lifted the silver cloche from the first of the two dishes and began, unhurried, to serve her himself. Roasted pheasant. Root vegetables in a dark wine reduction. Soft black bread still warm from the oven. She watched his hands move. They were careful hands. Precise hands. The hands of a man who had been raised to carve a bird at a foreign queen's table and had done it a hundred times.
"You have had etiquette training," she said.
"Every prince of the Nine Kingdoms does."
"I did not expect it."
"What did you expect, princess."
She hesitated. Chose honesty. "A man who did not know how to serve a woman without her reaching for the dish herself."
He laughed.
It was a low, short sound. Genuine. It transformed his face for one second into something she had not seen before. He set the serving spoon down, leaned back slightly in his chair, and looked at her with a faint dark amusement she felt all the way down to the base of her spine.
"Your opinion of me is very low, Amora."
"I have reasons."
"You do. I grant you them."
A small silence. He picked up his own glass.
"Eat," he said. "I will not make a habit of serving you. But tonight I find I am in the mood."
*
She ate.
The food was exceptional. She had not expected that either. She had expected the coarse, heavy fare of the frontier kingdoms her mother had warned her about as a child, and instead she found a meal that would not have shamed the Atherian royal table. She made the mistake of saying so.
His eyes lifted to hers.
"My private kitchens are staffed with cooks I have trained personally or inherited from my mother," he said. "The man who oversees them was her sous-chef when she was alive. He has been in this palace for longer than I have."
Her mother. Amora filed the word away.
"Your mother," she said carefully, "loved the library too."
"She did. Most of the Volcanic shelves were hers. A great many of the Winter Realm plays as well. She was a musician by training. Marsh Kingdom-born. She came to this palace young, and she never quite shook the habit of collecting the world on shelves."
"How old were you when she died."
"Young enough that I do not remember her voice."
He said it plainly. He did not invite her sympathy. He did not look away. His face was calm. His hand on the stem of the glass was steady.
"I am sorry."
"Do not be sorry for a thing you did not do, princess. It was a long time ago."
"It was not a long time ago for you."
His eyes came up to hers and did not move for a moment.
Then he drank.
*
The wine loosened them, slowly, the way wine does.
He asked her about Atheria. She answered, carefully at first, then less carefully. He wanted to know what the Atherian royal library contained that he might envy. He wanted to know whether it was true that the Atherian capital had a conservatory of rare trees. He wanted to know what her tutor had made her read, and what she had made her tutor read in return, and whether she played any instrument. She told him she played the harp. He told her his mother had played the harp. She asked him if he had ever learned, and he smiled the faint dark smile and said that his father had not considered it a useful skill for a prince.
She did not miss what he said. She did not miss what he did not say.
"My mother was not of the Shadowlands," he said, turning his own glass slowly between his fingers. "She was Marsh Kingdom-born. She came here young. She never quite stopped carrying the songs of her own country with her. Half the music in the private kitchens is still hers. You will hear the cooks humming old Marsh airs on any given afternoon if you listen long enough."
He said it without weight. The way a man tells a small piece of palace history to a guest at a table.
Amora lifted her wine to her mouth and did not, at first, register what she had just heard.
Then she set the glass down.
"Marsh Kingdom," she said.
"Mm."
"My mother knew someone from the Marsh Kingdom."
Her tone was easy. The wine was in her. She said it the way she might have said any small remembered thing over a good meal. A coincidence. A piece of nothing.
Godwynn tilted his head slightly. Polite interest. The faint upward curve of a prince indulging a guest who had produced a small conversational offering.
"Did she."
"A long time ago. Before I was born. Long before. They met at court when my mother was still a bride at the Royal Games. They were close for many years. Even after my mother was wed to my father and came to Atheria. Mother does not often speak of her. I do not think it is an easy thing to speak of. But she told me once, when I was small, that she had a friend once." Amora's fingers turned the stem of her glass absently. "She said Drogath had married her to punish my mother. And then he had killed her."
She looked up.
The amusement had gone out of his face.
She did not understand yet what she was looking at. She had delivered the line without weight, the way the wine had allowed her to deliver it, a piece of family grief offered to a man she was beginning to believe might understand it in the abstract. She had not meant it as a provocation. She had not even meant it as a confession. She had simply been making conversation, and the conversation had moved, the way conversations did around her mother's losses, toward the dead.
"My mother would not say her name when she told me," Amora went on. "I think she could not bear to at the time. I learned the name later, from a handmaid who had served her in the old days. Mother's friend was called Neera."
*
The candle between them guttered, righted itself, burned on.
Godwynn had set his goblet down before she had finished saying the name. His hand had gone still on the stem of it. He was not looking at her. He was looking at the candle. At the dark wood of the table. At the edge of the plate he had not touched in several minutes. His face had not changed. His face had not changed at all.
Which was how she knew something had.
She did not yet know what.
*
She did not know, sitting across from him in the warm lamplight of his library over a goblet of Volcanic wine, that she had just laid on the table between them the final piece of a puzzle he had been assembling in silence since he was a boy.
That the Marsh Kingdom princess who had come to this palace young and never quite shaken the habit of collecting the world on shelves had been the only real friend of the woman whose daughter was now sitting across from him.
That his father had not married a bride of convenience and then grown bored and destroyed her. His father had married a woman of exact and particular value to the queen of Atheria, had held her in this palace for a century as a long, slow, patient blade, and had destroyed her when it suited him.
That the child born of that marriage, raised under that hand, had been, from the moment of his conception, the byproduct of a grudge he had been serving without knowing.
His mother had not been replaced. His mother had been a weapon.
And he, Godwynn Elladar Raydon, Crown Prince of Nyberius, was what the weapon had produced.
*
He reached for his wine.
He drank. Not quickly. A slow, measured pull of a man who was counting the beats of his own breath on the way down.
He set the glass on the dark wood. He kept his hand around it.
"Thank you for telling me that, princess."
His voice was perfectly even. It was the voice of a prince who had been trained, at eight years old, to accept news of a beloved dog's death at a state dinner without letting the soup go cold.
"I should not have." She had felt the weight of it in him, even without the bond telling her. "I did not know it was a thing you did not know."
"You did not. And I would rather have heard it from you, at this table, tonight, than from any other mouth in any other room. You have given me a piece of my own history I was not permitted to have." He looked up at her at last. The dark attention had come back into his face. It was a different attention than before. She could not, in the wine, quite name how. "I thank you for it."
"You are not going to ask me more."
"Not tonight." A pause. "Eventually. Not tonight."
She did not press.
She did not know why she did not press. Perhaps because he had asked her plainly, and he had said thank you, and it had cost him something to say it. Perhaps because she was a Golden princess, and a Golden princess knew when a man at her table had just set down a burden he did not intend to let her carry with him. Perhaps, simply, because she was tired, and the wine was warm, and the candlelight had been kind to both of them for the better part of the evening.
She drank.
He drank.
They sat a moment in a silence that was not, quite, the silence of strangers any longer.
*
"There is a different thing," he said, "that I do need to speak with you about tonight."
She lifted her eyes from her glass.
"My father will order the midwives to examine you within the cycle."
She did not, at first, understand.
"For pregnancy," he said. "It is Nyberian custom. A bound bride is examined by the crown's midwives at the turn of the first moon cycle following her binding, to confirm the heir is already quickening. The examination is thorough. It will not be left to gentle hands, princess. My father will have selected the midwives personally."
The color began to leave her face.
"They will find you intact."
She opened her mouth. Closed it.
"I cut my own ring across my own shaft on our consummation night," he went on, very steadily, "and I made a show for the council with your virtue still where your mother had stitched it. It was the best I could do on short notice in a room full of men who would have been happy to see otherwise. I will not regret it. But the midwives, princess, are not the council. They are trained women with hands of their own, and they will know within three heartbeats that you have not been opened. And they will report to my father."
She set her goblet down.
"What would he do."
"He would declare the binding unconsummated. Call a Council of Elders. Demand a second claiming, witnessed, in open chamber. With his own hands in the room this time, to be certain that it took. I would not be permitted to fake it a second time." A beat. "I will not give him that."
The library was very quiet around them.
"So," he said, "we have options, princess. And I will lay them out to you, and you will choose, because this is one of the things that is still yours to choose in my father's palace, and I intend to keep it yours."
She did not speak.
"We can delay the examination. I can give the midwives a reason. I can invent an illness in you that would make handling your body unsafe. It will hold for perhaps two weeks. Past that, my father will become suspicious, and suspicious is not a state in which I intend to have my father hold you." He tilted the wine in his glass. "Or. We handle it ourselves. Tonight. Or tomorrow. Or whichever night you are prepared to have it done. In a chamber. With only my hands on you. Quietly. The way a thing like this is meant to be done. And when the midwives come, they will find what a midwife expects to find, and my father will have nothing to hold."
He did not look away from her as he said it.
"I am not asking this of you because I want to. I am telling you the shape of it because it is the shape of it. If you wish me to delay, I will delay. If you wish me to lie to my father longer than is safe, I will lie to him longer than is safe. If you wish me to take you tonight, I will take you tonight. The only option I cannot offer you, Amora, is the option of leaving this intact."
She drew a slow breath.
"And if I said never."
A very faint smile crossed his mouth. Not a smile of amusement.
"Then I would delay as long as I could. And when I could not delay any longer, my father would place your body on a council table in the middle of a Nyberian chamber and open you himself, to be certain the job was done properly."
"That is not a choice."
"No. It is not. But it is honest. And you have asked me for honesty more than once since you arrived in this palace."
*
They sat a long moment.
The wine was down to the last inch in both glasses. The candle was low. Outside the tall library windows, the blue of the Shadowlands evening had deepened to near-black.
"Let us move to the chairs," he said.
He rose. He did not offer her a hand. She rose on her own, smoothing the skirts of her gown, and followed him the short distance across the library floor to the low chairs set before the hearth. The fire there had burned to a bed of embers and one slow-burning log. He added a second. The new wood caught within moments.
He took up the wine bottle from the dinner table and refilled both their glasses, and he sat in the chair opposite hers rather than beside her. Which she noted, though she did not at first know why.
He was giving her room.
She turned the glass between her fingers and looked into the fire.
"How long," she said. "Until I have to decide."
"Two days. Three at the longest, before I have to send word to the midwives about scheduling."
"And if I ... agreed to it. Tonight."
"Tomorrow." Quiet. "Not tonight. You have had a glass and a half of Volcanic wine, princess, and I will not have that be the thing you remember about the evening you stopped being a maid. When you come to me for that, you will come sober, and you will come because you have chosen it, and not because I poured it into you across a table."
She was quiet.
Then, almost too softly to hear: "Tomorrow, then."
He looked at her over the rim of his glass.
"Are you certain, Amora."
"No."
"Good. Uncertainty is what tells me you are choosing, and not merely obeying."
A small silence.
"Tomorrow night," he said. "I will come to your chamber in the blue hour, before the palace is up. We will be alone. It will be only what we make of it, and nothing my father or his council can touch. When the midwives come, they will find what a midwife expects to find, and I will keep them out of your body beyond the checking."
"I understand."
"If you change your mind between now and then, you will tell me, and I will delay. You will not have to explain."
"I understand."
He nodded once.
*
He walked her back to her chamber himself.
Arda would have expected to escort her. Varek would have expected to stand at the door. Godwynn sent neither for. He took the wine bottle with him, and the two glasses, and he carried both in one hand while the other hovered behind her at the small of her back, not quite touching, close enough that she felt it.
The palace corridors were very quiet. Most of the sconces had burned down to low flame. The polished obsidian floors caught the guttering light in long silver lines, and their shadows walked with them in long slow parallels along the walls.
He did not speak.
She did not speak.
When they reached her chamber door, he shifted the bottle and glasses to his left hand and took her right in his free palm. His thumb moved, once, across her knuckles. It was the first time he had held her hand unbound by ceremony.
"Goodnight, Amora."
His breath was warm, and the wine was on it, and the wine on his breath smelled of ash-plum and black pepper, and of him.
He bent, and he pressed his mouth to her forehead.
It was not a chaste kiss. It was not, quite, a lover's kiss. It was a kiss that held a long time where it had been set. It was the kiss of a man who had decided to do a thing he had not yet done, and who was taking his last moment of not having done it while it was still his to take.
He straightened.
He did not look at her face.
"Rest well, princess."
He turned, and he walked the long corridor back toward his own wing, the two glasses catching low lamplight as he went, the last glow of his silhouette disappearing where the corridor bent into the gallery.
Amora stood in her own doorway a long time after he was gone.
Then she went in. She closed the door. She did not call for Arda.
She sat on the edge of the bed with her fingers pressed to the place on her forehead where his mouth had been, and she did not cry, and she did not sleep for a great while.
Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow in the blue hour, before the palace is up.
The wine was still on her mouth when she finally lay down.
Amora closed her eyes. She did not think about tomorrow.
She thought about a boy throwing a snowball at his mother's shoulder, laughing like he had never learned not to.
Then she slept.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Yaresii came in without knocking.
She had been let in by the chamber guard, who had not even thought to challenge her. No one in the Atherian palace challenged Yaresii at any door. She walked the same corridors she had walked when this castle's first stones were being set, and she went where she meant to go, and the guards held the doors.
Amarha did not turn at the sound of her step.
She was sitting on the edge of the bed. Her hands were not folded in her lap. They were braced flat to her thighs, knuckles white, the way a queen who has been holding herself up for a great many hours by sheer effort holds herself up. Her shoulders were locked. Her jaw was clenched. Her breath was coming in the careful slow rhythm of a woman who is not, quite, going to weep, only because she has not yet given herself permission.
The bond door was wide open between her and Nolick.
Yaresii could feel it in the room before she had crossed three paces.
"Oh, my girl."
She set her satchel on the small table by the door. The leather was old and stained dark with a thousand years of poultices. She did not unpack it. She came across the floor on her quiet old feet and she stood beside Amarha and laid one weathered palm against the crown of the queen's head.
Amarha did not speak.
She did not have the breath for it.
"Tell me where it lives, lamb." Yaresii's voice was low. The voice of a grandmother. The voice of the woman who had taught a young Volcanic princess how to braid her own hair the night before her first court ball. The voice of the same woman who, a thousand years later, had stood under the two moons and laid the queen's hand into the High King's hand and called the Fates down on both of them.
"In my chest." Amarha's voice was thin. "In my throat. Behind my eyes."
"Yes." Yaresii's palm did not lift from her hair. "I felt it from the corridor. You have been holding the door open."
"I cannot stand to dim him."
"I know."
"He should not be alone in it."
"I know that too." A pause. Yaresii lowered herself onto the bed beside the queen, the slow careful movement of a body older than the stone walls of the chamber. "But, Amarha. My lamb. Listen to your old woman."
Amarha's eyes finally moved to her. They were rimmed red. Not weeping. Just held there at the edge of weeping, the way a cup is held just below its rim by the surface tension of the water inside.
"He is not alone," Yaresii said. "He is asleep. The powders are doing the work no one else can do for him. The pain you are feeling is not his pain reaching you, lamb. It is your pain reaching for him. He is not in the room with it. He is far down in the dark where the winter mushrooms have put him, and he is being held there by the only mercy any of us can give him, and the door you are holding open is not for him. It is for you."
Amarha's mouth trembled.
"Close it, lamb."
"I cannot."
"You can. I taught you how when you were an adolescent girl, frightened of him before you understood what he was."
"That was different."
"It is exactly the same. The mechanism does not change. A queen closes the door so a queen can stand. A queen who is doubled over in her own chamber with grief that is not even reaching the man it belongs to, that queen cannot run a kingdom, lamb, and Atheria has only the two of you. He is asleep. You are not. Atheria has one ruler awake tonight, and that one is going to be useful, or that one is going to fall too, and we are not going to lose two of you to one wound."
A long silence.
"You bound us."
"I bound you."
"Then you know."
"I know exactly. I know the shape of what is in your chest right now better than you do. I bound you with my own hands at the table of the Fates a thousand years ago, and I have been the keeper of the binding ever since, and I am telling you, lamb, with the full weight of what I am to you, that the thing you do for him tonight is not the open door. The thing you do for him tonight is the closed one."
"If I close it..."
"He will not feel you for a while. Yes. And he is asleep. He will not know."
"And if he wakes."
"Then he wakes to a queen on her feet. Which is what he would want."
Amarha closed her eyes.
Yaresii's hand moved very slowly down the side of her face. Not stroking. Steadying.
"Breathe, lamb."
She breathed.
"Now find the door. You know where it is. Lay your hand against it. Do not slam it. Just press it. Slowly. Slowly, lamb."
Amarha pressed.
The change in her face was small. The shoulders did not unlock. The jaw did not release. But the white at her knuckles eased, and the held breath went out of her in a long uneven sigh, and her head bowed forward into Yaresii's shoulder the way a much smaller woman had bowed it once into the same shoulder, a very long time ago, when she had still been a young lady afraid of a prince.
Yaresii held her.
She did not speak.
She held her there in the candlelight while the bond door, between Atheria and the sedated High King in the bed two paces away, eased itself almost-closed at the queen's slow command. The pain in Amarha's chest did not vanish. It simply became hers. Hers to hold. Hers to set down where she could pick it up later and not lose her footing because of it.
When she could speak again, her voice was hoarse.
"Thank you, Yaresii."
"Always, my lamb."
*
Yaresii stayed only a few minutes longer.
She moved to the table and touched the back of her hand to the king's forehead, and she nodded, satisfied, at the temperature she found there. She checked his pulse at the wrist. She lifted one of his eyelids briefly and let it fall. The sleep was holding. The mushroom powders had taken cleanly.
She turned at the door.
Amarha was watching her go.
Yaresii looked at her queen for a long moment in the candlelight, and her old face did something it did not often do. It softened with a particular kind of regret, the kind a woman carries when she has seen a thing she has not yet decided whether to say. Her mouth opened, just slightly. Then it closed again.
She inclined her head.
"Sleep when you can, lamb. The kingdom will keep until morning."
"I will."
Yaresii did not believe her, and Amarha knew Yaresii did not believe her, and neither of them said so.
The old mystic let herself out.
The door clicked softly shut behind her.
*
It was late at night when Queen Amarha of Atheria sat beside her husband's bed in the candlelight, her hands folded in her lap, and let herself feel the full weight of a thing she had been trying for two days not to feel.
The candles flickered low. Shadows danced across the bedchamber walls. Beside her, Nolick slept the poisoned sleep Yaresii had forced upon him with the winter mushroom powders. He had not stirred since she had first been brought to him. His breathing was steady. His face was still. The mystic had said it could be an hour, a day, or a week, depending on how much of the powder his lungs had taken in. Amarha had counted every breath since.
She had spent these two days in her own chambers, consumed by grief, unable to face the world. But she was no longer willing to be a slave to her emotions. Thought was required now. Clarity was required. And clarity, she had learned over a long and terrible lifetime, rarely came to a queen surrounded by well-meaning attendants and the chatter of a palace. It came only in the quiet.
So she had dismissed her ladies-in-waiting, closed the bedchamber door behind her, and come to sit beside the man she had pledged her soul to under the two moons of the Volcanic Kingdom a millennium ago. The man who had given her every good thing she had ever known. The man who now lay motionless beneath furs, fighting his way back from whatever cavern the Blood Thirst had carried him into.
She reached out and brushed a single golden strand back from his temple.
And she let herself see what she did not want to see.
Drogath would never stop taking from her. She knew he would never stop.
This vendetta had lasted over a millennium already. And with every decade that passed, she found she could chart the whole of her marriage to Nolick by the particular cruelties Drogath had chosen to place along its edges, like mile markers on a long and terrible road.
She closed her eyes in the candlelight, and let herself see what she did not want to see.
•   •   •
She had been betrothed to Drogath once, before Nolick ever laid eyes on her. A princess of the Volcanic Kingdom promised to a prince of the Shadowlands as part of a political alliance between two of the three Dark Kingdoms. The arrangement had been made when she was young. Too young to have any say. And Drogath had been ruthless even then, already carrying himself with the quiet certainty of a man who believed the world owed him every beautiful thing in it.
She had never wanted him.
She had met Nolick at the summer Royal Games, and everything changed.
He was everything Drogath was not. Where Drogath was cold and calculating, Nolick was warm and genuine. Where Drogath saw her as a prize to be won, Nolick saw her as a person. He had asked her about the sunsets of her homeland on the first night of the games, his autumn eyes alight with curiosity instead of judgment, and she had been charmed in a way she could not stop.
They had spent the entire tournament finding excuses to be near each other. Stolen moments in gardens. Conversations that stretched late into the night. He told her she was beautiful, not the way men usually did, as if cataloging her worth, but as if he truly saw her. The person beneath the title.
Late one night, at the height of the tournament, they had done something reckless. Something irrevocable. They had bound themselves in a Twin Flame ceremony under the two moons. The Fates had come without question. They had asked nothing, required nothing. They had simply looked at the two of them and known.
The next day, Nolick had knelt before her in front of all Nine Kingdoms and asked for her hand in marriage. Her father had accepted, much to Drogath's fury.
Amarha could still remember the look on his face in that moment. The absolute rage. The humiliation of being rejected publicly for a High Elf. He had lunged for Nolick right there on the tournament grounds, and it had taken High King Ardemore himself to stop the bloodshed.
"Stand down," Ardemore had commanded, and the power of the High Crown had forced Drogath to his knees. "The lady has made her choice."
When it was revealed that Nolick and Amarha had already been bound by the Fates, that the binding could not be undone even by kings or councils, the matter had been declared settled.
It had never been settled. Not for Drogath.
•   •   •
It had started small, the way such things did.
Three years into her marriage, her father and mother had been found in the Volcanic Palace with their throats slit in their sleep. No signs of forced entry. No witnesses. No servant had heard a thing. The only clue left behind had been a single black feather laid upon each of their pillows.
Nyberian ravens wore black feathers. Every royal in the Nine Kingdoms had understood at once what that meant. No one had been able to prove it.
Amarha had understood too. She had wept in Nolick's arms for a week. And she had known, in her bones, that Drogath had stood outside her parents' bedchamber and watched it happen.
Two of her sisters had been attacked at their own weddings. Strategic attacks, always during the ceremony itself. Two of the three grooms had not survived. No one had been able to prove those either.
Her first pregnancy had miscarried in her fourth month. The same week, a fire had swept through the Atherian royal stables and taken every foal Nolick had raised with his own hands since boyhood. No one could prove it had been deliberate. But Amarha had stood at the window that night watching the smoke rise against the stars, and she had felt the shape of him in the fire.
After her mother had died, Drogath had sent her a single letter in a black envelope. Sealed in the Nyberian style. Inside had been a lock of her mother's hair, still smelling of the perfume she had favored in life, and a single line in Drogath's own hand.
How does it feel to be the reason.
She had burned it. But the words had lived in her ever since.
And still, every year, on the anniversary of her wedding to Nolick, something arrived from Nyberius. An owl. A raven. A small dead bird. A single rose with its thorns unclipped. Never a signature. Never anything that a council could hold him to account for. Drogath was patient. Drogath was careful. And Drogath had always, always, made certain that she knew it was him.
But something had changed in the last century. She had noticed it the way you smell rain in the air before you can see the storms. The cruelties were the same. The patience was the same. But there was a precision to him now that had not been there before. A certainty that went beyond arrogance. As if something had settled into him that had not been there when they were young. Something old. Something she did not have a name for. She had told Nolick once, in the dark of their own bedchamber, that she thought Drogath had made some kind of arrangement. She did not know with what. She only knew that a man could not sustain that kind of hunger across a millennium without something feeding it.
Nolick had not dismissed her.
•   •   •
Amarha opened her eyes again and looked down at her own hands in her lap.
Her husband lay unmoving beside her, breath even and slow. The mystic's powder had taken him deep into whatever cavern he now slept in. She did not know when he would wake. Only that he would. And that when he did, he would ride for Nyberius.
She had known it since the moment Rhya's trembling hands had delivered the letter announcing the binding. Her husband was a patient king, but he was not a man who could sit still while his daughter stood at an altar beside the son of the man who had spent a thousand years hunting his family one grief at a time. He would ride. He would fight. He would perhaps not come home.
She understood all of it. She had understood it from the moment she had first seen the proclamation.
But understanding a thing did not make you ready to lose it.
She took his hand into both of hers. His fingers were warm. The rings he wore had sat heavy on her own fingers once, in a long ago September when she had practiced his titles in the mirror and tried each of them for weight. She had chosen him over a man who would have draped her in gold and called her his crown. She had chosen this man instead, and the quiet rooms, and the evenings by the fire, and the children they had raised together through a thousand years of plots and poisons and patient enemy patience. And she had not regretted it.
She would not regret it now.
"Come back to me, my love," she whispered. "Come back long enough to do what only you can do."
Outside, somewhere in the night, a raven called once, and the night went quiet again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The sun was not yet up.
Through the high arched windows of the chamber the world was still the color of deep water, a low blue hue that bled between the heavy velvet drapes and laid itself in long cold bars across the stone floor. The fireplace had burned down. Only the ember-bed remained, pulsing faintly in time with some slow pulse of the palace. The air was cool. The heavy furs on the bed were warm, and Amora lay beneath them on her side, half-turned toward the door, and she was only just beginning to surface out of sleep.
The door opened without a knock.
She heard it before she was ready to be awake. Heard the soft push of the heavy wood. Heard the easy bootless tread of a man walking across stone with the casual confidence of someone who had nowhere else to be at this hour and nothing to answer to. Heard the low snap of the latch as he drew the door closed again behind him.
She opened her eyes.
And she forgot, for a moment, how to breathe.
Godwynn stood just inside the chamber in nothing but a bath linen wrapped low at his hips.
His silver hair was wet. It clung dark against his temples and had been pushed back with one hand, and drops of water rolled slowly down the line of his neck and over the carved slope of his shoulder and caught for a moment against the ridge of his collarbone before sliding further. The linen at his hips was dark where it was wet. The rest of him was bare. Broad chest. Deep chest. The flat plane of his abdomen cut into the shape that men who had spent a thousand years with a sword earned. Hips that narrowed into the linen and promised what sat below it. The two old scars along the ribs on his right side that she had felt under her fingers the night he had pulled her against the bedpost and had never yet let herself look at. Dark, fine hair trailing down below his navel into the twist of the linen.
The low ember-light of the hearth caught the water on his skin and made the wet places gleam.
He was watching her.
He had been watching her, she realized, since she had opened her eyes.
And his mouth, the mouth that had been cool and careful across a candle and a glass of Volcanic wine the whole of last evening, had turned up at one corner in a lazy, predator's smirk.
She did not move. Could not. The furs were pulled up to just beneath her collarbone, her shoulder bare to the cool air of the chamber, her hair tumbled loose across the pillow. She watched his eyes rake slowly down the length of her under those furs, unhurried, as though he had all the time in the world, as though the fact that he had walked into his own chamber at dawn in nothing but a bath linen was not a thing that required any explanation at all.
"You are awake," he said. Low. Still rough with the morning.
She did not answer him.
He did not seem to need her to.
He took a slow step toward the bed. Then another. He walked the way a man walks when he is not worried about being caught, and not worried about being refused, and not worried about anything at all. The bath linen shifted low over his hips with the motion. She caught the hard line of one hip-bone at the edge of it, and she felt heat climb into her own cheeks, and she could not have looked away from him if the palace had been on fire.
He stopped at the edge of the bed.
He looked down at her. The smirk had not left his mouth. His eyes, in the blue dawn light, were the same cold cerulean they always were, and they were on her with the full unhurried attention of a predator who had decided what he wanted and knew he would be having it.
"Last night," he said quietly, "I learned something I did not know. And I did not sleep."
He let the sentence settle on her.
"I do not intend to sleep tonight either, princess. Not yet."
He reached up with one hand and unknotted the linen at his hip. It dropped to the floor without ceremony. She did not let herself look down. She could not. She kept her eyes locked on his because she did not know what else to do with them, and the smirk at his mouth grew lazier, and he set one knee on the furs at the edge of the bed, and he began to come to her.
*
He drew the furs down off her body in one slow motion.
He did not hurry. He gathered the top of the fur in his fist and drew it down in a single even pull, the way a man uncovers something he intends to claim thoroughly, and the cool air of the chamber bit at her skin and her nipples rose hard into the blue dawn light before he had even reached her. She was bare beneath the fur. Her chemise from last night had been left at the foot of the bed. She had not dressed when she had fallen asleep. She had not thought she would see him again until morning, and morning had come so much earlier than she had been ready for.
His eyes went slowly down her body.
He did not speak. He did not praise. He simply looked at her, inch by inch, the way a king looks at a map of something he intends to walk across before the day is over.
Then his hand, his one hand, came to rest low and flat on the bare plane of her belly.
Just there. Splayed. Warm from the bath. Still damp where a drop of water slid off the heel of his palm and tracked slow across her skin. He did not move the hand. He only held it there, and his eyes came back up to her face, and he waited.
She did not understand what he was waiting for. Her breath was climbing. Her pulse was loud enough that she thought he must be able to hear it. The heat of his palm seeped down through the thin wall of her belly and settled somewhere deep below, where she did not yet have a name for what was gathering.
"Turn to me, princess," he said. Soft. Still low. Still a command. "If you want this."
Her throat worked.
She turned to him.
The smirk returned. Slow, dark, satisfied.
"Good girl."
*
He did not rush her.
That was the thing, she would later think, that she had not expected. He had all night been a man of fast hands and faster choices, and this morning he had, apparently, become a different kind of creature entirely. He lowered himself down over her with the slow deliberate weight of a man who intended to take a great deal of time at this and did not feel the need to explain himself for it, and his mouth came to her throat first, and he did not kiss her. He mouthed her. Open and warm and unhurried, from the hollow behind her ear down the long line of her throat to the rise of her collarbone, and when his tongue traced the dip of it she made a small sound she had not known she could make.
His hand stayed splayed flat on her belly.
His mouth moved down.
She felt the scrape of his teeth at the top of her breast. Gentle. A warning. Not a bite. He turned his head and took her nipple between his lips and drew on it slowly, and her back came up off the furs without her permission, and his free hand pressed her back down with easy strength, palm flat between her ribs, holding her to the bed while his mouth did what his mouth was doing. He did not pinch her. He did not flick her. He suckled her with the patient heat of a man who intended to draw every response out of her body he could find there, and when she whimpered he made a low sound of approval at the back of his throat that vibrated against her skin.
"Mm," he said. Just that. Into her breast.
He switched to the other one. Took his time there too. His hand on her belly slid lower. Not to her sex. To the crease of her hip. He traced it with his thumb. He mapped the bone of it. He moved down to the soft inside of her thigh and pressed there, and her legs fell open for him without her deciding to open them.
His mouth left her breast.
It traveled down.
Down the flat of her ribs. Down the dip of her navel. The scrape of his beard, still damp from the bath, rasped warm against her skin with every inch, and she shivered beneath him, and his hand came up to her hip and pinned her there, and he did not let her squirm.
"Be still, pet."
Not unkind. Just firm.
She tried. She tried.
He settled between her thighs.
*
She felt his mouth before she saw him.
It pressed, open and warm, against the inside of her thigh. Then the other one. Then slowly upward. He did not rush. He did not warn her. He moved with the calm deliberate confidence of a man who had done this a great many times before to a great many women and who intended, today, to do it better. The first touch of his tongue against her sex made her cry out into the blue light of the chamber, and she felt rather than heard his low, dark chuckle against her inner thigh.
"Shh," he murmured.
Then he set his mouth on her properly.
She lost the shape of her own thoughts.
He worked her slowly. He opened her with his tongue. He found the small swollen bead of her and circled it the way a thumb circles the rim of a wine glass. He did not hurry. He did not chase a finish. He tasted her the way a man tastes something he has been waiting to taste. He laid his palm flat on her lower belly and pressed there, gently, holding her still for his mouth while her hips tried to climb up off the bed. She fisted her hands in the furs because she did not know where else to put them. She bit down on her own lower lip because if she did not she was afraid of the sounds she was going to make.
"Let me hear you," he said. Against her. Low. Command, again. "I have not spent six nights imagining this to hear silence."
The admission flicked through her like a thrown knife.
He had imagined this.
She could not think about it. She could not do anything but let him take her apart with his mouth. She felt one of his fingers press slowly into her and the stretch of it was nothing like what she had expected, it was a good stretch, a stretch her body wanted, and when he curled it and stroked her from the inside while his tongue worked her from the outside, the sound that came out of her was not anything a princess of Atheria should have given to a Nyberian prince in the blue hour of a cold palace dawn.
He added a second finger.
She broke.
The wave came up out of her from some deep place she had not known she had, and she cried out his name into the dark drapes of the chamber, and he did not stop, he did not pull his mouth away, he worked her through it with the relentless patient mouth of a man who was not finished with her yet. Not even close.
He let her come down for one long breath.
Then he started again.
*
The second time took longer.
He was not content to simply bring her off. He built her up and let her back down and built her up again, and every time she thought she had reached the cliff he eased her back from the edge and made her wait. He spoke to her in low flat commands. Breathe. Open for me. Hold still, princess. Do not come yet. He did not praise her in soft words. He simply took her where he intended her to go, and his will was the only thing that mattered, and she felt, for the first time in her life, the particular relief of a body that had been picked up and held and told precisely what it was going to do next.
She came against his mouth a second time shaking so hard she could not speak.
He held her through it.
His mouth did not leave her until she had finished.
Then, slowly, he eased himself up the length of her body, his damp skin sliding against hers, and he settled his weight over her, and she felt for the first time the hard blunt line of him pressed against her hip.
*
"Amora," he said.
She opened her eyes.
His face was above her in the dim blue of the hour before dawn, and his cerulean eyes were on her, and she could taste herself on his mouth and did not know what to do about that.
"I am going to take you now," he said. Flat. Factual. Not cruel. "There is only one way a binding is sealed. Yours has not been. Mine has not been. The court will expect evidence before the moons are full again. I would rather have you than have to explain. Do you understand me."
She nodded.
"Your words, princess."
"Yes, your Majesty."
His jaw eased the smallest fraction. He did not smile. He did not kiss her softly. He did not tell her he would be gentle.
He did, however, keep one hand braced warm and firm at the nape of her neck, fingers threading up into her hair.
And when he eased the head of himself against her and she drew in a breath, he watched her face and did not move.
"Breathe."
She breathed.
He pressed in.
The stretch of him was the thing she had not been ready for. He was thick. He was far more than his two fingers had been. The head of him parted her and she felt herself open around him, and her body tried to clench away from the size, and his hand at the back of her neck held her steady and his other hand at her hip held her still, and he did not push further.
"Breathe," he said again.
She breathed.
He pressed in a little further.
"There," he said. Low. Watching her. "There. That is as far as you get to go easy, pet. The rest is a Nyberian prince taking what is his."
She swallowed hard.
He pulled back once. Once. And then drove himself the full length into her in one clean possessive stroke, and her body locked around a short bright flare of pain as he broke through, and her eyes filled with tears that did not fall.
He stilled.
He did not soothe her.
He did not rub circles on her hips. He did not murmur apologies. He simply held himself seated deep inside her, his hand at the back of her neck, his forehead lowered until it touched hers, his breath warm against her mouth. He held her pinned beneath him with the simple weight of his body and he waited. He did not speak. He did not move. He let her body find the shape of him. He gave her exactly what she needed, which was the silence and the weight and the stillness of a man who was not going anywhere, and he did not once pretend the pain had not happened or apologize for it.
The bright flare dulled. Then faded.
She drew a breath that shuddered less than the last one.
"There it is," he said. Low.
He began to move.
*
He took her the way he did everything else. Dominant. Unhurried. In control. His thrusts were slow and deep and deliberate, and he read her body the way he would have read a map at his father's war table, and every time her breath caught he filed the information away and used it on the next stroke. He found the angle that made her cry out and he kept it. He found the depth that made her hips rise to meet him and he used it. He did not rush his own finish. He did not chase anything. He took her apart inch by patient inch and watched her face the entire time.
The slow pace became less slow.
His weight over her grew heavier. His hips came down harder. The sound of him meeting her, skin against skin, rose up in the chamber and filled the blue hour with a low wet rhythm that broke, here and there, when her breath caught and she cried out around him. His hand left her neck and came down flat beside her shoulder to brace himself, and he drove into her with the full length of him, and the bed moved beneath them, and her hands came up to his shoulders and held on.
His mouth, which had been at her throat and her breast and her sex and had not once touched hers since he had entered the chamber, found her mouth now for the first time.
He kissed her the way he did everything else.
Demanding.
He took her lower lip between his teeth and dragged it, and then his tongue was in her mouth and his hand was in her hair and he kissed her the way a prince of Nyberius took what was his, and she made a small shocked sound against him and then she kissed him back, because her body had run out of places to put what he was doing to it and her mouth was the only one left.
Somewhere in the next thirty seconds, his mouth changed.
The demanding went out of it. Not the heat. The heat stayed. But the kiss that had been a claim became, without warning, something else, and she felt the shift before her mind could name it. His breath caught against hers. His free hand came up and cradled the side of her face. His mouth moved against her mouth the way the mouth of a man moves against the mouth of a woman when he is no longer, quite, holding the door in his chest closed.
Desperate.
A drowning man's kiss.
She felt the tremor in his shoulders. She felt his rhythm break for one stroke and catch again. She felt the pulse of him inside her grow harder and shorter, and she felt, through the small wet seal of their mouths, a sound he did not mean to make.
He pulled back just enough to see her.
"Look at me."
Her eyes opened.
He drove home.
She came around him a third time with his eyes on hers, and this time he did not stop to let her ride it out. He kept his pace steady through it and let her whole body shake apart beneath his and around his, and she felt him, for the first time in the entire morning, tighten. His jaw clenched. His breath caught. His forehead came down against hers and he buried himself deep and held, and she felt the pulse of him inside her a heartbeat later, and he made a low sound against her mouth that was not a word. It was nearer to her name than to any word, and it was not, not quite, language at all.
*
He did not collapse on her.
He held his weight on his braced arm and let her feel the full length of him still pulsing inside her and he did not move for a long moment.
Then he lifted his head.
He looked at her.
His face was above hers in the dim blue of a dawn that had barely begun, and his cerulean eyes were on her, and for the first time in this chamber, for the first time in any chamber of this palace, they were open.
He looked at her the way a man looks at a woman when he has just surfaced. When the breath he has been holding for longer than he knew has, for one fraction of one heartbeat, been allowed to come out of him. He did not speak. He did not smile. He simply looked at her, and the look was so different from any look he had ever given her that she did not know what to do with her own face to receive it.
It lasted perhaps three seconds.
Then the door closed behind his eyes.
She saw it close. She saw, almost in the same motion, the place where he lived in his own face return to itself, the careful cold unreadable prince of Nyberius reassembling across features that had, for three seconds, belonged to something softer. He blinked once. The blink was the door. She knew it was.
His hand came up to her face.
He tucked a strand of her golden hair behind her ear with the light steady fingers of a man who was already making himself gone from the bed even while his body was still joined to hers.
"You did very good, pet."
Low. Quiet. The voice of a prince to a bride who had performed her duty well at a ceremony.
He eased out of her slowly.
He rose.
*
He did not look back at the bed.
He crossed the chamber to the washbasin in the far corner, bare and unhurried, and he rinsed his hands and wet a cloth and cleaned himself with the careful economy of a man who was already making himself gone from this room in every way that mattered. He did not come back to her. He left the cloth on the basin's edge for her own use. He pulled on a loose shirt and trousers from the dressing screen. He ran a hand through his silver hair once, to order it, and then once more.
At the door he paused.
He did not turn.
"Rest, princess. I will have Arda bring you tea within the hour."
He went out.
The door closed behind him with the soft familiar snap of Nyberian wood on Nyberian stone.
*
Amora lay alone in the bed with the fur pulled up under her chin and the ache of him still deep inside her body and the memory of three seconds of a face she had never seen before.
She touched her mouth where his mouth had been.
The blue hour went grey.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
She woke again some hours later to an empty bed.
The chamber was warm now. The fire crackled low and steady at the hearth. The heavy drapes had been pulled back from one of the high windows, and the late-morning light of Nyberius slanted gold and cold across the foot of the bed. She was alone. Godwynn was gone.
The cup of water was still at her elbow.
She sat up slowly. Her body ached in new places. The ache was not unpleasant. It was the ache of a body that had been used thoroughly, reverently, and then set down, and she did not quite know yet what to do with the feeling of it. She drew the furs up around herself. Drank from the cup. Swung her feet over the side of the bed.
Her shift was folded at the foot of the bed.
It had not been folded there last night.
She lifted it. Pulled it down over her head. Let the soft linen settle against her skin. She saw, as the hem fell past her thighs, the faint smear of dried blood on the inside of her leg that he had not been able to fully clean. She saw the corresponding stain on the sheet where her hip had rested. Her breath caught.
She looked at the stain for a long moment.
She could not ever go home now.
The thought moved through her quietly. No High Elf princess went home from a Nyberian bed with blood on the sheets. A deflowered princess was no longer a princess of Atheria. Her father would grieve her. Her brother would rage. Her mother would do what mothers did, which was to weep in private and carry on in public. But Atheria would not take her back. Atheria could not take her back. She belonged, from this morning forward, to the palace she had been dragged into, and to the man who had just taken her under him with the slow deliberate reverence of a dom laying claim to a sub whose submission he had only just earned.
The reality of it did not crush her, which surprised her.
She sat on the edge of the bed with the light coming in cold and gold across her feet and she waited to feel the thing she had expected to feel, the horror, the shame, the grief, and it did not come. Something else had come in its place that she did not yet have a word for. A stillness. A kind of quiet in her chest where the screaming had been. As though a thing that had been fractured for six days had finally set itself, crookedly, into a shape that would hold weight.
She did not try to name it.
She sat with it.
*
When she heard his step in the outer corridor, she did not flinch.
The door opened. Godwynn came through it. He had bathed again, at some point in the morning, and dressed properly now in black tunic and fitted trousers, his hair dry and pulled back in the simple leather thong he wore for training. He looked at her where she sat on the edge of the bed in her shift and he stopped in the doorway and considered her.
He did not smile.
He did not speak.
He came across the chamber, dropped into a half-crouch at her knee, and took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and turned her face up to him. His cerulean eyes moved over her face. Slowly. Cataloguing. Making sure, she understood, that she was not hiding anything he needed to know about.
He nodded once, to himself.
Then he released her chin and stood.
"Eat," he said. "You will have missed the morning meal. I have had food sent up. Rest the day if you can. I will be in the war hall with my father until late. The guards at the door are mine. You will not be disturbed."
He started to turn away.
Something in her, something she did not examine, did not want him to go yet.
"Godwynn."
He paused.
She did not know what she had meant to say. She looked up at him and she did not have words for any of it. For the blue hour, or the slow careful mouth, or the warm wet cloth, or the hand that had rested on her belly after.
She did not need words.
He looked down at her. His face did not change. He crossed back to her, leaned down, and pressed his mouth, dry and brief and unhurried, to the crown of her hair.
Then he was gone.
The door closed softly behind him.
She sat on the edge of the bed in the cold gold light of a Nyberian late morning, and she touched, with the flat of her hand, the exact place at the top of her head where his mouth had been, and she did not move for a long time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Easing back in the swirling warm water, Godwynn eyed her curiously. He could feel the soul bond between them strengthening with each passing moment.
She was meant to be nothing more than a pawn in his father's plan to bring down the Atherian King... Drogath finding sadistic amusement in using Nolick's daughter as a courtesan for his own son. However, his father had seemingly underestimated the power this beautiful princess would hold over the prince. She was quickly becoming something much different to him than what she was supposed to be.
Deep down, Godwynn knew this was going to be a liability. A big one. He needed to reign in these sudden feelings and put them away to do the things that needed to be done.
But for now, he would enjoy this moment. Let her enjoy this moment.
Amora couldn't help the fluttering in her stomach under the watchful gaze of the Dark Prince. Images of what they'd just done flashed through her mind, and she wriggled in his arms as they settled into the water. Her cheeks grew hot again.
Trying to find something to talk about... anything to distract from the heat of his stare... she decided to ask about her brother.
"Your Majesty, I have a question?" She looked up at him, her brows turned up in question.
Godwynn's brows shot up in surprise before furrowing. "What is your question, my pet?" He rubbed slow circles on the dip of her hip, his touch almost absent-minded.
Hoping not to upset him, she thought for a moment, gathering the courage to bring up the subject. "What is to become of my brother?"
She looked him in the eyes as if she could somehow read what the answer would be.
"My father hasn't decided." He leaned back, resting his broad shoulders on the edge of the stone bath. He cupped water and spilled it onto her shoulder idly. "Father is deciding whether he should kill him or return him after he deals with Nolick."
Godwynn shot her a glance, daring her to disagree, before continuing.
Amora moved her head to look down at the water, unable to hold his gaze. "What does he plan to do about my father?" She whispered the words, almost afraid to hear the answer.
Godwynn ran his hand across his stubbled face. "What does anyone vying for the crown plan to do?" His tone shifted to one of annoyance.
Amora looked at him, praying he wasn't going to say what she thought he was. But she knew better than to get her hopes up.
Confirming her worst fears, the prince continued. "He plans to kill your father for the High Crown."
He stated it with no remorse, and Amora shrank back as he went on.
"Your father is not the man you think he is either, little pet."
The mood in the room had shifted from pleasant to one of dread.
"NO! He can't do that!" She stood abruptly, moving away from him, water sloshing over the edge of the bath. She turned to stare at him, her eyes blazing. "I won't allow it!"
Godwynn cocked his head to the side, raising an annoyed brow. "I don't believe you will have a choice, dear princess."
He cleared his throat and sat forward, his posture menacing enough to make her shrink away yet again.
"And after that, he will decide the fate of your brother. To be honest, he may send him back to Atheria so that the kingdom has a leader... so the High Council won't be quick to reclaim the crown, seeing as he will be taking it fairly." He clicked his tongue. "Or he may kill him to prevent your brother from trying to start another war for revenge."
Shrugging his shoulders as if discussing the weather, Godwynn began to lather himself with soap. "You should wash yourself. We have a busy day today."
He dunked himself under the warm swirling water, rinsing away the soap.
Amora didn't try washing herself until the prince was stepping out of the illuminated pool. She blush as he stood there in all his masculine glory... water dripping onto the grey marble, muscles flexing as he moved.
Not shy about letting her eyes behold the sight of his nakedness, he stood for a moment before turning around.
"Like what you see, princess?" He chuckled, winking at her.
Ashamed she'd been caught staring, Amora submerged herself... and her blazing cheeks... under the water. She stayed there until she saw his figure retreat into the bedchamber, then broke the surface and began scrubbing her body down.
As she washed, she thought about what Godwynn had said to her. The Nyberian royals planned to kill her father. Possibly her brother too. And now she was bound to the very people who planned to destroy those she loved most.
Her skin started to feel dirty as she came to understand that she was just a means to an end. The more she scrubbed, the more tainted she felt. She feel angry at herself for allowing her enemy to lay with her.
And she hated herself for enjoying it.
What had she done? Who was she? What kind of person was she?
Rinsing her body and dunking below the surface again, Amora let out a scream under the water. She was angry. She felt trapped.
And she would be damned if she stayed that way.
There had to be something she could do. She wasn't going to allow all of this to happen while lying down.
Amora stood from the swirling water, a determined look on her face.
These Nyberians thought she would just accept her fate and be a victim of circumstance. But she would be damned before she allowed that to be her reality.
And now she had an advantage over these Dark Elves. If they killed her, they killed their future king.
Clenching her fists, she made a vow to herself right then and there.
She would bring the Dark Kingdom of Nyberia to its knees.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Water droplets cascaded down her bronze skin as she wrapped herself in a towel. Her mind was racing, spinning with the weight of what Godwynn had revealed. Kill her father. Possibly kill Lewan. The words echoed in her skull like a death knell.
Coming back to the room, she found a simple day dress laid out on the bed... deep burgundy with silver embroidery, the colors of Nyberius. A constant reminder of who owned her now. Her fingers trembled as she dressed, her body still aching from this morning. Every movement reminded her of what she'd allowed to happen. What she'd enjoyed happening.
Focus, she commanded herself. You need to think.
Godwynn emerged from his adjoining chamber, fully dressed in his dark leathers and armor, looking every bit the warrior prince. His silver hair was pulled back in his war braids, and those devastating black eyes found hers immediately. Something flickered in them... concern? Possessiveness? She couldn't tell.
"Come," he said, his voice softer than she expected. "You'll break your fast with me."
"I'm not hungry," she replied, her tone clipped.
His jaw tightened. "That wasn't a request, Amora."
She wanted to fight him, wanted to scream and rage and claw at his perfect face. But she remembered the feral beast he'd become when she'd defied him. She needed to be smarter. She needed to survive long enough to find a way out.
"As you wish, your Majesty," she said, lowering her eyes in false submission.
The dining hall was mercifully empty except for them. Servants brought platters of food... fresh bread, honeyed fruits, roasted meats. The aroma should have made her mouth water, but her stomach was twisted in knots.
Godwynn narrowed his eyes as he watched her pick at her food, his own appetite seemingly unaffected. "You need to eat more than that."
"I was serious when I said I wasn't hungry."
"And I told you it wasn't a request." He leaned forward, his voice dropping to that dangerous octave. "You belong to me now, Amora. Your body is mine to care for. I will not have you wasting away out of some misplaced sense of rebellion."
Your body is mine. The words should have filled her with revulsion. Instead, they sent unwanted heat pooling in her belly. What was wrong with her?
"I want to see my brother," she said suddenly, changing the subject and meeting his gaze with all the courage she could muster.
Godwynn's expression darkened. "No." He leaned back, stabbing a piece of meat with his fork before placing it in his mouth.
"Please. I just need to know he's alive. That he's... that he's not being tortured."
Wiping his mouth and tossing his napkin on his plate, he said flatly, "He's alive. That's all you need to know."
"It's not enough!" Her voice rose despite herself, frustration and anger pouring out. "He's my brother! My family! You've taken everything from me... my home, my innocence, my future... can you not grant me this one thing?"
The muscle in his jaw ticked. For a long moment, he said nothing, just stared at her with those unreadable black eyes. Finally, he stood.
"Fine. You may see him. But I will accompany you, and you will conduct yourself appropriately. Am I clear?"
Relief flooded through her. "Yes. Thank you, your Majesty."
"Don't thank me yet, little pet." His smile was dark. "You may not like what you find."
Her breath faltered.
The dungeons of Nyberius were exactly as she'd imagined... reeking of despair. The black stone walls seemed to absorb what little light the torches provided, casting everything in deep shadow. Godwynn's hand was firm on her lower back, guiding her deeper into the belly of the castle.
They passed cells filled with wretched creatures... humans mostly, some Dark Elves who'd committed crimes against the crown. All of them looked up as they passed, their eyes hungry and desperate.
Finally, they reached the end of the corridor. A single cell, larger than the others, but no less grim.
And there, chained to the wall, was Lewan.
"By the gods," Amora breathed, her hand flying to her mouth.
Her brother looked nothing like the proud warrior prince she knew. His golden hair was matted with blood and dirt. Dark bruises covered his face and torso. His once-powerful frame looked withered, weakened. But his eyes... those fierce autumn eyes... were still burning with defiance when they met hers.
"Amora," he rasped, his voice hoarse. "Sister..."
"Lewan!" She lunged forward, but Godwynn's arm shot out, barring her path.
"You may speak to him. That is all."
She whirled on him, fury blazing in her eyes. "You said he wasn't being tortured!"
"I said he was alive," Godwynn corrected coldly. "Which he is. Barely, but alive nonetheless."
Lewan let out a weak laugh that turned into a cough. "Still as charming as ever, I see, Godwynn. Tell me, does terrorizing helpless women and prisoners make you feel powerful?"
Godwynn's expression didn't change, but Amora felt the rage radiating off him through their bond. "Careful, Prince. You're only alive because my father hasn't decided your fate yet. Don't give me a reason to expedite that decision."
"Stop it, both of you," Amora pleaded, turning back to her brother. "Lewan, are you... how badly are you hurt?"
"I'll live," he said, though the pain in his voice suggested otherwise. "More importantly, are you alright? Did they..." His eyes darted to Godwynn, hatred burning in them. "Did he hurt you?"
The question hung in the air like a blade. Amora's cheeks burned. What could she say? That yes, he'd hurt her, terrified her, nearly ravaged her in a feral rage? But also that he'd stopped himself, that he'd shown her pleasure beyond imagining, that even now her body craved his touch?
"I'm... I'm alive," she finally said. "That's what matters."
Lewan's expression crumbled. "Gods, Amora. I'm so sorry. I should have protected you. I should have... "
"There was nothing you could have done," she said softly. "This was Father's doing, not yours."
"Your father," Godwynn interjected, "brought this upon himself. He thought he could sneak you away like a coward in the night. He underestimated us."
"Father will come for us," Lewan said, his voice strengthening with conviction. "He will not sit idly by while his children are held captive. He knows exactly where we are, and he will come."
The dungeon went silent. Amora felt Godwynn's rage spike through their bond, felt it like fire in her own veins.
"Let him come," Godwynn said coldly. "We're counting on it."
Before she could process what that meant, Lewan continued, his eyes locked on his sister. "Amora, listen to me. Whatever they've told you, whatever they've made you do... it's not your fault. You hear me? When Father comes, when this is over... "
"It won't be over," Godwynn cut in. "Not the way you think."
"What does that mean?" Amora turned to him, dread pooling in her stomach.
"It means," Godwynn said, his tone casual, almost bored, "that when your father arrives with his armies, we'll be ready. And when the dust settles, Nolick will be dead, and the High Crown will belong to Nyberius."
"No," Amora breathed.
"Yes," Godwynn replied. "And your brother here will have a choice... swear fealty to the new High King, or join his father in death."
"You bastard," Lewan spat. "You think Father will fall so easily? He's held the High Crown for a millennium. He's faced down challenges from far greater men than you or your wretched father."
Godwynn's smile was cold. "Those men didn't have his daughter as leverage."
Something inside Amora snapped.
Her hand flew before she could think, before she could stop herself. The crack of her palm against Godwynn's face echoed through the dungeon like a thunderclap.
The entire corridor went silent.
Godwynn's head had turned slightly from the force of the blow. Slowly, he turned back to look at her, his eyes wide with shock that quickly morphed into something far more dangerous.
Through their bond, she felt his rage explode like a wildfire.
"Godwynn, I... " she started, immediately realizing her mistake.
But it was too late.
His hand shot out, gripping her throat... not squeezing, but holding her in place. The guards at the end of the corridor had stepped forward, their eyes locked on the scene.
"You just struck a prince of the realm," Godwynn said, his voice deadly quiet. "In front of witnesses. In front of guards who will report every detail to my father."
The blood drained from her face.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean... "
"It doesn't matter what you meant." His grip tightened slightly, just enough to make breathing difficult. "Do you have any idea what you've just done?"
Tears burned in her eyes as the reality crashed over her.
His hand left her throat and fisted in her hair instead. Not gently.
"Amora!" Lewan shouted, throwing himself against his chains. "Don't you touch her!"
Godwynn did not look at him. He hauled her backward by the hair, and the pain of it drew a cry from her throat she did not have time to stop.
The guards at the end of the corridor had stepped forward at the sound of the slap. They watched him drag her past them with the still, blank faces of men who were already composing the version of events they would carry to the king.
She felt the whispers behind her before she heard them.
He did not speak to her the entire length of the walk back through the palace. His grip in her hair did not loosen. Servants and guards stepped out of his path and did not meet her eyes. She had to half-run to keep up with him, and more than once she stumbled, and he did not slow for her, and the pain in her scalp was the only thing keeping her upright.
When they reached her chamber, he shoved the door open with his free hand and threw her inside by the hair. She stumbled and caught herself against the bedpost before she could fall.
She turned.
He stood in the doorway. Silhouetted. Unreadable. The red mark of her palm still bloomed faintly across the sharp line of his cheek.
"Stupid little pet."
It was the coldest thing he had ever said to her.
He closed the door.
She stood for a long moment in the dark of her chamber, one hand still gripping the bedpost, and listened to his bootsteps retreat down the corridor. Somewhere beyond the door she could hear men speaking in low voices. The whispering had already begun.
She did not know it yet, but the whispering was the reason she would not see him again for five days.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The first day, she thought he would come at sundown.
She bathed. She dressed herself in the simplest of her gowns, the one he had seemed to like best. She sat at her vanity and brushed her hair until her scalp ached from where he had fisted it in the corridor. She watched the light leave her windows and she waited for his step in the hall.
It did not come.
Arda brought a tray of food at the usual hour. Set it on the writing table. Said nothing. Left.
Amora picked at the bread and did not taste it. She stayed awake into the deep hours listening for his boots in the corridor. The palace fell silent around her. No one came.
The second day was worse because she understood what she was doing.
She was waiting.
She caught herself at the vanity mirror in the middle of the afternoon, pinching color into her cheeks, and the shame of it rose hot into her throat. She had been taken from her home by force. She had been bound against her will. She had been stripped, assessed, nearly violated, bedded, and claimed by the son of the man who had hunted her family for a thousand years. And here she was, at noon on the second day of his silence, biting her own lips to redden them for a man who had called her stupid and thrown her by the hair.
She sat down on the floor in front of the vanity and did not cry, because she had cried enough in this palace for a lifetime, and she would not give the Nyberian stones one tear more.
By the third day, the shame had turned into something colder.
He had taken her innocence and her body and her future. He had taken her brother. He had shown her pleasure she had no language for and then, as soon as she had inconvenienced him in front of witnesses, he had withdrawn all of it as though turning a key in a lock. That was the shape of him. Not a prince. A door that opened and closed according to his convenience, and she had been fool enough to warm herself at it.
Fine, then, she thought, and the thought rang through her with the calm of ice water closing over her head. Fine.
If he would not come to her, she would not wait for him. If he would not let her see her brother, she would find a way to her brother herself.
She had learned, in her girlhood, that a princess is taught a great many things. How to stand. How to speak. How to wear a crown without letting the weight of it show on her face. She had also been taught, by a mother with dark eyes and a volcanic soul who had not let any of her children forget what their bloodline carried, how to notice the seams in a room. Where the servants entered. Where the lamplight did not reach. Which guards stood straight and which leaned against their spears. Which hours of a palace were watched, and which were not.
She watched her windows now with the same cold attention she had once watched her father's court during state dinners.
Nyberius changed its dungeon guards in a rotation that did not vary. She tracked it for two nights. Six hours on, six hours off, with a shift change that took roughly twenty minutes because the relieving guards came up from the barracks wing in pairs, checked their post orders with the captain in the lower corridor, and only then descended to the cells. Twenty minutes in which the lower dungeon sat unwatched. Twenty minutes in which a princess who could walk silently, and who knew which back staircase led down from the guest wing past the kitchens into the servants' corridor, could reach her brother and be gone again before the fresh guards arrived at his cell.
On the third night, she tried it.
She tore a strip of linen from her chemise and wrapped it around a handful of dried meat from her dinner tray. Hid the bundle inside her bodice against her ribs. Wrapped a dark cloak around her shoulders and left her slippers in her chamber. Barefoot was quieter.
She made it down.
Lewan had looked up at her through the bars of his cell as though she were a ghost. She had fed him with her own hands because his own were chained behind him. He had eaten three bites and refused the rest and told her to take the remainder back with her because she would need to save it. She had kissed his forehead through the bars and she had climbed the stairs again, and she had gotten back into her chamber with four minutes to spare before the fresh shift reached his cell.
She had not breathed the entire climb.
The fourth night she went again.
The fifth night she went again, and on the way out she palmed a key ring from a guard who had fallen asleep at his post against the wall of the corridor. Five keys. Heavy. Iron. She slipped them inside her bodice against her ribs and climbed back to her chamber and lay down on her bed with the keys pressing cold into her skin and she did not sleep at all.
On the sixth night, she would use them.
She and Lewan had agreed, in four minutes of whispering through the bars. Tonight. Tonight they would run. He had a plan. Father was marching. He swore it on their mother's name. He had heard it from Arda, who brought him water in the deep hours and did not say much, but who had said enough over these nights to make him understand that the old woman was not what she appeared to be.
Arda, Lewan had whispered. Their grandmother was Volcanic Kingdom. Her granddaughter lives in Atheria now. Studies in the capital. Tutors. Safe. Remi made the arrangement. Arda has been Remi's eyes in this palace for longer than Amora has been alive.
Amora had sat down on the filthy stone floor of the corridor in front of her brother's cell and pressed her hand over her mouth because she understood, all at once, that she had not been as alone in this palace as she had thought.
There was a network.
Her father knew.
Her father was coming.
*
She slipped out of her chamber for the sixth night at the turn of the bell, barefoot, cloaked, the key ring pressed against her ribs and the bundle of meat in her bodice beside it. The corridor was empty. She ghosted down the servants' staircase, through the kitchens, along the back passage, down the damp stairs into the lower dungeons. She had timed it perfectly. The old guards had gone. The new ones had not yet descended.
Twenty minutes. She had twenty minutes to unlock him and get them both out through the servants' wing to the stables.
Lewan was already on his feet when she reached his cell, arms up against the bars. His eyes, fever-bright, met hers.
"You came back."
"Don't talk. Let me find the right key."
Her hands shook. The first key did not fit. The second did not fit. The third slipped into the lock and turned, and she felt the mechanism give beneath her palm, and she felt her own heart rise up into her throat in a way she had not known a heart could rise.
"Amora," Lewan said, very quietly. "Amora, listen to me."
"Hold on, I've almost got it..."
"Listen to me."
She looked up.
His eyes were not on her. They were past her shoulder. On something down the corridor behind her. His face had gone the color of old bone.
"I love you," he said. "Whatever happens now. Whatever they do. Do not forget who you are. Do not forget what your mother taught you. You are Volcanic blood and High Elf crown and you are mine and our father's and our mother's and you are not theirs, no matter what they make of your body. Do you hear me."
"Lewan, what are you..."
A gauntleted hand closed around her upper arm.
She did not scream. She had been a princess too long for that. She turned her head slowly, and looked up into the blank visored face of a Nyberian palace guard, and behind him another, and behind that one a third, and she understood, with the peculiar calm that comes when the worst has arrived at last, that she had not been as clever as she thought she was.
The key was still in the lock.
"Princess," the captain of the watch said, with a small, satisfied courtesy. "His Majesty the king has been expecting you."
They did not take her back to her chamber. They did not take her to a holding cell. They walked her, barefoot and cloaked and with the dungeon filth still on the hem of her dress, up through the palace, through corridors lit for the late hours, past servants who lowered their eyes as she passed, and they brought her to the great doors of the war council chamber, where light and low voices and the smoke of a map table leaked out from beneath the sill.
The doors opened.
The room turned.
And Drogath, seated at the head of the table with his hand around the stem of a goblet of wine, looked up at his guards and his captive with the slow pleasure of a man whose hunt had just come, at last, to ground.
"Ah," he said softly. "There she is."
•   •   •
King Nolick woke slowly, consciousness returning in fragments. His head felt stuffed with wool, his limbs heavy and uncooperative. The last thing he remembered was rage... blinding, all-consuming rage... and the Elder's voice cutting through it.
"Forgive me, Your Majesty."
Then darkness.
He forced his eyes open, finding himself in his own chambers. How long had he been unconscious? Hours? Days?
"Your Majesty." The Elder appeared at his bedside, weathered face grave. "You're awake. Thank the gods."
"How long?" Nolick's voice came out rough.
"Two weeks. The sleeping powder was necessary... your blood rage would have killed you if I hadn't intervened." The Elder poured water from a pitcher. "Drink. You'll need your strength."
Nolick sat up with effort, taking the offered cup. Two weeks. As the fog cleared from his mind, memory returned in sharp detail. Amora's letter. The binding. His daughter trapped with that Dark Elf monster.
"My children," he said, voice hardening. "How long have they been in Nyberius?"
"Nearly a month now, Your Majesty."
A month. A month his daughter had been suffering while he lay useless in drug-induced sleep.
Rage threatened to rise again, but Nolick forced it down. He needed clarity now, not fury.
"The war council," he said. "Summon them. Now."
"Your Majesty, they're already assembled. They've been waiting for you to wake." The Elder helped him stand. "Your generals took the liberty of beginning preparations while you... recovered. They knew what you would command."
Good. At least someone had kept their wits about them.
Within the hour, Nolick entered the council chamber, still unsteady on his feet but radiating authority. His generals and advisors rose immediately, relief clear on their faces.
"Your Majesty," General Aldric said. "It's good to see you well."
"Report," Nolick commanded, moving to the table where maps were already spread. "What's been done?"
"As soon as you... as soon as the Elder intervened, we began mobilizing the armies per your standing orders," Aldric said. "We've assembled twenty thousand soldiers. The reserves have been called in, supply lines established, and scouts sent ahead to map the route to Nyberius."
Nolick studied the maps, noting the marked routes, the supply points, the strategic positions. His generals had done well.
"The northern route through Lithoria?" he asked.
"Yes, Your Majesty. It's longer, but the terrain favors our numbers. We've also secured permission from King Varen to pass through his lands."
"And Drogath's challenge?"
Aldric's expression darkened. "The formal challenge arrived a week ago. Single combat for the High Crown. He's waiting at Nyberius."
"Of course he is." Nolick's jaw clenched. "And he'll have my children there as leverage. As insurance."
"That's our assessment as well, Your Majesty."
Nolick placed both hands on the table, staring at the dark mark representing Nyberius. "We march immediately. I want the army ready to move within the day."
"Your Majesty," the Elder interjected. "You've been unconscious for two weeks. Perhaps another day to... "
"My children have been in Drogath's hands for a month." Nolick's voice was steel. "Every moment we delay is another moment they suffer. We march today."
No one argued.
"I'll accept Drogath's challenge," Nolick continued. "Single combat, as tradition demands. But I'll have my army at my back when I do. If that bastard thinks to use my children against me, he'll learn what it means to face the full might of Atheria."
The council murmured agreement.
"General Aldric, you'll command the vanguard. I want scouts ranging ahead at all times. No surprises." Nolick straightened. "We stop for nothing. We march hard and we march fast. Understood?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Then see to it. We leave at sundown."
Later, in the private royal chambers, Nolick found Amarha standing by the window, her sister beside her. Lady Seraphine, Mistress of the Winter Realm, had arrived days ago... summoned by Amarha's desperate message when Nolick first fell into his drugged sleep. The two sisters stood close, Seraphine's ice-white hair a stark contrast to Amarha's raven-dark waves.
Amarha turned as he entered, and his heart broke at the sight of her. She looked fragile, translucent almost, as if she might shatter at any moment. The Twin Flame bond between them had always been strong, but now he felt her anguish as keenly as his own. These past two weeks of his unconsciousness had aged her.
"The army marches at sundown," he said quietly.
"I know." Amarha's voice was barely a whisper. She moved to him, her hands coming up to cup his face. "Promise me you'll bring them home."
"I swear it." He covered her hands with his. "I will not return without our children."
"And if Drogath... " Her voice broke. "If he tries to use the crown against you... "
"Then I'll die knowing I tried everything to save them." He pulled her close, holding her as if he could shield her from the pain. "But I don't plan to die, my love. I plan to kill that bastard and bring our children home."
Seraphine stepped forward, her ice-blue eyes grave. "If there is anything the Winter Realm can offer... troops, supplies, sanctuary... you need only ask, brother."
"Your presence here is enough," Nolick said. "Amarha needs you. She'll need you more if..." He couldn't finish the sentence. The Twin Flame bond meant that if he died, Amarha would follow within moments. It was the price of their connection.
"I will care for her," Seraphine said firmly. "Whatever comes. You have my word."
Amarha pulled back from Nolick's embrace, though her hands remained on his chest. "Come back to me," she whispered. "With our children. All three of you."
"I will." He kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips... memorizing the feel of her in case these were their last moments together. "I love you. More than the crown, more than the kingdom, more than life itself."
"And I you." Tears streamed down her face. "Go. Bring them home."
He forced himself to step away, to walk toward the door. At the threshold, he looked back one final time. Amarha stood with her sister's arm around her, both women watching him with identical expressions of fierce hope and terrible fear.
Then he turned and left, his mind already on the march ahead.
By sundown, twenty thousand Atherian soldiers stood assembled in formation outside the castle walls. Banners snapped in the wind, golden and proud. The High Crown blazed on Nolick's head as he mounted his warhorse.
He looked back at the castle one final time, at the window where he knew Amarha watched.
Then he raised his sword high.
"FOR ATHERIA!" he roared. "FOR OUR PRINCE AND PRINCESS!"
"FOR ATHERIA!" the army thundered back.
And they marched into the gathering dusk, twenty thousand strong, heading north toward Nyberius and war.
Hold on, Amora. Hold on, Lewan. Father is coming.
•   •   •
That night, Amarha returned to the library alone.
She had watched her husband ride out from the high window of the royal chambers, her sister's hand resting at the small of her back, until the last of the Atherian banners had disappeared beneath the line of the eastern hills. And she had felt, in the moment they vanished, a small and terrible quiet settle into the palace behind her. The quiet of a place that had emptied out its heart and was waiting to see whether it came back.
Seraphine had tried to keep her company after. Had offered warm wine. Had offered to sit by her. Amarha had thanked her sister and kissed her forehead and sent her to bed.
Some things a queen did alone.
She lit the lamps in the library herself. She drew out a fresh sheet of parchment. She dipped her quill, and she began to write.
She did not rehearse. She wrote as the words came, quickly, the way a woman writes when she is afraid she will lose her nerve if she stops. She wrote of the ravens Drogath had sent across the realm to humiliate them. She wrote of the letter she had burned, and the words it had carried, and how she had carried them with her ever since. She wrote of Seraphine's arrival, of the eagle-back crossing from the Winter Realm, of the two sisters who had not slept in four days.
And then she wrote of her daughter.
She wrote the hardest sentence in the letter without lifting the quill from the page, because she knew that if she paused she would not be able to set it down again.
Do not come home without her freed of those chains.
She did not soften it. She did not hedge. She did not leave him room to bring Amora home in any condition other than free. Because she knew what Drogath would have made of their daughter by the time Nolick reached those gates. And she knew that Amora, at a thousand years of age bound to that palace and that prince, would be a woman they could not call back from the life that had been built around her. Whatever could not be pulled free of those chains would be better laid to rest than left bound to them.
It was the hardest thing a mother had ever put to paper.
She signed it simply.
... Amarha
She rolled the parchment and sealed it with her own wax, and held it against her chest for a long moment, as if she could still keep some part of herself inside it.
Then she went in search of Rhya.
The young woman was in the bird room at this hour, as Amarha had known she would be. Rhya had taken to spending the quiet hours with the ravens since the prince had ridden out, as though being near the birds that carried messages home somehow shortened the distance.
Amarha placed the sealed scroll into Rhya's hands.
"Send this by the fastest raven you have. It will take two weeks to reach his camp. Perhaps longer. It must reach him before he enters Nyberian lands."
Rhya's eyes went to the wax seal, and back to the queen. "Yes, my Queen."
"And Rhya." Amarha closed the girl's fingers around the parchment. "Tell no one."
"No one, my Queen."
Amarha touched the girl's cheek briefly, the way a mother might touch a daughter, and turned to leave her to her work.
Behind her, as she walked back through the quiet halls of her emptied palace, she could hear the whisper of wings lifting into the night.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
The war council had been running for three hours.
Maps covered every surface of the long oak table, weighted at their corners with goblets and daggers and inkwells. Drogath had taken the head of the table. His commanders ranged along its length, men Godwynn had known since he was a boy running the corridors of this palace, men who had bled for Nyberius on battlefields in every one of the Nine Kingdoms. The air was thick with pipe smoke and the sour warmth of unwashed bodies too long from home.
To the king's right sat Vorrik, as he always did, the seat of military counsel his by right of forty centuries of Western Marches loyalty. To the king's left, Lord Kethren, with the mapping case open at his elbow that he had been working from since the council had convened, the names and movements of every Atherian banner inked in his small precise hand. Treasurer Saervyn was further down the table, having spoken his piece an hour ago about what a war footing was costing the southern grain reserves and having been thanked and dismissed back into his ledgers. Lord Branth, Captain of the Royal Guard, stood behind the king's chair, never sitting, and would not have sat if commanded.
And at the far end of the table, in the seat that had always been his, sat Lord Ravenor of the Southern Houses.
Ravenor had not spoken in the three hours of the council. He had listened. He had taken no notes. He had drunk one cup of wine, slowly, two hours back, and had not refilled it. He sat with his hands folded on the dark wood and his pale grey eyes on the maps and he was, Godwynn understood without thinking about it, the only man at this table whose silence Drogath had never been able to break.
The Southern Houses Ravenor commanded held more bannermen than the Western Marches under Vorrik. Drogath had known this for nine hundred years. Drogath had also known that Ravenor was the one man in the kingdom who could, if he chose to, raise a serious internal challenge to Drogath's throne. Ravenor had never chosen to. Ravenor had attended every council. Ravenor had sworn his fealty in every renewal cycle. Ravenor had paid every levy. Ravenor had not, in nine hundred years, ever publicly contradicted his king. The silence at the end of the table was not opposition. It was, the kingdom had long understood, something else. Something Drogath had not, in nine centuries of trying, ever found a name for.
Godwynn had stopped trying to name it himself when he was a boy of perhaps a hundred. Ravenor was simply Ravenor. Ravenor was at the table. That was the arrangement.
Younger commanders filled the rest of the long oak. Lord Dethryn among them, the same young Nyberian who had stood against the wall at Godwynn's consummation chambers a season ago and watched the proceedings with the small lifted corner of his mouth. Dethryn had spent the council hours trying to catch Vorrik's eye for a nod of approval at his contributions. He had not yet earned one. He would, in time.
The scouts' reports had come in sharp over the last hour.
"His Majesty's forces crossed the border yesterday," the southern captain was saying, bent over the terrain model with his blunt finger tracking the pass. "Ten thousand strong. Moving faster than I expected. The High King himself rides at the head of the column."
"How many days?" Drogath asked without looking up.
"Three. Perhaps four, if he is conserving the horses. But I do not believe he is conserving anything."
Around the table, men murmured. The shape of it was clear. The final piece of Drogath's millennium-long game was sliding into place, and the challenge was no longer a plan. It was a date on the calendar.
Godwynn stood to his father's right, arms folded across his chest, speaking only when addressed. His role in the challenge itself was to oversee palace security. To hold the walls while his father faced Nolick in the ritual arena. The hostages were to be brought to the viewing platform. The princess at his side in full sight. The Atherian prince chained behind them where his father could see what had become of him.
Godwynn had not spoken to Amora in five days.
He had told himself, the first night, that he needed the silence to think. Then on the second day, that he needed her out of sight of the men who had seen her strike him. By the third day he had understood, with the cold clarity that came to him sometimes when he was angriest at himself, that he was punishing her. And that he did not entirely know why.
He also understood, in the part of himself he did not examine too closely, that his father's commanders had been watching his household all week. Waiting to see whether the prince could discipline his own bride. Whether his father's instincts were right. Whether the boy had grown too soft for the work ahead.
He had thought he was keeping her safe by keeping her hidden.
He had misjudged his father.
The doors of the chamber slammed open without a knock.
Every head at the table turned.
Four palace guards came through the doorway in formation, and between them, in her dark cloak and with dungeon filth on the hem of her dress and her hair half-fallen from its pinning, was Amora. Her wrists were caught in the captain's gauntleted fist. Her bare feet slapped wet against the polished stone of the council chamber floor. Her eyes found Godwynn's across the length of the room, and the first thing he saw in them was not fear but apology. A silent, unguarded I am so sorry.
Then her face closed. And she was only a captive again.
The captain of the watch stepped forward and dropped to one knee before Drogath, dragging Amora down with him by the wrist.
"Your Majesty. The princess was apprehended in the lower dungeons, attempting to free the Atherian prince from his cell. The key was in the lock when we reached her."
The chamber fell dead quiet.
Godwynn did not move. Could not afford to move. Every commander in this room was watching him.
Drogath set down his goblet. Slowly. He did not rise. He looked at Amora the way a man looks at a hand of cards he has been waiting to be dealt for weeks, and he smiled.
"Ah," he said softly. "There she is."
*
Amora knelt where the captain had put her, her heart hammering so loud she was sure every man in the room could hear it. The stone beneath her knees was cold. Her wrist throbbed where the guard's gauntlet had closed around it. She kept her eyes on the floor because she did not know how to look at Godwynn across a room of staring men without giving herself away.
The bond was quiet.
Unnaturally quiet. He had closed his door on her so thoroughly that there was not even the faint whisper-pressure she had come to recognize. It was as though he had stepped out of a room and pulled the lamp with him, and what she felt on the other side of the door was the lightlessness he had left behind.
"My son." Drogath's voice rolled through the chamber, amused and carrying. "It seems your bride does not quite understand the nature of her circumstances."
Godwynn said nothing.
"Perhaps," Drogath continued, "that is because her circumstances have not been made sufficiently clear to her. She struck you in front of palace guards six days ago, and you rewarded her with a hair-pull. She has been sneaking to the dungeons each night for nearly a week, and you appear not to have noticed at all. Tonight she was caught with a stolen key in the lock of her brother's cell, moments from freeing an enemy heir in the middle of your own father's palace, on the eve of a war." He paused. Let the silence do some of his work for him. "I am beginning to wonder whether the binding has unmanned you, son."
Laughter rippled through some of the younger commanders. The older ones did not laugh. The older ones watched Godwynn's face.
"Father," Godwynn said. Carefully.
"No, no." Drogath waved a hand. "Let me speak. These men have been on the frontlines for months. Some of them have not seen their wives in half a year or more. They have bled for this kingdom, and they have fought for this family, and they have watched their prince bring a High Elf princess into this palace and set her up in the royal wing like a honored guest. That has been difficult for them. Tonight, I think, they deserve a reward for their patience."
He turned to the room. Spread his hands. Generous.
"Your princess, gentlemen. Take your turns. Show her what the men of Nyberius think of Atherian hospitality."
The chamber moved.
Two commanders rose from their chairs before the sound of his sentence had faded. Hands moved to belts. A captain at the far end of the table set down his goblet with slow, deliberate anticipation.
Amora did not breathe.
*
Godwynn had moved.
He did not remember deciding to move. He was at her side before the first commander had cleared his chair, and his hand closed around the back of her neck, and he lifted her to her feet with one motion that looked, to every man in the room, like the casual reclaiming of a piece of property.
"Sit," he said. To the commanders. Not loud. Just even.
They looked at him. Then at Drogath.
Drogath was watching his son with the small, pleased smile of a man who had just confirmed a suspicion.
"She struck me," Godwynn said, and his voice carried through the chamber like cold iron dropped on stone. "She has been sneaking through my palace behind my back. She tried to free a royal enemy hostage from his cell. These are not offenses committed against Nyberius, Father. They are offenses committed against me. Her husband. Her prince. The man whose bed she returns to each night."
"My son, I hardly think..."
"I will handle her." Godwynn's hand tightened at the back of her neck. Not cruelly. Possessively. Every man in the chamber saw the gesture. "Here. In front of this council. You will see what I do with what is mine, and then none of you will have any further cause to wonder whether the prince is soft."
A pause.
Drogath regarded him. The smile widened, slightly.
"Very well," Drogath said. "Show us, then. And be thorough, son. I have been patient with your leniency for far too many days."
Godwynn did not answer. He walked Amora forward, his hand steady at the nape of her neck, toward the empty space at the center of the chamber between the council table and the great fireplace.
"Fetch me a strap," he said to the nearest commander.
The man moved quickly. A riding strap came back into Godwynn's hand within seconds. Heavy leather. Council-issue. The kind used on the war horses.
Godwynn turned Amora to face the fireplace. He unclasped the cloak from her shoulders and let it fall. She was still in the dress she had worn to the dungeons, filth on the hem, the bodice wrinkled from where the bundle of meat had pressed against her ribs.
He did not bare her back.
He gathered the laces of her bodice at the center and cut them with a single draw of the small knife from his belt. The dress loosened. He pushed the outer layer forward off her shoulders, leaving her in the thin white undershift that clung damp against the line of her spine. The fabric was sheer enough, in the firelight, that the men could see the outline of her skin beneath it. But her skin was not bared. That much he kept for himself.
He stepped behind her. His palm flattened against the small of her back. Pressed her forward until she caught herself against the edge of the mantelpiece and held.
"You will count," he said. Cool. Carrying. For the room. "Out loud. Each stroke. So the council knows I am not depriving you of the lesson."
*
The first stroke cracked across her shoulders and the pain bloomed so hot and so fast she could not find her voice.
"O... one," she whispered.
"Louder, princess."
"One."
The second came harder. A line of fire across the flat of her upper back, and she heard the wet sound of leather biting through thin linen and skin both, and the third stroke landed before she had drawn the breath to count the second. She cried out. The sound tore out of her raw, a thing she had not given the room willingly.
"Two," she gasped. "Three."
His hand was on her. At the base of her neck. A death grip in her hair, wound once around his fist to hold her bent at the mantel, and he did not loosen it. He did not comfort her with it. The grip was a Nyberian prince's grip on his possession, nothing less and nothing more, and every man in the room saw it and understood.
The fourth stroke split the shift open across her shoulder blade. She felt the heat of it as blood broke skin. Felt the warm run of it sliding down her back beneath the linen. Heard one of the younger commanders let out a low, satisfied sound in the back of his throat.
"Four," she sobbed. "F... five."
The fifth drew fresh blood.
On the sixth, she screamed.
It was not a scream she had decided to give. It came up out of her the way a thing comes out of a body that has been asked to hold more than a body can hold, and it echoed off the vaulted stone of the council chamber, and in the half-breath after it rang out, she felt it.
Through the bond.
Through the door he had been holding shut all evening.
The thinnest seep, like dark fog rolling under a sealed doorway. Nothing clean. Nothing she could have named if she had been asked to name it. Just a low, quiet pressure that tasted of regret. Tasted of a man clenching his own teeth so hard his jaw ached. Tasted of a word he was not allowed to say and was saying anyway, into the thin space between their bound souls, in the only language left to him.
Then it was gone, the door shutting again, and the seventh stroke landed.
"Seven." It was barely a word.
"Eight."
"Nine."
"Ten."
Godwynn stopped at ten.
He set the strap on the mantel with the same even hand he had used to deliver each stroke. He did not look winded. He did not look sorry. His face, to every man in that chamber, was the face of a prince completing a household chore that had been allowed to go on too long.
The council shifted in their seats. There had been no announced count. They had expected twenty, or twenty-five, or thirty. They had expected her to be bared. They had not expected him to stop at ten with her shift intact and blood sliding down her back in two thin lines.
"My son."
Drogath's voice had gone very soft.
Godwynn did not turn.
"You are gentle with her, Godwynn."
"I am thorough, Father."
"You are gentle." Drogath rose, slowly, from the head of the table. The smile had come back to the corners of his mouth. "And my council has been promised a spectacle, and my council has been given a household correction. I am going to ask you to step aside."
A long pause.
Godwynn's hand, still fisted at the nape of Amora's neck, did not move.
"Captain," Drogath said to the man at his right. "Strip her. Put her on the table. Let the commanders see what the bride of their prince actually looks like when she is not dressed for their benefit."
*
Two soldiers moved.
Amora felt Godwynn's fist go very still in her hair and then, with the rigid control of a man exerting discipline over his own bones, release. She was lifted off the mantel by two pairs of gauntleted hands. The thin white shift was torn off her shoulders in one clean Nyberian pull. She heard the sound of it parting. She heard the small gasp of breath one of the younger commanders could not quite swallow. She did not fight. Her legs were not under her. The two soldiers walked her across the stone to the long oak war table, swept the maps to one end with a single arm, and laid her down across the dark wood on her back.
The welts on her shoulder blades kissed the cold polished grain and she made a sound she did not intend.
The commanders rose.
They did not hurry. They did not crowd. They rose from their chairs one by one and gathered around the table the way men gather around a board of meat, and the first hand that touched her was a hand she did not see because her head was tilted back and the rafters of the chamber were all she could see. The hand slid up the inside of her thigh. She felt another at her ribs. A third at her throat. A fourth, bolder, closed over her breast and squeezed, and a coarse laugh moved through the line of men at her shoulder.
"Look at her shake," one of them said.
"Like a deer."
"Atherian stock."
"Do the High Elves breed true, I wonder, or does it take a Nyberian hand to get the blood running right?"
A fifth hand found its way to the soft of her belly. Pressed, once. Slid lower.
*
At the far end of the table, Lord Ravenor of the Southern Houses had not risen.
He sat in his chair with his hands folded on the dark wood the way they had been folded for the three hours of the council, and he did not move when the commanders rose, and he did not move when the hands began to find her, and he did not, at any point, lift his eyes to look at what was happening in the centre of the table. He looked at the wall. The pale grey of his eyes had gone a shade colder. The long line of his jaw had set.
Drogath, watching from the head of the table, noted the not-rising.
Drogath had been noting the not-rising of Ravenor at moments like this for nine hundred years. He never commented on it. Commenting would have required a confrontation Drogath was not, in fact, in a position to win, and so the silence at the end of the table had remained one of the small permanent costs of his reign, a cost Drogath had decided long ago to absorb in exchange for the Southern Houses keeping their bannermen out of any field he did not require them in.
Vorrik did not note it. Vorrik was at the table.
Godwynn, at the hearth, did note it. Godwynn had been noting Ravenor for nine hundred years too, in his own way, and what he saw at the end of the table now was a kind of confirmation of a thing he had never been able to put into words but had been carrying since he was a boy. The Southern lord was the only man in this chamber who would not have his hands on her tonight. The Southern lord was the only man in this chamber who could not be made to.
Godwynn filed it.
He did not look at Ravenor.
He did not need to.
*
Godwynn stood at the hearth.
His hand was at his side. His face was the face he had worn into this chamber three hours ago. He did not move. Not at the first hand. Not at the second. Not at the third. The room had to see him let this go on, or the room would know what the room could not be permitted to know, and so he stood at the hearth with the strap laid across the mantel behind him and he counted, not the hands on her body, but the heartbeats of the council, until the room's attention had gone slack with the sour heat of what it was watching.
The fifth hand slid lower.
Godwynn moved.
He did not hurry. He crossed the chamber with the unhurried easy gait of a prince who had decided a thing and would now see it done, and he laid his palm flat against the breastplate of the commander whose hand had just reached her thigh, and he pushed him back one full step without unlocking his elbow, and the commander stumbled into the chair behind him and did not rise.
"Enough."
The word was not loud. It did not need to be.
The hands lifted from her body at once.
"Before one of you fools," Godwynn said, and his voice carried to the back of the chamber without his raising it, "ends up siring a prince in MY bloodline."
He let the word sit.
"She is mine to breed."
*
Drogath's eyes sharpened.
Not in anger. In recognition.
The argument was impossible. It was the one argument a Nyberian king could not answer. The daughter of the High King of the Nine Kingdoms, bound to his own heir by Twin Flame, was a vessel of exact political value, and the value lay precisely in the bloodline she carried and the bloodline the heir was to put into her. A Nyberian commander's bastard quickened in her tonight, on this table, in the sour warmth of his own council chamber, was not a gift to the kingdom. It was a catastrophe. A commander's bastard could not rule the Nine Kingdoms. A commander's bastard on the womb of a bound High Elf princess would not, in fact, carry the throne at all. The binding would reject it. The Fates had already chosen the father of her child, whether the chosen father had yet touched her or not.
Drogath inclined his head one small degree.
"See that you do, my son."
"I intend to."
Godwynn did not look at his father again.
*
He turned back to the table.
Amora was watching him.
Her eyes were huge in the firelight and very wet and she did not cover her body because her arms would not move to cover it, and he looked down at her with the flat cold prince's face he had worn through the whipping, and he pulled her up off the table by the upper arm, and he stood her in front of him at the center of the chamber.
She swayed.
He did not let her fall.
He did not speak to her. He reached down between them and unfastened his breeches himself, the slow unhurried way a man unfastened them when he intended to be seen unfastening them, and he took himself out into his own hand. He was hard. He had been hard since the second stroke of the strap, and every man in this room had reason to have known it.
He brought his other hand up to her jaw.
Her mouth, which had been set in the small tight line she had learned from her mother to hold through court humiliations, did not open.
He did not force it.
His thumb moved along her lower lip. Slow. Testing. Coaxing. The touch, if the room had not been full of men, would have looked almost gentle. The touch, inside the room, was the thumb of a prince showing a bride how to open for him because she did not yet know, and every man in the chamber understood what they were seeing. He dragged his thumb once along the soft red edge of her lip. He pressed, very lightly, at the corner. Her mouth, because it had been trained for a thousand court manners and could not find one that fit this, opened.
His hand went to her hair.
He fisted it at the crown of her skull.
He drew her down.
*
She had not done this before.
That was the thing that humiliated her. Not the council. Not the watching. Not the cold hands of the commanders that had mapped her ten heartbeats ago. The thing that humiliated her was that her body did not know how to receive him and every man in the chamber could see that it did not.
She gagged on the first pass.
She gagged on the second.
He did not ease off. He did not gentle the grip in her hair. He took her mouth the way he had taken her back. Measured. Hard. Without hurry. His hips drove with the unhurried brutality of a prince putting a captive through the paces, and her throat, which had never learned to open for a man, closed and choked and spasmed around him, and the humiliation of that was worse than anything the council had done with their hands. She heard herself make a small wet sound. She heard a commander at the corner of the table laugh. She felt her own saliva run down her chin and pool at her collarbone where it caught the line of dried blood there.
You do not understand how bad it was fixing to get, pet.
The thought came to him unbidden. He did not say it aloud. He would not have said it aloud in this chamber for any price on the table. But the thought sat in him, steady and cold, while her throat fought him and her eyes streamed and her knees trembled against the stone. He had pulled her off a table of ten men. He had sold the council a story the council wanted to buy. And the only language left to him in this room, at this hour, with his father watching, was the language of a Nyberian prince using his bride's mouth.
The bond stayed shut.
He had nailed the door closed before he had drawn her off the table, and he did not open it. Not once. He did not let her feel him. Not the clench of his jaw. Not the pressure behind his own eyes. Not the quiet furious animal that was standing in the room of his chest watching what his hands were doing. He kept the door shut because if he opened it, he would break, and if he broke, the council would see, and if the council saw, his father would ask the next question he could not afford to answer.
So she did not feel him.
She felt only the grip in her hair, and the unyielding body at her face, and her own body failing at a thing her body had not been taught.
*
He finished in her mouth.
He did not pull back to spill across her face for the room's entertainment. He held himself deep and spilled there, and his hand in her hair clenched once, hard, at the moment, and the grip of it hurt worse than anything else had hurt, because it was the grip of a man who would not allow himself any other outlet for what was moving in him.
He held her there a beat longer than was comfortable.
Then he eased out of her mouth.
He stepped back.
He refastened his breeches with the same unhurried control he had used throughout. He did not look down at her. He did not offer her his hand. He could not afford to.
He turned to the chamber.
"She is my property," he said. His voice carried the way a prince's voice is trained to carry. "She is my punishment to administer. And any man in this kingdom who lays hand on her without my word forfeits the hand, and then the arm, and then his place in my service. That is the last I will say on the matter."
Silence.
Drogath was watching him with an expression Godwynn had not seen on his father's face since he was a child. Not pleasure. Not satisfaction. A narrow, interested study.
Godwynn met his father's gaze and held it. The crown made that easy enough now. What it could not do was show him which direction the knife would come from. His father had never been the kind of man who came at you directly when he could afford to wait.
"You are thorough tonight, my son," the king said at last. Quietly.
"I have been reminded," Godwynn said, "of my responsibilities."
He turned from his father to Varek.
"Take her back to her chambers. You do not speak to her. You do not look at her. You walk behind her at ten paces and you see her safely to her door. Then you find Arda. You tell her I have ordered salve put on the lacerations on the princess's back. You tell her the princess will submit to this whether she wishes to or not. If any man in this palace looks at the princess sideways between this room and that one, you will bring me his name before dawn."
Varek inclined his head. "Yes, my prince."
Godwynn did not look at her again.
He turned back to the table, to the map, to the scout reports, and he braced his hands on the oak and said, "Now. Back to the matter of the western pass."
Amora felt Varek's gloved hand under her elbow, careful and firm, helping her to her feet. She was shaking. She was bare to the waist and her shift was a rag on the floor and Varek, without a word, lifted the dark cloak Godwynn had laid on the mantel and drew it around her shoulders himself. He did not meet her eyes. He did not speak. He fastened the cloak at her throat with the same hand that had dragged her into this chamber an hour ago, and he walked her to the doors.
Behind them, the war council returned to its maps as though nothing of note had just happened.
*
Varek did not speak the entire walk back to her chambers.
He held the door open for her without meeting her eyes, and when she stepped inside, he pulled it gently closed behind her and took up his post in the corridor, his back to the wood. The guard he sent for Arda left at a fast walk.
Amora stood in the middle of her chamber for a long time.
Then she crossed to the washbasin and wet a cloth and cleaned her face and her mouth and her neck and the tops of her breasts with hands that did not entirely belong to her. She pulled the ruined cloak from her shoulders and let it fall. She pulled on a clean loose shift that would not touch the welts, and she sat on the edge of the bed, and she did not know whether she was going to be sick or whether she was simply going to sit like this for the rest of the night.
*
Arda knocked once. Did not wait.
She came in with a small covered crock, a folded strip of clean linen, and the flat expressionless face of an old Nyberian servant who had been brought bad work at bad hours for longer than Amora had been alive.
"Child. Lie down. On your belly."
"No."
Amora had not meant to say it. It simply came out.
Arda set the crock on the bedside table. Unstoppered it. The smell that came out of it was green and sharp and cold. Some Nyberian herb Amora did not know.
"The prince has ordered it."
"I do not care what the prince has ordered."
Arda looked at her for a long moment with no change in her face.
"You will let me do this, child, or you will send me back to him and I will tell him you refused, and then he will come himself. I do not recommend the second option. Not tonight."
Amora did not speak.
Arda did not move.
After a long moment, Amora lay down on her stomach. She pressed her forehead into the fur and pulled her hair aside with one shaking hand and did not speak. She felt Arda's dry, unhurried fingers lift the loose linen of her shift off the welted skin of her back, fold it up to her shoulder blades, and smooth it there.
Then the salve.
Amora did not know what was in it. Something sharp. Something that bit at the raw flesh the way cold water bit at a burn. Arda's fingers moved along each line the strap had left with the patient thoroughness of a woman who had tended such wounds before. Ten strokes. Ten lines. Arda worked them from the top down. She did not rush. She did not explain. She did not soothe.
Amora bit the inside of her cheek and did not make a sound for the first three.
On the fourth, a small sound escaped her.
On the fifth, she turned her face into the fur and breathed through her teeth.
On the sixth, her vision went grey.
On the seventh, it went black.
*
She did not know when she passed out.
One moment Arda's fingers were pressing cold salve into the hot split skin between her shoulder blades. The next moment there was nothing.
She did not see him.
*
He had been in the doorway for some time.
Not all of it. He had come in somewhere around the fourth stroke of Arda's fingers, had pushed the door open without sound the way a man of fourteen hundred years pushed a door when he did not wish to be seen pushing it, and he had stood there since. He had not crossed the threshold. He had stood with one shoulder against the frame, his arms folded loose across his chest, and he had watched an old Nyberian servant do the work he himself could not be allowed to do.
He had seen her jaw work at the fourth. He had seen her face turn at the fifth. He had seen the sixth take her, and the seventh, and the way her body had gone still under Arda's hand when the pain had finally been too much.
He did not cross the room even then.
He watched Arda finish the last three strokes on the unconscious body of his wife. He watched her reseal the crock and fold the linen and draw the loose shift back down and cover her. He watched Arda straighten, stretch once at the small of her back, and turn toward the door.
Arda saw him.
Arda did not pause. Did not change her face. She walked out past him with the crock in one hand and the soiled linen in the other, and as she crossed the threshold their eyes met for exactly as long as was safe, and in hers he read something he could not name and did not entirely deserve, and he let her go past without speaking to her.
She was down the corridor before he moved.
*
He stepped into the chamber.
He did not cross to the bed. He stood at the threshold a long moment, looking at the small bare shape of her in the furs, the spread of her golden hair across the pillow, the tear tracks that had dried on the cheek she had turned into the fur.
He had done this.
He had done all of this.
He had told himself, across the strokes of the strap and the weight of ten strange hands on her body and the last brutal piece at the center of the chamber, that he was doing it to keep her alive in a palace that would eat her alive if he did not. He had told himself the bond was closed because the bond had to be closed. He had told himself he would not have been able to bear her feeling him tonight. He had told himself a great many things.
None of them, now, in the silence of a chamber where she lay unconscious from the pain of being treated for the wounds he had put on her, quite covered what he had just done.
He lowered his head.
"I really am my father's son."
He said it into the quiet of the chamber. He said it to himself, or to her, or to the old cedar of the floor beneath his boots, or to nothing in the Nine Kingdoms at all. He said it once, and he did not say it again.
He turned.
He walked out.
The chamber door closed behind him with the softest of clicks, because he had been trained since childhood to close a door softly when he intended the person on the other side of it not to know he had been there at all.
Amora slept on.
She would wake in the morning to welts that had already stopped bleeding and a small covered crock of green salve at her bedside, and she would believe, for the rest of her life in this palace, that the old woman had put her under alone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
The salve had stopped on the fifth night.
She had heard him all the same. The quiet step along the corridor that did not pause at her door. The slight hesitation in it, perhaps, though she could not have sworn to it. Then the step continuing on.
She had heard him for each of the first four nights, though she had not, until the seventh, understood that it had been him. Arda had been the one to apply the salve each evening. Arda had brought the crock in the deep hours with no knock and no explanation, and Arda had worked the green Nyberian cold into the healing seams of her back with the same expressionless patience she had shown the first night, and Arda had left without speaking. The second night Amora had not passed out. The third night it had hurt less. By the fifth night the welts had closed enough that Arda had not come.
What Amora had not known, and did not know still, was that on each of those nights Godwynn had stood in the corridor beyond her chamber door while the old woman worked. He had not crossed the threshold. He had stood with one shoulder to the wall and his arms folded and his head angled toward the door the way a man listens for something he is not permitted to look at, and he had gone back to his own wing when Arda had come out. On the fifth night Arda had not gone in at all. On the fifth night Godwynn's step had paused at her door, and then, with the visible cost of a man making himself do a thing, had moved on.
On the sixth night he had not come at all.
On the seventh night neither of them had come.
Amora lay in her bed on the seventh night and listened for the step that was not there, and she did not understand what she was being told. She understood only that it had been nine days since the council floor and nine days since a Nyberian prince had taken her mouth in front of his father's commanders, and she had not been spoken to by any member of his household but Arda, and the bond between them had stayed shut the whole of that time.
He had not opened the door on his side even once.
*
She did not go to him.
She had thought about going to him. She had thought about rising from her bed and wrapping a cloak around her shoulders and walking the long dark corridor to his wing the way a woman in a story might have done, and she had seen herself at the door of his study with her hand raised to the wood, and the seeing of it had made her lie down again and turn her face into the pillow.
She was her mother's daughter.
She was of the blood of the Volcanic Queen who had stood in a tournament courtyard a thousand years ago and declined a prince of the Shadowlands to her face, in public, without apology, and had been hunted by him for a thousand years for the audacity. She was of the blood of a father who had faced that same hunter across a throne room a hundred times and had never, not once, looked at him with anything other than the steady indifference of a man who had already measured the enemy and had not been impressed. She had been taught, from the time she had been old enough to sit a horse, what a princess of Atheria did when a man humiliated her in a room full of men.
A princess of Atheria did not run to him afterward.
A princess of Atheria did not wait for him in the dark of his own chamber and ask him why.
A princess of Atheria stood up. A princess of Atheria dressed. A princess of Atheria walked into the next public room on her own feet with her chin lifted, and she did not flinch, and she did not drop her eyes, and she did not give the room the satisfaction of seeing the welts on her back weep through the linen of her shift.
She did not go to him.
She made him come to her.
*
He did not come.
*
The Atherian army had crossed the frontier three days before the council. They crossed the Marches the day after. They crossed the last river ten days out from the walls. The palace ran hot with couriers and scout reports and the sharp harsh smell of oiled steel, and at every meal Amora was seated at the prince's right hand in the great dining hall in full view of the council and the commanders and the stewards and the lesser lords of the Shadowland bloodlines, and he did not look at her.
He did not touch her.
He did not speak to her, except when the room required it, and when the room required it he gave her the short, courteous, unimpeachable sentences a prince of Nyberius gave a foreign-royal bride at his table. Would it please you, princess. Try the pheasant, princess. It is the cook's finest work. I am told the eastern moon rises full tonight. You should see it from the upper gallery if the evening is clear. He turned his face to her when the sentences required him to, and his eyes held hers for exactly as long as courtesy required, and not one beat longer, and the face he turned to her was the face he had worn across the war council when he had ordered her stripped and put on a table.
The council watched.
His father watched.
She saw the attention of the room shift every time he addressed her, the way a current shifts in still water when a stone is dropped into it, and she understood, with the cold clarity of a woman who had been trained from the cradle to read rooms of dangerous men, what she was being used for.
She was his proof.
Every morning at the council table he sat at his father's right hand and received reports on the army at his walls and gave orders about provisioning and walls and the placement of the archers, and every morning his bride sat on the low bench at the back of the chamber, freshly dressed, her hair up in the crown-braid of the Golden Kingdoms, the pale line of a welt still visible at the curve of her shoulder where the neck of her gown did not quite hide it, and every commander in that room saw a prince who had disciplined his High Elf bride in front of them, who had kept her, who had not softened, and who would, when the hour came, be exactly the High King his father had raised him to be.
That, she understood, was what the council had been asked to see.
That was what the council saw.
And in every private hour, at every evening meal, in every long quiet dinner in the great hall when the attention of the room allowed it, the prince did not look at her once. He addressed the food. He addressed the commanders. He addressed his father. He raised his glass to her occasionally when courtesy required it and lowered it again without meeting her eyes.
The bond door stayed shut.
She did not feel him.
She did not know whether he watched her when her back was turned.
She did not know whether the man who had said I really am my father's son at the threshold of her chamber on the night of the council, the words she had never heard him say, had meant them, or whether he had merely measured them against his reflection and found that they fit.
*
She held her line.
She was her mother's daughter. She was the last true High-Born of the Golden Kingdom to walk the halls of any Nyberian palace since the War of Ash, and she would not be seen to break in the court of the man who had publicly humiliated her.
She walked to every meal on her own feet.
She ate.
She sat through the long councils and did not let her face move when her father's name was spoken.
She returned to her chamber each evening and bathed and slept and rose and was dressed and returned to the great hall, and she did not look toward the high table except when she was spoken to, and when she was spoken to she answered, and her answers were clean and short and precisely what a Golden princess of good breeding gave to a foreign prince in his own house, and nothing more.
The Nyberian court, which had expected her to flinch, did not see her flinch.
The Nyberian court, which had expected her to plead, did not hear her plead.
The Nyberian court, which had expected her to shrink into the shadow of her husband, saw her sit at his right hand in the gown chosen for her each morning by the old stewardess Arda, and they saw her eat the food that had been set before her, and they saw her smile small, cool, precise court smiles at the lords and ladies who approached her with their performances of sympathy, and they did not see her break.
Drogath saw it.
He did not comment.
He watched her across the length of the great hall the way a hunter watches a thing that has not yet been caught, and his eyes narrowed a little further each evening, and she felt the weight of that look the way she had felt the weight of his hand on her throat in a bath chamber weeks ago, and she did not lower her eyes from it.
*
She did not feel her husband.
He kept the bond shut through every hour of those weeks, the way a man shuts a door and bolts it and sets a lamp against it and turns his own chair so that his back is to it. She felt the door. She did not feel him.
Sometimes, in the deep hours of the night, when she lay in the dark with the welts along her spine faintly throbbing and the wool of the coverlet warm against them, she thought she felt, for one breath, a pressure against the door. A faint uneven weight. Almost nothing. The shape of a man leaning against the other side of a wall for a moment and then, with the visible effort of a man pulling himself off a thing he had no right to lean on, going away.
She did not know if she was imagining it.
She did not open her own side of the door to check.
She was her mother's daughter.
A princess of Atheria did not check.
*
Two weeks passed this way.


CHAPTER THIRTY
Godwynn stood at the high window of the eastern gallery and watched his wife cross the inner courtyard below.
It was the tenth morning since the council floor.
She was walking with Arda toward the covered cloister that led from the royal wing to the morning chapel, where by an old Nyberian custom the ladies of the house broke their fast when the palace was in active war council. Her cloak was the deep green wool that had been chosen for her the first week of her stay, and her hair had been brushed and pinned into the crown braid of her own country, and her walk was the slow deliberate walk of a princess of Atheria who had been taught from the age of four how to carry herself across an enemy courtyard without once looking at the windows above.
She did not look up at the window.
He had been standing at it for nearly an hour.
He had told himself, when he had come up here, that he was reviewing the outer walls. The gallery window gave a clean sight line down to the eastern gate and the approaches beyond it. The Atherian banners were perhaps nine days out now. It was reasonable, given the hour and given the pace of the scouts' reports, for the prince of Nyberius to spend a morning at a gallery window looking south toward the coming weather.
He was not looking south.
His eyes had not left the small moving figure in green wool since the moment she had come out of the royal wing.
*
He did not know, any longer, whether he had closed the door on the bond because it was politically necessary or because he was afraid of what she would feel on the other side of it. He had told himself, the first three nights, that the closure was tactical. His father watched him now with the narrow eye of a hunter assessing a blade that had been sold to him as sharper than it had turned out to be. His father's commanders had watched the war council floor and had given him, for perhaps the first time in his adult life, the correct kind of space in the corridors afterward, the space a Nyberian commander gave a prince he had freshly decided to take seriously again. He could not afford to let any of them see what he had seen in her eyes when he had ordered Varek to take her from that chamber.
He had therefore closed the bond.
He had closed it from the moment Varek had closed the chamber doors behind her, and he had not opened it since, and every night for the first four nights he had walked the corridor to her door with a crock of salve in his hand, and every night Arda had come out of her chamber and met his eyes in the hall and taken the crock from him without speaking.
He had not gone in.
He had stood at the door, once, on the fourth night, and lifted his hand to the wood, and held it there for perhaps three breaths.
He had not gone in.
*
He remembered the words he had said into the quiet of her chamber on the first night, when she had passed out under Arda's hands and he had come in after Arda had gone.
I really am my father's son.
They had been the right words for the shape of what had happened in the council chamber. They had been accurate. He did not, in the long retrospect of a Nyberian prince who had been trained to assess his own actions with the same cold eye he turned on any other commander's, have any quarrel with the accuracy of them. He had struck her in front of his father's commanders with a riding strap. He had put his hand in her hair and his fist at the root of her skull. He had taken her mouth in front of the assembled council of the Dark Kingdom and finished there and watched her eyes water through all of it. Those were things a son of Drogath Raydon did. Those were things his father had done to the women in his harem for nine hundred years without once questioning the doing of it. He had said the words to himself at her bedside and he had meant them.
What he had not said, because he had not, in that moment, known it, was the rest.
The rest was that his body, the entire time he had been performing that discipline for his father's council, had been clamped around a choice it had already made. The rest was that the reason he had stopped at ten strokes with her shift intact, and the reason he had pulled her off the table before the fifth hand had reached her sex, and the reason he had given the council the bloodline argument rather than any of the easier arguments a prince might have given a council full of men, and the reason he had held the climax he would not give his father's commanders the satisfaction of watching him take from her, were all of them the same reason.
He was not going to let his father have her.
He had not known, on the floor of that chamber, that he had decided this. He knew now.
*
He watched her disappear under the covered cloister and his hand, which had been resting flat on the stone of the window frame, tightened once.
He did not open the bond.
*
He did not go to her.
*
The days fell into their pattern.
At every meal in the great hall he sat at the head of the table with his father at his right and his bride at his left, and he addressed his plate and the cooks and the Varekian wines and occasionally the commanders and very rarely his father, and he turned toward his wife when courtesy required it and turned away from her when courtesy permitted it, and the Nyberian court saw a prince who had disciplined a difficult bride and was now holding her at a correct distance while she healed and learned and while the more pressing business of the kingdom was attended to.
He did not let himself look at her at the council table.
He let himself look at her exactly once per evening, at dinner, when the first toast of the night was raised, and his glass moved toward hers, and the eyes of the hall moved with it, and the small controlled flicker of his gaze across her face lasted as long as the toast required and not one heartbeat longer. He had measured this. He had been measuring it for nine evenings. He knew the exact count of his own breath on which he was permitted to let his eyes rest on her face, and he did not exceed it.
At the end of the toast he turned his face back to the commanders.
She never turned hers to him.
*
Once, on the twelfth night, in a corridor of the upper gallery an hour before the dressing bell, he came around the bend at the top of the stair and saw her walking away from him ten paces ahead with a bolt of dark cloth over one arm. She had been to the weavers' rooms on some errand of Arda's. Her hair was loose down her back the way he had last seen it in the library over a candle and a glass of Volcanic wine. The bolt of cloth was heavy. It tilted her walk slightly to the left where she was bracing it.
He stopped.
She did not hear him.
He stood in the corridor for the space of seven breaths and watched her walk away from him and did not call her name.
On the seventh breath she reached the turning and disappeared.
He found his own hand braced against the cold stone of the gallery wall and he did not, at first, remember having put it there. He drew it back slowly. He straightened. He turned and walked the other way down the corridor, and he did not look back, and the servants he passed as he went did not speak to him, because the face their prince had been wearing since the war council did not invite speech.
*
*
In her own chamber, on the thirteenth night, Amora Lighthammer lay awake in the dark with the welts on her back healed down to faint lines and her brother's fate sitting on her chest like a stone, and she listened to the palace breathe, and she did not feel her husband.
She did not know she had been felt.
She did not know she had been watched.
She did not know that in a corridor of the upper gallery the afternoon before, her husband had stopped and held himself against a wall to keep from calling her name, and that in a gallery window of the eastern wing he had spent an hour each morning for ten mornings watching her cross a courtyard.
She did not know any of it, because the bond door stayed shut, and a prince of Nyberius did not tell a woman he had chosen her simply because he had chosen her.
She understood only that she had been humiliated in front of his father's council.
That he had put his hands on her with the cold efficiency of a man doing household work in front of guests.
That since that night, he had not come to her.
That every time he turned his face to her in the great hall his eyes were cold, and every time he turned his face away from her in the great hall his eyes were also cold, and that she did not know, and was not going to be permitted to know, which of those coldnesses was real.
She was her mother's daughter.
She lay in the dark and did not weep and did not plead and did not open her side of the bond door even once, and when the sleep finally took her, it took her into the dreamless heavy sleep of a woman who was conserving every piece of her body for what was coming.
*
Three weeks passed this way.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
The weeks between the council and the banners went by in a cold, steady rhythm, the way weeks go by when a man has his jaw set against something.
He kept her close. He kept her unreachable.
At meals, she sat at his right hand and he did not touch her. In councils, she sat on the low bench at the wall behind his chair and he did not look at her. In the corridors he passed her without pausing and gave her the small courteous nod a prince of Nyberius gave a foreign royal who was in his care, and nothing more. He was performing every hour of every day for the hundred men and the one particular man who watched him for any sign that his father's son had grown soft on his High Elf bride.
The bond stayed closed.
She did not open hers either.
*
It was three weeks to the day when Arda came to her chambers at first light.
"The Atherian banners crossed the eastern ridge an hour ago," the old woman said. "They will be at our walls by nightfall. The challenge will be called at dawn tomorrow."
Amora's hand closed over the edge of her vanity.
"How does my father look."
"Tired, child. But upright." Arda hesitated. "Whispers at the stables say he has told his captains he will not return without his daughter freed of those chains. I do not know what the queen wrote him. I know she wrote him."
Amora closed her eyes.
"And the prince."
It was the first time in three weeks she had asked about him. Arda noted it. Arda did not comment.
"Has not slept in two nights. Has not eaten since yesterday morning." Arda's voice did not soften. "He is at the south wall reviewing the outer patrols. He has sent word that you are to stay within the royal wing today. Varek is at your door."
"Will I see him tonight."
The old woman looked at her for a long moment.
"That, Your Majesty, will depend on him."
*
He came after the hour when most of the palace had gone quiet.
She heard his step in the corridor. This time it did not pass. This time the door opened, and closed, and he stood in the lamplight of her chamber with his tunic half undone and his hair loose and the dust of the outer walls still on his boots.
He did not speak.
He did not cross the room to her.
He stood at the door with the latch still against his palm behind him, and he looked at her across the chamber with a face she did not know how to read, and she understood, with the quiet clarity of a woman who had been her mother's daughter the whole of her life, that he had not come to talk.
She rose from the edge of the bed.
Barefoot.
She crossed the chamber to him.
She did not touch him. She did not know what she would have said if she had opened her mouth. Three weeks of silence sat between them in the air and she was not going to be the one to pick it up now, not with an army at his father's gates and a challenge at dawn and her own father's banners on the eastern ridge.
He opened the bond.
Just a crack. The smallest sliver of a door that had been bolted for three weeks, the briefest pressure of him against her again, and she felt a pulse of wanting so raw and so stripped of ornament that she had to steady herself against the wall behind her to keep her knees.
It was not a question.
It was not an apology.
It was a man telling her, in the only language left to him, what he had come to her chamber in the last hours before a challenge to take.
She did not close her door.
*
He reached for her.
He did not speak.
His mouth found hers with the kind of hunger that had been walled behind three weeks of cold glass and public courtesy, and the first kiss was not a greeting. It was a man making up for something he had not been permitted to name. His hand fisted in her hair the way it had fisted at the council floor, and his other hand closed on the small of her back and pulled her up against the length of him, and she felt, through the thin linen of her shift, the hard line of him already ready for her.
He lifted her. He carried her the three strides back to the bed.
He laid her on it.
He stripped her shift off her without ceremony, and his own clothing followed, and when he came down on her she felt the full bare weight of him for the first time in three weeks and her body arched up to meet him without her deciding to let it.
He did not enter her at once.
He pinned her wrists above her head with one hand.
He bent his mouth to her throat. Her breast. The flat of her ribs. He tasted her with the rough, unhurried thoroughness of a man who had given himself exactly one night with her and was not going to waste the hour on the question of whether she had forgiven him. He did not ask whether she had. He did not apologize for the council. He did not speak at all. He laid his mouth on her the way he had laid his mouth on her in the blue hour weeks ago, and then he laid his mouth on her the way he had not, and she made sounds she had not known she still knew how to make, and his name came out of her once, low, against his hair.
He lifted his head.
He looked at her.
His eyes were black and steady and the bond-door was cracked just enough that she knew he had felt the name, and knew that the feel of it had done something to him, and knew that he was not going to acknowledge it.
He entered her.
*
He did not rush.
He did not go soft.
He took her the way he had not taken her since the council floor, which was to say with the unhurried deliberate dominance of a Nyberian prince who intended to be felt, and the bond door stayed cracked the whole time. She felt him. She felt his restraint. She felt the low dark thing in him that had been clenched all three weeks and was, for this one hour, permitted. She felt the fact that he would not say what he was saying to her with his body. She felt the thing beneath that, which was the reason he would not say it.
He built her up slow and steady and deep, the way he built everything, and when she broke around him the first time his mouth covered hers and he did not let her make a sound, and he did not stop, and the second wave came before the first had finished washing out of her, and she pulled his hair, and he made a rough low sound against her jaw that was not quite a word.
She broke a third time with his name on her mouth and his hand locked hard at her hip, and he drove into her through it and held, and he spilled into her on a rough controlled groan that did not, this time, have her name in it. He did not give her that tonight. He held it back the way he held back a great many things.
He did not collapse on her.
He held his weight on his braced forearm and pressed his forehead to hers for the space of perhaps five breaths, and his breath moved against her mouth, and he did not speak, and the bond door closed again between them while his body was still joined to hers.
She felt it close.
She did not protest.
He withdrew from her slowly.
He rose.
*
He did not wash her.
He did not draw the coverlet over her shoulder.
He stood at the foot of the bed and he pulled on his breeches and his boots, and he laced the shirt in silence, and he ran a hand through his silver hair once to order it, and then once more.
He did not look at the bed.
He did not look at her.
At the door he paused.
He did not turn.
"Sleep, princess."
The voice was the voice of the great hall. The voice of the dining table. The voice of a Nyberian prince addressing a foreign royal in his father's palace, polite, distant, unreadable.
He went.
The door closed softly behind him.
*
She lay a long time in the dark with the smell of him on her skin and the ache of him still deep in her body, and she did not weep, and she did not speak, and she did not reach for the bond between them.
She understood, with a clarity she had not had an hour before, that she had not been forgiven and had not forgiven him in turn. She had not, tonight, reconciled with her husband. Neither of them had. They had done the one other thing a bound pair could do in the last hours before a man's father went into an arena to kill the father of the other, and they had done it in silence.
She understood also, as the candle guttered low and the palace settled further into the quiet of its last night before the challenge, that the man who had closed the bond door at the moment his body had still been inside hers was not going to survive tomorrow in the shape he had walked into her chamber tonight.
One of them was coming out of that arena crowned.
She did not know which one.
She did not know, either, whether the man coming out of it would be recognizably the man who had put his mouth to hers an hour ago.
*
Some time in the grey hour before dawn she heard, distantly, a door opening and closing in the corridor, and a step moving past her chamber, and the step did not pause.
She did not turn her face to watch the door.
She did not let herself believe he had come back.
Dawn was coming.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The fires of the Atherian war camp burned low as midnight gave way to the hours before dawn.
King Nolick sat alone in his command tent, a single lamp casting amber light across the field map spread before him. His crown rested on its stand to his left ... the High Crown, ancient and patient, pulsing faintly with magic even at rest, as if it already knew what tomorrow required of it.
He hadn't slept.
A letter lay open beside the map. Amarha's handwriting ... the hand of a queen who had never once been careless with words ... had filled the page. He'd read it so many times over the past two weeks that the parchment had softened at the folds. He didn't need to read it again. Every word lived in him now.
Nolick,
You have seen the ravens. Every kingdom has. He did it to humiliate us and he succeeded. I burned the parchment but the words were already in me.
Seraphine received her own letter and came immediately. She crossed from the Winter Realm on eagle-back in a single night. We have not slept.
She carries my blood. Dark blood. Volcanic blood. But blood is not armor against a thousand years inside those walls, under that shadow, in a court that will never accept what she is.
I have prayed to the Ancient Ones to watch over her. I have also asked them whether a swift passage into their keeping would be kinder than the life Drogath has built for her. I believe it would be.
Do not come home without her freed of those chains.
... Amarha
He pressed the heel of his palm against his mouth and stared at the map.
The tent flap moved. His hand went to his blade before he recognized the step ... so quiet most men in camp would have slept through it entirely.
"Report," Nolick said without looking up.
Remiathan stepped into the lamplight. He was young by elven measure ... barely two hundred and fifty years, which put him not far behind Lewan in both age and barely concealed recklessness, though he had learned to hide the latter considerably better with time. He was lean in the way of men built for speed rather than brute force, with sharp features and pale amber eyes that never quite settled into rest. He had served in the royal household since before Amora was born. Had sparred with Lewan in the practice yard from the time they were both young enough that neither of them should have been holding real steel. Had retrieved the princess from places she had no business being more times than either of them chose to count.
He managed the High Crown's intelligence network across all nine kingdoms. Had done so for over a century. If there was a secret worth knowing anywhere in the realm, Remi either already had it or knew how to find it.
Nolick had sent him after Lewan the same hour the young prince had ridden off in his rage, before Starlight's hoofprints had even dried in the stable yard. Because Lewan had heart and skill and the finest war horse that had ever drawn breath ... but he did not have Remi's patience, and patience was the only thing that kept a man alive in the Shadowlands.
He set a rolled parchment on the table without ceremony and stood back.
"She is alive," he said. "And unharmed, in the ways that matter most. The bond is genuine... my contact witnessed the ceremony. The Fates presided themselves."
Nolick looked up sharply. "Your contact. The one in Drogath's household?"
"Arda's granddaughter, yes." Remi's expression remained neutral. "Half High Elf, half Dark Elf. Product of a... complicated arrangement generations ago. She works in the Nyberian kitchens but has access to the palace halls."
"And she's loyal to us because...?"
"Because we allow her mother to live freely in Atheria without persecution for her Dark Elf heritage. As long as the girl continues to provide information, her mother remains safe and accepted in our kingdom." Remi's tone was matter-of-fact. "She sends messages via raven. Coded. Careful. She has much to lose if discovered."
"A spy in Drogath's palace." Nolick almost smiled. "Well played, Spymaster. What else has she reported?"
Nolick said nothing. He had known. From the moment he had read the proclamation, from the moment the lock of hair had fallen into his palm and turned his stomach, some part of him had already understood it was not theatre. You could not falsify a Twin Flame bonding with the Fates in attendance. They did not appear for politics.
"How does she look?" The question came out quieter than he intended.
Remi was silent a moment too long. "Like herself. That is what concerns me."
Nolick looked up.
"She is not broken," Remi said, choosing each word with the care of a man aware of what he was carrying into this room. "Shaken, at times. Afraid. But she is moving through that palace the way she has always moved through difficult rooms ... waiting for her moment." He paused. "She is not a prisoner searching for the door. She is a woman trying to understand what she has become."
That landed somewhere in Nolick's chest and sat there heavily.
"The prince," he said.
Remi's expression held steady. "He protects her. More than his father ever intended." He let a breath pass. "There is care there, sire. On both sides. Whether either of them would name it as such, I cannot say."
Nolick stood from the table. He crossed to the far side of the tent and stood with his back to the room, staring at the gap in the canvas where cold pre-dawn air moved in off the valley below. Out there in the dark, twenty thousand of his soldiers slept. Tomorrow they would stand and watch their king walk into an arena and face a man who had been sharpening himself against this moment for a millennium.
He thought about his father. About Ardemore's blade and the wars that had ended the moment it fell. About three hundred years of darkness before that ... kingdoms burning, plagues spreading, humans dying in numbers that had nearly unmade them entirely ... and what it had cost to bring it to an end.
He thought about his daughter. Running the halls of the palace in bare feet when she was small. Naming a horse after the stars because she was certain they lived in his eyes.
"Can it be broken?" he asked. He already knew the answer. He had put the same question to Yaresii before the army marched, and she had looked at him with old eyes that held neither comfort nor apology.
"No, my king." Remi's voice carried the flat evenness of a man delivering truth he'd have preferred not to. "The Fates have never reversed a Twin Flame binding. Not in all of recorded history. Not even at the request of the bound parties themselves." A beat. "It would require them to undo their own judgment. They do not do that."
Then even if I win tomorrow ... even if I drive my blade through Drogath's throat and reclaim the crown ... she does not come home. Not truly.
She was tied to Godwynn until one of them died. And if Godwynn died, so did she. If Nolick took her back by force, marched her home at sword point, she would spend the rest of her immortal existence feeling that bond pull and ache across every mile between them ... carrying his grief, his fury, his darkness underneath her own skin like a river she could not dam.
Three thousand years of living told him that was not rescue. That was a different kind of cage.
He turned it over the way he turned over every decision that had no clean edge to it.
If a man could not win ... if there was truly no path that did not lead his daughter into a thousand years of suffering ... was there a mercy he owed her that sat above his own need to have her back?
He did not say it aloud. He did not need to.
"Sire." Remi's voice was quiet, but something in it had gone carefully sharp. "With respect ... I would ask any man considering that question to be very certain of what he is actually looking at. Whether what he sees is truly suffering. Or whether it is something he cannot read clearly from where he stands."
The silence between them stretched and held.
Nolick looked at his captain for a long moment. Remi held the gaze without dropping it, which had always been one of the qualities that made him worth keeping close and occasionally worth throttling.
"You saw her yourself," Nolick said.
"Yes, sire."
"And she... " He stopped. Drew a breath. Tried again. "She has not given up."
Something moved behind Remi's carefully managed expression. Not quite emotion, but the controlled edge of it ... the thing that lived just beneath the surface in men who felt deeply and had trained themselves never to show it. "No," he said. "She has not."
Nolick was quiet a moment. Then he walked back to the table, placed both hands flat on the map, and stared at the mark where Nyberius sat in the heart of the shadow lands.
Tomorrow he would go into that arena knowing he was probably going to die there. He had known it since the army crossed the border. A High King who had barely slept in two weeks, whose Blood Thirst had nearly broken him twice, who was running on grief instead of clarity ... he knew what that cost in a real fight. He knew who Drogath was. He had watched the man for a millennium and understood exactly what he had spent that time preparing.
But he would make him earn every inch of it. He would go down like a High King and not one step less.
And if the moment came ... if it came ... he would make a choice.
He had not decided yet what it would be.
"Wake the generals," he said. "I want the formation reviewed before first light."
Remi bowed and moved to the tent flap. He paused there without turning.
"She used to call me Remi," he said quietly. "Because she couldn't say my full name properly when she was small. She was four years old and she had just climbed onto Starlight's back for the first time, and when she came down she looked at me like I had given her the whole sky." A pause. "She is still that girl, sire. She is still yours ... wherever she stands."
He left before the king could answer.
Nolick stood alone in the lamplight. The letter in one hand. His crown waiting on its stand beside him.
Dawn was coming.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Dawn broke cold and unforgiving. Servants dressed Amora in ceremonial robes... crimson and black. They braided her hair and placed a small diadem on her head. She looked like a queen, even if she felt like a prisoner.
Guards escorted her to the viewing platform overlooking the arena. Nobles from both kingdoms filled the space, tension crackling in the air.
A throne sat at the center. For her. The bonded mate of the heir.
She sat, gripping the armrests, and looked down at the arena.
Her father stood on one side, golden armor gleaming, the High Crown blazing on his head. Even from this distance, she could see the grim set of his jaw. Her brother had been brought out and was standing on the sidelines; his shackles had been removed. And he had been bathed; however, he had lost significant weight. He looked up at her with a nervous glance.
On the other side stood Drogath, black armor absorbing the light. Predatory. Cruel. A lifetime of violence made flesh.
And to the side stood Godwynn, watching both combatants with wary eyes. His hand rested on his sword hilt.
Their eyes met across the distance. He gave the smallest nod.
Watch me. Not them. Me.
A horn sounded.
The challenge began.
Nolick moved first, the High Crown amplifying his speed and strength. His blade met Drogath's with a shower of sparks.
They were both masters. Both had centuries of experience. But even Amora, who knew little of combat, could see the difference.
Nolick fought with precision and honor.
Drogath fought to destroy.
Every strike Drogath made was calculated not just to wound, but to cripple. To maim. To make his opponent suffer before delivering the killing blow.
Minutes passed like hours. Nolick was bleeding from a dozen wounds now, his movements slowing. The High Crown flickered on his head as his strength waned.
Drogath circled him like a predator. "Is this all the legendary High King can offer?" he taunted.
Nolick didn't respond. He was conserving his energy, looking for an opening. But there was none.
Then Drogath made what seemed like a mistake... overextending on a strike, leaving himself briefly open.
Nolick took the bait, lunging forward with the High Crown's power blazing...
Drogath sidestepped and brought his blade down, severing Nolick's sword arm at the elbow.
Nolick's scream echoed across the valley. His arm... and his sword... fell to the ground. Golden blood spilled across the arena floor.
"No!" Amora gasped, half-rising from her seat.
Drogath kicked Nolick's legs out from under him, and the High King fell to his knees. The crown flickered wildly as his consciousness wavered.
"Yield," Drogath commanded. "Yield and I'll make it quick."
Nolick's head rose. Despite his agony, despite the blood loss, his eyes blazed with defiance. "Never."
"So be it." Drogath raised his blade. But Nolick wasn't looking at Drogath.
He was looking at Amora.
And in his eyes, she saw something that made her blood freeze. Not defeat. Not surrender.
Resolve.
"I cannot let the bloodline be tainted," Nolick said, his voice magically amplified. "I cannot let my daughter live as a slave to darkness."
The High Crown blazed with renewed power, her father's uninjured arm outstretched... not aimed at Drogath.
Aimed at the viewing platform.
At her.
"NO!" Lewan Screamed reaching his hands out in his father's direction, but too far to be of any use.
"Better she die free and pure," Nolick declared, "than live bearing the spawn of our enemies." Amora felt the surge of power as her father's magic locked onto her like a physical weight. The earth shook as her father was preparing to strike her down, with his own power.
An honor killing.
Her father had decided death was preferable to her remaining bonded to Godwynn.
"AMORA!" Godwynn's roar cut through the air.
She looked at him and saw him already moving, his twin blades drawn, charging toward the arena...
The magical barriers were meant to stop interference in single combat.But Nolick wasn't targeting Drogath anymore. He was targeting someone outside the arena. The rules had been broken.
Godwynn hit the barrier and it shattered like glass under the force of his rage. He moved at inhuman speed, his eyes blazing red.
Nolick turned to redirect his magic, fueled by the High Crown's power, but he was too slow. Too wounded. Too focused on killing his daughter to see death coming.
Godwynn's blade took Nolick's head from his shoulders in one clean strike.
The High King's body collapsed. The Crown fell from his severed head and rolled across the blood-soaked ground.
*
A thousand leagues to the north, in a bedchamber that had held her for a thousand years, Queen Amarha of Atheria was at her loom.
She was working a thread of gold across the warp. Her hands had been steady for an hour. The bond door, almost-closed at Yaresii's slow command weeks ago, had let through only the faintest pressure of him all morning, the dim warm presence of a husband far away doing a hard thing. She had been holding it that way deliberately. A queen on her feet. A queen useful. A queen who would meet him at the gate when he rode home or who would meet whatever came in his place.
Yaresii was at the window.
The old mystic had been in the room since before dawn. Neither of them had spoken much. Yaresii had brought tea. Amarha had drunk it. The morning had moved in the long careful quiet of two women who knew what was happening at the other end of the world and had decided to wait it out together.
The thread in Amarha's chest went silent.
It did not snap. It did not tear. It simply stopped existing. The dim warm presence of him at the back of her ribs, the small steady pulse she had carried beside her own heartbeat for a thousand years, was not there.
There was nothing where he had been.
The shuttle fell from her hand.
She rose.
She did it slowly. The way a queen rose. She set one hand flat on the loom to steady herself, and she pushed up to her feet, and she took one step toward the door.
"Nolick." Her voice was very small. "No. No, Nolick."
Those were the only words she had time for.
Her body went.
Yaresii caught her before she hit the floor.
The old mystic had crossed the chamber the moment Amarha rose. She had been waiting for it. She had known since before dawn what hour this was going to be, and she had positioned herself, and she caught the queen's full weight against her own thin shoulder and lowered her down onto the woven rug with the practiced gentleness of a midwife at the wrong end of a life.
Yaresii did not weep.
She laid Amarha's cheek against the rug. She closed the queen's eyes with her own old fingers. She arranged the dark fall of her hair across the woven gold of the rug the way a mother would arrange a child's hair on a pillow.
Then she rose, and she crossed to the chamber door, and she opened it, and her voice when it came out of her was not a grandmother's voice and not a mystic's voice. It was the voice of a woman who had served the Fates for ten thousand years and had just laid out the body of the third High Queen of Atheria she had personally bound and personally watched go.
"Captain."
The captain of the queen's guard came at a run.
He stopped in the doorway.
He understood what he was looking at before Yaresii had spoken a second word.
"Send the raven north," she said. "And the raven south. Tell the High Prince his father has fallen in the arena and his mother an hour later in her chamber, and tell him to come home. Atheria has no king tonight. Atheria has no queen. The crown waits for him in the vault. He is to ride."
"Yes, Elder."
"And captain."
"Yes."
"Be gentle with him when you tell him."
The captain bowed his head and left at a run, and his boots went down the corridor in the long fast rhythm of a man who knew he was carrying the worst news of his career, and the corridor was, by then, already filling with the slow soft sound of the queen's ladies-in-waiting beginning to weep, because palace staff always knew before they were told.
Yaresii closed the chamber door.
She lowered herself down onto the rug beside the queen.
She laid her old hand over Amarha's still one.
She sat there.
*
In the arena, a thousand leagues south, Godwynn caught the rolling crown before it stopped.
The moment his fingers touched the High Crown, it blazed with golden light. Ancient magic testing him, judging him, accepting him.
When the light faded, Godwynn stood in the center of the arena, the High Crown in his hands, his father's enemy dead at his feet.
Silence blanketed the valley.
Then the Nyberian forces erupted in cheers.
*
Amora did not hear them.
The sound did not reach her because something had shifted in the universe in the moment the blade had taken her father's head, and an instant later, in a way she did not understand and would not understand for a long time, something had shifted again. Two shifts. A small unpitched gravity in her chest, and then a second one, behind it, a heartbeat later. A wrongness. A knowing that landed in her gut before any thought could form around it.
Her mother was gone.
She knew it the way an elf knew a thing it had not been told. The way a child knew, in the quiet of a room, that her father had walked through a door downstairs she could not see. The universe shifted, and the body of an elf knew.
Her eyes went, without her deciding it, to her brother on the arena floor.
Lewan was already looking at her.
He had felt it the same heartbeat she had. She saw it in his face. The dawning. The small terrible double-knowing of a son who had just watched his father die and had felt his mother go in the next breath. His throat worked. His mouth was open. His hand was still half-raised in the gesture he had made when he had screamed for their father.
Across the distance of the arena and the platform and the cheering Nyberian forces, his eyes held hers.
He did not have to say it.
She did not have to answer.
The Twin Flame bond between her parents had snapped at the arena. She could not feel that bond directly. That bond had never been hers. But the universe had shifted twice in the space of a heartbeat, and she was an elf of the Atherian line, and she knew what she knew.
A Twin Flame did not survive the mate they were bound to. That was the cost they had paid for what they had been to each other. Her father had died, and her mother had followed within the hour, or the minute, or the heartbeat, and her mother and father were no longer in the world.
Amora sat frozen on the viewing platform. The cold stone of the chair beneath her fingers was the only real thing left. Her brother's hand had lowered. He had turned his face back to the arena floor where their father's body lay. He was not screaming any longer. Her husband was standing in the center of an arena with her father's blood up to the wrist of his sword hand and the crown of all Nine Kingdoms in his other hand.
Both of her parents were dead.
She did not weep.
She did not move.
She sat in the cold chair with her mother's silence in her chest. She did not know how her mother had gone. She did not know if her mother had spoken or had simply fallen. She did not know whether Amarha had been at her loom or at her window or at a council table, whether Yaresii had been with her or whether she had been alone. Those details belonged to a chamber a thousand leagues away. They would come to her, eventually, by whatever path news travelled through this palace. For now she had only the small unpitched weight in her chest where a mother had been, and the quiet certainty that the weight was permanent.
Amora carried it.
She did not let one tear fall in front of any person watching.
She was her mother's daughter.
And her mother, whatever she had been doing in her last moment in the world, had been a queen of Atheria to the end.
*
He had not saved her.
That was the thing her mind refused to give her as a comfort, no matter how many ways the court around her was about to frame it. He had not crossed the barrier for her.
He had crossed it for himself.
The bond went in both directions. A blow aimed at her was a blow aimed at him. A death cast at her skull by the man who had raised her was a death cast equally at the heir of Drogath Raydon on the viewing platform beside her. He had seen her father's arm rise and he had not moved like a man saving his wife. He had moved like a man who had done the math any king would have done, and who had a second and equally compelling reason to make sure the math came out with him on the living side of the balance.
She watched him below in the arena with the crown in his hand.
She watched, with the cold clarity of a Golden princess who had been raised at a war-council's knee, the arc of what was actually unfolding.
Her father had ruled for three thousand years and had been the last wall between the Nine Kingdoms and a return to the dark age that had taken three hundred years to end. Her father had ridden into this arena carrying the High Crown of Ardemore, which Drogath of Nyberius had spent a thousand years preparing to take back into the Shadow line. Her father had been killed inside the sacred circle of a challenge, and the crown he had worn had rolled free of his head, and within three heartbeats of falling it had been caught and accepted by the son of the man who had orchestrated every step of the thousand-year pursuit.
The Nyberian forces were cheering because the crown was theirs.
The crown was theirs, she understood, because her father had died.
Her father had died, in turn, because he had aimed his last strike at her, and the strike at her had been the one strike her husband could not allow to land, because her death was also his own.
He had not saved her.
He had saved the bond. And he had, in the same motion, taken the crown.
*
Below, Drogath stood motionless, rage coating his face as he stared at his son. The victory had been stolen from him at the last moment. The crown he had spent over a millennium preparing to claim was now his son's.
Godwynn placed the High Crown on his head.
Amora felt the bond between them surge with new power.
He was no longer just her husband.
He was the High King of the Nine Kingdoms. He was the man who now held every throne, every army, every stewardship of every realm between the Winter Mountains and the Ash Sea, and every one of those things had been given to him tonight by her father's last reflex and her husband's cold decision to make sure the reflex did not take his own wife with it.
Their eyes met across the distance.
She saw no triumph in his face. No celebration. She saw a face that had been trained, from the age of six, not to show what was moving in the body beneath it. She did not, in that moment, care what was moving in the body beneath it.
She turned her face away from him first.
She did not know she had done it until it was done.
Beside her, Lewan was on his knees on the stone of the viewing platform, weeping into both of his hands.
She did not go to him.
She sat very straight in the cold ceremonial chair with her diadem on her head and her crimson and black robes arranged around her the way the Nyberian stewardess had arranged them at first light, and she looked out across the arena at the small figure of her father's body where it lay in the dust, and she did not let one tear fall in front of any person watching.
She had already been her mother's daughter.
She would be her mother's daughter the rest of her long life.
*
The crown settled on his head.
What came next was not sound. It was pressure. A wave rolling outward from the center of the arena, invisible and absolute, and every living thing in that valley felt it land. Horses shied. Men stumbled. The Atherian soldiers, still in their formation on the far side of the field, went to their knees one by one, not because any order was given but because their bodies understood before their minds did what it meant to be in the presence of a High King whose crown had just accepted him.
Lewan was the last one down.
He did not look at Godwynn.
*
At the back of the Nyberian throng, far from the centre of the arena, near the gate by which the Atherian prisoners had been brought in, a hooded figure stood very still in the press of the cheering crowd.
He had not cheered. He had not bowed. He had not, when the wave of crown-acceptance rolled outward, gone to one knee the way the Atherian formation had. He had absorbed the pressure with the small unimpressed shift of a body that had felt this kind of magic before and had learned, somewhere along the way, how to stand under it without giving anything away.
His eyes were not on the new High King.
His eyes were on the High Queen.
He watched her for a long moment, the small distant figure on the viewing platform with her diadem still on her head and her hands very still in her lap and her face doing nothing the way a face does nothing when a body has gone past where weeping would help. He watched her the way a man watches a piece on a board he had not, until that morning, fully understood was his. He watched the small private shape of her grief from beneath his hood. He noted how she did not lean into her brother. He noted how she did not move when the crown blazed. He noted, with the patient attention of a man who took things apart in his head while they were still alive, the precise quality of stillness in her hands.
He did not look at Godwynn at all.
Then the crowd around him began, slowly, to rise from their knees. The cheering thickened. The press shifted. Under cover of the surge, the hooded figure turned, and he made his way through the back of the throng toward the gate by which the Atherian prisoners had been brought in, and he did not, at any point, hurry.
He passed a Nyberian guard at the gate.
The guard did not stop him.
Maug let himself out of the arena and into the long stone tunnel beyond it, and his bootsteps were quiet on the stone, and the cheers of the crowd were already, by the time he reached the second turning of the tunnel, very far away.
He had what he had come for.
He went to find his brother. The work of the next three days would require careful counsel, and his brother, he understood from the small shift in the wind off the arena, would now be ready to hear it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
The week following Nolick's death was not quiet. Word had moved faster than ravens. The neighboring dark kingdoms had sent no formal delegations, but their lords and commanders had been close enough to witness the battle, and close enough to understand what the shift in power meant for them. They arrived at the palace doors with gifts and careful faces, not yet committed, but smart enough not to be absent. Nyberian nobles filled the throne room alongside them. Palace lords. Army commanders still in their battle leathers. Everyone who had been near enough to feel that crown come alive and was now deciding what to do about it.
Ravens had already gone out to the nine kingdoms. The formal coronation was three weeks away. What filled his halls now was not that. What filled his halls was the immediate world. Neighbors and commanders and palace men who had felt the crown accept him and were here to take his measure before they were required to mean anything by it. Chosen loyalty came later. This was something else.
Amora was required to sit beside him through all of it.
She had not yet found a way to hold what had happened. Her father was dead ... dead by Godwynn's hand, trying to kill her. And if she understood the Twin Flame bond at all, her mother had followed him within moments of his fall. She was an orphan now, and a queen, and neither of those things felt real yet. She moved through the ceremonies the way she had learned to move through everything in this palace ... by not looking directly at it.
Her brother had been freed and allowed to assume the Atherian throne, but not before being forced to bend the Knee to Godwynn. Although Lewan had stared at her the entire time he swore his fealty. She could see it in his eyes; his promise to help her still stood. And her heart leaped at the thought. Her husband, peering at her as it did. She had made sure to think of something else, anything else.
Looking around, she noticed the throne room had been transformed. Where Drogath's single throne had once stood, there were now two... the High King's seat elevated slightly above the High Queen's, but both commanding, both powerful. A constant reminder that she was no longer just a captive bride, but a queen in truth.
Though the Dark Elf nobles still looked at her with thinly veiled contempt.
"The delegation from the Western Isles, Your Majesty," the chamberlain announced.
Amora watched as a group of Sea Elves entered, their skin bearing the characteristic blue-green tint of their people, their eyes reflecting light like polished sea glass. They moved with fluid grace, stopping before the twin thrones to kneel.
"High King Godwynn," their leader said, his voice carrying the musical lilt of the coast. "House Tideborn pledges its loyalty to the High Crown. May your reign bring prosperity to all nine kingdoms."
"Rise," Godwynn commanded, his voice carrying the weight of absolute authority. The High Crown blazed on his head, amplifying his presence until he seemed almost divine. "Your pledge is accepted. You will retain autonomy over your waters, but you will answer to this throne. Your taxes will increase by fifteen percent to fund the consolidation of power across the realm."
The Sea Elf's expression flickered with displeasure, but he bowed his head. "As you command, High King."
After they departed, a noble from the Southern Reaches approached. A Draemoorian lord with grey skin and eyes like still black water. He knelt, but his gaze drifted to Amora with open disdain.
"Your Majesty," he said to Godwynn. "House Darkroot offers its fealty. Though we question the... wisdom of elevating a High Elf to such prominence. Her people have always been our enemies. How can we trust... "
"Careful," Godwynn's voice dropped to something dangerous. "You're questioning my judgment. My choice. My wife."
"I meant no disrespect to you, High King. Only to... "
"To my queen?" Godwynn leaned forward, his eyes beginning to glow red. "Let me make something abundantly clear, Lord Sunbrandt. Queen Amora sits beside me because I put her there. She wears that crown because I gave it to her. And anyone who questions her legitimacy questions mine. Do you question my right to rule?"
The Desert Elf's face paled. "No, Your Majesty. Of course not. I... "
"Then bend your knee properly. To both of us."
A long, tense moment passed. Then Lord Darkroot turned to face Amora and bowed deeply, his forehead nearly touching the floor. "My apologies, High Queen. House Darkroot pledges loyalty to you as well."
"Rise," Amora said, surprised by how steady her voice sounded. "Your pledge is accepted."
After the noble left, Godwynn's hand found hers on the armrest of her throne. His grip was possessive, almost bruising. Through their bond, she felt his anger... not at her, but for her. At anyone who dared disrespect what was his.
The gesture should have made her feel like property.
Instead, it made her feel... protected.
However she could feel the burning eyes of his father, like molten daggers in the side of her head...he was watching Godwynn's every move with cold calculation...
The audiences continued for hours. Kingdom after kingdom, noble after noble, all swearing oaths to the new High King. By the time the last delegation departed, the sun had set and Amora's back ached from sitting rigidly upright.
"Finally," Godwynn muttered, standing and stretching. The High Crown gleamed as he moved. "I'm starting to understand why my father always looked so miserable during these ceremonies."
"You handled them well," Amora offered, standing as well.
"Did I?" He looked at her, something unreadable in his expression. "Or did I just prove I'm as brutal as he was? That lord questioned you, and I nearly burned him alive for it."
"He deserved worse for his disrespect."
Godwynn's eyebrows rose slightly. "You're defending my actions? That's new."
"I'm acknowledging that you defended my position as your queen," she said. "Whether I wanted this role or not, I have it now. And I won't have lesser nobles questioning my right to sit beside you."
A slow smile spread across his face... not the cruel smirk she was used to, but something almost... genuine. "Look at you, little pet. Growing claws of your own."
"Perhaps you're rubbing off on me."
"Perhaps I am." He moved closer, his hand coming to rest on her waist. "Come. We'll take supper in our chambers. I'm tired of performing for an audience."
The changing alcove was barely large enough to turn around in. Stone walls, a narrow bench, hooks for the ceremonial robes. The ladies had helped her out of the coronation gown in silence ... they always moved in silence around her now ... and had stepped out when she asked for a moment.
She hadn't needed a reason. Queens didn't need reasons. That much she had learned.
Standing in her chemise, she looked at her own reflection in the small bronze mirror and tried to understand what she was looking at.
Her father was dead. She had watched him fall. She had watched Godwynn take his head.
Her mother was gone too. She knew it the way she knew anything now ... through the understanding of what a Twin Flame binding meant when one half ceased to exist. Amarha would have felt Nolick fall. Would have followed within moments, whether she chose to or not. That was the price of three thousand years of loving someone that completely.
She should feel more. She knew she should feel more. But grief didn't always arrive like a wave. Sometimes it arrived like a room you kept walking into without meaning to ... ordinary moments suddenly floored by the absence of something you hadn't realized you'd been carrying.
Her father had aimed the High Crown's power at her and called it mercy. Had decided in the last moment of his life that death was preferable to the life she was living ... not because of suffering, but because of what she carried. Because she was no longer purely golden.
She couldn't decide yet whether she hated him for it or understood him.
She touched the small swell of her stomach through the thin fabric of her chemise. The child growing there knew nothing of any of this yet. Knew nothing of thrones or crowns or fathers who called murder mercy.
But Lewan was alive. Lewan was on the Atherian throne. He had sworn fealty with his eyes on hers and his promise intact, and she had felt it across the throne room like a thread pulled taut between them.
She was not alone in this. It wasn't enough. It was not enough by half. But she had learned in this palace that you built your survival out of what you had.
She set down the ceremonial crown. Reached for the gown laid out for her. Dressed herself.
Then she went out to have supper with the king.
Their chambers felt almost peaceful after the intensity of the throne room. Servants brought food and wine, then disappeared at Godwynn's curt dismissal. He wanted privacy, it seemed.
He'd removed the High Crown, setting it carefully on its pedestal. Without it, he looked less divine, more... tired. The sudden weight of ruling all nine kingdoms was already taking its toll.
"Sit," he said, gesturing to the table. "Eat. You barely touched anything at the last meal."
She sat, picking at the roasted meat and vegetables. Her stomach had been unsettled all day... stress from the ceremonies, she'd assumed. But now, looking at the food, she felt vaguely nauseous.
"Something wrong?" Godwynn asked, watching her.
"No. Just tired." She forced herself to take a bite, swallowing past the queasiness. "It's been a long week."
"It has." He poured wine for both of them, then lifted his glass toward her ... a slow, deliberate tilt, his eyes carrying something between dark amusement and exhaustion. "To surviving our first week as High King and Queen."
She raised her glass but didn't drink. The smell of the wine made her stomach turn. She set it down quickly.
Godwynn's eyes narrowed. "You're not drinking."
"I told you, I'm tired... "
"You always have at least one glass with dinner." He leaned forward, studying her face. "What is wrong?"
"Nothing," she said quickly. "I just... I'm not in the mood for it tonight."
He didn't look convinced, but he let it drop. "Fine. Then eat at least."
Amora slowly ate her food, swallowing her nausea ignoring it, hoping he couldn't sense it through the bond. When she finished half of her food. She looked at him for approval, and he simply gave a curt nod, while continuing to eat his own plate.
She retreated to the bedchamber, grateful for the reprieve.
An hour later, Godwynn entered from the bath. He'd changed into simple sleeping clothes, his hair loose around his shoulders. Without his armor and crown, he looked younger. Almost vulnerable.
"Feeling better?" he asked.
"A little," she lied.
He moved to the bed, settling beside her. His hand came to rest on her stomach, and she tensed involuntarily.
"Relax," he murmured. "I'm not going to ravage you tonight. You're clearly unwell."
"I'm fine... "
"You're not." His hand pressed gently against her abdomen. "But you will be. Rest. Recover. I need my queen at full strength for what's coming."
"What's coming?" She asked curiously.
"My father." His jaw clenched. "He's been too quiet since I took the crown. He's planning something. I can feel it."
"You think he'll try to take it back?"
"I think he'll try something." Godwynn's eyes met hers. "Which is why I need you safe. Protected. You're my greatest vulnerability now, Amora. Anyone who wants to hurt me will come for you first."
The words should have felt like a burden. Instead, they felt like... concern. Genuine concern.
"I can protect myself," she said softly.
"Can you?" He smirked arrogantly. His thumb traced circles on her stomach through the fabric of her gown. "Your heart is strong, I'll grant you that. Stronger than I expected. But strength of heart isn't enough in this world." He leaned closer, his breath warm against her ear. "But don't worry, little pet, I will protect you."
"Why?" she whispered. "Why do you care so much?"
"Because you're mine." Simple. Direct. But through their bond, she felt something deeper. Something he'd never admit aloud.
He cared, not because her demise meant his, but because losing her would break something in him. Something already damaged and fragile.
"I'm tired," she said, deflecting from the intensity of the moment. "Can we just... sleep?"
"Yes." He pulled her against him, his arms possessively wrapping around her. "We can sleep."
She settled into his embrace, feeling the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against her back. And despite everything... despite the circumstances, despite her plans to eventually escape... she felt safe.
Which terrified her more than anything else.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
The raven came in at first light.
Lewan was at the small window of the chamber Godwynn had assigned him after the bending-of-the-knee. He had not slept. He had stood at that window since the sun had set, watching the dark spread across the Nyberian valley, and he had not moved when the moon rose, and he had not moved when it set. He had watched his father die yesterday afternoon. He had felt, in the same heartbeat his sister had on the platform above him, the small unpitched weight of his mother going out of the world. He had bent his knee twelve hours ago. He was holding himself upright by the simple choice not to sit down.
He was an orphan and a king.
He had been carrying both since the moment his father's head had come away from his shoulders, and he had carried them through the bending-of-the-knee, and he had carried them through the long cold hours at this window, and he was, on the morning of the second day, still carrying them.
What he did not yet know was the shape of how she had gone. Whether she had been at her loom or at her window. Whether Yaresii had been with her or whether she had been alone. Whether she had spoken at the end. Those details belonged to a chamber a thousand leagues north. He would not know them until Atheria sent word, and Atheria, he understood, would still believe him to be in a dungeon.
The raven was Atherian. He knew it before the bird had landed. The way it banked into the wind. The set of its wings. The pale grey bands at the throat that the Atherian rookery bred for. He opened the casement before the bird had reached the sill.
It came to his hand without flinching.
He took the small scroll from its leg.
He read it.
It was not addressed to him.
The Captain of the Atherian Rook had written it to Remiathan. The text was brief, formal, the careful hand of an officer reporting up the chain to the spymaster he believed was the highest-ranked Atherian still at liberty in the Nyberian palace.
Lord Remiathan.
As is custom, and although I am certain you are aware, I write to inform you that our queen and lady mother has passed. The Elder Yaresii was with her. There was no struggle. By the same custom and the same certainty, I assume that His Highness King Nolick is also gone, and that the bond mechanism has performed as the Fates intended.
Atheria has no king. The kingdom believes the Crown Prince to be in Drogath's dungeons, his condition unknown. If by any mercy he has been freed and is in your care, deliver these tidings to him by the gentlest hand. The crown waits for him in the vault. The kingdom rides on him. The Elder has held the queen's body where she fell. No rite will be performed until His Highness's body is brought home to lie beside her.
If His Highness is dead and the Crown Princess is the only Lighthammer of the Atherian line still at liberty, the Council of Atheria will require word from her by your hand, as soon as you can secure it.
With my hand and the blood of my house,
Captain Doran Vell of the Atherian Rook.
Lewan read it a second time, more slowly.
Then he sat down.
He did it slowly. He sat on the edge of the bed in the chamber Godwynn had given him, the bird still on his wrist, the small scroll still in his other hand, and he sat there with his back straight and his shoulders set and his breath moving in and out of him in the slow careful rhythm of a man who has just had two losses he had been carrying since yesterday confirmed by another hand and given a little of their shape.
She had been with Yaresii.
That was the piece he had needed.
He had felt his mother go in the same heartbeat his father had fallen, the way an elf knew a thing it had not been told. He would have lived a great while with the quiet uncertain space in his chest where her last hour had been. The Captain had given him this much: she had not been alone. The Elder Yaresii had been with her. There had been no struggle.
The Elder, Lewan knew, would not have written more than that. Yaresii served the Fates. Yaresii did not say what she had Seen. She had stood by the queen and held the body and sent the Captain to write the bare necessary facts, and the rest was in her keeping, and would stay there. That was her doctrine. Lewan did not begrudge her it. There was a comfort in knowing that whatever she had Seen of his mother's last breath, she would carry without telling.
His eyes burned, briefly. He pressed his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose and held them there.
He did not weep.
He did not weep because his father had been a king who had not wept at his own father's funeral, and because his mother had been a queen who had not wept when her own mother had been killed by Drogath's hands a thousand years ago, and because Lewan was now King of Atheria, and a king of Atheria did not weep where staff could see him through a doorway in a foreign palace.
He let the raven onto his shoulder.
He sat with the small dry weight of it pressed against his neck, and he breathed.
After a while he rose.
He went to find Remiathan.
Remi was where Remi always was when Remi was working a foreign palace from the inside, which was to say in plain sight, in livery that did not name him, in a corridor near the kitchens where the staff went past without looking twice. Lewan found him standing at a low window with two cups of bad Nyberian tea, the way a man stands when he is waiting for someone he has been expecting.
"You felt it," Remi said.
"Yesterday at the arena. The same heartbeat she did."
"I felt it from a kitchen pantry. The cooks felt it from the ovens. There has not been a still hand in the Atherian wing of this palace since."
Lewan held out the scroll.
Remi took it without comment. He read it once, scanning. He did not need to read it twice. He folded it, tucked it into the inside of his livery, and looked up at Lewan with the steady spy's gaze of a man who had just had every uncertainty in his immediate future sorted into clean piles.
"Your Majesty."
It was the first time Remi had called him that.
Lewan did not flinch from it. He did not answer it either. He took one of the cups of Nyberian tea and he drank a long swallow, and he set it down empty on the windowsill.
"The Council will need word," Remi said. "I will get it to them by the next bird out of this palace. They need to know the Crown Prince is alive and Atheria has a king."
"Tell them I ride within the hour."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"And Remi."
"Yes."
"You will stay here. I want eyes on my sister and on the High King's household until the formal coronation. You are the only man in this palace with the standing to do it. The Council can hold without you for three weeks. They cannot hold without my sister having a man in this palace who is mine."
Remi inclined his head. "Yes, Your Majesty. I will not leave her."
"I know."
A pause. Remi's eyes went to the scroll inside his livery and then back to Lewan's face.
"I am sorry, my king. About both of them."
"I know that too."
Lewan returned to his chamber.
*
He crossed the chamber to the small writing table Godwynn had provided. He sat at it. He drew up a piece of Nyberian parchment and a Nyberian quill, and he wrote a short letter to his sister, three sentences only, acknowledging what they had both felt at the same heartbeat in the arena, telling her he was riding home, telling her that he would return for the formal coronation and that she was to hold. He sealed it in the Nyberian wax. He carried it himself to the corridor outside his chamber and he placed it in the hand of the first Nyberian servant he saw with the cold instruction that it was to be delivered before noon to the High Queen, by hand, and that the servant was to wait while she read it.
The servant bowed and went.
Lewan returned to his chamber.
He packed his own things.
He had not had a valet since the dungeon. He had not asked for one in this chamber. He folded his own travel cloak, sheathed his own blade, and gathered the few small things he had been permitted to keep through his captivity, and he was finished within the hour.
He went down to the courtyard.
He did not request an audience with the new High King. He did not need one. He was a sovereign now, in his own right, and he was leaving this palace to attend the burial of his parents, and he would not ask Godwynn Raydon's permission for either of those things. He sent word ahead by the captain of his own escort that the body of the late High King Nolick of Atheria was to be prepared for the journey home, and that the King of Atheria would be riding within the hour.
Godwynn met him in the courtyard.
The new High King was in a plain dark tunic, no crown, his silver hair drawn back. He had come down himself. There were no commanders at his shoulder, no court attending. It was only the two of them and Lewan's escort and the early-morning horses being saddled by Atherian grooms.
"Your Majesty." Godwynn inclined his head. The smallest measure. The acknowledgment of one sovereign to another.
"Your Majesty." Lewan returned it. Not warmer.
Godwynn studied him a long moment. The cerulean eyes did not look triumphant. They did not look apologetic either. They looked, Lewan thought, like the eyes of a man who had killed Lewan's father in front of him the previous afternoon and who was not going to insult either of them by pretending it could be smoothed over with words.
"Your father's body has been prepared," Godwynn said. "He has been washed and wrapped in the Atherian colours. My grooms have built a litter for the long ride. He will be carried on it by your own escort. No Nyberian hand will touch him on the road."
Lewan's throat worked once.
"I appreciate the courtesy."
"It is not courtesy. It is what is owed."
A pause.
"Your sister will need to remain here," Godwynn said. "I will not be sending her to the burial. The court is too volatile in the days after a fallen High King. I cannot risk her on the road."
"I understand."
"She will be told. She has been told, by now." A glance at the courtyard windows behind him. "I have given the letter you wrote her safe passage. She will read it."
"Thank you."
"For the formal coronation," Godwynn said, "you will return. As King of Atheria. To pay your dues, as is custom. I expect you within the cycle. The ceremony will be in three weeks."
"I will come."
"And I will be gentle with her in your absence. You have my word as the man whose blade took your father, which I understand may not weigh much with you, but I give it anyway."
Lewan looked at him.
He looked at him for a long moment in the cold morning light, and he did not know, at first, whether to believe him, and then he understood that whether or not he believed him was beside the point. Godwynn was not asking him to believe. Godwynn was telling him what would happen, because Godwynn had decided what would happen, and Godwynn was a High King now, and what he decided was the shape of the world.
"I will hold you to it."
"Hold me to it."
The horses were ready. Lewan turned to mount.
"Lewan."
He paused at the saddle.
"For what it is worth," Godwynn said, very low, "I am sorry about your mother."
Lewan looked back at him.
He did not answer.
He swung up into the saddle, and he turned his horse's head, and he led his escort out of the Nyberian courtyard with his father's wrapped body on the litter behind him, and he did not look back.
The journey home was nine days.
He did not sleep on any of them.
*
Atheria had hung black from every tower.
Lewan saw it from a league out. The pale stone of the city, the blue-and-gold banners that should have been flying from every gatehouse, all replaced. The black banners of the Atherian rookery hung from every visible tower, a long dark line that ran from the southern gate to the highest point of the palace and back down to the harbour. The city had known. The city had known since the raven had come back from Nyberius, and the city had been mourning for nine days.
The gates were already open when he reached them.
The captain of the city watch met him in the road, a young soldier whose name Lewan did not know yet, and the captain went to one knee in the dust without a word, and behind him every soldier of the gate watch went to one knee, and the road into the city was lined for half a league with people who had been waiting for him to come home.
They did not cheer.
Atheria had been waiting nine days to weep.
The first sound he heard, as he rode through the gate with his father's litter behind him, was a single woman's voice from the crowd, lifted in the old Atherian death-song, and within ten paces another voice had joined her, and within fifty the whole city was singing it, low and slow and without any conductor at all. The song his great-grandmother had been buried to. The song his grandfather had been buried to. The song he had heard once, as a small boy, sung in this same city for the death of an old king he did not remember.
He rode through it.
He rode at the head of the column with his eyes forward and his shoulders straight and his hands steady on the reins, and the song moved around him like a tide, and he did not let one tear fall.
He was his father's son.
He was his mother's son.
He was, now, their king.
*
Yaresii met him in the great hall.
The Elder was standing at the foot of the long bier where his mother had been laid out three days ago. She had been dressed in her queen's robes. Her dark hair had been arranged across the white linen pillow the way she had worn it in life. Her hands had been crossed over her chest. Her face had been arranged into the small composed half-smile that had been her court face for a thousand years, the face that had seen Lewan through every nightmare of his childhood and every error of his youth, and the wash-women had done their work cleanly. She did not look like a corpse. She looked like a queen who had decided to take a long sleep.
A second bier waited beside hers, empty.
His father's litter went onto it.
Lewan stood at the foot of both biers a long moment before he moved.
Then he went to his mother first.
He knelt.
He took her cold hand in his.
He pressed his forehead to her knuckles.
He stayed there.
Yaresii did not speak. Yaresii stood at the head of the biers in her long grey robes, with her hands folded in front of her, and she let him have the time he needed, which was a great while. The hall was empty of anyone else. The Atherian guards stood at the doors but did not enter. The sun had moved along the length of the great hall floor by perhaps a hand's span when Lewan finally rose, and his eyes were dry, and his face was the face of a man who had paid out what he could pay in the only currency he had, which was the long quiet attention of a son to his mother on the morning he had to bury her.
He turned to his father.
He stood at his father's bier a shorter time. He did not kneel. He laid his palm flat on his father's chest, where the wrap of white Atherian linen covered the killing wound, and he stood there in silence for the space of perhaps thirty breaths, and then he stepped back.
He turned to Yaresii.
"Three days, Elder?"
"Three days, Your Majesty."
"That is not enough preparation for a state funeral."
"It is what we have. The kingdom cannot run leaderless beyond a fortnight. You have four days now until the High King Godwynn's coronation. The burial must happen tonight. The coronation must happen tonight, after the burning. You ride south at first light tomorrow."
"Tonight."
"Tonight, Your Majesty."
Lewan looked at her for a long moment.
"I had wanted to do this slowly."
"I know, child."
"I had wanted to give them the rites a king and a queen of Atheria are owed. Not this. Not a hurried fire and a rushed crowning."
"I know." Yaresii's voice softened, the grandmotherly register coming back into it for the first time since he had walked into the hall. "Your father would not want it slow either, child. Your father would want the kingdom on its feet and the High King's gathering attended by an Atherian sovereign and his own death not used as a delay. He died for this kingdom. He would not have it grieve itself paralyzed."
"And my mother."
"Your mother would want only what your father wanted. They were not separable in life. They are not separable in death. The pyre will be a single one. Their ashes will mingle. That is the Atherian way for Twin Flames who fell within the hour of each other, and it is what they would have asked for."
"A single pyre."
"Yes."
He nodded slowly.
"Tonight, then."
"Tonight, child."
She paused.
"And Lewan."
"Yes, Elder."
"Your aunt is here. She arrived from the Winter Realm two days ago by eagle. She has been at your mother's side. She is in the family wing. She wishes to see you when you are ready."
"I will go to her now."
"Good. She has not slept either."
Lewan turned at the door.
"Yaresii."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Thank you for catching her."
The old mystic's eyes did not move.
"Always, child."
He left.
*
Seraphine was at the high window of the family wing.
She did not turn when he entered. She had heard him coming. She stood in the long grey of her Winter Realm robes, with the pale fall of her ice-white hair down her back, and her hand was pressed flat to the cold glass of the window in the way a woman presses her hand to a thing that is keeping her standing.
He crossed the room to her.
He did not speak.
She turned only when he was beside her, and her eyes when they met his were the swollen red of a woman who had wept for two days and had stopped weeping only because the body had run out of water. She did not pretend otherwise. The Winter Realm did not waste energy on pretense. She lifted one hand to the side of his face, the bare thin hand of an aunt who had known him since he was a small child running through her sister's gardens, and she laid her palm flat against his cheek and held it there.
"My boy."
"Aunt."
"Come here."
She drew him in.
She was much smaller than he was. She always had been. He bent his head to her shoulder the way he had bent it as a child, and her arms went around him with the steady fierce grip of a woman whose own grief was being held in a vault somewhere behind her ribs because her nephew's grief was the more urgent one in the room, and he closed his eyes, and for the first time since he had read the Captain's letter at the window in Nyberius, he let his body know what had happened.
He did not weep.
He did not, even here, weep.
He simply let his weight rest, briefly, against her, the way it had not rested against anyone since his mother had held him last.
She held him.
She did not speak.
After a time she lifted her hand to the back of his head, once, the way his mother used to, and she stepped back.
"Tonight," she said.
"Yes."
"I will be at your shoulder."
"Thank you."
"And I will stay through the coronation. And I will ride south with you to the High King's gathering, if you will permit it. I will not let you go into that palace without family at your back."
He had not realized how much he had needed that until she said it.
He inclined his head.
"I would be grateful, Aunt."
"Then it is decided."
She turned back to the window.
He stood beside her for a long time.
*
The pyres were at twilight.
The whole city came.
They came up the long stone road to the high plateau above Atheria where the kings and queens of the line had been burned for ten thousand years, and they brought their candles, and they stood in the long patient silence of an Atherian crowd in mourning. The royal party climbed the road last. Lewan walked at the head of it. His father's body was carried by six of his own guards, his mother's by six of hers, and they were laid together on the single great pyre that had been built at the centre of the plateau in the old way.
The wood was cedar. The kindling was rosemary. The Atherian people understood what was being burned.
Yaresii stood at the head of the pyre.
She was robed in the silver of an Elder. She held in her hands the long dark staff that she carried only at the death of a sovereign, and she had not, for the first time anyone present could remember, leaned on it. She stood straight. She was older than the kingdom. She had buried more Atherian sovereigns than any living being. And she lifted her voice across the cold high air of the plateau in the long Atherian death-rite, the same words she had spoken at the burial of every king and queen of this line for ten thousand years, and the people on the plateau bowed their heads.
She named them.
She named the High King of Atheria, Nolick Lighthammer, son of Caedran, son of Voradin, of the Golden line of the first dawn.
She named the High Queen of Atheria, Amarha of the Volcanic Kingdom, daughter of Tessaren, daughter of Shaela, sister of Seraphine, Twin Flame of Nolick by the Fates' own hand.
She named them as Twin Flames. She named the year of their binding. She named the years of their reign. She named the children of their union, both present and absent, and at the naming of Amora the wind across the plateau lifted, briefly, and a small cold gust moved through the rosemary kindling, and the people who knew how to read such things crossed themselves and bowed lower.
Lewan stood at the foot of the pyre.
Seraphine stood at his right shoulder, her hand resting between his shoulder blades. Her eyes were swollen and red. She did not hide it. The Mistress of the Winter Realm did not pretend, in this moment, to be anything other than a woman who had lost her sister.
Rhya stood among the household staff, a half-pace back, in the dark grey of a lady-in-waiting in mourning. She did not stand close to him. She knew her station. She was not a wife. She was not a betrothed. She was a maid of the queen's household, and the queen of the household was on the pyre, and Rhya stood with the rest of the household and held her own candle and did not, even when Lewan's eyes briefly found hers across the crowd, step closer.
Lewan looked away from her first.
It was the right thing to do. Even Rhya would expect it of him.
Yaresii finished the rite.
She lowered the staff.
She nodded once to the captain of the royal guard, and the captain stepped forward with the long burning brand, and he set it to the rosemary, and the pyre took.
The fire moved fast in the cedar.
The whole high plateau was lit by it within minutes. The flames climbed. The two bodies on the single pyre, laid hand-in-hand the way Atherian Twin Flames were always laid, were taken cleanly. The smoke rose straight in the cold still air. The people watched in silence.
Lewan watched his parents burn.
He did not weep.
He did not move.
Seraphine's hand stayed between his shoulder blades the whole time.
When the bodies had gone fully into the flame and the people had begun, slowly, to turn away, Lewan did not turn with them.
He stood at the foot of the pyre until the fire had burned to embers and the embers had begun to settle, and the moon had come up over the eastern range, and the captain of the guard came up beside him at last with the small carved wooden box that would carry the mingled ashes home to the family vault.
The captain bowed his head.
Lewan nodded.
He turned, finally, from the pyre.
The high priest of Atheria was waiting at the edge of the plateau.
So was the crown.
*
The Atherian crown was a thin band of beaten gold.
It was not a great crown. It was not a High Crown. It did not blaze with ancient magic or carry any binding power. It was, simply, the crown of a single kingdom, made by the first king of the Atherian line ten thousand years ago from the gold of his own household reserve, beaten thin by his own hands. It had been worn by every king and queen of Atheria since. It was warm with the long slow accumulation of a thousand reigns.
The high priest brought it forward on a cushion of dark blue silk.
Lewan went to one knee on the cold stone of the plateau.
Seraphine stood at his shoulder.
The Atherian people watched, and they were silent, because an Atherian coronation in the immediate aftermath of a king's burning was not a celebration but a continuation, and they understood that what they were watching was not the start of something but the holding of a thread that had nearly snapped.
The high priest spoke the old Atherian words.
He named Lewan, son of Nolick, son of the Golden line, the new King of Atheria.
He laid the thin gold band on Lewan's head.
The crown settled.
Lewan rose.
He turned to face his people.
A new king of Atheria, with the smoke of his parents' burning still on his clothes and his aunt at his shoulder and his father's mingled ashes in a wooden box at his right hand, looked out over the high plateau of his kingdom in the cold light of a rising moon, and he did not raise his arms, and he did not call for cheers, and the people did not cheer.
They went to one knee.
All of them. Across the plateau. The first to kneel was an old woman near the front who had served his grandmother. The wave moved outward from her. Within a minute every Atherian on the plateau was on one knee with their candle held forward and their head bowed.
Lewan's voice, when it came out of him, was steady.
"Rise."
They rose.
"My father gave his life for this kingdom four days ago in a foreign arena. My mother gave hers an hour later in her own chamber. They were Twin Flames. They were ours. They have been burned tonight, together, as they would have wished."
He paused.
"I am their son. I am, now, your king."
A long silence.
"Atheria endures," he said. "We will mourn what is owed. We will rise tomorrow. The Nine Kingdoms will require an Atherian king at the High Crown's gathering in four days, and they will have one. We will not be the kingdom that fell. We will be the kingdom that held."
A low sound moved through the crowd. Not a cheer. A kind of long breath that went out of two thousand people at once.
"Go to your homes," he said. "Light a candle for them tonight in your windows. Tomorrow we ride."
The people bowed.
The coronation was over.
*
A thousand leagues to the south, Amora was alone in her chamber.
The letter from Lewan had reached her at noon. She had read it at her vanity. She had read it three times. She had folded it, and unfolded it, and folded it again, and she had not yet spoken aloud since.
She had told Arda only that she was not feeling well. That she would take her supper in her chamber. That she did not wish to be disturbed.
Arda had nodded and gone.
Amora had spent the afternoon at the window.
The Nyberian palace was loud with the preparation for the High King's formal coronation. Servants ran in the corridors. The kitchens worked through the night. Drogath had been seen in the great hall, watching everything, smiling at nothing in particular. Godwynn had been in council since dawn. The world she lived in did not stop for the news she carried.
Her parents were dead.
Her brother was, by now, lighting the pyre.
She could feel it.
She did not know whether the feeling was magic or memory or imagination. The Twin Flame bond between her parents had snapped at the arena. She herself was bound to a different Twin Flame entirely. There was no formal connection between her and the cold high plateau where her parents' bodies were burning. But she felt it anyway, the way a child raised on a coast feels the tide whether or not she is at the shore. Her mother's hands would no longer braid anyone's hair. Her father's voice would no longer name her at any council table. The world had moved one full step into the place where neither of them had ever been.
She lit the candle at sundown.
It was a small white candle, the kind the Nyberian palace stocked in every chamber for the lamps. She set it on the broad sill of her south-facing window, where any Nyberian guard on the wall below would see it and any Nyberian noble crossing the courtyard would see it, and she did not care.
She lit the wick.
She watched it catch.
She stood at the window for a long time with her palm flat to the cold glass.
She did not weep.
She was her mother's daughter.
*
Arda came in three hours later with the supper tray.
She had not knocked. The household understood, by now, that the High Queen's chamber required no knocking from the head stewardess.
She set the tray down.
She turned to leave.
She saw the candle.
She paused.
Amora was at the bed, her back turned, her shoulders set. She did not turn at the old woman's step. She did not speak. She had said nothing to anyone since the letter had come, and she did not say anything now.
Arda stood at the window a long moment.
The candle had burned down by perhaps a third. The wax had begun to pool at the base. A thin dark trail of soot ran up the glass above the wick where the smoke had marked the pane.
The old woman did not light a candle of her own.
She did not bow her head.
She did not, in any way visible to the High Queen of the Nine Kingdoms standing six paces away with her back turned, acknowledge what the candle was.
She lifted it carefully from the sill.
She licked her thumb and forefinger and pressed them to the wick, and the small bright flame went out under her hand without a sound. She set the candle on the edge of the writing table. She took the soft cloth from her belt and she wiped the soot from the inside of the window glass in slow patient circles until the glass was clean. She folded the cloth. She lifted the candle again, found the small chip of melted wax that had hardened on the sill, and she scraped it off with the edge of her thumbnail and brushed it into her palm. She dropped the wax into the cuff of her sleeve.
She set the cleaned candle back on the writing table.
She did not look at Amora.
She did not, at any point, lift her eyes from the work of her own hands to the figure at the bed.
She walked out of the chamber.
The door closed softly behind her.
*
Amora stood with her back to the room a long time.
When she finally turned, the candle was on the writing table. The wick had been pinched. The window was clean. The sill was empty.
She did not know what Arda had just done.
She did not know whether the old woman was an enemy, an informant of Drogath's, a conscript of the household who could not afford the risk of being seen honoring an Atherian death in this palace, or someone else entirely whose loyalty Amora had not yet read.
She did not know.
She stood in the middle of her chamber, in the candleless dark, and she carried the not-knowing alone, and she was her mother's daughter, and she did not weep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
It had been over a week since her father's death, Amora woke feeling ill. Not the soul-deep sickness of grief... though that was there too... but something physical. Her stomach churned, and when she tried to sit up, a wave of nausea forced her back down.
Godwynn had already left for the day's council meetings. She was alone.
She waited for the nausea to pass, then dressed. Her mind was already racing. She had missed her monthly bleeding twice now. It had been nearly three months since their bonding.
She needed to know for certain.
She had thought through her options carefully. Arda was a stewardess, not a healer. Every palace healer answered to Drogath. Every one except Myrina, who was young and had never bothered to hide the way her face went flat whenever the old king's name entered the room. It was not disloyalty she advertised. Just a coldness she did not always trouble herself to conceal. Amora had noticed it over weeks of quiet observation. She was banking on it now. Arda handled her linens. She would have noticed the missed bleedings already. Amora was not getting ahead of a secret so much as racing to control one that was already loose. Myrina was self-serving above all else, and Amora was about to become the one person in this palace worth serving.
Moving through the castle corridors, she made her way to the healing chambers. Servants she passed averted their eyes, their expressions cold. She'd grown used to it... the barely concealed hostility, the way they obeyed her orders with resentful efficiency but never offered anything beyond the minimum required.
There was an elderly Dark Elf woman with clouded eyes and a perpetual scowl. She looked up as Amora entered, her expression souring further.
"Your Majesty," she said, the title dripping with subtle disdain. She bowed, but barely. "What brings you to my chambers?"
"I need you to examine me," Amora said quietly, glancing around to ensure they were alone. "Discreetly."
Myrina's eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Examine you for what, exactly?"
"I believe I may be with child."
The healer's expression shifted... surprise, then calculation. "I see. Lie down." The examination was thorough but rough, Myrina's hands less gentle than they needed to be. When she finally stepped back, her expression was unreadable.
"You are with child," she confirmed. "About two months along. Still early, but past the quick-slip stage."
Myrina did not respond immediately. She stepped back from the table and folded her arms, her clouded eyes going distant in the way of a woman running numbers.
Amora watched her do it. She had grown up in a court. She knew what it looked like when someone was weighing their options.
Going straight to the lesser king was the obvious move. He would pay well for information like this. But carrying a secret straight to Drogath put Myrina between him and the High King, who had just taken a crown in an arena and was full of fresh power. That was not a safe place to stand. And going directly to Godwynn with news about his queen's body before his queen had spoken to him herself was its own kind of court violation, reward or not.
Amora let her think. She could see the moment the woman arrived at the only calculation that made sense.
"You have until the coronation," Myrina said finally, turning back to her instruments. "Tell them yourself before then, or I will find a more profitable use for what I know." She did not look up. "That is the arrangement."
Amora said nothing. There was nothing left to say.
Relief and terror flooded through Amora in equal measure. Her hand moved instinctively to her stomach.
"The babe is strong?" she asked.
"We won't know for a while yet." Myrina began cleaning her instruments with sharp, aggressive movements. "A half-breed. Dark Elf and High Elf blood mixed. We'll have to see if it survives the pregnancy."
The casual cruelty of the words stung, but Amora kept her expression neutral. "You will tell no one of this. Not the other healers. Not the servants. No one."
Myrina turned to face her, one eyebrow raised. "You wish to keep the High King's heir a secret? From the High King himself?"
"I wish to tell him in my own time. In my own way," Amora said, injecting steel into her voice. "As is my right as his wife and queen."
"Is it?" Myrina's smile was cold. "Or are you plotting something, High Elf? Keeping secrets from your bonded mate? That's dangerous ground."
"That's not your concern."
"Perhaps not." Myrina set down her instruments with a deliberate clatter. "But I'll tell you this, Your Majesty... I'll keep your secret until the coronation. Not a day longer."
Amora's stomach tightened. "The coronation is three weeks away... "
"Yes. Three weeks." Myrina's expression was implacable. "Which gives you plenty of time to tell the High King yourself, in whatever special way you High Elves prefer. I won't ruin the coronation ceremonies by revealing it beforehand... even I have that much professional courtesy. A pregnant queen, regardless of heritage, deserves to get through that spectacle without additional complications."
She stepped closer, her voice dropping to something almost threatening. "But the moment the coronation is complete, High Elf, if you haven't told him yourself, I will. He has a right to know about his heir. And I won't be complicit in deception beyond that. Understood?"
Amora's blood ran cold. After the coronation. Which meant she'd have mere hours... maybe a day... before Myrina revealed everything.
"I understand," she said quietly.
"Good." Myrina turned back to her work, dismissing her. "Now leave. I have other patients to tend to."
Amora left the healing chambers, her mind racing. Until the coronation. That gave her three weeks to figure out what to do. Three weeks to plan.
She was halfway down the corridor when she saw Arda.
The old stewardess was moving in the opposite direction, arms full of linens, unhurried and unremarkable. Their eyes met for a single moment. Amora's hand, which had drifted without her permission to rest against her own stomach, dropped immediately to her side.
Arda's gaze moved downward. Just once. Then back up.
She said nothing. She kept walking.
Amora stood in the corridor long after she had rounded the corner, staring at the empty space where she had been.
And the week of the coronation, when Lewan came to pay his dues as King of Atheria, she'd need to tell him. Warn him. Let him help her decide what came next.
Because one thing was certain: she couldn't let Godwynn find out about the baby. Not yet. Not until she'd figured out how to survive what came after. Especially with Drogath constantly watching, and plotting. Right now she needed to keep quiet.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
In the deep wing of the Nyberian palace, in the chamber that had been Drogath's father's chamber and his father's father's chamber and so on back to the founding of the Dark Kingdom, four men sat at a small dark table by a banked fire and the smell of iron and old cedar moved in the air.
Drogath sat at the head of the table.
Maug sat on his right, where he always sat when the table was not the throne room and the work was not state. The cuffs of Maug's leathers were freshly stained. The smell of cedar in the chamber came from him.
Lord Vorrik sat at Drogath's left. Lord Kethren beside him. The four of them were the men of the inner circle, the only ones in the kingdom Drogath would have permitted into a chamber for what was about to be discussed.
The fire burned low. The chamber doors were locked. The chamber doors had been locked for the last four hours of this meeting.
"Three days," Drogath said. "By dawn the day after that, my son will be the formal High King of the Nine Kingdoms. He will receive the oaths of every house, every kingdom, every lesser lord that has not yet sent his fealty in a sealed letter. He will preside at the great feast in the new throne room. He will take the obeisance of the Lethorian queen by proxy and the King of Atheria in his own person and the Mistress of the Winter Realm if she has the audacity to attend, which I am told she will. The kingdom will, by midnight that night, be his."
He let the sentence settle.
"I will not be present at his accession, brother," he said quietly. "I will be dead in his hands. He has decided this. He has not announced it. He thinks he has hidden it. He has not."
Vorrik shifted in his seat.
"My liege."
"Vorrik."
"You are sure."
"I have watched my son's eyes for nine hundred years, Vorrik. He has decided. He believes the patricide is the only path the High Crown will accept. He is, in this, correct. The crown will accept him. The crown will accept him because the crown was promised to him, by me, on the day he was born, and the only price the crown demands of any heir of this house is the same price it has demanded since the founding."
"Patricide."
"Yes."
A small silence.
"I do not propose to prevent it," Drogath said.
The three other men at the table did not move.
"My son will be the High King. The crown will accept him. The bloodline will hold. The kingdom will continue. That is the work of the crown and the work of this house and the work of nine hundred years of my own labour, and I do not propose to undo it because of the inconvenience of my own death. I have been preparing for my death for three centuries. The arrangements are made."
Maug's eyes had not left his brother's face. The black eyes had narrowed slightly.
"Brother."
"Yes, Maug."
"You have not summoned us here to tell us you are content to die."
"No."
"What are we here for."
Drogath leaned forward.
"I am here to tell you," he said softly, "what you are to do once I am dead."
The fire cracked behind him. None of the three men at his table answered.
"Vorrik. The Western Marches are yours. They have been yours for nine hundred years. They will continue to be yours. My son will not move against you. He cannot afford to. He will need your bannermen. You will swear to him. You will swear to him without hesitation at the coronation feast. You will be the first lord to swear, in fact. You will set the tone. The other lords will follow you because they have always followed you, and my son will mark this, and he will believe, for as long as he can be made to believe it, that the Western Marches are his."
"And when he can no longer be made to believe it, my liege."
"Then we will see what the kingdom requires."
Vorrik inclined his head.
"Kethren. The intelligence networks remain in your hands. You will report to my son the way you reported to me. You will deliver to him the names and the routes and the small daily betrayals of the realm. You will, in addition, deliver to my brother. Maug will read everything you read, in copy, before my son reads it. My son will not know this. You will not allow him to know this. If he discovers it, you will absorb the consequence alone."
"Yes, my liege."
"And Maug."
"Brother."
"You are the keeper of the entity."
The chamber went very quiet. Vorrik's eyes moved, briefly, to the small dark amulet at the centre of the table, the one that had not been spoken of in the three hours of conversation prior. He looked away again.
"I have carried it for nine hundred years," Drogath said. "It has been the source of my strength. It has been the cost of my pleasure. It has been every dark thing I have done in this palace and every dark thing this palace has done in my name. It does not, however, transfer with the crown. The High Crown will accept my son. The entity will not. It is bound to the bloodline through me, and I am the only living host. When I die, it will need a new vessel."
"Brother."
"Maug. You unlocked it. You called it. I was the body. You were the mouth. The entity remembers you. You are the only living being it has ever spoken to in two voices. When I die, it will come to you. It will demand a host. You are not the bloodline, but you are the bloodline's brother, and the entity is, at this point, sentimental. It will accept you. It will, in fact, prefer you. You have always been more interesting to it than I was."
A small motion at the corner of Maug's mouth. Not a smile. Something closer to recognition.
"You are giving me the entity, brother."
"I am giving you the entity."
"And in exchange."
"You will use it on my son when the time comes. You will not move openly. My son is the High King. My son will be the High King for as long as the kingdom can hold him. You will move the way you have always moved. You will make yourself necessary to him. You will whisper. You will counsel. You will manage the small daily failures of a young king's reign in such a way that he comes to understand he cannot rule without you. You will let the entity work on him through me, through what I have already put into him, through the patricide itself which will weaken him, and you will be there at his elbow when the work is ripe."
"And when it is ripe."
"You will take what is yours."
A slow silence.
"The Nyberian throne, brother."
"The Nyberian throne. The High Crown is a question for a different day. The High Crown, if you can pull it off his head, is yours also. I do not think you will be able to. The crown has its preferences. But the Nyberian throne is yours by my brother's right, and I am giving it to you tonight, and I expect you to take it from my son when his hand is no longer steady enough to hold it."
Maug did not answer at first.
He looked at his brother across the small dark table. The fire moved. The cedar smell moved with it.
"Why, brother."
"Why what, Maug."
"Why are you giving it to me."
Drogath's black eyes held his.
"Because you have served me well, brother. Because you have done the work no one else has been willing to do. Because the kingdom will not survive my son alone, and the only living being I trust to hold it together is the only one I never could quite, in all our long years, figure out what to do with."
Maug's mouth lifted again. Just slightly.
"Brother."
"Yes, Maug."
"That is the kindest thing you have ever said to me."
"I am aware."
"It is not, however, true."
Drogath inclined his head. "It is not entirely true, no."
"Then why."
"Because the entity, when it comes for a vessel, will come for the strongest available bloodline-adjacent host. If I do not give it to you, it will take Godwynn whole. He cannot survive that. I have ensured that he cannot survive that. The patricide alone is going to crack him. The patricide plus the entity will end him within the cycle. I am not, despite a great many things I have done to the boy, prepared to end him."
"Ah."
"There is, in addition, a smaller reason."
"Brother."
"You are my brother, Maug. The kingdom has been good to one of us. It has not, in the long run, been good to the other. I have decided, in the time I have left, to balance the ledger."
Maug looked down at the table.
He did not answer.
He did not, in fact, speak for some time. The fire cracked again. Vorrik and Kethren had both, by some unspoken signal, lowered their eyes to the dark wood, the way men lower their eyes when something passes between two brothers they were not invited to witness.
Maug's hand moved, slowly, across the table.
It came to rest on his brother's wrist.
Drogath did not move it.
The two of them sat that way for the space of perhaps a minute. The three other men at the table did not look up.
Then Maug withdrew his hand.
"Brother. I will do what you have asked."
"I know."
"And the boy."
"My son."
"Will you let me give him a clean ending, when his time comes? Or do you want him to suffer."
Drogath did not answer for a moment.
He looked into the fire.
"He has been suffering for nine hundred years, Maug. Make it clean."
"I will."
*
Somewhere on the far side of the chamber wall, behind the tapestry that hung between Drogath's planning chamber and the lower disposal corridor, a sound rose. It was a woman's voice. It rose, briefly, into the high thin pitch of a body that had begun to understand what was happening to it. It crested. It broke.
None of the men at the table looked toward the wall.
Maug's left hand, the one that had not touched his brother, lifted briefly to consult a small notation he had been keeping in a notebook on the table beside him. He flicked open the page. He marked a small symbol against the entry. He closed the notebook.
The screaming continued for some minutes.
Then it stopped.
Drogath, at the head of the table, did not appear to have noticed.
"The coronation feast," he said, "will be the place I move against the princess. I have been deciding for two months whether to take her cleanly or whether to wound her in front of the assembled court. I have decided to wound her. I want her opened in the great hall. I want my son to watch. I want her brother to watch. I want every High Elf representative of every kingdom present in that hall to carry the image of the Atherian princess bleeding out across the floor of a Nyberian feast back to their own courts. The bond will not let her die. I am aware. The wound will be enough."
"My liege."
"Yes, Vorrik."
"The blade."
"Mithril. Edged. Acid-tipped. The acid is for the slow. I want her on the floor for some time before the magic of the Twin Flame finds the wound and closes it. I want my son to learn, in the half-hour he spends with her bleeding in his arms, exactly what kind of a thing his father was."
"And the timing, my liege."
"At the third toast. Lewan of Atheria will rise to honour the new High King. The room will be on its feet. The blade will travel from my left hand under the cover of my own toast. My son will be looking at his bride to receive her toast. I will have the angle. I will have the moment."
"Yes, my liege."
"After. My son will fall on me. I expect him to. I expect him to take me apart in front of the assembled court. He will use the High Crown to do it. The crown will accept the patricide. He will be High King within minutes of my fall. The kingdom will, by morning, be his. You three will be in your places. You will already have begun to be the things I have asked you to be."
"Yes, my liege."
"That is all."
The men at the table rose.
Vorrik bowed first. Kethren followed. Maug remained seated.
The two lords let themselves out into the corridor. The chamber doors closed behind them. Drogath and Maug were alone at the table with the firelight and the cedar smell and the very faint last echo of the woman whose body had stopped giving sound through the wall.
Drogath poured two cups from the carafe.
He passed one to his brother.
They drank.
"Brother."
"Yes, Drogath."
"It is curious. I have been preparing for this hour for three hundred years. I find, now that it is here, that I am almost calm."
"I have been preparing for it as long as you have, brother."
"You have, haven't you."
"Yes."
A small silence.
"I do not regret most of what I have done," Drogath said. "I regret some of it. Not most. The boy I regret. The boy his mother might have made if I had not interfered. I do not, however, regret you. You will be a good king of Nyberius, Maug. Better than I was, in a number of ways."
"Cleaner."
"Cleaner. Yes. A small improvement, but a real one."
They drank in silence.
After a while Drogath rose.
"I am going to bed," he said. "There are three days of preparation ahead and I will need to be sharp."
"Goodnight, brother."
"Goodnight, Maug."
He left.
Maug remained at the table.
He poured a third cup from the carafe. He sat with it in the firelight a long while. Then he rose, and he crossed to the wall where the sound had risen and broken, and he opened the small concealed door behind the tapestry, and he went into the disposal corridor to attend to the body of the woman he had taken there, very quietly, three hours earlier, without telling his brother.
The cleanup, after all, was always his.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
The day after her visit to the healer, Amora could barely concentrate. Her mind kept circling back to the same terrifying truth: she was pregnant with Godwynn's child, and she had three weeks before Myrina told him.
Three weeks to plan an escape that seemed increasingly impossible. Lewan would be back for the Coronation...after his own coronation...And their mother's burial...
That evening, she was distracted during dinner, pushing food around her plate while her thoughts raced. She didn't notice Godwynn watching her until his hand closed around her wrist.
"You're not eating," he observed.
"I'm not hungry."
"You always eat..." His eyes narrowed. "What's changed?"
"Nothing. I'm just tired."
Through their bond, she felt his suspicion flare. His grip on her wrist tightened.
"You're lying," he said quietly. "I can feel it. What are you hiding from me?"
"Nothing... "
"Don't." His voice was sharp enough to cut. "I've felt you keeping something from me for weeks now. Through the bond. Every time I get close to figuring out what it is, you deflect. But today it's different. Today you're terrified of something. What is it?"
Her heart hammered. "I'm just... your father. He's been watching me more closely. Making threats."
It wasn't entirely a lie. Drogath had been increasingly hostile.
"My father is always making threats," Godwynn said, releasing her wrist. "That's not what has you this frightened." He stood, moving to the window. "Fine. Keep your secrets. But know this... when I find out what you're hiding, and I will find out, there will be consequences."
He left their chambers without another word, and through the bond, Amora felt his anger. And underneath it, something that felt like hurt.
An hour later, voices in the corridor outside drew Amora to the door. She cracked it open slightly and saw Godwynn facing his father in the hallway. The tension between them was palpable.
"... getting soft," Drogath was saying, his voice carrying clearly. "The nobles are talking. They've noticed."
"Noticed what?" Godwynn's voice was cold.
"That you treat your High Elf bride with more consideration than a conquered enemy deserves. That you keep her at your side in councils. That you defend her when she's insulted." Drogath moved closer, his tone turning menacing. "You're making yourself look weak, boy. And weakness in a new High King is... not acceptable, don't forget you're replaceable."
A chill went through the air. Amora felt it even through the door.
"What are you saying?" Godwynn's voice was dangerously quiet.
"I'm saying that the High Crown doesn't care who wears it. Only that its bearer is strong." Drogath's smile was cruel. "You killed her father to protect her. You lie with her every night instead of taking your pleasures elsewhere. You let her question you in councils. If this continues, the nobles will start wondering if perhaps... a stronger candidate should wear the crown."
"You?" Godwynn's laugh was harsh. "You'd have to kill me to take it. And the bond would kill her, too. Then you'd have nothing."
"Would I?" Drogath's voice dropped lower, more sinister. "I'm not so old that I couldn't take another wife. Breed another heir. A better heir, raised from birth to rule properly. Without sentiment. Without weakness." He paused, letting the words sink in. "Your death and hers would be... unfortunate. But not insurmountable. The crown would pass to me as the surviving royal, and I'd have centuries to build a new dynasty."
The threat was clear and horrifying. Drogath was willing to kill his own son... and Amora... if Godwynn didn't prove himself worthy.
"You would murder your own son," Godwynn said flatly.
"I would do what's necessary for the realm. Just as I did with your mother when she became a liability." Drogath's voice was cold. "Don't make me do the same with you, boy. Prove you're strong enough to wear that crown. Start treating your High Elf like the conquered property she is. Show the nobles you're not weak. Or I'll solve the problem myself and start fresh."
"Touch her and I'll... "
"You'll what? Kill your own father?" Drogath laughed. "You're too soft for that. Which is precisely my point. But if you insist on this path, if you continue to let that High Elf cloud your judgment..." He stepped closer. "Remember, boy... I don't need you alive. I just need the crown. And once you're both dead, I'll have plenty of time to breed a replacement heir. One who won't disappoint me."
The silence that followed was suffocating.
"Fix this," Drogath continued. "Start treating her like what she is... a useful womb attached to a political necessity. Show the realm you're not weak. Because if you don't..." leaving the threat hanging.
He turned to leave, then paused.
"Oh, and son? She's hiding something from you. Something significant. I can see it in the way she moves, the way she avoids looking anyone in the eye. Whatever it is, you need to find out before I do. Because if I discover she's plotting against you, I won't hesitate to eliminate the threat you are allowing her to create. Twin Flame bond or not... there are ways to make your deaths look natural. Accidents happen."
He walked away, leaving Godwynn standing alone in the corridor.
Amora quickly closed the door and moved back to the sitting area, her heart pounding. Her hands trembled as they moved to her stomach. Drogath had just threatened to kill them both. To murder his own son and start over with a new heir.
She was seated with a book when Godwynn entered twenty minutes later.
His face was completely blank. Expressionless. Every trace of emotion was locked down behind impenetrable walls.
He didn't look shaken. Didn't look upset. He looked... nothing.
And that terrified her more than anything else could have.
He walked past her without a word, moving to the wine decanter and pouring himself a glass with perfectly steady hands. He drank it staring at the wall.
"Godwynn?" she ventured.
"Don't," he said flatly. "I know you were listening."
She said nothing.
He poured another glass. "My father just made his position very clear. I either prove I'm strong enough to wear this crown, or he kills us both and breeds himself a new heir." His voice was completely emotionless. Clinical. "Those are my options. Strength or death."
"What about the crown's power?" She whispered.
"It means nothing in this den of Vipers, he still has the people's loyalty here," He spat.
"I'm sorry... "
"I don't want your apology." He still hadn't looked at her. "I want you to understand that things are going to change. Starting now."
Her stomach dropped.
He finally turned to face her, and his eyes were cold. Colder than she'd ever seen them. Like he'd locked away everything human inside himself and left only the weapon his father had trained him to be.
"From now on, you will address me as High King. Always. In private and in public." His voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "You will attend my councils but speak only when directly addressed. You will sit beside me at meals and smile when appropriate. At night, you will come to my bed when summoned and leave when dismissed."
Each word was delivered without emotion. Without inflection. Like he was reading from a military report.
"Do you understand?" he asked.
"Yes, High King," she whispered.
"Good." He drained his second glass. "Whatever you're hiding from me, you need to tell me. Now. Because if my father discovers it first, he'll use it as an excuse to kill you. And your death means mine. I can't protect you if I don't know what I'm protecting you from."
She wanted to tell him. Wanted to confess everything. But the man standing before her wasn't Godwynn anymore. He was a stranger. A cold, empty shell doing whatever it took to survive.
"It's nothing that threatens you or your rule," she said. "I swear it."
"That's not good enough."
"It has to be. Because I can't tell you. Not yet."
He stared at her for a long moment with those dead, emotionless eyes. Then he nodded once. "Fine. Keep your secrets. But understand this... I will do whatever is necessary to keep us both alive. Whatever that requires of me. And if that means treating you like the property you are, so be it."
He moved toward the bedchamber. "Get undressed and come to bed. I need to maintain appearances, and that includes using you regularly."
His tone was clinical. Detached. Like she was a task on a list to be completed.
She followed him, her heart breaking.
This was what Drogath's threat had done. It had killed whatever softness had been growing in Godwynn and left behind only survival instinct.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Two weeks passed in a blur of preparation for the coronation. Representatives and royal's from all nine kingdoms began to arrive. The castle buzzed with activity... political maneuvering.
Amora's pregnancy remained hidden. The elaborate gowns helped conceal the small swell of her belly. The nausea had passed soon after her visit to the healer, making it easier to maintain the deception.
Godwynn kept her close during those weeks, but not with tenderness. With possession and cold ownership. She attended his councils because he commanded it. She sat beside him at meals because that was her place. And at night, he took her to his bed with the same calculating intensity he had since his father's confrontation.
Lewan arrived almost a week before the event and was granted a private audience with his sister for lunch. It was more for political posturing than anything, to make the Dark Elven Kingdom appear...'hospitable'... The guards were posted just out of sight and earshot of the small balcony; they were otherwise alone.
The moment the last maid left after serving their mead, her brother pulled her into his arms.
"Gods, Amora. Are you alright? Truly?"
"I'm alive," she said. "That's more than I expected."
He pulled back, studying her face. "Has he hurt you? Because I swear... "
"No more than necessary," she said quietly. Then, before she could second-guess herself: "Lewan, I need to tell you something. Something no one else can know."
His eyes narrowed. "What?"
She took his hand and placed it on her stomach. "I am pregnant. Nearly three months."
His face went pale. "Does he know?"
"No. And he can't know. Not yet." She gripped his arm. "If Godwynn finds out before the coronation, he'll never let me out of his sight. I'll lose any chance I have at... at anything."
"At escape," Lewan said quietly. Understanding. "You're planning to run."
"After the coronation. When his guard is down. When everyone is celebrating." She met his eyes. "Will you help me?"
"Of course." He pulled her close again. "But there's a problem. The healer who examined you... she knows."
"Myrina. I have her convinced not to tell anyone, at least for now."
"Words can be broken," Lewan said grimly. "Especially under torture or threat. If Drogath gets wind of this before the coronation, if he realizes you're carrying the next High King...and hiding it." He didn't finish the sentence.
"What are you saying? Why would he care?"
"I'm saying that I'll handle it," he said. "I'll tie up the loose ends before they can become a problem. You focus on staying safe until the coronation. After that, we'll find a way to get you out."
She understood what he was offering. What he was willing to do.
"I...I don't want to know the details," she finally said.
"You won't have to." He kissed her forehead. "I'll take care of everything."


CHAPTER FORTY
The coronation day dawned bright and cold. The ceremony was held in the grand throne room, with representatives from all nine kingdoms in attendance.
The hall had been opened end to end. The black banners of Nyberius hung from the long iron beams above the dais, and beneath them, in the order of the ancient protocol, the visiting delegations had taken their places along the long carpeted runways that led to the foot of the twin thrones.
The Sea Elves of the Western Reach stood at the southern arch with their glass-bead crowns and their pale green robes the colour of morning surf, their delegation led by an old high lord whose hand had not stopped resting on the hilt of his blade since he had entered the chamber. The Mountain Elves of Korren had come in their ironwork and their crow-black cloaks, the small grim smiles of a people who had been waiting for any High King strong enough to hold the long peace. The Marsh delegation stood in their dripping silk in the southern gallery, the moisture from their robes pooling slowly on the polished black stone beneath them. The Volcanic Kingdom had sent its full court out of respect for the High Queen's mother, and the Volcanic banner, bronze on red, hung in pride of place among the visiting standards because Amarha's daughter sat upon the new throne.
Atheria's delegation stood at the central arch, beneath the white-and-gold banner of the Golden line. King Lewan stood at the head of his men. He had ridden south in the days following his own pyre and his own coronation, and he wore the thin band of beaten Atherian gold on his head still, the kingdom that was his now resting on his temples. His face had not, since his arrival, allowed itself any of the easy charm he had been known for in the courts of the Nine Kingdoms. He was, today, the King of Atheria attending the coronation of the man who had killed his father, and he wore the office of it like a heavy coat, and he did not, when his eyes found his sister's across the throne room, smile.
The Winter Realm delegation stood at the northern arch.
The eagle banner hung above them.
It had been hung in the night, by a Winter quartermaster who had not asked anyone's permission, and it hung now at the precise height the rest of the visiting standards hung, and Drogath, watching from the elevated gallery to one side of the dais, had marked it without comment when he had entered. Beneath the banner stood Lady Seraphine in a gown the colour of glacier ice, with her ice-white hair loose down her back, and at her right shoulder her younger niece Lady Vora, and at her left her elder daughter, the heir to the Winter Realm. The three women had not spoken to anyone since they had entered. They had simply stood. The Winter Realm had not, in three hundred years, sent a delegation of this rank to a Nyberian court function. The lords on the dais had been noting it, in their quiet political ways, all morning.
The Lethorian gallery was empty.
The white-and-blue banner of Lethoria had not been hung. The chair reserved for the Lethorian queen's emissary stood vacant beside the Sea Elves. The Lethorian queen had not sent her formal acknowledgment of the new High King's accession. She had not, in fact, replied to the summons at all. Where there should have been a delegation of grey-clad sea-rim lords there was only the cold polished stone of the empty chair, and every lord in the hall had marked it, and every kingdom in the hall understood what it meant. Lethoria had not yet recognized Godwynn's reign. Lethoria was waiting. Lethoria was, until further notice, in mourning, and the mourning carried its own quiet political weight, and the empty chair beside the Sea Elves was, for those who knew how to read it, the loudest object in the chamber.
*
The court astrologer had been performing the dawn portent reading at the small altar near the southern arch.
He was an old Nyberian named Veshen, narrow-faced and white-haired, who had served three of Drogath's councils across the centuries and had learned, somewhere in his long career, the precise angle of bow that allowed him to deliver bad news without quite delivering it. He stood at the altar with the small dish of bone-shavings in his hand and the burnt sage smoke rising in a thin column past his face, and the reading should have taken him perhaps the space of two breaths, and it had now been taking him the better part of fifteen minutes.
The colour had drained from his face slowly as the reading progressed.
By the time the lords had finished assembling, Veshen had set the bone-dish down on the altar and was holding the edge of the altar with both hands. His eyes had gone past the smoke to some place behind the smoke. He was breathing through his teeth. He did not look at Drogath. He did not look at Godwynn. He looked at the small white plume of sage rising past his face, and his jaw worked once, and then he closed the reading the way an astrologer closed a reading he was not going to share with the court, and he gathered his robes, and he walked out of the chamber by the side door before the rites had even begun.
A Nyberian noble at the far end of the hall whispered something to the man beside him.
Both men crossed themselves.
The murmur did not, exactly, spread. It only moved a small distance through the crowd before it settled, the way a stone settled in still water, and the lords who had marked the astrologer's exit stood very still, and the lords who had not yet noticed went on chatting among themselves, and the morning continued as if nothing had happened.
Drogath, watching from the elevated gallery, did not appear to have noticed.
Drogath had noticed.
*
Amora stood beside Godwynn as the ancient rites were performed. As the High Crown was formally placed on his head. As oaths of fealty were sworn.
The first lord to swear was not Vorrik.
The first lord to swear was Lord Ravenor of the Southern Houses.
He stepped out from the clustered Nyberian nobility on the north side of the hall before any other lord had moved, and he crossed the carpeted runway with the slow unhurried gait of a man who had decided this in private weeks ago and had been waiting only for the moment, and he reached the foot of the dais before Vorrik had finished setting his cup down. He went to one knee. He did not look at Drogath in the gallery. He looked only at the new High King.
"Lord Ravenor of the Southern Houses, I receive your fealty," Godwynn said, and his voice was the calm even voice he had been wearing since the High Crown had settled on his head.
"My king," Ravenor said. "The Southern Houses, eighty-three banners by count and three hundred thousand bannermen by muster, are yours. We swore to your father in the service of his crown. We swear to you in the service of yours. We will hold the south for as long as you ask us to hold it, and we will ride for the High Crown when the High Crown calls."
The chamber went still.
Vorrik, on the far side of the dais, had stopped moving.
Drogath, in the gallery, had not moved his face. He had not, in fact, been able to move his face, because every set of eyes that had been on him had been waiting to see whether the old king would react to the southern lord moving first, and any reaction at all would have signalled to the assembled court that the new king had not yet, in fact, secured the south on his own merits. So Drogath did not react. Drogath stood at the gallery rail with the same flat expression he had worn at every state function of his nine-hundred-year reign, and he watched Ravenor swear to his son, and he understood, in the small private ledger he kept at the back of his mind, that the south had not been his for some time, and might not, in fact, have been his at any point in the last three hundred years.
He had merely not been told.
He filed the observation.
He would discuss it with Maug after the feast.
Ravenor rose.
He did not look at Drogath as he turned. He did not look at Vorrik. He returned to his place among the southern lords, and the quiet around his return was the quiet of a court that had just watched a thing it did not entirely understand and was already beginning to recalibrate around what it had seen.
Vorrik recovered.
He stepped forward, swore his fealty, returned to his place. The other Nyberian lords followed. Saervyn next. Kethren. Branth, who knelt to Godwynn with a hand on his sword hilt and a small private nod to the new High King that no one else in the chamber caught. Dethryn, who knelt and rose without making the small lifted face he usually wore. Lady Therrin, who was a Servant of the Fates and did not, by doctrine, swear to any temporal king but acknowledged the bearing of the crown by inclining her head from her station at the altar, and that was all the acknowledgment any High King in the long history of the Nine Kingdoms had ever received from her order.
The Sea Elves swore.
The Mountain Elves swore.
The Marsh delegation swore, with the slight pause of a kingdom that had been Drogath's vassal for nine hundred years and was learning, in real time, to bend the same knee to a different king.
The Volcanic delegation swore in the names of the dead High King and Queen, and Lewan of Atheria stepped forward and bent the knee on his kingdom's behalf and rose with his sister's eyes still on him from the dais, and his oath was the shortest of the morning. "Atheria, in the name of King Nolick the Fallen and Queen Amarha the Faithful, recognizes the High King." That was all he said. The court understood why.
The Winter Realm did not swear.
Lady Seraphine inclined her head from her place beneath the eagle banner, the same small precise measure Lady Therrin had given from the altar. The Winter Realm acknowledged. The Winter Realm did not, in fact, owe fealty to any throne south of its own, and had not since the founding, and Seraphine was reminding the chamber of this small constitutional fact in the only way the protocol of the moment permitted her. Godwynn marked it. He inclined his head back.
When it was time for her own coronation as High Queen, Godwynn rose and approached her with a crown of black mithril and rubies.
"Amora of Atheria," his voice rang out. "By right of our bond and by my will as High King, I name you High Queen. You will stand beside me. Rule beside me. And serve the realm."
He placed the crown on her head. She felt its weight settle, felt power thrum through her veins.
"Rise, my queen."
She rose, and the crowd applauded.
*
In the small still moment after the applause had begun, Lady Seraphine of the Winter Realm caught her niece's eye across the chamber.
The exchange was brief.
Seraphine inclined her head, the smallest possible measure. Her right hand, resting at the rail of the gallery, made a single small motion that no one watching the dais would have noticed. Two fingers. Lifted, then settled. The shape was the old Volcanic hand-sign for the eagle stands ready, a sign Amarha had taught both her daughter and her sister in the long quiet hours of Volcanic court instruction a thousand years ago.
Amora's face did not change.
Her own hand, resting at her side, made the answering sign. Two fingers lifted, then settled. I see you.
Seraphine's face did not change either.
The exchange had taken perhaps two heartbeats.
No one watching the dais had noticed.
*
Godwynn took her hand and raised it high. "Behold your High King and High Queen!"
The roar was deafening.
But all Amora could think was the one cold sentence she had been carrying in her chest for three weeks. Tonight I take back one thing.
The coronation feast was lavish. The great hall was filled with nobles, tables groaning with food and wine. Music played, people danced.
Amora sat beside Godwynn at the head table, playing her role. Lewan was seated among the Atherian delegation, far enough to avoid suspicion.
They'd arranged their signals. Tonight, after the feast, when Godwynn was drunk and sated, she would make her move.
Halfway through the feast, Drogath approached the high table. He'd been drinking heavily, his movements unsteady. But his eyes were sharp with malice.
"A toast!" he called out, raising his goblet. "To my son. Who took what should have been mine."
The hall went quiet. Godwynn's hand tightened on his knife.
"Father," he said, voice carrying a warning. "You've had enough."
"Have I?" Drogath moved closer, his gaze sliding to Amora. "Tell me, boy... does your pretty High Elf keep you satisfied? Does she make you forget what you are?"
"Careful," Godwynn said, standing slowly.
"Why should I be careful? You've already taken everything." Drogath's face twisted with rage. "The crown that should have been mine. The power. The glory. All given to you because you could not control yourself around your High Elf bride. Because you let her weaken you."
"That's enough," Godwynn's eyes began to blaze red.
"No, I don't think it is." Drogath turned his full attention to Amora. "Tell me, princess... do you dream of revenge? Do you plot his death as you spread your legs for him?"
"I dream of peace," Amora said.
"Peace." Drogath laughed bitterly. "There's no peace while you breathe. You're a poison in my son's ear. A weakness that will destroy everything we've built."
He drew a knife.
"So I'll remove the poison."
He lunged at Amora.
Atherian and Nyberian Guards moved to intercept, but Lewan was faster. He threw himself between Amora and Drogath, taking the blade meant for her straight through his abdomen.
The knife sank deep, and Lewan gasped, his eyes going wide.
"NO!" Amora screamed.
Lewan collapsed, blood spreading rapidly across his golden robes. Amora dropped to her knees beside him, her hands pressing against the wound. "Lewan! Stay with me!"
"I'm alright," he gasped, but his face was pale. "It's not... not that deep..."
But it was deep. The blade had gone in at an angle, cutting through muscle.
"Someone get a healer!" Amora cried.
But her attention was torn away by a sound she'd never heard before... a roar of pure, unbridled rage.
Godwynn had Drogath by the throat, lifting him off the ground. The High Crown blazed on his head, and his eyes were solid red, glowing with power.
"You tried to kill my wife," Godwynn said, his voice barely human. "You tried to kill what's MINE."
"She's the enemy!" Drogath choked out. "She'll destroy... "
Godwynn's free hand moved in a blur. His bare fingers tore into Drogath's stomach, ripping upward. Drogath screamed as his entrails spilled out.
Godwynn threw him to the ground and raised his hands. Red flames erupted... the power of the High Crown made manifest... and Drogath began to burn.
The old king's screams filled the hall as he was consumed, his body turning to ash in seconds. Nothing remained but a dark stain and ash on the marble floor.
Silence descended.
Godwynn stood over his father's ashes, breathing heavily. He looked at his hands as if surprised by what they'd done.
Something had moved when his father's body hit the ground. Not toward the sky. Not out through the crowd. It had moved toward him. He had felt it the way you felt a stranger step too close behind you in a dark room. He had not turned around. He did not know what he would have seen if he had.
He did not examine it. There was a wife kneeling in blood on the floor in front of him.
"Get the healers," he commanded. "NOW!"
The healers worked frantically. Amora watched, her heart in her throat, as they cleaned the wound and administered potions.
"Where's Myrina?" one of the younger healers asked, looking around. "We need her expertise with blade wounds... "
"Myrina is dead," Caldris said flatly, not looking up from Lewan's wound. "Found her this morning in the lower baths. Drowned."
The younger healer paled. "How...?"
"Slipped and struck her head, from what the guards said. Happens." His tone was clipped, dismissive. "Now hold him steady or he bleeds out. We don't have time for this."
Amora's stomach twisted. Dead. The threat was gone.
Her face remained carefully neutral. Years of courtly training took over, smoothing her expression into polite concern for the wounded healer, nothing more.
She didn't let herself think about whether it was truly an accident.
They worked for what felt like hours. Finally, Caldris stepped back.
"He'll live, Your Majesty. The wound wasn't as serious as we initially thought. We've stopped the bleeding and countered the poison on the blade. King Lewan will make a full recovery and should be able to travel by morning, though he'll be sore for days."
Relief flooded through Amora. She looked up at Godwynn, who stood nearby, his face unreadable.
"Thank you," she whispered. "For saving him."
"I didn't do it for him," Godwynn said coldly. "I did it because you're mine, and no one takes what's mine. Not even my father."
He turned and walked away, leaving her kneeling in her brother's drying blood.
Later, as the hall was being cleared:
A servant approached one of the guards. "Your Majesty," he said nervously to Amora, who was still beside Lewan. "There's been... another incident."
"What?" she asked, her heart skipping.
"Healer Myrina. She was found in the lower chambers. Drowned, it appears."
Amora's blood ran cold. She looked at Lewan, who was resting with his eyes half-closed, the potions making him drowsy.
His lips quirked in the faintest smile before his eyes closed completely.
Later, when the healers had gone and Lewan was settled in his chambers, Amora sat beside his bed.
He looked at her with knowing eyes, still hazy from the healing potions. "Myrina?"
"Dead," she said quietly. "Drowned. An accident, they say."
His lips quirked in the faintest acknowledgment before his eyes drifted closed.
She understood. It had been handled. The threat to her unborn child was gone.
A necessary evil in a world where secrets could mean death. She would carry that weight. For her baby, she would carry anything.
Her secret would die with Myrina.
The Atherian guards... men she'd known since childhood... stepped forward, with knowing eyes.
"We'll take King Lewan to his chambers, Your Majesty," one said gently.
She nodded, squeezing her brother's hand before they lifted him.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
The rest of the feast was canceled. Nobles retired to their chambers, shocked and subdued by the violence they had witnessed. Servants moved through the great hall in tense silence, cleaning blood from marble floors and removing any trace of what had transpired.
Amora sat with her brother a long while in the guest chambers they had carried him to. The potions kept him sleeping. His color was already returning. The wound, the healers had said, while painful, had not been as serious as it had first appeared. The blade had cut through muscle but missed anything vital.
The Atherian guards stood nearby. Two of them were men she had known since childhood. The third, standing slightly back in the shadows, she did not know as well. But something about the way he held himself, the careful positioning near the door, suggested he was more than just a guard.
When she glanced at him, he gave the slightest nod, then returned his attention to the corridor outside.
"My lady," one of the familiar guards said gently. "The king is resting comfortably now. You should rest as well."
She nodded, squeezed Lewan's hand once more, and rose. Her gown was stiff with dried blood, his blood, and she could feel it cracking against her skin as she moved.
*
When she returned to their chambers, she found Godwynn standing at the window.
The wine decanter on the table beside him was already half-empty. He held a glass in one hand, staring out at the darkened city below. He had changed out of his ceremonial robes into simple dark clothing, a loose shirt and breeches, his hair unbound around his shoulders. The High Crown sat on its pedestal nearby, still gleaming with residual power.
He did not turn when she entered.
"How is he."
"He will live."
"Good."
He drank. He refilled. He drank again. He did not look at her.
She stood in the middle of the chamber a long moment. She waited for him to say something. He did not say something.
She crossed to the fire and sat on the low stool there, her blood-stiff gown cracking, and she watched him drink.
He drank for an hour without speaking a word to her.
*
She did not press him.
She had seen her father drink like this once, after the stable fire her mother had spoken of in that long bedside confession. A silent drinking. The kind of drinking that did not want company and did not want speech and did not want to be reached. She had sat with her mother that night in the same silence, and her mother had not intervened, and later her mother had told her that there were griefs a man had to let rise on his own, because if you named them for him, you took them from him, and no one could bear to have their own grief named for them by another person without flinching.
Godwynn drank.
She waited.
At some point, very late, he lowered the glass from his mouth without drinking from it, and his hand rested on the table beside the decanter, and he stood with his head bowed and his silver hair fallen forward around his face, and his shoulders, for one single breath, shook.
Once.
Then stilled.
He did not weep. A Nyberian prince did not weep. But she saw it, across the room, in the muscle of his back, and she did not name it, and she did not go to him.
He stood at the window a while longer.
Then he straightened.
*
The bath was already waiting for her in the adjoining chamber.
She stripped the ruined gown and sank into the hot water and watched Lewan's blood spiral away from her skin in pale pink. She let herself breathe for the first time since the knife had come down. She stayed in the water until the bath had gone lukewarm, and then she rose, and wrapped herself in a soft robe, and returned to the main chamber.
Godwynn had not moved from the window.
The decanter was nearly empty.
He did not turn.
"You should sleep," she said quietly.
He laughed. It was not a laugh.
"Sleep."
"You have not slept in two nights."
He turned.
And the man who turned to face her was not the man she had seen across the dinner table. Not the man who had laid her down in his bed two weeks ago and spoken her name into her hair. Not the man whose shoulder had shaken in the firelight.
This was the man the council had seen on the night he had broken his bride open on the stone floor in front of them.
Cold. Flat. Locked.
"He was right, you know," Godwynn said. His voice was perfectly level. "About you. About what you do to me."
She went very still.
"I'm not..."
"Don't." One hand raised, palm out. "You are still keeping something from me. I have felt it through the bond for weeks. I felt it tonight with my hands inside my father's stomach, Amora. You were watching me burn him and the thing inside you was not horror. It was relief. Tell me I am wrong."
She did not speak.
"I thought so."
"Godwynn..."
"My father is dead because he saw you clearer than I did. He saw the weakness in me before I did." His jaw worked. "Maybe he was right. Maybe keeping you alive is what kills me in the end."
"Then why did you save me."
"Because you are mine. Because the bond requires it. Because your death is my death and I am not ready to die for you tonight."
The words were even. They were not slurred. He was more sober in this moment than she had seen him in hours, and that was somehow worse.
"Go to bed," he said. "Tomorrow there is a festival. You will stand beside me. You will smile. You will give the court no reason to wonder whether the High King's grief has unmanned him."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"And whatever you are hiding, pet." His eyes were flat black. "Pray I do not find it before you can make yourself useful to me again."
*
She did not argue.
She did not defend herself.
She climbed into the bed with her wet hair cold against the pillow and she turned her face to the wall and she lay very still, and something inside her that had been softening these past weeks closed against him like a door.
He had chosen, she thought. Three nights ago, in his study, he had chosen her.
Tonight, he had unchosen her.
And she understood, with the cold clarity of a woman who had been watching men all her life for what they did after grief, that this man would not be able to hold both. He would keep the crown or he would keep her. Drogath's blood was already in him before tonight. Drogath's ashes were on his hands now. The High Crown would do the rest.
He would be his father by the new year.
Her hand found the small hidden curve of her belly beneath the coverlet.
Not you, my love. Not you.
She would not raise a child in this palace.
She would not raise this child, in particular, for this man.
*
Eventually, he came to bed.
He moved carefully, the wine making him unsteady. He pulled her against him in the dark with the same mechanical possession he had shown in every public meal for three weeks, his hand settling on her hip with the weight of ownership and nothing else.
"Tomorrow we celebrate," he muttered. Already half-under. "Strength. Unity. Control."
His breath evened into sleep within moments.
His arm stayed locked around her waist.
She lay awake in the dark beside him, her eyes open on the wall, and she let her resolve harden into something cold and certain and final.
Tomorrow night, she would be gone.
And she would not look back.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
The festival began the morning after.
The whole city opened. Music lit up every square. Wine poured in the fountains of the lower courts. Nobles from the Nine Kingdoms mingled in the galleries, dressed for celebration, their laughter loud and their teeth very bright, because a coronation had been performed and a succession resolved and no one wanted to look too long at the dark stain on the throne-room floor where the old Dark King had burned.
Godwynn sat at the head of the high table.
The High Crown blazed on his head.
A goblet of wine sat perpetually in his hand.
He drank it, and another, and another. He accepted congratulations with curt nods. He stared at a point in the middle distance. He did not eat.
Amora sat at his right.
She did not urge him to slow. She did not touch him. She had learned, the night before, the shape of a man who did not want to be reached.
Lewan caught her eye across the hall once.
The smallest nod.
The horses are ready. Whenever you are.
She did not nod back.
She did not need to.
*
She rose when the sun had dropped fully into the west and the hall had begun the shift from feast into revel.
She rose with the composed excuse a bound queen was permitted to give a hall full of drunken nobles, her hand at her temple, her small smile the smile of a woman who had drunk a little too much Volcanic wine at her own coronation, and she inclined her head to her husband and murmured something about the evening air and the crowd and retiring a little early.
Godwynn did not rise.
He set his goblet down. He looked at her, slowly, the way a man looks at something that has been placed before him and is slower than it should be to come into focus.
"My queen retires early, then."
"If it pleases Your Majesty."
His eyes held hers for a beat longer than court courtesy required. Something moved in his face that she could not, in the haze of the wine and the festival, quite name.
"Go."
She went.
*
Arda walked with her the long way to the royal chambers.
The old woman did not speak. Their footsteps sounded alone on the polished stone of the royal wing. The revel was distant now, the music thinned to the faintest thread drifting up through the palace's ventilation stacks, and the guards they passed inclined their heads to the High Queen and stepped aside and did not meet her eyes.
At the chamber door, Arda paused.
"Two hours before dawn, Your Majesty. The changing of the watch."
"I will be ready."
"Your brother has been told. Your captain of escort is already at the eastern gate. You will not need to speak to anyone between this door and that horse."
"Thank you, Arda."
The old woman held her eyes a long moment.
"Do not be alone long tonight, child."
It was not a warning. It was a request. Arda's old black eyes had seen a thing in the hall tonight that had not yet settled in her. Amora did not press her. She only nodded, and the old woman went.
*
She closed the chamber door.
She did not go to the bed. She stripped off the ceremonial gown and the black mithril diadem and the jeweled girdle and laid them across the back of the chair by the hearth, because it felt wrong to be in them a moment longer. She pulled on a thin linen shift. She stoked the fire. She went to the window and leaned her forehead against the cool glass.
In the distance, below, the festival still burned.
She could hear, faintly, through the stone, the sound of a thousand people who did not yet know that their High Queen would be gone before the sun came up.
She closed her eyes.
*
She heard him come in.
She had been expecting him. She had not been expecting the weight of his step. He was heavier on the stone than usual, and slower, and the door did not close softly behind him the way it always did. It shut with the dull thud of a man who had not been careful about shutting it.
She turned from the window.
She froze.
*
The man in the doorway was her husband.
And the man in the doorway was not her husband.
It was the shape of him. The silver hair, loose now from the war-braid he had worn through the feast. The broad line of the shoulders. The slow unhurried carriage of a prince of Nyberius. It was all of him, exactly as she had known him, and the seeing of him in the doorway ought to have been the ordinary thing.
It was not the ordinary thing.
At the corners of his eyes, where his cerulean irises met the dark sclera, thin black veins had begun to creep outward. Not many. Not obvious. A scattering of hairline threads, fine as spider silk, running up toward his temples and down along the ridges beneath his eye sockets. The same fine black veins she had seen once before in a bathing chamber the first week of her captivity, when an older Nyberian king had held her throat beneath the waterline and whispered to her about what he would like to do to her.
His father's veins.
And on his head.
The High Crown.
The crown which had, through the coronation and through the full day and through the long hours of the feast and through a hundred goblets of the bronze-dark wine of the Shadowlands, blazed golden. The crown which had blazed golden on her father's head for three thousand years and on Ardemore's before him and on a dozen High Kings before them. The crown, tonight, was not gold.
The crown on his head was black.
Not fully. The inlay of mithril still caught the low lamplight in thin bright lines. But the gold that had been in the metal when he had placed it on his head at the coronation had begun to pool and smoke out of it, and where the gold had been, a deep dull black had settled, and the black was the exact black of the obsidian throne his father had sat in for nine hundred years.
Her breath stopped in her chest.
The crown has driven legitimate bearers mad as well. More than one, over the long reach of its history.
A king who carries more darkness than he can master, and whose own darkness the crown finds and amplifies... those kings have ended in ways the Nine Kingdoms have been careful to forget.
He had told her, that day, standing on the ceremony dais with the Fates' golden light still humming in their chests, and she had filed it away with the rest.
She had not thought she would see it on his head within the year.
*
He did not speak.
He closed the door behind him.
He crossed the chamber toward her without hurry, the slow unhurried prowl of a Nyberian prince who had decided a thing, and the thing was her, and the wine and the grief and the patricide of the morning had done the work the careful three weeks of public cold had held at bay, and whatever was in him now had not held.
The black veins at his eyes deepened a shade as he walked.
"Godwynn."
His mouth did not move.
"Godwynn, look at me."
He was looking at her. That was the thing. The cerulean of his eyes was still there inside the black veins. The man she had seen across a candle and a glass of Volcanic wine weeks ago, the man whose mouth had gone from demanding to desperate in the blue hour, the man who had stood in her doorway on the night of the council and said I really am my father's son to a sleeping woman who had not heard him, that man was still, just, inside the eyes that were walking across this chamber toward her.
But he was not reaching for her.
The thing in him was.
*
She did not run.
She was her mother's daughter. She was a woman of Golden blood who had been trained from the age of four in how to stand still when a dangerous man came into a room, and the instinct to run was a thing her mother had taught her out of long before she had ever been sent away from Atheria.
She stood.
He reached her.
His hand came up slowly to the line of her throat, and it closed there, and he walked her backward three steps to the stone of the chamber wall and pressed her against it, and his body pinned her the full length of her own, and his forehead came down to hers and rested there, and his breath was harsh and unsteady and tasted of the dark wine of the Shadowlands.
"Pet."
His voice was his voice. Slurred, now, with the wine. But his.
"Godwynn."
"You are not going to be alone tonight."
"No."
"I will not let you be alone tonight."
"I am not," she whispered. "I am not alone. I am with you."
His hand tightened at her throat. Not enough to cut her breath. Enough to tell her that the thing in him had noticed her speak and had not, yet, decided whether to be pleased with the answer.
"I can feel it."
His thumb moved, once, across the line of her jaw.
"I can feel it at the back of me, pet. The old thing. The thing that was in him. I can feel it coming up the back of my skull like smoke coming up a chimney, and I cannot... I cannot put it down."
She understood.
The understanding landed in her the way understandings landed in her sometimes, before the mind had unpacked the pieces. The patricide. The blood under his fingernails and across his arms to the elbow from the tearing of Drogath's stomach. The crown accepting a patricidal king for the first time since the long dark reign of his grandfather. The old dark blood of Nyberius, which had been held back inside his father's body by the sheer weight of Drogath's presence in this palace for nine hundred years, and which, with Drogath's presence burned out of the world in a single afternoon, had nowhere else to go but into the only Nyberian heir left standing to receive it.
The Shadowland darkness was not in the crown.
The crown was merely amplifying what had just rushed up into him.
She lifted her hand slowly. She placed it flat on his chest. His heart, beneath her palm, was beating too fast.
"Lie down with me."
"Pet."
"Lie down with me, Godwynn. Let me."
*
He did not lie down.
Not at first.
He turned her, his hand still at her throat, and walked her to the bed and bent her forward over the dark wool coverlet, and his other hand pulled the thin linen shift up her hips in one slow rough movement, and his breath came warm and wine-heavy against the back of her neck. He was hard against her. He had been hard, she understood, since the moment he had walked into the chamber.
She went still beneath him.
She did not fight.
She did not shrink. She did not flinch. She gathered the full weight of the woman her mother had taught her to be, and she pressed her cheek into the wool of the coverlet, and she let him see that she was letting him. That this was the gift a High Queen of the Nine Kingdoms gave her bound husband on the night the darkness in him came up for the first time, and that she gave it whole, because she would not give him any less in the first hour of his madness.
He groaned, low, at the nape of her neck.
The thing in him was close to taking the reins.
*
She did not let it.
She turned in his grip. She did it slow, the way a woman turned when a wolf was at her throat, and his hand at her neck loosened because he did not, in the part of him that was still him, want to be the thing that forced her. Her palms came up to his chest. Flat. She pushed, gently. He let her.
"Lie down."
"Amora."
"Lie down, Godwynn."
She pushed him, and he went. He sat on the edge of the bed with her standing between his knees. She eased her shift the rest of the way up her body and over her head and let it fall. She stood bare before him. She did not cover herself. She stepped closer, and took the hem of his tunic in both hands, and she lifted.
He let her take it off him.
She worked the laces of his breeches the way she had on the night of his study, the night she had not, in fact, walked to him for the lovemaking she had been telling herself she had walked to him for. She pulled them down his legs. He lifted one knee, then the other, without speaking. She set the breeches aside.
The High Crown sat on his head.
Black, and patient, and humming.
She climbed onto his lap.
*
She took him in her hand and she guided him to her entrance, and she lowered herself onto him the way she had in her own bed in the study, the way she had wanted to all day, and he was hot and hard and ready for her and she took him to the hilt in one slow sinking descent.
He made a broken sound against her collarbone.
She did not move yet.
She lifted his face to hers with both her hands cradling his jaw. The black veins at the corners of his eyes were still there. The cerulean, inside them, was flickering the way a candle flickered when a door had been opened somewhere in the palace and a draft had come through.
"Look at me, Godwynn."
He looked.
"It is me. It is Amora. I am here. I chose this."
A small shudder went through him.
"I chose this," she said again. "You did not take me. You did not force me. I am on top of you in your own bed on the night your father's blood is still on your hands and I am here because I want to be here. Do you hear me."
"Pet."
"Do you hear me."
"I hear you."
"Then stay with me. Stay, Godwynn. Do not let it have you tonight."
*
She began to move.
Slow, at first. Long. She rose on his lap until only the head of him remained inside her, and then she lowered herself again to the hilt, the wet sound of her body meeting his filling the silence of the chamber. His hands came up slowly to her hips. They held. They did not grip.
She felt, through the bond, the black thing at the back of his skull fight.
She felt it yank. She felt it try to come forward. She felt him clench everything he had against it.
She rode him harder.
Her thighs began to burn. Her palms pressed flat on his chest, and his heartbeat was too fast under her hand, but she could feel, through the pad of her palm, that it was his heart. Still his. She did not let up. The slap of her flesh meeting his filled the chamber. She gasped. She dropped her forehead to his. Her hair fell forward around both of them in a curtain of gold.
"Stay with me."
"Amora."
"Stay."
The black veins at his eyes receded one small shade.
She felt it happen.
She kept moving.
*
She did not know how long it went on. The chamber had narrowed to the size of the two of them. His breath came harder and shorter at her throat. His hands tightened at her hips now, not the iron grip of the council but the grip of a man drowning who had found a piece of driftwood to hold. She rode him with every piece of her body and every piece of her will, and the darkness in him pulled, and she did not let it have him, and on her own head the golden blood of Atheria hummed to meet the black thing rising in Nyberius and to say, very quietly, not tonight.
The wave began to build in her body before she had meant for it to.
She did not stop it.
She was her mother's daughter, and her mother had taught her what to do with a man on the verge of the Blood Thirst, and the answer had never been to soothe him. The answer had always been to match him. To show him, with her own body, that the thing he was afraid of becoming was not going to frighten her, and that the woman he had taken into his chamber was not a thing that his darkness could break.
Her hands fisted in his silver hair.
She pulled his mouth up to hers.
She kissed him the way he had kissed her in the blue hour.
Desperate.
She felt him break.
*
He spilled into her on a rough low cry that had her name buried in it, and his hands locked at her hips, and his forehead came down hard against her sternum, and his whole body shook beneath her. She kept moving through it. She took her own wave on top of his. She did not let him go.
She was still on him.
She was still on top of him.
The chamber was silent except for the two of them breathing.
She lifted her head.
The black veins at his eyes had gone.
Not entirely. A faint shadow sat at the corners, the way a bruise sat under the skin after the swelling had gone down. But the creeping web of them had receded, and the cerulean was open and clear in the low lamplight, and he was looking up at her with the face she had seen in a bed in the blue hour weeks ago and had thought, then, she would not see again in this life.
She did not speak.
His hand rose slowly to her hair.
His fingers threaded through it.
He looked at her a long moment.
Then his hand moved, slowly, upward. To the crown on his own head.
She felt him touch it.
She felt, through the bond door, which was wide open now for the first time in three weeks, what he knew.
I cannot keep it.
The crown was humming against her thighs where they were still pressed to his hips. She felt its presence in the air between them the way she had felt it on her father's head from across a royal council chamber as a child.
"Godwynn."
"Shh."
"Godwynn, what..."
"Do not speak, pet."
He lifted the crown off his own head.
It came away without resistance. The black in the mithril bled back toward gold at the edges the moment his skin left the metal, the way ink bled out of a page when a clean cloth was laid across it.
He held it between them.
She understood, through the bond, what he was doing before he did it.
"Your hands, pet," he said. Quiet. Slurred, now, with the wine and the aftermath. "Take it."
"Godwynn, I cannot..."
"You are the only one in the Nine Kingdoms," he said, "who can."
Her hands closed around the warm metal with his.
Together they lifted the crown.
Together they lowered it.
The mithril touched the crown of her head, and for a moment that was all it was. Metal on golden hair. The crown of Ardemore on the head of the Lighthammer line for the first time in its history.
Then the crown answered.
*
The metal warmed against her skin.
It was not the way it had warmed on his head. There was no black at the edges. No ancient dark thing rising from it to meet the darkness behind his eyes. The metal on her head was old. It was vast. It had lived inside the mountains of the Nine Kingdoms before her ancestors had named themselves, and it was old and deep and patient, and it had touched the line of Nolick Lighthammer for three thousand years and it knew her.
It had never had a female bearer.
It did not, at first, know what to do with her.
She gasped. Her eyes closed. The gold light poured down through her skull and along the inside of her spine and down to the tips of her fingers and the soles of her feet and into the small unnoticed place at the low curve of her belly where a thing was quickening that she had not yet told him about, and the gold light paused there a moment, and the crown understood, and the bonding deepened.
The metal sank, just slightly, into her skin at the line of her hair.
When she opened her eyes, Godwynn was watching her.
His eyes were wet. She had not seen that in them before. She had not thought it was a thing they did.
"Amora."
"Yes."
"You have her eyes."
"Whose."
"Your mother's."
*
He lifted his hand to the side of her face.
His thumb brushed the line of her jaw.
He was still inside her. The crown was settling on her head with the slow low hum of a great bell that had been struck once and was now, minutes later, only beginning to find its lowest note. His other hand was loose at her hip. The wine was rising in him the way a tide rose over a long slow shore, and she could feel through the bond door that he was about to pass out.
He knew it too.
He was fighting it.
He was fighting it because he had things to say to her and he knew he would not remember them in the morning, and he was fighting the wine the way a man fights a river he has already been pulled into.
"Pet."
"Yes."
"I am not... going to be the right... "
His head drifted forward against her shoulder. She caught it. She held it.
"I know," she whispered into his hair.
"I am not going to be the right man for you, Amora. Not with this thing in me. Not now. It is going to come back. It will come back tomorrow and next week and the week after, and the crown would have made it worse, and you have taken the crown, and I am..."
He trailed off.
He lifted his head once more, with effort, and his eyes focused on her face.
"Keep it from me, pet. Do you understand. You keep it. However you have to. I cannot be trusted with it. I cannot be trusted with you. Not tonight, not tomorrow. Keep it, and keep yourself from me, and forgive me, if there ever comes a day, for what I am going to do while you are gone."
"Godwynn... "
"Promise me."
"I promise."
He closed his eyes.
He leaned his forehead into the crown on her head and he breathed out long and slow, and he said one word she did not fully catch, something that sounded like her name, and then his weight went heavy in her arms and she felt him slip down into the hard heavy rhythm of wine-sleep.
She held him a moment more.
Then, carefully, she lifted herself off him.
She laid him back against the pillows. She drew the coverlet up over his bare chest. His silver hair spilled across the dark wool and his face, in the low lamplight, was the face of a child, old enough to remember, too young to do anything at all, who had once watched his father kill his mother, and who had, for the last nine hundred years, been paying the price of having survived it.
She bent.
She pressed her mouth to his forehead.
The crown on her head was humming, steady, settling into her bone.
She stood.
*
She crossed to the chest at the foot of the bed.
She lifted the false lid and drew out the plain traveling clothes she had hidden there the week after the war council, the dark wool breeches and the high boots and the leather jerkin and the heavy dark cloak, and she dressed in the lamplight with the High Crown of the Nine Kingdoms on her head and her husband asleep in the bed behind her. The crown, which had been cold metal in her hands when she had lifted it from his head, did not come off. She tried, once, to lift it. It did not move. It had rooted into her the way bone roots into bone.
She did not try a second time.
She fastened the cloak.
She drew up the hood.
At the door, she did not look back.
*
She stepped into the corridor.
Arda was there.
The old woman was not alone. Standing with her, half a pace behind in the low lamplight, was a man in the dark leathers of a Nyberian palace guard, his face turned toward the door of the chamber Amora had just closed. He was not a Nyberian palace guard. She knew the moment she saw him. He was tall, and lean, and his hair was long and dark brown and bound back in the Atherian practice, and his eyes, when they rose to meet hers, were the pale amber eyes she had known since she had been four years old and had called him Remi because she could not say his full name.
Her hand rose, unbidden, to her mouth.
Remi's gaze moved, once, up to the crown on her head.
His eyes did not widen.
She understood, with the small cold clarity that was coming to her very fast in these last hours, that he had known.
That he had known what the crown was capable of.
That he had been waiting for her, with Arda, in this corridor, on this night, and that her brother had sent him, and that Arda had been the one to tell her brother, and that Arda had been the one to tell him for a great deal longer than she had, until this moment, understood.
She looked at Arda.
Arda looked back without surprise.
She looked back at Remi.
Remi inclined his head the small precise quarter-bow of a captain of the Atherian household to his High Queen, and he did not speak, and in the small precise silence of it she assembled, piece by piece, in the space of three breaths, the shape of what had been running in her own palace for longer than she had been its prisoner.
Arda was Lewan's informant.
Arda was Lewan's informant through Remi.
Remi had been Arda's handler for longer than Amora had been alive.
Remi had not been chasing her across the Shadowlands in the ordinary sense. Remi had been running a spy network from within the very palace she had been held in, and he had been running it through the old stewardess who had dressed her each morning, and he had been running it because her brother had asked him to, and her brother had asked him to because her father had asked him to, and her father had asked him to because her father had loved her and had not been able to reach her by any other means for nine months.
She drew one slow breath.
"How long," she said quietly.
Arda's old face did not move.
"Since the week you arrived, Your Majesty."
"The kitchen girl."
"Is my granddaughter. Yes."
"And you." She looked at Remi. "You are not a palace guard of this house."
"No, Your Majesty."
"You have been inside these walls how long."
"Tonight, since the changing of the watch. Before tonight, whenever the intelligence required it. Not often. Not for months."
"And my brother."
"Waits for you at the eastern gate with two horses, Your Majesty, and three more behind him. We are leaving."
*
She did not ask any more questions.
She did not need to.
She looked once, a small quiet look, at the chamber door behind her. At the man asleep on the other side of it with the Nyberian darkness settling in his bones and no crown on his head to hold it. She looked forward again.
"Lead on, Captain."
Remi inclined his head a second time, and turned, and the three of them moved together down the long dark corridor of the royal wing toward the eastern gate.
The crown on her head hummed.
The palace slept.
It was the last hour before dawn.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
The corridor outside the royal chamber was cold.
Amora drew the hood of her cloak up over the crown on her head, though the crown's gold light bled faintly through the wool anyway, and she fell into step between Arda and Remiathan and moved down the long dark passage of the royal wing without looking back at the door she had just closed.
She could still feel him on the other side of it.
Not his body, exactly. The body was deep under now, the wine finally collecting him. What she felt, through the bond door that had cracked wide open in the hour of the crown's taking and had not yet shut, was the slow diminishing weight of a man whose darkness had been, for these three quiet breaths at the end of a very long night, outrun by the woman who had climbed on top of him and refused to let it have him.
She did not know how long that weight would hold.
She did not intend to be in this palace when it stopped holding.
It has never had a female bearer before, she understood about the crown, without needing the thought to form completely. It does not yet know what to do with me.
Wilder. Less controlled. Hungrier than her father's measured reign had trained it to be. She felt it humming against her skull with the slow low curiosity of an ancient thing that had been handed, at last, a version of itself it did not recognize.
*
They did not speak as they walked.
Remiathan moved ahead of her in the dark leathers of a Nyberian palace guard, the dark cowl pulled low, his pale amber eyes scanning every doorway and gallery opening and stairwell before she reached it. Arda walked at her left shoulder, one hand steady on the sleeve of her cloak. The old woman did not, Amora noticed now, carry the shuffling step of a stewardess. She walked with the silent measured tread of a woman who had done this kind of walk a great many times in her long life.
The palace was not quiet.
Celebration still drifted up from the lower halls, wine and distant music from the festival spilling in from the city. Servants moved through corridors on late errands, most too absorbed in the noise of the night to notice three figures moving with purpose through the eastern wing.
Most.
A door opened ahead of them as they turned a corner. A Dark Elf lord stepped out, goblet in hand, still half-dressed from the feast. He saw them. His eyes went to the crown bleeding gold light through the dark wool of Amora's hood and he froze with the goblet halfway to his lips.
Amora held his gaze without breaking stride.
The lord lowered his eyes and stepped back against the wall.
Remi's hand never left the hilt of his blade. His eyes did not leave the lord's. They passed him without a word.
"He will talk," Arda said quietly, once the corridor had taken them past.
"By the time he does," Remi said, "we will be at the gate."
*
They passed the armory. They passed the passage that led to the dungeons below, and Amora did not look at it, because if she thought about the weeks Lewan had spent in that dark she would need a moment she did not have. Past the kitchen yards, where the smell of burned feast food still hung in the air. Past two more guards who straightened at the crown's light beneath the hood and said nothing.
At the turn toward the eastern gate, Lewan stepped out of a doorway.
He was in hard travel leathers, a pack slung across his shoulder, the small healing wound at his side bound but not bothering him. His eyes widened when he saw her approaching, saw the High Crown blazing under her hood like a star made solid, power radiating from her in visible waves of golden light.
"By all the gods." His whisper was a breath. "Amora, what did you, how... "
"He gave it."
"He... what?"
"Gave it."
Lewan's eyes moved from her face to the crown and back.
"He passed out?"
"Just after."
"How."
"Not now, brother."
His mouth opened, closed, opened again, and something very fast crossed his face in the low lamplight, the fear of a brother who had just understood that his sister had done a thing he had not thought was possible, followed almost at once by the slow wide grin of a brother who was already assembling the political shape of what it meant.
"Amora."
"Not now."
"Amora, do you have any idea, you have the High Crown of Ardemore on your head. Not a replica. The actual. You are the actual High Queen of the Nine Kingdoms."
"I know what it is."
"You know what it is."
"Lewan."
He caught himself. He straightened. The Atherian king beneath the overwhelmed older brother stepped back into the corridor, and he exhaled once, and he gave her the clean short nod of a king to a queen, and he fell in beside her without another word.
*
They moved through the castle corridors with purpose, no longer hiding. And everywhere they passed, the transformation was immediate and absolute.
Servants froze mid-step, eyes widening at the sight of the High Crown blazing on Amora's head. Some dropped to their knees immediately, heads bowed in automatic deference to the crown's power.
Guards straightened to attention, hands moving uncertainly toward weapons but not drawing them. How could they? The High Crown commanded their loyalty more than any king ever could.
As they rode hard through the darkness, Lewan pulled his horse alongside hers.
"How did you know when to run?" he called over the pounding hooves.
"Arda," she answered.
His eyes widened. "The old servant? She's one of ours?"
"Her granddaughter is. In the kitchens. Been feeding information to Remiathan for months." Amora glanced back at the castle disappearing behind them. "Arda herself... she was protecting the girl. And maybe protecting me too, in the ways she could."
Lewan shook his head in amazement. "Remi's spy network. I should have known."
"The girl's mother lives in Atheria," Amora continued. "That's the leverage. Keep sending information, mother stays safe."
"And Arda arranged the horses? The guards?"
"Messages go both ways." Amora touched the crown on her head. "Your people have been preparing for weeks. They just didn't know I'd be wearing this when I left."
Lewan's expression turned grim. "We need to get the girl out. And Arda, if she'll come."
"Remiathan will handle it," Amora said, hoping it was true. "He always does."
"Make way," Amora commanded as they approached a cluster of servants blocking the corridor. Her voice carried weight it had never possessed before... not just volume, but authority. The kind that could not be questioned or denied. "By my right as High Queen and bearer of the High Crown, stand aside."
They scattered like leaves before wind.
A Dark Elf noble emerged from a side corridor, stopping dead at the sight of her. Recognition flashed across his face... then something like fear as the implications sank in.
"Your Majesty," he stammered, dropping into a bow. "I... should I alert the High King that you're... "
"The High King has relinquished the crown," Amora said, the words feeling both true and terrible on her tongue. "I bear it now. You will not interfere with my passage."
"I... yes, Your Majesty. Of course." He pressed himself against the wall, head still bowed.
They continued on.
More faces. More shock. More automatic obedience as the crown's power washed over everyone they encountered. No one could resist it. No one dared try.
At the eastern gate, the scene was already set for flight.
Three Atherian guards stood with six horses... two for Amora and Lewan, one loaded with supplies, and three for the guards themselves. The two familiar guards were already mounted... Cadarn and Merith, she remembered their names now. Sons of her father's household guards. A brief memory flashed... the three of them as children, sneaking honey cakes from the kitchens. She caught their eyes and offered a small, grateful smile.
Remiathan stood slightly apart, already on his horse, positioned in the shadows. She had known his face since childhood, had called him by the shortened name she gave him when she was four years old, but she had never truly seen him until this moment. Tall and lean, with that characteristic stillness that had always reminded her of something waiting. The careful positioning. The watchful eyes that had been tracking exits since before she noticed he was there.
The four gate guards on duty turned as Amora and Lewan approached, and all four went rigid with shock.
"Your Majesty," the captain stammered, his eyes fixed on the blazing crown. "We... should we summon the High King? Does he know you're... "
"Open the gate," Amora commanded, putting the crown's full weight behind the words. "Now."
The captain's hand moved to the mechanism before his conscious mind could process the order. The gate began to open.
"Your if we could just... "
"Now."
The gate swung wide.
Amora turned back to the guards one final time. "You will tell the High King that I have taken what was freely given. That ancient law has been honored. And that I will not be followed."
"But Your Majesty... "
"Those are my final words. You have witnessed them."
She mounted her horse with Lewan's assistance, the crown's weight shifting strangely, pulsing with energy that felt almost... curious. Lewan swung onto his own mount.
"You're my sister," Lewan said quietly, meeting her eyes. "No matter what comes next. Always."
"I know." She looked back at the castle one last time... at the towering dark spires, the blazing lights, the place that had been her prison and her home. "Now let's ride before he wakes."
They kicked their horses into motion and disappeared into the night.
They rode hard through the darkness, the horses' hooves thundering against the packed earth. The crown blazed on Amora's head, lighting their path, but its power felt erratic... surging and receding like waves, as if the ancient artifact was still trying to understand this unprecedented situation.
A female bearer, she thought to herself again, gripping the reins tighter. In all its history, has it ever bonded with a woman?
The forest swallowed them. Ancient trees closed overhead, branches forming a tunnel of shadows. Behind them, the castle lights faded to nothing.
Amora's heart hammered. Every hoofbeat carried them farther from Godwynn, farther from...The bond.
It hit her like a physical blow.
Godwynn was waking.
Confusion bled through their connection first... his hand reaching across the bed for her warmth. Finding only cold sheets.
His fingers moving to his head. Feeling for the crown's familiar weight.
Gone.
Understanding crashed through him like lightning.
The crown. His wife. Both gone.
For one heartbeat, there was only shocked silence.
Then came the rage.
It erupted through their bond with volcanic force. Amora gasped, the crown flaring white-hot on her head as his fury slammed into her consciousness. Her horse stumbled, and she barely kept her seat.
His fury tore through her mind... not words but pure anguish made manifest. Betrayal and fury and something that felt like his heart being ripped out, except it was his pain, reflected through their connection.
She couldn't breathe; it was so intense. Could only kick her horse faster, tears streaming down her face as his rage burned through the bond.
With the High Crown, she could feel everything through their connection:
His stumbling from bed, still drunk, hands frantically searching...
His palm flat on the crown of his own head, finding no weight there, and no crown either where it should have lain on the pillow beside him...
The terrible realization...
His rage transforming into something primal and broken...
"Faster!" she called to the others, her voice breaking.
But through the bond, she felt him calling for guards, where before she could only sense his emotions, now she could hear his words, feel his thoughts. Felt his fury crystallizing into cold purpose. He was too drunk to ride himself... she could feel his unsteady movements, the way the room spun around him... but he was screaming orders.
"The eastern border! Four of you... my fastest, my best! Bring her back! BRING HER BACK!"
"Lewan," Amora gasped. "He's sending hunters. Elite soldiers."
"How many?" Lewan's voice was sharp, tactical.
"Four."
Lewan glanced back at the third guard, and something passed between them... a look of understanding, of readiness.
"Then we ride harder," Lewan said. "And we trust our escort."
They pushed the horses to the edge of endurance. Hours bled together. The bond stretched thinner with distance, but Godwynn's rage never diminished... it burned like a beacon behind them, driving them forward.
Dawn broke cold and gray.
The mountains loomed ahead, their peaks white with eternal snow. The border couldn't be far now... maybe an hour's hard ride.
The crown pulsed strangely on Amora's head, and she felt... something. A warning? The artifact was trying to tell her...
Four Dark Elf warriors materialized from the trees ahead, blocking the path. Elite soldiers in black armor, weapons drawn, moving with the deadly grace of Godwynn's personal guard.
"The High King demands your return, Your Majesty," their leader called out. "Surrender the crown and come peacefully."
Amora's hand moved to the crown, and she felt its power surging... wild, untested, dangerous. She didn't know how to wield it. Didn't know what she was doing...
The third guard's hand moved.
Three small blades flashed through the dawn light... so fast they were barely visible. Three wet sounds. Three bodies dropping simultaneously.
The fourth Dark Elf had time to look confused before a fourth blade sprouted from his eye socket. He fell without a sound.
Four bodies. Four throwing daggers. Maybe two seconds total.
The guard urged his horse forward calmly, dismounted with unhurried grace, and retrieved his blades from the corpses one by one. He cleaned each on their cloaks with methodical precision before tucking them back into hidden sheaths somewhere in his dark leathers.
Then he remounted and looked at Amora with flat, emotionless eyes.
A single nod. We should go.
Amora sat frozen, her mouth open, unable to process what she'd just witnessed.
Lewan's eyes met hers across the bodies in the dirt. He was not laughing. His jaw was set. But there was something in the set of his shoulders that told her, without him speaking, that he had known what Remi was. That he had been waiting for her to see it.
I told you I had everything handled.
It came to her through no bond, only through the long brother-sister shorthand of two people who had grown up sharing a palace. She held his eyes a moment longer. Then she gave him the small hard nod their mother had given their father across a council chamber a hundred times. She saw it land in him. She saw him take it.
"We should go," the third guard said quietly, his voice calm and even. "Before the High King sends more."
They rode.
The Winter Elf border towers appeared through the morning mist like salvation made solid. White stone spires, elegant and ancient, marking the line between kingdoms.
But it wasn't empty.
An entire battalion of Winter Elf warriors stood arrayed across the border... hundreds of them in gleaming silver armor, weapons ready, formation perfect. They stretched across the entire pass, an impenetrable wall of steel and ice-cold determination.
"By the gods," Lewan breathed. "They were waiting for us."
The crown pulsed on Amora's head, and she understood. They'd felt it. Felt the High Crown's power crossing into their territory. Felt the ancient magic that hadn't moved through their territory in generations suddenly blazing across the realms to their border.
And they'd responded.
A commander stepped forward... with ice-white hair braided with silver and eyes like frozen starlight. His armor marked him as high-ranking, and the way the other soldiers deferred to him suggested he commanded this entire force.
"I am Amora of Atheria," she called out, the High Crown blazing on her head. "Daughter of King Nolick, niece to Lady Seraphine. I claim sanctuary in the name of our shared blood!"
The commander's expression didn't change, but his eyes studied her... studied the crown... with keen intelligence.
"We felt the High Crown moving into our lands," he said, his voice carrying the authority of centuries. "A power that has not passed through here in lifetimes. And now we see why." His gaze swept over her escort, assessing threats. "You are pursued?"
"Yes," Amora said simply.
"By whom?"
"By the one who wore this crown until tonight. Godwynn of Nyberius."
Understanding flickered in the commander's eyes. "The new Dark Elf king. And he relinquished the High Crown to you?"
"He surrendered it," she confirmed. "By ancient law, witnessed by the crown itself."
The commander was silent for a long moment. Studying how the crown had merged with her very flesh. Then he turned to his battalion and raised his hand. "Defensive formation! Nothing crosses this border without my command!"
The Winter Elf warriors moved with practiced precision, shields locking, spears lowering. A wall of silver and ice.
"We acknowledge your lineage and Royal status as High Queen. You and your escort are under the protection of the Winter Realm," the commander said to Amora. "Lady Seraphine will be informed of your arrival. Welcome home, niece."
The Atherian Shadow guard dismounted smoothly, moving to stand at the front of the formation... a silent addition to the defensive line. As if to say: I guard this line now. Nothing crosses.
"Commander," one of the Winter Elf scouts called out, pointing back toward the Dark Elf territory. "Riders approaching. Fast."
Through the bond, Amora felt it... Godwynn's presence growing closer. He'd sobered up enough to ride, and he was coming for her with everything he had left.
"How many?" the commander asked.
"A small hunting party, a dozen. Maybe more."
"Let them come," the commander said coldly. "They will not pass."
Moments later, Godwynn burst from the tree line with his remaining riders.
Even at this distance, Amora could see him clearly. Could feel him through the bond. He sat on his horse like death itself, his silver hair wild, his eyes blazing red with fury and pain. Without the High Crown, he looked different... still powerful, still dangerous, but somehow less. Diminished.
He pulled his horse to a halt at the edge of the border, taking in the massive Winter Elf battalion arrayed against him.
For a long moment, no one moved. No one spoke.
Then Godwynn's eyes found Amora across the distance.
The bond between them pulled taut, humming with everything unsaid.
He urged his horse forward a single step.
Every Winter Elf weapon shifted to track him.
"I would not advise it, King Godwynn," the commander called out, his voice carrying across the space between them. "You have no High Crown. No authority here. Crossing this border would be an act of war against the Winter Realm."
"She is my wife," Godwynn snarled. "My queen. You have no right... "
"She is the High Queen first," the commander interrupted. "And the High Crown outranks any single kingdom's claim. Including yours. Especially now that you no longer wear it."
Godwynn's hands tightened on his reins, and Amora felt his rage spike through the bond.
"Furthermore," the commander continued, his voice turning to ice, "she is blood relation to Lady Seraphine, Mistress of the Winter Realm. She has claimed sanctuary under our protection. And we will honor that claim with our lives."
"Then you'll die for her," Godwynn said flatly.
"Perhaps," the commander agreed, the waved toward Amora. "But so could she. Any battle here would put the High Queen directly in harm's way. And if she dies..." He let the implication hang. Everyone in the realms knew about the Twin Flame Bond that they shared.
If Amora died, Godwynn died.
Amora saw the moment the reality crashed into him. Saw his rage war with cold calculation. He could attack... could try to fight through the battalion to reach her.
But she'd be caught in the crossfire. An arrow meant for a Winter Elf could strike her. A spell could go wild. She could fall in the chaos. But even more importantly, he was critically outnumbered. He would fall no matter how skilled he was.
And her death meant his, as his did hers.
He'd been completely, perfectly outmaneuvered.
Their eyes met across the border one final time.
The bond between them pulled taut.
He did not speak.
He had nothing to say across a battalion of Winter Elf spears that would not, through the open bond door, have reached her already. There was nothing, in the long catalogue of Nyberian grievance and Nyberian threat, that he had not already let her feel in the three heartbeats since she had stepped out from behind the commander's shoulder with the High Crown of his father's father's father bleeding gold through the dark wool of her hood.
So he did not speak.
He did not have to.
His eyes, through the long thin line of the bond, said the one thing neither words nor the open border nor the battalion between them could soften.
If this hand reaches you again, pet, you will not see the sky without a roof over it for the rest of your long immortal life.
Not a threat. A weather report.
He held her gaze across the distance with the flat measured patience of a man who had been taught, at the age of six, how to wait without moving, and who had already understood what the Twin Flame bond gave him that the Winter Elf battalion could not take away. He would not reach her today. He would not reach her this year. He would not reach her, perhaps, this decade. He had, however, a great deal of time, and she had married into it, and he had, at some point on one of the great many days they would both continue to have, the long quiet certainty that he would.
Amora felt it land.
She did not flinch.
She was her mother's daughter, and a princess of the Golden Kingdoms did not flinch from a look across a border, no matter what the look was carrying. She met his eyes the way her mother had met Drogath's eyes across the high table at a thousand state dinners, and her hand, without her deciding to lift it, rose to the metal of the crown at her brow, and she laid her palm against it, steady, and let him see her hand there.
The crown is mine now.
And I am not yours.
His jaw worked, once.
He did not, again, speak.
He turned his horse's head.
He rode back into the shadow of his own kingdom at a pace that was not, quite, retreat.
*
The bond did not break. Would not break, until death claimed one of them. But it dimmed. Became distant. A whisper instead of a shout.
He was letting her go.
For now.
Amora's legs did not give out, because she was her mother's daughter and she did not give her brother's guards the sight of it, but she felt Lewan's hand settle careful and firm at the small of her back without her having asked for it there.
"It's over," her brother whispered. "For today."
"For today."
The commander approached, his expression softening slightly. "Come, Your Majesty. Lady Seraphine awaits. And you look like you could use rest."
Amora nodded numbly, letting Lewan help her back onto her horse. The crown's weight settled more firmly on her head, as if acknowledging the safety they had found.
As they rode through the Winter Elf ranks toward the towers beyond, she looked back one final time.
The forest where Godwynn had disappeared was empty now. Silent.
But she could still feel him through the bond. Distant. Furious. Waiting.
She had chosen freedom. Chosen safety for her unborn child. Chosen a future that did not belong to his father's palace, or his father's walls, or the long dark line his bloodline had drawn across a thousand years.
She had chosen to give him a peaceful home.
She had also, in the same motion, taken the High Crown of the Nine Kingdoms off his head on the night the Nyberian darkness had first risen in his blood, and she had done it with his willing hand guiding hers, and she did not know whether the man who had guided that hand was going to be the man she felt on the other side of the bond tomorrow, or whether he had already been swallowed by something her own mother had once described as the thing Drogath carried inside him, which was older than Drogath, and which did not die with him.
She had not left him because he had not chosen her.
She had left him because he could not be the father her child needed. Not now. Not with that in him. Not while the crown's pull was still going to work on him through the bond for every day of the rest of their long immortal lives.
She did not know if he would come to understand the difference.
She hoped, someday, he would.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Seven Years Later
The Winter Realm gave her what the rest of the world could not.
Distance. Walls that answered to no High King. An aunt who asked nothing of her except that she stay alive, and that she let the healers tend to her through the worst of what the pregnancy became.
The boy had been born nearly six months after she crossed the border.
Silver hair. Crimson eyes. Pale as snow from his father's blood and bronze-touched at the edges from hers. He had screamed from the first moment and had not, in seven years since, quite stopped being loud.
She had named him Aetherion. Not a Dark name. Not a Golden name. A name that belonged to neither kingdom and owed nothing to either crown.
*
The bond with Godwynn had never broken.
She had known it would not. It had dimmed with distance the way Remi had told her it would, reduced from a constant presence to something like a bruise she stopped noticing until she pressed on it accidentally. She felt him sometimes. A flare of fury. A spike of something cold and purposeful. He had been looking for her. She had always known he would be.
The Winter Realm mountains were tall, and Seraphine's borders were not kind to uninvited visitors. Seven years had passed. Amora had learned to govern, to sit in council, to carry the High Crown's strange feral power without flinching when it surged through her. She had learned, also, to live inside a silence where he had been.
She had been waiting.
She had always known this day was coming.
*
The High Queen of the Winter Realm stood at her chamber window and watched the training yard below.
Her son moved through the first sword forms she had watched her own brother move through in another palace in another life. The small practice blade flashed in the mountain sunlight. He was six years old. Bronze skin like hers. Silver hair like his father's. And his eyes, when he concentrated, burned a clean red that did not belong to her side of the family.
He was concentrating now.
Remiathan stood opposite him, the practice blade loose in his own hand. Captain of the Queen's Guard. Teacher of the prince the Nine Kingdoms did not know existed. Remi's patience with the boy had been one of the few small mercies of these seven years.
Aetherion parried, adjusted his stance, and attacked.
Remi blocked him easily. Nodded once.
"Better. Again."
They had been at it an hour already. The boy showed no sign of tiring.
"He is good," Seraphine said at her elbow, with the silent grace with which her aunt moved through every room she entered. "Remi says he has not seen a child take to the work so fast in a century."
"He has his father's instincts."
Amora's hand rose, unthinking, to the metal at her brow.
The High Crown had grown into her over the years. It had, in ways no mage in either realm could name, become part of her. She could not take it off. She could no longer remember what her head felt like without it. The first female bearer in all of the recorded history of the Nine Kingdoms, and the crown had bonded with her in ways it had never bonded with any of the dark-haired kings who had worn it before.
It was thrumming now.
*
Seraphine did not turn her head from the training yard.
"The scouts brought word this morning, niece."
"Tell me."
"The Dark Kingdoms are moving. Armies are being called in from the frontier. Supplies are being stockpiled. Raven traffic out of Nyberius has tripled since the first thaw."
Amora's hand tightened on the window frame.
"A king who has spent seven years looking for something he lost," Seraphine said quietly. "And who has, it would seem, begun to find it."
Through the bond, dimmed but present, Amora felt him. Far. Distant as weather. A storm still over the horizon, but turning inland.
"He cannot know," she said. "About the boy."
"Can he not."
Seraphine's eyes drifted down to the courtyard, where Aetherion laughed at something Remi had just said.
"How long," she said gently, "do you think you can hide a child who looks like that. Whose power is already pressing at the edges of him. Who sends up sparks in his sleep when he dreams hard."
Amora did not answer.
"They say he has been asking questions, niece. They say he has been sending spies deeper into the mountains than spies have come in centuries. They say the rumor reached Nyberius last month and has not yet been put down."
"What rumor."
Seraphine's voice was very soft.
"Of a High Queen in the mountains. Of a boy with silver hair and red eyes. Pale of skin. Dark of feature. Who does not look like his mother."
*
The practice sword clattered to the flagstones below.
Aetherion looked up.
Those crimson eyes, her son's eyes, his father's eyes, found hers across the distance.
"Mama?"
She forced her voice steady.
"Nothing, my love. Keep practicing with the Captain."
"But..."
"Please, darling."
He nodded, uncertain, and bent to pick up the blade. Remi's hand settled briefly on his small shoulder as he straightened, steadying him. The gesture was the kind of gesture a man made to a child he had sworn an oath to, whether the child knew it or not.
*
Her hand went white on the sill.
Through the bond, she felt it.
The shift.
The attention.
The long quiet predator in the distant dark, lifting its head at last after seven years, because some scrap of information it had been circling had finally settled into a shape it recognized.
A High Queen. A child. The right age. Silver hair. Red eyes.
His.
She felt the exact moment he understood. She felt his shock move through the bond like cold water breaking over a stone. Not rage first. Rage came second. What came first was something older. The stillness of a man who had been carrying a grief he had not, before this moment, known to name.
Then the rage.
Then the thing beneath the rage that was far more dangerous.
Possessive certainty.
He knew.
After seven years of searching. After seven years of sending men into mountains they did not come back out of. After seven years of holding a throne and an empty bed and a bond that had dimmed and dimmed and never broken, he knew.
And he was coming.
*
In the courtyard below, her son parried Remi's next stroke, clean.
He did not know his father had just, in this moment, learned of his existence.
He did not know what it would mean.
Amora stood at the high window of the Winter Realm and watched her son and felt his father's attention swing across the dark like a blade finding its edge at last, and she did not weep.
She had wept enough in another palace for a lifetime.
Remi looked up from the yard and met her eyes.
He had felt it too.
I will protect you both, his nod said. Whatever comes.
She closed her eyes. She rested her palm against the metal of her crown, warm as a living thing against her brow, and she drew one long breath into the place her mother had taught her to draw breath, low in the belly, where the fire lived.
Seven years of peace were ending.
He was coming for their son.
And this time, she was not the girl he had dragged across a village square. She was not the bride he had laid out on an altar of a bed for a council to inspect. She was not the captive he had held in a bathing chamber or the princess he had bound to a tent pole with cord in a forest at the edge of his father's kingdom.
She was the woman who had lifted the High Crown off his head with his own hands guiding hers, and she was the mother of his son, and she was the sovereign of a mountain realm that had stood against Dark Kingdoms for ten thousand years and longer.
Let him come.
He would not find what he had lost.
He would find what she had become.

