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      Darren laughed softly. It was like water—the sound of a stream cascading down rock, low and unhurried. Silky. Confident. “You don’t really think you can beat me, Ryiah.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “How would you know? We’ve never dueled before.”

      “I beat you in that contest when we were apprentices in Port Langli.”

      “Yes, but we didn’t fight with magic.” I shifted from one foot to the next as the prince arched a brow and gave me a knowing look. He tapped his fingers against his wrist, and I could tell he was torn between dismissing my challenge and outright intrigue. Prince Darren of Jerar, second-in-line to the throne, was nothing if not proud.

      But he was also stubborn. Like me. And I knew he wasn’t thrilled by the prospect of dueling his future wife.

      I bit my lip, considering how to convince him otherwise. I watched as Darren’s eyes fell to my mouth. Suddenly, I was quite sure I knew the answer. Senseless attraction had made the past five years a misery for the both of us, but now it was going to help.

      “How about a wager?”

      “A wager?” Darren’s tone was instantly suspicious. “What kind of wager?”

      I took a step forward and lightly laid my palm against his form-fitting tunic. I had to swallow as I felt the flat layer of hard muscle beneath. Control yourself, Ryiah. Now was not the time to be noticing things like that. I was the one who was supposed to be seducing him.

      “Careful, Ryiah.” The prince smiled.

      “I win and you join me in Ferren’s Keep.” Ha. We’d spent the past week arguing over where the two of us were going to be stationed.

      “You know I need to remain at the palace.”

      “Then win and you won’t have to leave.”

      “What’s my counter?”

      I spoke without thinking. “Anything you want.”

      “Anything?” Darren’s eyes met mine, and my stomach dropped. A flush crept up the side of my neck and stained my whole face crimson.

      “I… I didn’t mean t-that,” I stuttered.

      “Then don’t lose.” His eyes danced. “Isn’t that what you just told me?”

      I folded my arms and stared him down stubbornly. “Fine,” I said, “but if you get ‘anything,’ then I get to add another condition. If I win, you have to make peace with Alex the next time the two of you cross paths.”

      The prince cringed. He and my twin had a strained relationship at best, and even after the night of the ascension, Alex was still wary of the prince. He’d told me the morning after, four days back.

      Which was ironic because Darren’s brother, the crown prince of Jerar, hated me. Although to be fair, I shared the sentiment. There was no one I despised more than Prince Blayne.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I plan on winning.” I looked up and found Darren smirking. Gods, even when he was arrogant, he was attractive. Or maybe it was because of his smug self-assurance. It made me want to slap that silly smile off his face, and then grab him by the collar and kiss him breathless. Not necessarily in that order.

      I concentrated on tugging my hair back into a knot—anything to appear unaffected. “Vanity doesn’t suit you.”

      The prince just gave me a knowing smile and pulled himself off the wall, lazily walking to the center of the training court. I followed him until the two of us were standing three yards apart in the center of a large stone dais. The palace’s practice court was much smaller than the outdoor ones we’d trained in during our apprenticeship, and it was also twice as elaborate. I suspected it was because we were in the nation’s capital, where more coin was devoted to pleasure than practicality.

      Normal arenas were in the dirt, outside under a radiating sun with a bare picket fence to serve as the perimeter. Here, inside the palace of Devon, we stood on a raised stone platform surrounded by large, white pillars and a curved base of cushioned benches. On the same side as the empty seats was a thick glass wall, reinforced by a regular supply of the Alchemy mages’ resistance potions.

      This way the king’s court could relax in leisure without the threat of a knight or mage’s attack gone awry.

      On the opposite side, where we’d just come from, was a small alcove featuring a display of training weapons and spare armor. Darren didn’t bother to take any—he already had the most powerful weapon at hand. His magic. As Combat mages, we were able to cast any weapon we needed, and while we’d outfit ourselves in real battle, this was only a duel and we’d both agreed the outcome would be decided by sheer prowess alone.

      “Are you ready, Ryiah?” Darren grinned.

      I studied his stance, hoping for a small hint as to what his first attack might be. I’d spent five years studying his form in casting, and while the prince was good, no one was perfect. He still had tells just like the rest of us. They might not be as obvious, but they were there. If Darren were to cast a weapon to hold he’d likely adjust his right hand—just the slightest widening of his fist to grip a handle. Likewise, he’d be more likely to dig in with his right heel were he to prepare for a substantial casting from his center of gravity, something akin to a heavy torrent of wind power or flame.

      Right now, on the day I needed to read him the most, the prince was a blank slate. I scowled. “I’m ready.”

      “On the count of three.” Darren’s eyes met mine. “One … Two … Three.”

      The two of us threw out our castings at once, our magic rising up and exploding in a collision of brute power and force.

      And then we were flying back.

      Each of us slammed against a pillar on opposite ends of the arena. I barely had time to cushion my fall with a casting of air before I was staggering forward, running back toward Darren with a hand raised and magic flowing from my palm.

      But he was even faster.

      I narrowly ducked as a series of whistling daggers soared past my ear. Swiping a loose strand of hair that’d fallen from it’s knot, I met the prince’s gaze.

      “Having fun, love?” The words were full of unspoken laughter.

      “Aren’t you?” A blade appeared in one hand as my other sent off a blinding flash of light. The air lit up, and for a moment, there was only gold as I barreled forward, bringing my sword up and then down in a vertical slash. I threw all my weight into the heat of the attack.

      But Darren was waiting. The sound of two metals colliding sent out a noisy ring across the dais.

      I withdrew and threw up a pine shield just in time to counter his cut.

      “Nice touch.”

      “I learned from the best.” I paused. “Well, second best.”

      He snorted.

      We continued to trade blows for parries, but within minutes, Darren was walking me backward across the dais with a maddening smirk. His weighted blows were stronger than mine, and my arm started to strain against the heavy hits I was blocking, but only occasionally issuing.

      I made a split-second decision to lunge forward with my shield. Darren blocked the move easily, but that was my intention. While he was distracted with the blow, I changed my sword to a knife.

      He registered my decision a second too late as I threw a crescent cut low and out. I caught the side of his leg just before he fell back, and I was rewarded with a loud rip of cloth and the trickle of red.

      I jumped out of the way of the prince’s counter.

      “Should have known you’d choose the knife.”

      “It always was my favorite.”

      We regarded one another for a moment in silence, our chests rising and falling after the first ten minutes of battle. I’d drawn first blood, so I won by standard duel etiquette. But we were playing for more. We trained for Combat, and Combat trained to win. We were war mages. Our definition of winning was surrender—or death.

      I adjusted my grip. One victory down, and one more to go. I lifted my hand at the same time Darren lowered his. Our eyes met and power burst from our fingertips. The dais rumbled and groaned, and I leaped to avoid a large fissure as Darren cast out a magicked globe, shielding himself from the storm of arrows I’d sent flooding down from the ceiling.

      This time there was no rest.

      Fire tore a line across the fissure, sprouting even more flames as it chased me to the edge. I spun and doused it with a flurry of ice, listening to the snap, crackle, and hiss as the flames met with cold.

      For a second, heavy steam fogged up the arena. I shut my eyes and called up a memory for the next casting.

      Darren and me. The night he told me he didn’t love me. Blayne laughing in my face while the fathomless prince watched, unfeeling, as my heart crumbled to a million pieces.

      My fingers tingled, and I felt the warm static building in my arm. These were the memories I needed. Weather magic wasn’t like a normal casting—it was fueled by emotion. Extremities were best. And my years with Darren had certainly given me a large assortment to choose from.

      “I told you not to trust a wolf, because it would only ever want to break you… Haven’t you figured it out yet? I’m the wolf, Ryiah.”

      A hot surge of anger leaped out of my core. I mentally harnessed the emotion and channeled its magic, letting the searing heat surge along my veins. Then, I released my casting.

      A jolt of lightning struck Darren’s barrier and shattered it. There was a shrill, earsplitting noise as his casting splintered like glass.

      Darren released his magic and sprinted across the platform, a magicked sword in each hand.

      I sent out a large funnel of fire, but the prince crossed his arms midstride and the flames came barreling back. I had just enough time to duck to my left, and then a terrible smell met my nose.

      I lifted a hand to my head. The fire had singed off part of my hair, just above my right ear.

      When Darren came again, I was ready. Ice shot out across the short distance between us and met with the prince’s swords. His metal froze over, webs of glistening frost spreading from the tip to the handle with a shrill crack.

      He dropped his castings with a growl—nothing like the biting sting of frozen metal—and looked to his palms. They were now reddish-black.

      I was torn between guilt and glee. I knew how that felt. I’d had that same casting done to me when I was an apprentice.

      But I was here to win.

      I barreled forward and prepared to end our duel with a knife to his neck. Or that was what I’d planned. But, like usual, Darren was one step ahead of me.

      The second the steel started to materialize in my hand, Darren tackled me midstride.

      Before I could get a good focus, my casting disappeared—concentration broken by his attack—and we both hit the hard stone floor with a loud thud.

      I felt the jarring impact in my side rather than the full at my back. I had somehow grappled my way so that Darren wasn’t quite pinning me flat—one leg in and one out.

      He was trying to wrestle me to the floor, but I knew the second he had my shoulders, the match was as good as over. I would never be able to break the full weight of his hold if I couldn’t push forward. I simply didn’t have the mass to win a contest with my arms, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t fool Darren into thinking I’d try. He and I had never fought in hand-to-hand combat, so I could only hope that meant he hadn’t been paying attention during my training in the apprenticeship.

      Pretending to gasp, I made a huge deal out of struggling back and forth to break free. Darren took the bait. He leaned forward to pin me back and my second leg snaked free. It took me all of two seconds to dig my first heel into his hip and pivot to the side.

      It was enough to give me some leverage against his weight.

      I threw myself forward using my second leg to kick up and off the ground, rolling the prince underneath me. I was up.

      But I was sitting too far back. Darren’s reflexes were too fast. Or maybe he’d expected the move. His hips threw me, and I toppled forward, palms slapping the ground while he used the strength in his torso to flip-roll me. Hard.

      I landed on my back with a curse. My lungs were on fire, and I wasn’t sure I hadn’t broken something in that twist. White-hot pain ate away at my ribs, and Darren had my arms pinned to the stone ground.

      “Time to surrender, love. Don’t fault yourself. It’s not every day someone goes up against a first-rank mage.”

      I grumbled an unladylike word, and Darren laughed, his whole body shaking.

      “You’re insufferable.”

      Darren stopped and his eyes met mine. The look he gave me was enough to forget the terrible pain in my chest and bring on a whole different kind of heat. “Well, I don’t believe that for a second.”

      Blood rushed my face as the prince leaned in.

      “Admit it.” Darren’s mouth was close to my ear. “You aren’t suffering in the least...” His hand traced circles along the inside of my wrist. A trail of shivers followed wherever his fingers went. “Are you, Ryiah?”

      I swallowed. For the first time, I was conscious of the fact we were the only two in the room. And we were on the floor, which suddenly didn’t feel quite so uncomfortable and cold.

      Not when he was looking at me like that. Like…

      I had a sudden flashback to that day in his chambers two years before—to what had almost transpired the last time we’d been truly alone.

      Gods, I hadn’t been able to keep my hands to myself. And neither had he.

      The memory made me blush even now.

      Darren noticed and his lips curved in a half smile, his eyes hooded. “That’s what I thought.” With those words, he closed the distance between us. I detected the faint spiciness of his breath, like cinnamon and heat and ice. Something that was dangerous and dark and, to be honest, exactly what I wanted.

      I knew we needed to treat our injuries, especially mine, but…

      “If you are going to kiss me,” I said brazenly, “you should do it now.”

      The corner of his lips turned up. “Oh, I intend to.”

      “Really, because I’m still—”

      Darren placed a tanned finger to my lips, eyes dancing. “I haven’t named the prize for our wager yet.”

      That silenced me quickly.

      “Ah, and I see I’ve finally rendered you speechless.” His smirk deepened. “And here I thought you’d never—”

      Before Darren could finish whatever taunt he’d started, I dragged the prince down by the hem of his vest. His lips met mine, surprised, and for a moment, everything was slow and sweet.

      I felt the unsteady beating of his pulse. The careful way he kissed me back had my vision swimming before my eyes. The kiss might’ve been slow, but my pulse thundering inside my ears was a roar.

      For once, neither of us were rushed. There was nothing forbidden, nothing wrong. We had all the time in the world.

      Darren’s fingers slipped into the back of my hair. I looked up and found his eyes smoldering. This was us. He stared back, and there was no challenge, no sarcasm or smirk, just Darren and me.

      After so many trying years, we were finally together.

      His fingers trailed the side of my face, and my skin burned underneath his touch. Could a person catch fire and still live? I wasn’t sure, but I thought the answer was yes.

      His lips parted mine. I shut my eyes.

      Dear gods.

      “Ryiah…” His hand skimmed down the side of my waist, and an anguished cry fell from my lips.

      Darren backed away with a start. “Are you…  hurt?”

      I pressed down on my stomach and bit back a long string of curses. Hot needle pricks flared in response. “My ribs.” I avoided his gaze and silently chastised the god of chance. Now? The pain could not have resurged at a more inconvenient time.

      Or maybe it is exactly the right time, my inner voice replied. You know perfectly well what happened the last time the two of you got carried away…

      I groaned loudly to cover up the rest of my thoughts. Tomorrow morning I was supposed to set out to Ferren’s Keep. I couldn’t very well do a seven-day trek on horseback where I would be in constant motion with broken ribs.

      I tried to stand and doubled over in agony.

      Darren was there in an instant. I swatted him away with a weak wave of my hand.

      “I’m a Combat mage.” I stood and took a sharp lungful of air. “Not one of those damsels in distress you keep here at the palace.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “Tell that to the tutors your father ordered me for etiquette this week.”

      “I can never win with you, can I?”

      I rolled my eyes, but inside I was smiling. Outside, my mouth was plastered in a grimace. “Just take me to the infirmary.”

      “So full of authority.” Darren joined me as I started toward the nearest passage. He pointed the direction we were to take. I was headed the wrong way. “And I believe I told you I would never carry you.”

      I let him lead the way. “That was four years ago. And I’m not asking you to carry me. I just want your company.”

      Darren flashed me a predator’s grin. “Well, don’t expect me not to gloat on the way over. Because despite your injuries, love, I do believe I’ve maintained my standing as a first-rank mage.”

      “For now.”

      His chuckle echoed along the barren palace hall. It was disconcerting. Usually the king’s palace was filled to the brim with wandering courtiers, mages, off-duty knights, servants, and, of course, my favorite, his older brother by three years, Prince Blayne.

      Luckily, today was not most days. The entire court, with the exception of a small sampling of its staff, had departed that morning for the yearly first-year trials at the Academy of Magic in Sjeka.

      Traditionally, the Crown—the king and his two sons—was supposed to attend, but Darren had been granted a leave of absence since his new service as a mage in the King’s Regiment was to begin at the week’s end.

      The two of us continued on in a comfortable silence—well, as comfortable as it could be given my new injuries. It was nice. We’d barely shared any time together since the ascension. After Darren had publicly declared our engagement, most of his time had been stolen in long meetings with the king and his advisors. I’d been thrown into a parade of anxious courtiers eager to earn the favor of a future princess of Jerar.

      King Lucius hadn’t been thrilled with his son, and he definitely didn’t look favorably upon the former lowborn who’d caused his son to make such a reckless decision in the first place. Darren and Princess Shinako of the Borea Isles had found a way to avoid their own impending marriages by promising her dowry to me in exchange for a renewed treaty between her island country and Jerar. It’d been a brilliant move, and one no one had seen coming, but after the initial night of revelry, there’d been new problems to contend with.

      There were many concerns about someone with my background taking on such a vital role within the Crown.

      It didn’t matter that said role was purely ornamental since Darren would never be king. It didn’t matter that, as an apprentice, I’d acquired a highborn status of my own. And it certainly didn’t matter that I was hopelessly in love with the boy.

      What mattered was that I’d ruined a very strategic match between Blayne and an important ally. Now King Lucius was stuck in negotiations with Pythus. As heir to the kingdom of Jerar, Blayne needed to marry above Darren. And since the Borea Isles’ princess’s dowry had already been promised to me, Blayne was forced to pursue a new match with one of King Joren’s daughters instead.

      In truth, it was a great opportunity. The Borea Isles were a small territory and a large continent like Pythus could offer better resources. But try telling that to Blayne. Darren and Blayne had been intended for quick marriages to secure their dowries’ funds as fast as possible, and now Blayne had to find a new wife. King Joren was a much shrewder man than Emperor Liang. It didn’t matter that the Crown needed as much support as it could get in order to go to war against its northern neighbor, Caltoth; to Blayne, I would always be the unruly lowborn who’d managed to ruin all his plans.

      And now he was determined to ruin mine. The very next morning after Darren’s and my engagement, Blayne had petitioned his father to hold off on our wedding until he secured his own. When Darren had tried to counter his brother’s absurd proclamation, citing the impending war with Caltoth, the king had stiffly sided with his heir, stating that the suggestion might motivate Darren to become more involved in Crown affairs. “Besides,” he’d added dryly, “we need two dowries to finance an army, not one.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that. More likely, the king just wanted to punish Darren for the public humiliation he’d faced the night of our ascension. Lucius had been all too willing to go along with his youngest son’s strategy until he found out the second half of the arrangement: marriage to a lowborn. Since the king had already agreed to Darren’s proposal and Emperor Liang’s treaty had specifically mentioned me by name, there’d been nothing the king could do—not if he wanted to keep the princess’s dowry.

      Needless to say, the last couple of days hadn’t been pleasant. On the bright side, since the king could hardly stomach the idea of me in court, Lucius had been more than willing to grant my petition for service in Ferren’s Keep. Darren hadn’t been pleased, but he knew just as well as I that once Blayne’s wedding passed, I’d be forced to take up permanent residency in the palace.

      If anything, I thought Darren envied my freedom. Now that he was done with his apprenticeship, he was limited to the palace regiment. The same would apply to me once that year was over.

      It wasn’t a bad thing. The King’s Regiment was the most prodigious company in the land, and who could forget the palace housed the current Black Mage, Marius? But an eternity was daunting. Ferren’s Keep was my one chance at glory, and I hadn’t forgotten what the Combat mages said about its action: the northern border was the place to be.

      We finished the ten-minute walk to the palace infirmary, and I was surprised to see two familiar people as we turned the corner. The taller of the two, a young man with sandy-brown locks and warm blue eyes, was chuckling at something the dark-skinned girl beside him had said.

      Like most mages in the kingdom, neither wore their colored robes except for special occasions, but their status was still unmistakable. The two bore the air all newly ascended mages carried: one of barely contained excitement and pride. Their demeanor was a sharp contrast to the calm of the palace healer in her red Restoration robe that greeted us upon entry.

      “Alex! Ella!” I called out to my brother and best friend.

      The couple immediately turned toward the doorway. Ella broke into a grin, but my twin’s smile faded as soon as he noticed my injuries and the person standing beside me.

      “What happened?” His question sounded innocent, but I knew Alex well enough to catch the unusual lilt to his tone. My brother had already chastised me for too many injuries during the course of our four-year apprenticeship, and I knew he was anything but pleased that his sister had gotten herself hurt. Again.

      “It’s nothing. We were dueling—“ I corrected myself hastily. “I was drilling, and I think I broke a rib.”

      “Ryiah just needs a healer to look at her,” Darren said. “Nothing too serious.”

      Alex’s gaze narrowed on the prince. “I know what a broken rib is.”

      Darren stared at him. “I didn’t say you didn’t.”

      “Did you do this to her?”

      The prince folded his arms. “Your sister was the one who wanted to duel, Alex.”

      “That doesn’t mean—” My brother never finished because, at just that moment, Ella placed a perfectly timed kick to his shins. Alex swallowed, scowling, and Ella finished for him with a small smile in Darren’s direction.

      “I take it Ry thought she’d give you a run for first rank?”

      At her question, the prince gave a small smile. “She tried.”

      “Did she at least get in some good castings of her own?”

      “Depends on what you consider ‘good.’”

      I cringed. Now was not the best time to joke, not with my brother seething in anger a couple yards away. “So about that healing…”

      Darren and Ella stayed where they were, engaging in a strained but polite conversation while I followed Alex to one of the covered cots in the back of the infirmary. He wasn’t employed by the palace staff, but the healer was busy enough with two of the knights of the King’s Regiment in the back, so she didn’t give us a second glance. The other healers had undoubtedly left for the Academy trials with the rest of the court.

      As soon as Alex started his examination, I lowered my voice to a whisper. “There’s no need to blame Darren for this.”

      My twin grumbled under his breath.

      “You can’t continue to hate him, Alex. I already told you, everything he did during the apprenticeship, he had a reason—”

      My brother cut me off. “I really do not want to talk about him right now.”

      I sighed and let him continue his work in silence. I felt the cooling touch as his magic seeped out of his hands and into my stomach, the terrible feeling of tissue and bits of bone sliding into place, and then the blissful sensation as my rib pain trickled away, bit by bit. It was a simple injury to treat—a broken or fractured rib could heal naturally with no magic within a month or two on its own—but I didn’t have the luxury of time.

      Sitting up, I gave my twin a grateful smile. “So, have you and Ella finally decided which city to take up service in?”

      My brother’s expression softened at the mention of her name. “Montfort.”

      I started. I’d been expecting Ferren’s Keep, or maybe Ishir Outpost. “Where is Montfort?”

      “It’s five days north. Ella wanted to come with you—you already know that—but after what happened last year, I didn’t feel comfortable stationed so close to the border, not that I like you going there either.” He gave me a pointed look, but I ignored it.

      Neither Darren nor Alex could talk me out of a position in Commander Nyx’s regiment. Besides, unlike the two of them, my station was only temporary. The Crown’s advisors had made it clear that, as soon as Darren and I were married, I’d be stuck serving close to home—and that would be the end of my grand adventures. It was the one thing I wasn’t looking forward to about my impending marriage.

      “…Still close enough to the action to give her the excitement she wants, but they also have some of the best healers in the kingdom. Ronan is going there.” Ronan was a first-rank mage like Darren—only his faction was Restoration like my brother’s. The two of them had bonded during their apprenticeship, and while my brother was jealous of his friend’s ranking, I knew he also looked up to him. In Alex’s eyes, anywhere Ronan was stationed was worth going.

      “And we both met with Commander Braxton during the ascension feast. He seemed friendly enough, and it helps that his city is hosting the Candidacy next year. As soon as he reminded Ella, she forgot whatever scheme she’d been cooking up to convince me to join Ferren’s Keep with you.”

      I grinned. Ella was a true Combat mage. It didn’t surprise me in the least that she’d agreed to Montfort so easily after the commander’s mention of the Candidacy. It was a tempting opportunity, and if I hadn’t been so set on Ferren’s Keep, I would’ve probably begged to come along. The Candidacy was how our nation determined its reigning Council of Magic, known commonly as The Three. It was also how the Black Mage, Marius, had earned his title just nineteen years before. And in one year, it would be my turn.

      Even if I didn’t win the robe—and the odds were I wouldn’t—the prestige that came with any victory at all in our nation’s infamous tourney was enough to elevate my status. I was second rank now, but there were at least fifty other Combat mages with the same ranking, as I was only compared to four others of my same ascension year.

      Still, if I won against even some others of my same rank, it would improve my standing and prove that I was better than the ones I beat, and any of the lower ranks of that person’s own year.

      “All done. Stop daydreaming.” My brother clamped my shoulder lightly, startling me out of my thoughts with a jolt.

      I slapped his hand away in mock protest. “What if you missed something? That could’ve hurt.” It didn’t, but I wasn’t about to let him off that easily.

      My twin grinned at me. “You’re just jealous you don’t have my skill.”

      I rolled my eyes in humor. “Jealous? Hardly. I believe the people up north call me a hero.”

      “Funny how she forgets they were talking about both of us.” Darren and Ella had appeared beside us. I watched Alex stiffen at the prince’s proximity. “Ella tells me you two are headed for Montfort,” Darren added.

      My brother opened his mouth and then thought better of whatever insult he was about to say when he caught wind of my scowl. When he finally spoke, it was the quietest reply I’d ever heard him utter. It was also the shortest. “Yes.”

      “It’s a great city. Small, but accomplished.” Darren nodded to the red-robed woman on the other side of the room. “Jeanette hires most of the palace healers from there.”

      “How… nice.” I elbowed my twin and he ground his teeth. “Thanks for the recommendation. It means—” Alex took a long breath and the words barely left his lips. “—a lot. Thank you, Your Highness.”

      Darren’s face froze in a polite smile. He was as uncomfortable as my brother, but years at court had given him the upper hand. “Anytime.”

      Ella winked at me. She could read the tension just as easily as I. “Well, as pleasant as this little reunion has been, I do believe it’s getting late and Alex and I have a long ride ahead of us. It was nice to see you both before we head out. Darren, I’m sure we’ll see you in Montfort with Ry for the Candidacy next year?”

      The lines seemed to leave Darren’s shoulders—not much, but just enough to betray the real anxiety he’d felt just moments before. “Of course.”

      I exchanged a quick embrace with my best friend and brother, and then watched them go.

      As soon as they were out of sight, Darren turned to me. “He still hates me.”

      “Give him time.” I squeezed his hand. “He’s never liked anyone I courted.”

      “He liked Ian.”

      “Ian was…” I paused, unsure how to begin. “Well, he’s…”

      The prince studied me in my hesitation. “He’s everything I’m not.”

      “Ian is what Alex wants,” I amended. “Not me.”

      Darren was silent.

      “I chose you.” I jabbed at the prince’s chest with my finger. “I want you.” I jabbed again. “I love you, you—” Jab. “—silly—” Jab. “—stubborn—”

      Darren caught my finger with a straight face. “That’s enough injuries for one night, don’t you think?”

      “Do you believe me?”

      “Gods know I’m in for a lot of misery if I’m wrong.” He tilted my chin up to his face, and for once, his eyes were serious. “I’m going to miss you, Ryiah.”

      I looked down at the floor, heart sinking. “You could still come with me.”

      “You could still stay.”

      We were back to the same conversation we’d had all week.

      Darren looked toward the ceiling. “Out of all the girls I’ve met, I would pick the only one who is too stubborn to enjoy my father’s court.” He returned his gaze to me, defeated. “I suppose there’s no talking you around?”

      I shook my head.

      “I didn’t think so.” He groaned. “You frustrate me, you know that?”

      I smiled. “And you’re the most difficult person I’ve ever met.”

      He raised a brow. “Second only to yourself, of course.”

      “Darren.”

      “Yes?”

      I sighed. “I’m going to miss you, too.”
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      Trepidation filled every waking moment of the fourteen long days it took to reach the northeastern stronghold of Ferren’s Keep.

      Most of my trip was spent deep in thought, watching the passing of croplands and riverbeds of the country’s mainland. With the growing rebel attacks, Jerar’s impending war with Caltoth, and my new position close to the border, the Crown’s advisors had decreed that one of the King’s Regiment remain with the future princess at all times. So, like the pack of guards that’d once accompanied Darren to the Academy many years before, I now had Paige, a young knight four years my senior for companionship. She wasn’t talkative, and what little sentences she did speak were of basic necessity.

      When I tried to expand on our conversation, the girl just frowned. I sensed she wasn’t shy, but it was clear she hadn’t warmed up to me either. The knight was sharp-tongued when she did utter an opinion, and I found myself regretting almost all of my attempts.

      Paige was tall, brawny, and almost the female equivalent of my younger brother Derrick in stature. She only packed chainmail and men’s clothes to dress. She had stunning brown locks she kept hidden in a braid to the side and narrowed eyes that seemed to pass judgment the second they looked at you.

      She was lowborn, but she was unlike any lowborn I’d ever met. She despised small talk, scoffed at all my suggestions, and eyed every traveler—noble or not—with the same suspicious edge.

      The third time I tried to engage her, she snapped at me to pay attention to the road, following hastily with an unfeeling apology, “My lady.”

      I didn’t know what to do. With all of our shared background, I’d assumed a friendship was in order. Both of us were women who’d risen above our station through hard work, and we were both young and stuck together for as long as the king ordained her presence necessary. It would have only made sense for us to bond—if for nothing else than the eternity we had ahead—but it was clear my companion had other ideas.

      The rest of the time, we traveled in silence, with the exception of one or two disagreements over direction.

      I spent most of the hours enjoying our scenery, which was easy as we drew further and further west. Plains gave way to pine and thick clusters of sweet-smelling grass as thin streams joined and became one large coursing current. Foliage sprouted up along the banks. First and foremost, my favorite were the dense green trees with their large, shiny leaves and clusters of tiny red flowers that dotted their branches.

      Clove trees.

      Before I knew it, we’d arrived at the small village of Demsh’aa. Home.

      We were only supposed to be passing through for the night, but much to the chagrin of my traveling guard, I insisted on one extra day to visit with my parents. I hadn’t seen either since my first-year trial four years before.

      Paige left me to visit, scouring the local shops to replenish our supplies, and I took a tour of the new changes in my brothers’ and my absence. I was pleased to see how much better we fared. Previously, the apothecary had been an extra room in my parents’ house, but because of the coin Alex and I’d been sending home—Derrick’s soldier salary was much less than that of a mage—they’d been able to purchase a small building close to the center of town, and they’d already apprenticed two young girls who’d chosen to pursue a local trade instead of a trial year in one of the country’s three war schools.

      My parents apologized for missing Alex’s and my ascension, but I’d already known it would be too much to leave the store in the midst of the new apprentices’ training. Besides, the mages’ ceremony wasn’t open to the public, and while I was sure they would’ve been able to attend the feast, it would’ve been a long journey to take for such a short event. I was just happy my parents had supported my studies.

      Of course, I came bearing news…

      But it’d already arrived by Alex’s envoy a week before, not that it made it any easier to accept.

      My father was in a constant state of shock. During my apprenticeship, all my letters home had refrained from mentioning Darren—mostly because I hadn’t known what to write—so to hear the prince and I had been falling in love all this time was something my father had never considered.

      My mother was more understanding, stating that she’d suspected something was afoot during the week of our first-year trials. “He wouldn’t stop staring at you. I knew there was more to it… I just never expected this.”

      It was a hard notion to accept. A prince of the realm had chosen to take their lowborn daughter not as a mistress but as his wife.

      My parents were happy, but confused, and I didn’t have five years to explain exactly how it came to be. To be perfectly honest, I was still reeling from the news as well.

      Things like that just didn’t happen. Not to me.

      We discussed the coming Candidacy, and they promised they would be there to watch Alex and me participate. “The girls should be able to run the shop by then.” We discussed the wedding, and my father was the first to inquire on the absence of a date. When I tried to explain, my mother grew quiet.

      It was only as I was saddling my horse the next morning that she finally spoke. “Be careful, Ryiah. I can’t imagine the king is pleased with whatever his son did to win you a seat at their table.”

      I nodded, mutely. It wasn’t something I hadn’t already considered. My plan was to stay as far away from the king and his heir as possible—yet another reason to accept Commander Nyx’s offer.

      From there it was a swift farewell and a return to the well-traveled dirt road that led up a steep trail to the great forest of the north. King’s Road skirted the base of the Iron Mountains, and the remainder of our trip was uneventful. Paige and I spent each night at an inn along the way, and we made good time.

      When we finally spotted a giant stone fortress built into one of the mountains, I let out a deep sigh of relief. Next to me, I heard Paige do the same.

      It was a magnificent picture. With the setting of the sun just an hour behind us, the great keep was made alive by hundreds of flickering yellow dots. The torches lined each wall, up and up each subsequent lookout until the light finally disappeared into the mountain itself.

      From where we stood, I caught the sheen of metal glittering off the wall’s lowest sentries along the walk. It wound from the fortress’s bottommost point to the base of the mountain floor.

      I gathered my reins and nudged my mare forward.

      Ferren’s Keep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Please state your name and purpose.”

      Paige and I declared ourselves to the guard at the edge of the dais, holding our horses in place as we presented our official papers—my approval from Commander Nyx and Paige’s signed orders from the Crown.

      The soldier and his two comrades examined the documentation carefully, verifying the seals to make sure they weren’t forgeries. When they found what they were looking for, the lead waved us forward with a rattle of chainmail.

      We continued along the raised walkway, horseshoes clattering against rock, until we reached the fortress’s base: a protruding barbican with yet another set of soldiers guarding its gate.

      We presented our papers again, and the gate was raised. Once more the process was repeated inside with another set of guards and another gate, and then we gave our horses to an awaiting hostler as we followed a steep set of stairs and then a long tunnel into the keep itself.

      Spiraling floor after floor, chamber after chamber, everywhere we looked hundreds of supplies flooded the space of the storerooms. There was a giant well, barrels of grain, great mounds of firewood, weighted artillery, and racks. I also noted racks of swords, knives, javelins, and every type of armor one could hope to imagine: chainmail, breastplates, arm guards, spare tunics, and breeches. The inside of the fortress was armed to withstand a siege.

      I’d seen it all during my last year of the apprenticeship, but I could tell Paige was impressed now. The frown she usually wore was nowhere in sight. The knight walked around with wide eyes and gawked unabashedly as we passed through the rooms.

      We reached a locked set of reinforced doors—the Commander’s private meeting chambers and her personal quarters—followed by an open, much larger space for regiment meetings. It was only a matter of minutes before we reached the men’s barracks, a long parade of rows with cots lining the wall as far back as the eye could see. Beyond them, I knew, were the women’s quarters, and just a bit further, leading out of the tunnel and through another set of guards, was the small village of Ferren, named after the keep because its only entry and exit was through the fortress’s tunnel itself.

      Ferren was settled in a small valley and decorated by steep, impassable crags on every side. Because of its size and location, it’d become home to the kingdom’s best blacksmiths, renowned men and women who furnished the northern defenses and supplied the Crown’s Army with the finest steel one could buy. In some ways, the mass production of Jerar weaponry was the most valuable resource the Crown had, and as such, the keep’s village was reserved to local regiment and blacksmiths only, with the exception of a small but hospitable staff for general upkeep.

      I led Paige to the women’s barracks, and we began to unpack. The door was left open. Both barracks were empty, which meant the regiment was taking dinner in the dining commons on the second floor.

      “Ryiah? Is that you?”

      I spun around and recognized a stocky boy with amber eyes and curling black ringlets at the barrack’s entrance. He was clutching a cloth in one hand and gaping. He was one of my old factionmates from the apprenticeship, a young man I’d seen just three weeks ago during our ascension ceremony. “Ray!”

      “I knew you would take Commander Nyx up on her offer.” He grinned. “And who is this you’ve brought with you?”

      Paige gave the boy a stony look. “Her guard. And I do not engage in frivolous conversation.”

      He started. “I-it was nice to meet you too.”

      My knight went right back to ignoring him, carefully folding her shirts as she pressed them away into a trunk of her now-claimed cot. I felt a surge of irritation. I would definitely be talking to my guard later in private.

      “Sorry about that.” I gave my friend a sheepish smile. “Paige and I had a long ride here. Some of us are more irritable than usual.” Actually, I believed she was born that way, but I wasn’t in the mood to explain. “I was just unpacking before I checked in with the commander.”

      “She’s still at dinner with the others… I could take you there, if you’d like.”

      I hesitated. I really wanted to clean up first—granted I’d had a hot bath at most of the inns we’d passed along the way, but I still had a day’s worth of grime coating my clothes and hair.

      And if memory served, the wait to one of the two small bathhouses in Ferren was easily an hour, though that’d been with sixty visiting apprentices stationed in the keep.

      Then again. Why not? The rest of the regiment had just served long hours sweating in armor, so I would fit in right alongside them.

      “Lead the way!”
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* * *

      A sea of faces swarmed my vision the moment we entered the dining hall. Ferren’s Keep had the largest regiment north of Devon. The count was somewhere close to two thousand when all were in residence, which was never since fifteen of its twenty hundred-men units were always on patrols. Still, its regiment was one-fifth the size of the Crown’s Army, four times the size of anywhere else. Most cities’ branches were closer to five hundred.

      It was the perfect place to house a large regiment until more northern aid was needed from the Crown’s Army.

      That said, it wasn’t the most prosperous. The contents were worn and meals were tubs of wilted produce, dry meat, and stale breads—the product of a city without local farming. That, and five hundred sweat-stained faces fighting over the last scraps of food amidst tankards of ale.

      “No better than a pack of ravenous dogs,” Paige muttered.

      I opened my mouth to tell her we didn’t look much better, and froze. Even though the crowd was overwhelming, there was one person who caught my attention almost immediately. His broad shoulders and infectious laugh were impossible to miss.

      Ian. Ian was here. Ray noticed my direction and nodded. “He arrived two days ago, right after me. Guess Port Langli wasn’t to his liking. Jayson is here too. He’s been promoted twice since his ascension. And if you look hard, you should be able to spot Ruth from Alchemy. Ferren’s Keep is a popular post.”

      “Well, this is a surprise.”

      I spun around and came face to face with the leader of Ferren’s Keep, an imposing, if slightly short, woman in her early forties with a blonde mane cropped close to her ears and steel-gray eyes that missed nothing. The woman knight had one of the most sought-after posts in the entire kingdom.

      Commander Nyx studied me, arms folded across her chest. “I’m happy you took me up on my offer, Mage Ryiah. I wasn’t sure you would after the news. A title can go to some people’s heads.”

      I blushed. “It’s not my title yet.”

      The woman raised a brow. “And what does the Crown have to say about that?”

      “The king has agreed to let me serve on your regiment until Prince Blayne’s wedding… But I will always be a Combat mage of Jerar. No title can change that.”

      “And you don’t expect any special accommodations while you are here? A private room? Or a high position in my regiment, perhaps? Because I only promote from performance.”

      I stood my ground. “I would expect you to treat me the same as any other mage who enters your keep.”

      At this, Paige made a choking noise. “Certainly not!”

      “The keep is fine.” I scowled at my guard. “I will be surrounded by hundreds of brave women and men who fight for our country. Who better to protect me?”

      “Me! The knight appointed by the king himself!”

      “Well, your job just got a whole lot easier.”

      Paige scowled and said nothing.

      Commander Nyx cracked an amused smile, white teeth flashing. I was immediately struck by its oddity—like a sudden dunk in an icy bucket of water. The woman was made of frowns. “I assure you… What is your name again?”

      “Paige,” the knight supplied shortly.

      “Well, Paige, my men and women are just as capable as your regiment in the capital. Ryiah will be in good hands.” Nyx’s gaze fell to someone behind us, and she made a momentary gesture. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to attend. Ray, Ryiah will be serving on your squad with the rest of the newcomers. I expect you to introduce her to Sir Gavin first thing in the morning. Paige, while you’re here, you can serve alongside your charge so long as you defer to her squad leader’s command. I believe the King’s Regiment orders only decreed Ryiah’s safe transport to and from my keep, did they not?”

      Paige glowered as I thanked the commander for her time. Nyx withdrew back into the crowded hall, and Paige made a sniffing noise beside me.

      “I don’t like the commander.”

      I stifled a snort. “You don’t like anyone. You don’t even like me.”

      “Well, I really don’t like her.”

      Ray and I exchanged weary glances as the knight snatched a half-eaten loaf off someone’s plate and began to devour it without an apology. “What?” she spat. “I’m useless so long as you are surrounded by ‘capable’ others. I might as well eat. Or is that something else I must defer to this Gavin to do?”

      Ray gave me a sympathetic clap on the shoulder. “I’m off to scrounge up a wash before the rest of the men get to the baths.” He jerked his chin in the direction of Paige. “Good luck with… things.”

      As soon as he was gone, I turned to my guard with a sigh. “You are going to be stuck with me for a long time. A little cheer once in a while certainly wouldn’t hurt your cause.”

      “Cheer is for fools with idle minds. I am neither a fool nor idle.”

      And that was the end of that.
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* * *

      The next morning came much too soon. I’d spent most of the evening before catching up with some of the regiment women I’d met during the apprenticeship. By the time the bell tolled down the keep’s narrow walls, I was ready to return to sleep.

      Five years of the same routine, and I was still not used to early mornings. “Mmmphf.” I shoved the warm blankets aside, and then subsequently cursed as my toes touched the icy floor.

      “Missing your accommodations back at the palace, my lady?” Paige‘s tone was anything but sympathetic.

      I fixed her with a bleary-eyed glare. “All this hatred you harbor must be exhausting to maintain.”

      “You should’ve asked for a private chamber.”

      “I thought you didn’t care for frivolities,” I snapped.

      She threw her hands up in frustration. “I was the best knight of my rank and spent six years working up to a promotion in the King’s Regiment—and for what? You haven’t listened to one suggestion I’ve made! I told you to keep west and you insisted on that detour—”

      “To see my parents!”

      “Then you bombarded me with banal questions about the weather when you should’ve paid attention to the road!”

      “I was trying to be friendly, and I was paying attention! I am capable of doing both!”

      “My only purpose is to serve as your guard, and you insist on harboring this foolish notion of sleeping out in the open with six hundred other women where I cannot possibly fulfill my duty should one of them harbor ill intentions!”

      “Those women are soldiers, mages, and knights like yourself,” I countered. “Hardly the type to wish me ill.”

      “How would you know? You are too busy smiling at everyone you meet. There are rebels in this great country, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Ferren’s Keep is our nation’s stronghold. It is the last place a rebel would choose to stay.”

      “It’s exactly where I would go.”

      I yanked my chainmail over my tunic a little too roughly. “Well, it’s a good thing you aren’t a rebel.”

      Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to reign in my temper. In a twisted way, she was only doing her job, even if it was in the most grating way she could do it. “I am sorry, Paige. Please understand I wish to comply with your orders, but the king did grant me this leave. I can’t exactly go around demanding my own chamber. I promise to consider all future advice.”

      The knight tied her hair in a high knot and then looked past my shoulder. “I don’t hate you.”

      “W-what?” She’d caught me off guard.

      Paige cleared her throat. “What you said earlier. I may not enjoy your company, but I don’t hate you, my lady.”

      And that was as close to an apology as I’d get. I handed the knight one of her boots, and she took it without complaint.

      Neither of us spoke another word as we trudged down the dank corridor and up the stairs to the top floor of the keep. I was concentrating so hard on my own thoughts that I almost missed colliding with another in passing.

      “Ryiah?” The boy did a double take.

      Ian. I stopped and gave a nervous smile. “Surprise.”

      “What are you doing here? I heard…” He tried again. “I thought you’d be at the palace.”

      I flushed. Our history and the awkward context of our present conversation were not lost on me. “No—I mean, yes, I will be, eventually, for the wedding, but…”

      “She’s here to make her mark,” Paige interrupted, “the same as the rest of you.”

      Ian noticed the other woman and frowned. “And you are?”

      “The knight charged with her safekeeping.”

      I smiled apologetically. “Paige is my personal guard. She was the only way I could serve outside the capital.”

      The two exchanged wary glances.

      “King’s Regiment?” Ian stared at the girl.

      She met his gaze head-on. “By Crown orders. To protect the prince’s interests.”

      I changed the subject before she could utter any more uncomfortable remarks. “You grew tired of Port Langli so quickly?”

      He hesitated. “I got a better offer.”

      “In Ferren’s Keep?”

      “Well, this is where I grew up.” Ian fiddled with a leather cord at his wrist. “Nyx and my parents are good friends. There’s always been a position for me here. ”

      “Oh.” I’d forgotten.

      “I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      I glanced up and saw Ian’s poignant expression. There was no mistaking his meaning. “T-thank you.”

      An awkward silence followed. I was searching my thoughts for the right thing to say, and I could see Ian struggling to do the same.

      Just then Ray appeared, sidling between us to grab me by the arm and spare the rest of the awkward exchange. “Ry, are you ready for your first official day as a war mage?”

      “Only my whole life.”
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* * *

      “So, you are the infamous Ryiah?”

      I stood silently, back erect, as the squad leader circled me slowly, taking in my narrow frame with a studious gleam. I was aware of every fault in my appearance—from the way his eyes lingered on the small tear at my sleeve to the slight pause as he caught my scarlet-red locks—still sticking up all over the place in my rush to make the morning’s meet.

      Sir Gavin took in my stubborn chin and the way I shifted nervously under the stare of all one hundred of our unit’s members. He pursed his thin lips and nodded approvingly.

      Apparently, I’d passed inspection.

      “You have quite a reputation,” the knight admitted. His voice was rough and loud, but not unkind. “If I hadn’t been present during the prince’s and your heroics the year before, I’m not sure I’d believe it now.”

      Was that a compliment or an insult? I swallowed and hoped for the former. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nodded approvingly. “My squad is one of twenty in this keep. I understand the apprentices served with one of the inner patrols during field training, but your experience will be quite different as a true member of the regiment. Commander Nyx has all recruits start with me, and all of my patrols are along the border. It’s a rite of passage for newcomers to help acclimate everyone to the more dangerous aspects of our work. For that reason, there is a promotion every time someone joins the keep. You will have several opportunities for advancement, so long as you follow orders.”

      I perked up instantly.

      “That said, there are also too many deaths.” The knight’s expression was somber. “Everyone in the regiment understands that all lives are not equal. It’s an unfortunate truth, but a mage’s capacity for magic outweighs a soldier’s life ten to one. During your apprenticeship, this rule was undoubtedly brought up, so keep it to mind. We’ve less than twelve mages per unit, and with your addition, it comes to four Combat in this squad.”

      Only four? I counted mentally: Ray, Ian, me, and one other person—the lead mage. Four out of one hundred, which meant there were less than two hundred mages total in the keep, and no more than eighty of them as Combat.

      “You are, of course, expected to engage during any attacks that take place, but you must exercise caution. When we go on patrols, soldiers and knights take the brunt of dangerous tasks. Still, you’ll still have more than your fair share of opportunities to partake.” The leader gripped the shoulder of a young man standing next to him. “This is Lief, and he’s the lead mage for Combat. You’ll defer to his call in all circumstances that require a mage’s judgment instead of my own.”

      Lief lifted his hand in silent greeting, choppy blond locks framing his square face as he did. He wasn’t much older than the others, maybe early thirties at most, and he seemed friendly too.

      A nice change from Master Byron.

      The squad leader continued. “Now, we’ve far too many men and women to handle introductions, but I’ll trust you’ll come to know everyone in time. We have two more days at base, and then we will be setting out for another patrol. Five squads service the keep, and the rest regularly patrol specific sections of the border. We spend three weeks abroad followed by one week of respite and rotate with the rest of the units. Should we be called to action, respite will be delayed as long as necessary. Have you any questions?”

      I shook my head enthusiastically. “No, sir!”

      “Good, and have you and your guard already been to the seamstress and armory to be properly outfitted?”

      “Not yet…”

      “Well then, I will have one of your factionmates take you. Ray, you were just there the day before, I trust you can show Ryiah and Paige the way?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “When you three are finished, please meet us in the strategy hall. Commander Nyx will be reporting on the latest activity for the squads currently present.”

      The boy nodded and led Paige and me away from the crowd and back down the keep steps to the third floor. As we turned the corner of yet another winding passage, he turned to me with a hint of old humor.

      “So, what do you think? Better than four years with Byron?”

      “Are you kidding?” I kept a straight face. “Those were the best days of my life.”
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      “During the patrols, our squad follows a specific formation,” Lief began. “A handful of soldiers scout ahead, and the rest flank the very front and back of our pack. The knights are next and take center, crammed in the middle is us.” The lead mage cleared his throat. “Sounds simple, right? It is. But every time a new Combat mage joins the squad, they inevitably try to play hero and break formation at the first sight of danger.”

      “Has a mage ever broken formation just to run for his life?” Ian inquired innocently.

      The lead mage rolled his eyes. “How I missed you, old friend.”

      Ian nudged his mare closer to Lief with a chuckle. “Admit it, you pined for me every night while I was away.”

      Ray and I exchanged smirks. The lead mage was also a Ferren’s Keep native. The two older boys had a whole slew of insults to throw at one another whenever Ian deemed Lief’s speeches too dry.

      In the past two years, I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be friends with the curly-haired mage. Hearing him get along with our new leader now was bittersweet. I was happy to see Ian smiling again, cracking jokes and lightening moods, but also sad because I knew, no matter how much time we spent together, our friendship would never be like that again.

      When Darren had first turned me away, I’d been devastated. What I had done to Ian was no better.

      The difference was our motives. Darren’s actions had been justified. He’d been trying to do what was best for the kingdom. Mine? Wrong, selfish, and cruel. I’d used one of my best friends to shield myself from feelings for another, and when those feelings had finally gotten to be too strong, I’d tossed him aside.

      Ian had forgiven me the day of his ascension, but that didn’t erase the past. Our friendship would never be the same, and I had only myself to blame.

      “We lost two Combat mages that day.” Lief returned to his story, interrupting my thoughts. “Sir Gavin doesn’t usually yell, but you should’ve seen him. He lost his voice after three hours of shouting at the rest of us. It didn’t matter that the ones who disobeyed his orders were dead—he held every one of us accountable. Told us if we ever saw another mage try to take on the enemy themselves, we’d better stop that mage unless we wished to be demoted and sent to some far away town with no action at all.”

      “That hardly seems fair,” I said.

      Lief raised a brow. “It’s not meant to be fair.”

      Ray coughed. “And what if someone—say Ryiah—decides to take off on her own and threatens me with a pain casting?”

      I guffawed, and the boy grinned shamelessly.

      “How am I supposed to stop her from breaking formation to help one of our injured comrades? I don’t know about you or Ian, but the girl is second rank for a reason.“ Ray cast an apologetic glance at Paige. “My apologies, but I don’t think you can stop her either. Not without magic.”

      My guard glared at Ray in reply.

      “Get help. Try to stop her however you can.” Lief turned his attention to me with a furrowed brow. “You aren’t planning to do something reckless, are you?”

      Ian snorted somewhere behind me.

      “Of course not!” Even as I said it, I couldn’t help thinking how grateful I was that the rest of them didn’t know about my mission in Dastan Cove. Darren had blackmailed our leader Mira into leaving out my antics in our report to Commander Chen.

      “I’m very good at following orders.” Most of the time, anyway. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      Lief studied me for a moment in contemplative silence, and then with a sigh went on to explain the squad’s routine. I listened attentively with my eyes combing the road ahead. It was our second day of duty. All around me were the remains of great pines, charred and needleless in the aftermath of the infamous Caltothian attack one year before. A quarter of the northern forest had gone up in flames.

      I could still taste the bitter ash. My lungs constricted just remembering the fire, the way I could barely breathe, the way the world had thundered just for an instant as Eve gave her last stand to save the prince and me.

      Some of the vegetation had returned, but for this patch, the forest was just a field of black, towering trunks—in permanent mourning of those we’d lost.

      We crossed several small streams before making camp in a clearing fifteen miles later. The setting sun had transformed into a deep magenta.

      Every man saw to his own horse, making sure it was brushed down, watered, and fed, but the soldiers saw to most of the camp’s upkeep: pitching tents, preparing the meal, taking inventory, and collecting wood. They also did a rotation for sentry duty.

      The rest of our party—the twenty-four knights and four Combat mages—spent each evening discussing strategy with Lief and Sir Gavin. We learned the specifics of the territory patrols, the names of the bordering villages most destined for trouble, and reviewed general tactics.

      At the third day’s afternoon break, Sir Gavin addressed the question all the new recruits had been not-so-silently pondering.

      “I’ve heard many of you asking your comrades when we’ll encounter a Caltothian. The answer is simple: not now and not on the road.” He cracked his neck as he spoke. “The enemy is far more likely to raid one of the small villages straddling the border than ambush an armed regiment. Even then, I expect their number to be few and ill-prepared at that.”

      “But what about the attack last year in Ferren?” I pressed. “The Caltothians didn’t seem ill-prepared then.” Beside me, I caught two of the new soldiers and Ray nodding in agreement.

      Sir Gavin was silent for a moment while several soldiers exchanged knowing looks. When the lead knight finally answered, it was with a bitter truth. “I am in full accord, Ryiah, but what you must realize is by now the Caltothians will have heard the rumors that King Lucius is actively citing Caltoth’s most recent assault as a breach in the Great Compromise.”

      My confidence faltered. A break in the treaty was an open declaration of war. Everyone knew the participating rulers would automatically turn against the noncompliant country. It was what had kept peace between Jerar, Caltoth, the Borea Isles, and Pythus for almost a century.

      “Previously, Emperor Liang and King Joren refused to consider the Crown’s complaints, but a direct assault on Ferren changed everything. The keep is too far south to be considered a territorial dispute.” Sir Gavin paused, and his eyes locked on all of the recruits, me included. “Now King Lucius’s claims hold merit. Unless the King Horrace of Caltoth is a fool, he’d be wise to hold off future attacks and focus his energies on disputing Jerar’s claims. Any action at this point would not be advisable on our part or the Caltothians.”

      A short silence followed. The rest returned to their lunch, but I was too restless to follow. I downed the remains of my skin and then headed to the creek to refill it. I was lost in thought. Sure, I knew war was coming…

      But what I hadn’t realized was how much Jerar was depending on the other countries’ blessings. I’d been so wrapped up in my apprenticeship that I’d never paid much attention to politics, and what little I had heard had been limited to dowries. Sir Gavin’s words were alarming. It meant that we were at the mercy of Caltoth until the other nations decided in our favor.

      And even if Caltoth was smart enough to restrain from attacking Jerar while it was under observation, there was the added fear that King Horrace might somehow sway the other nations’ favor.

      Because even with Emperor Liang’s renewed alliance to Jerar, the Borea Isles would not support a breach of the Great Compromise without the backing of Pythus. They were too weak. And from the fit Blayne had thrown during this year’s ascension, it was clear even if the crown prince did obtain the hand of one of Joren’s daughters, the Pythian king was not pro-Jerar.

      And King Joren already had a sister married to one of King Horrace’s brothers.

      Which meant, if we didn’t find a way to convince the others, we’d end up at war with three countries instead of one—something even a Pythian princess and my Borean dowry couldn’t fix.

      “The other rulers are cowards.” Next to me, Paige prodded the shore with a stick. She’d come along in a bitter mood herself. “They use their distance as a crutch, claiming they are too far away to see what Caltoth is doing. We all know the truth.”

      “They shouldn’t have signed the compromise unless they were willing to uphold it.” My stomach rolled. What if they don’t? “What if they leave us with no choice but to declare war on Caltoth without the protection of the treaty?” Are they planning on siding with the wealthiest country, or the country with the greatest army? Because Jerar was only the latter. And do we really have the greatest army if we are facing three armies combined? From all sides?

      I looked down at my hands to see them shaking. Try as I might to appear unaffected, I was far from it. I didn’t have a lot of free time to think about my mission in Dastan Cove, but I still dreamed of it—what it had felt like to kill, what it had felt like to almost lose Darren.

      Fighting was easy until there were consequences.

      I hadn’t been close to Caine—or as close as Darren to Eve—during the events of my second and fifth year as an apprentice, but that didn’t mean their deaths didn’t haunt me. Their memories were easy to ignore during the day, but they were always with me when I closed my eyes. I could still smell the singed flesh from the desert pyre. I could still remember the determined look in Eve’s eyes right before she gave up her life to save the prince and me. A mage’s “last stand”—a sacrifice she never should’ve had to make.

      “We cannot afford to go to war against Caltoth, the Borea Isles, and Pythus.”

      “No, we can’t.”

      I turned and found Paige watching me, her expression unwavering. “I do not believe you will let it come to that, my lady.”

      I frowned. If only it were up to me.

      If only there was a way.
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* * *

      We picked up the bandits trail almost immediately.

      Unfortunately for us, that was the only thing that came easily.

      We’d received the request for aid on our second week of duty. Sir Gavin’s squad patrolled a hundred-mile grid in the northwestern territory of Jerar, and three small villages fell into our route. Two of them reminded me of Demsh’aa, but the third, Pamir, was a sizeable city that was famous for its breeding grounds and the realm’s best thoroughbreds. We’d only just reached the border when several envoys appeared with tales of a theft that had taken place only three days before.

      Pamir’s Lord Waldyn had already sent out half the town’s local regiment to hunt down the thieves, but they’d returned empty-handed. Small town regiments were expected to stick close to home. They didn’t have the resources for a longstanding hunt. After all, most were needed at home to stand guard and keep a watchful eye on the remaining livestock in case the bandits decided to strike twice.

      Since Pamir was a part of our patrols, it came down to Sir Gavin’s squad to seek out the offenders and return the stallions to the desperate merchants.

      “These are no ordinary bandits,” the envoys had warned. And they were right. Within a couple of hours, the thieves’ tracks had all but disappeared.

      “Forty horses don’t just vanish into thin air.” Lief studied the dirt. “My guess is they had someone with magic casting alongside them. It’s the only explanation.”

      I nudged my mare forward. “Do you think it’s the rebels?”

      The lead mage shook his head vigorously. “The rebels don’t bother this far north.”

      “Why not?” Ray was just as curious as me.

      “All the Crown’s Army reports state attacks south of the capital.” Lief didn’t seem concerned. “There hasn’t been so much as a whiff near the border.”

      I frowned. It was true the Red Desert had the salt flats in the south, one of the nation’s most profitable exports, but what about the armory in Ferren and the horse breeders in the north? We traded with those too, did we not?

      Ian noted my expression and drew closer. “The rebels don’t bother us up here. There’s no point. Caltoth does the job for them.”

      “Do you think King Horrace is the one financing their efforts?”

      His eyes stayed focused on the woods around us. “Perhaps.”

      Next to me, Paige scoffed. “If it were that easy, all we’d need to do is round up one and beat the fool ‘til he sings. End the war with Caltoth and those sorry rebels in one easy strike of the fist.”

      Ian’s eyes flashed under bright rays of the afternoon sun. “That’s a bit—”

      “What? Cruel? Well, they shouldn’t have turned traitors. My brother died serving in Port Cyri because of a rebel attack.”

      Lief cleared his throat and took over for Ian. “No one is defending those rebels, Paige, but I can tell you that this isn’t them. They stick south. We get thefts up north all the time because of the border raids. When their livelihood is destroyed, they turn to crime. It’s not right, but it happens.”

      “With magic? An impoverished family wouldn’t have mages with them.” Bless Paige’s skeptical heart, she wasn’t ready to back down just yet. I hid a grin. I had to admire her resolve. She didn’t let anyone’s explanation stand in the way of facts, even when that person was scowling directly into her face.

      Ray snickered beside me as Lief let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes, Paige, ‘with magic.’ There are plenty of people who apply to the Academy who aren’t granted an apprenticeship but would still have enough magic to cast a simple enchantment like this. Hiding tracks and broken foliage isn’t exactly an expertise.”

      My knight had the decency to duck her head. “Oh.”

      “Oh indeed.” Lief gave her what I was sure was a tired smile. “It’s against the law to practice magic unless you are a mage—or a part of the apprenticeship, but the desperate ones don’t exactly play by the rules. I’m sure most follow the Code of Conduct where you grew up?”

      “They did.” Paige’s cheeks were tinged pink. “They were tried with a higher sentence otherwise.”

      The young man laughed. “If only that worked around here.”

      I watched as my guard and the lead mage carried on into what could only be described as a friendly discourse. Ian, Ray, and I followed behind in an amused silence.

      “Is she blushing?”

      Ian stared. “I thought your guard hated everyone.”

      “Apparently there are exceptions.”

      “Exceptions with shining blond locks and long, long lashes,” Ray chortled.

      Ian grinned at me. “Apparently Paige and Ray are harboring amorous feelings for Lief. What about you, Ry? Are you pining after our lead mage as well?”

      “Certainly. What with those long, long lashes”—I winked at Ray—“how could I not?”

      Ian opened his mouth to say something in reply, but it was lost on me as I caught wind of two knights’ conversation behind us:

      “…Future princess can’t even take her mage duties seriously, too busy flirting with the others.”

      My good humor was lost in a second.

      “I heard she only got offered the position because Nyx suspected her relationship with Prince Darren would be beneficial to the keep.”

      “Was it that obvious?”

      “After the attack in Ferren? Everyone knew. He was in and out of the infirmary every day she was recovering… Can you imagine what she must have done to convince him to leave Lady Priscilla? She certainly wasn’t practicing Combat, if you catch my meaning.”

      “I heard about that. I was in Tijan. So you truly think she’s here because…?”

      “Why else? From what I’ve seen, she’s nothing special.”

      I didn’t even realize how tightly I gripped the reins until the conversation died off and the second knight cleared her throat.

      “Mage Ryiah, is something wrong?”

      The false worry was like burnt sugar to the taste. My fingers around the reins were so tight my knuckles were white. I could barely feel my hand. I was sorely tempted to turn around in the saddle and tell the knight exactly what I thought of her “concern.”

      A slender arm slid into my field of vision and pried my hands from the reins, releasing the tension so that my mare was able to start forward once again.

      “Ryiah.” Ruth leaned close to my face. I hadn’t exchanged so much as a word with the Alchemy mage since I’d arrived—mostly because I’d been too distracted to remember. “Come on, let’s catch up to the rest of your group.”

      “Did you hear?” My voice cracked as she led me away from the knights, back to the center of our formation where the rest of the Combat mages and Paige rode.

      The girl nodded once, and I flushed.

      For the past couple of days, I’d noticed conversations ending rather abruptly when I approached, but I’d never thought twice about it until now. Was the entire squad talking about me?

      Was that what this was?

      “They don’t know you, Ryiah.” Ruth’s discerning gaze was sympathetic. “All they can do is speculate.”

      “Do you think I was offered this post because of his feelings for me?” I didn’t need to say whom. Ruth had watched Darren’s and my relationship play out from a distance the entire apprenticeship.

      “No.” The girl hesitated. “But there are people who will always believe that no matter what you tell them.”

      “Are there…” I swallowed back my anger. “Are there a lot of them?”

      Ruth didn’t say anything.

      Great. I felt anger fighting its way back to the surface. My entire squad thought I’d received my rank and position because of my engagement to the prince. My comrades gave me compliments to my face and speculated on my skill the second my back was turned.

      Five years of proving myself, gone in an instant.

      No wonder Darren had been so cold that first day at the Academy when Ella and I had questioned his place as a student. Doubtless, he’d experienced what I was feeling now thousands of times. As a prince, he probably got tired of proving himself again and again. Darren’s angry retort that morning had probably been a culmination of years of false flattery and cruel speculation.

      “You’ll thank me one day for not filling your head with false compliments.” Darren had been doing me a favor after all. If only I’d realized it then instead of years after the fact. What I had thought was mocking irony was actually the advice of an angry young prince who’d been tirelessly lied to and talked about whenever he left a room.

      “Thanks,” I told Ruth, “for stopping me before I said something I’d regret.” Although in truth, I wasn’t so sure. Those two knights deserved a piece or two of my mind.

      Ruth patted my shoulder awkwardly, unaware of my internal conflict. “It’ll get better, Ry, you’ll see.” She never was one for warm, friendly gestures. “And if it doesn’t, well, you are only with us for a year before you have to return to the capital, isn’t that right?”

      That was a bleak prospect. I gave her a weak smile, and Ruth returned to her group of Alchemy mages as I followed behind Ian and Ray, lost in my own self-pity and fury.
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* * *

      “Ryiah and Ian, you two are going to go south with Jeffrey’s band. Ray and I will head north with Sir Gavin’s.”

      I tried not to let my disappointment show when we reached a fork in the road and Gavin had Lief split us up into two separate parties. Though the bandits’ tracks had been missing for the first two days, everyone suspected they’d taken the stream north after the general resurgence of prints leading south.

      As Lief put, “No one spends that much effort trying to hide their presence to suddenly stop trying.” The thieves had clearly run out of magic and taken the stream to hide their route—leaving an abundance of evidence south to lead their pursuers astray. Still, Sir Gavin had to send some of us to investigate both options, and it was no surprise I got assigned to the group least likely to encounter the enemy.

      The conversation between the two knights came echoing back: “From what I’ve seen, she’s nothing special.” As I parted ways with Ray and Lief, I had to keep from lobbing my apple’s core at the lead mage’s back. Do you think I’m nothing special too? I wanted to scream. I was more than capable of handling a couple bandits on my own!

      But of course I couldn’t say any of that. Any fit of temper would confirm the skeptics’ assumption that I was only here because of my relationship with the prince. A true war mage would never complain over the task, no matter how menial or insignificant it might seem.

      “You’re quiet today.” Paige sidled next to me on her mare after two hours of silence. “Is something bothering you, my lady?”

      I clenched my teeth. Self-pity would not get me anywhere. “Nothing is bothering me.” I studied the forest in front of us and the moss-covered granite scattered throughout—it would have been beautiful if I hadn’t been so distraught. “Do you really think the bandits would be this obvious?” I was referring to the horse droppings peeking out between dense patches of grass and ivy.

      The knight bit her lip, understanding my real reason for asking. “No, my lady.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Next to me, Ian didn’t say a word. I wondered if he was upset to be assigned with the fifty of us clearly headed in the wrong direction. The weaklings. It had to be an insult that Ray got the premium assignment when Ian was a year older and more experienced. Chancing a quick glimpse, I saw the boy’s face was a mask.

      Since when was he unreadable?

      We wove in and out of the growth, following the obvious indentations of crushed foliage for nearly three hours before the prints finally turned around and backtracked the path they’d taken through a nearby hedge.

      “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” a soldier grumbled.

      I dismounted and Paige followed by habit. The sun had turned a hazy ember, peeking out beneath the trees and illuminating our stop with shades of crimson and violet. It wouldn’t be much longer before it was time to set up camp. Some of the knights nearby were debating whether to turn around now to try and catch up to Sir Gavin’s group in the north, or rest for the night. Knowing how sinister the terrain could turn without the sun’s rays to guide us, I was in favor of the latter.

      “Would you three mind collecting the firewood?”

      Now that we were down to fifty, the soldiers needed help with the tasks a hundred usually accomplished without the mages’ aid. I didn’t mind. It gave me something to do, and I needed a distraction. I grabbed one of the soldier’s empty sacks, and Ian and Paige followed suit, the three of us scouting the west side of the trail while Alchemy and Restoration took the east.

      “Everything is wet,” Paige complained after ten minutes of fruitless searching. “It’s so shaded here, the dew stays on everything. Nothing is dry. Look…” She snagged a branch in passing and attempted to split it, revealing a fresh-looking center that didn’t want to break. “I hope the others are having better luck.”

      “There’s some light over there.” Ian pointed to some brush in the distance that looked more aged than the rest of the forest. “Come on.”

      The two of us trudged after him, pushing past an assault of dense bramble to reach it. By the time we emerged on the other side, I had small red lines all along my arms.

      They itched like crazy.

      Lovely, just lovely. I scratched my bare skin and made a face at nothing in particular. Service in Ferren’s Keep regiment was nothing like what I imagined. After an action-packed apprenticeship, I’d expected danger; so far this forest plant was the closest enemy I’d encountered.

      I kicked out at the nearest shrub with a vengeance and then swore as my foot collided with a large rock beneath it.

      “Ryiah?”

      I looked up to catch Ian watching me with a cautious expression. A couple yards away, Paige was pointedly ignoring us both, breaking off branches one at a time.

      I made my face blank as I held the sack open for my guard. “It’s nothing.”

      “Are you sure?” Ian stopped what he was doing. “You’ve been acting as though something has been bothering you all day.”

      Why deny it? He already knew something was wrong. “The others were talking about me.”

      Silence.

      I picked up a piece of wood from the ground and yelped as my finger caught on its splintered bark. I yanked my hand away and plucked the infinitely small shard from my skin, watching as a small bead of red settled onto the surface. “Everyone thinks Nyx only offered me the position here because of my new status,” I added.

      Ian didn’t look surprised. “I know.”

      Thanks for sticking up for me. “Why didn’t you correct them?” I swallowed and forced myself to ask the question I’d been secretly wondering since I arrived. “Are we…? Are you mad at me?”

      “Ryiah.” Ian folded his arms across his chest. “This has nothing to do with our past. Me saying something wouldn’t change the facts. You’re a lowborn who received second-rank status on the same night the prince told his father he was to marry you instead.” The boy took the now-brimming sack from my hands and set his own empty one in its place. “What is everyone supposed to think?”

      “Darren didn’t ask Byron to do that.” I felt frustration working its way to the surface and swallowed hard, forcing the anger back. “I earned my rank, Ian, you know that!”

      “Yes,” the boy said with a sigh, “and how convenient it was that Master Byron decided to have a change of heart the year of your ascension.”

      “It’s not my fault Marius finally talked some sense into the old man!” I felt as if I had taken a punch to the gut. This was Ian. Ian. My former friend, or so I’d thought. Maybe he was still mad. Maybe he hadn’t forgiven me after all.

      “Why am I being punished for impressing the Black Mage? Why am I being put down for catching Nyx’s eye after I saved her regiment? Why does my new status have to mean anything here? I’ve proven myself time and time again!”

      “You can’t just pick and choose when to play the victim, Ry.” Ian stopped, ducking his head to look at me, really look at me. “Yes, people are going to speculate. That’s what they do. But forgive me for saying you received plenty of privileges from your friendship with the prince, too. Or did you already forget how Darren got you a spot on that mission in Port Langli?” He exhaled slowly. “And do you think the Black Mage would have been quite so eager to point out Byron’s obvious bias unless Darren had drawn attention to it?”

      “Ian, I…” My cheeks were in flames. I had received privileges. And here was Ian, the boy whose heart I had trampled for another, reminding me how silly I looked complaining over the prospect of one disadvantage when he would’ve killed to have any one of those. “I’m sorry. I… I didn’t realize—”

      The young man held up his hand quickly to show me it wasn’t what I thought. “I know you deserve your rank, Ry, but...” He swallowed loudly. “But the others are going to need a bit more convincing. And in the meantime, don’t bite their heads off for talking, because their beliefs aren’t entirely unfounded.”

      I wiped a strand of sticky hair back from my neck. “Well, now I feel just terrible.”

      “As you should.”

      I opened my mouth and shut it as I caught his smile.

      “I’m kidding, Ryiah.”

      I gave an embarrassed shrug. “I guess I’ve forgotten your humor. This has to be the longest conversation the two of us have had in years.”

      He chuckled. “It is a bit awkward, isn’t it?”

      “It was awkward for me.” Paige's voice cut through my delayed response. I gave the knight a half-hearted glare. She was never subtle.

      “So…” Ian said.

      “So.”

      “You and Darren.”

      “Oh…” I paused. “That.”

      He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “The prince turned out to be full of good intentions in the end. I can’t say I saw that coming.”

      I shifted my feet guiltily. “I did… and then I didn’t. He’s…” I didn’t know how to say it without making the conversation worse. “He’s complicated.”

      “You could say that.”

      I cringed and hastened to explain. “But he wants to do the right thing. He doesn’t always do it the right way, but he has good intentions.” I cringed at the use of the same phrase as Ian. It made Darren sound so… complicated. Complicated?  I had already used that word too. I was floundering here.

      “I think you will be good for him.”

      My gaze shot up to meet Ian’s. “T-thank you?”

      “I’m not just saying that to be nice.” The mage’s eyes bore into mine. “You didn’t grow up at the palace and spend your days wasting away in a convent. You will be able to advocate for others, affect policy…”

      I laughed nervously. “You obviously haven’t spent much time with the royal family.” King Lucius couldn’t even stand to be in the same room as me, and I wasn’t so sure his eldest didn’t want me dead, despite whatever his brother claimed.

      “Ryiah.” Ian shut his eyes. “You convinced Darren to marry you. You have influence, whether you want to believe it or not.”

      “He’s not the heir. He can’t—”

      “Won’t you at least try?” My friend’s voice became increasingly strained. “Or does the lowborns’ cause no longer concern you now that you aren’t one of us?”

      That hurt. Ian knew full well that neither of us had been “lowborn” since our apprenticeship. “O-of course it does!”

      There must have been something in my voice because Ian immediately looked guilty. “I’m sorry, Ry. I didn’t mean—I know you’re a good person. I just don’t want this new life of yours to change you.”

      “It won’t.” I made myself smile as I reached out to touch his arm. “Believe me, it would take a lot more than pretty dresses—” A foul odor rose up, and I wrinkled my nose, peering down at my boots.  Horse droppings. I’d managed to step into a mound of them, half-hidden by the grass. “Great, just…” I froze.

      Droppings—fresh, only a couple days old, and located ten minutes past the brush where the bandits had supposedly turned around.

      I glanced up sharply and took a quick examination of the surroundings, trying to locate any trampled foliage that hadn’t come from Paige, Ian’s, or my tracks.

      There. I squinted. There. My eyes locked on some crushed ivy, and there. The bandits had come this way!

      I drew a baited breath. “Lord Waldyn’s envoys said their regiment couldn’t find the bandits after two full day’s search. But didn’t their report state they went north, like Sir Gavin’s group? Everyone thought the tracks leading south were too obvious. What if they weren’t? What if it was a ploy?” I pointed to the mound at my feet.

      Ian whistled. “The bandits wanted us to assume they took the stream.”

      I felt my excitement building. “It’s why the southern trail looked so trampled. Because it was. They didn’t just send a couple men to give it that appearance and turn around at our camp—they kept going. Here.”

      I practically danced in place. Finally! Something to show the others I’m more than the girl the prince favors. “If the bandits circled back, they wouldn’t have reason to create false tracks this far south. My guess is they missed this or ran out of magic and figured they were too far south for us to search.”

      Paige groaned. “You mages make everything so complicated.”

      Ian gave the knight a victorious grin and hauled both wood sacks onto his back. “Things would be too easy otherwise, my dear.”

      The guard scowled and snatched back her sack. “I am nobody’s ‘dear.’”

      I waved us forward. “Come on, let’s go see where these tracks lead—”

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” Paige grabbed Ian’s and my elbows and yanked us back with a heavy tug. “You two will report back to the rest of your camp and let them decide whether to pursue the search now or in the morning. You know Sir Gavin will have my head if I let the both of you wander off to hunt the bandits on your own.”

      I made a face. We were already three days behind the bandits’ progress. “Lief said we could go in pairs, and we’d only be scouting—”

      “But Sir Gavin said you mages shouldn’t be doing anything the soldiers can handle on their own.”

      “They sent us for firewood,” Ian offered. “We’re short-handed. We’d be doing the rest of them a favor.”

      “I am sure your leader will have a different priority for tracking criminals.”

      The two of us gave loud sighs as we followed Paige back to camp. She was right, of course, but I itched to prove myself to the rest of our party. I chanced a glance at Ian, and found his expression mirrored my own.

      “Feels like the old times, doesn’t it, Ry?”

      I smiled. Not yet, but I expected it was about to.
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* * *

      In the end, our party voted to search the forest the next morning. We were already three days behind the bandits’ progress, and it’d be “foolhardy” to try and ascertain their location at night when we could barely see two feet in front of us. Torches would give away our location, and the mages weren’t about to use up magic tracking when we’d need it for our inevitable encounter later on.

      I spent the night tossing and turning.

      The entire camp was packed up and ready to go by morning’s first light. Ian, Paige, and I were no exception. Every one of us was anxious and ready for battle. Sixteen days of camping in the wilderness, and without the repetitive training routine of the Academy, I longed to use my magic.

      Five straight years of routine were hard to break. Here in the regiment, we were expected to conserve our magic while on duty—one could never know when we could be forced to engage—and with the added pressure of my squad’s disapproval, I was ready to show it.

      Luckily for us, the bandits’ trail was easy to pick up after the discovery of the horse droppings the night before. The criminals clearly hadn’t expected us to investigate this far south, so they hadn’t bothered to hide the rest of their tracks. Everything was still a little wet with the morning dew, but by midday, we’d left the cool cover of the forest canopy for the sparser terrain deep in the mountains.

      Summer heat beat down like the gods’ pounding fists. In no time at all, I was drenched in sweat and mud and my clothes stuck to my skin. I wasn’t fool enough to remain unsullied, but I was definitely happy Darren wasn’t there to witness his betrothed’s repugnant stench, let alone the way the undershirt beneath my chainmail had turned brown and wet in the most revolting of ways.

      Hours dragged by and the ground we passed became coarse. Jagged granite lined the narrow trail up and down into the heart of the northern range. Our stops became more frequent as even the horses grew weary.

      It was late into the afternoon when two scouts finally returned bearing the news all of us had been anxiously anticipating: the horses and the bandits’ base camp were just three more miles southwest of our current location. Apparently, they had a small camp set up along the base of three nearby mountains at the heart of the Iron Range. It was a desolate territory previously ignored by the regiment whose patrols had focused along the border and northernmost villages.

      That was probably the reason the outlaws had chosen it. From the report the scouts had given, it’d been in use for a year at the least. The horses were only a recent addition. There was livestock as well. Two cows and a small bay of pigs were contained in pens at the edge of a roughly made fort. Several chickens clucked away in a wooden fixture nearby. There were even thin rows of mountain-hardy crops like red lettuce and carrots.

      The bandits’ set up was far too permanent to be just a camp.

      Paige scowled at the end of the scouts’ report. “They must have been living there awhile.”

      “Explains the recent influx in thefts,” a soldier added. “All this time, we thought the incidents were Caltoth. Never would’ve suspected it was on our side of the border.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “How many?”

      “Thirty,” one of the scouts replied.

      “Only thirty? Why do they need forty horses?”

      “Gods, Karl,” someone drawled, “they are thoroughbreds. The bandits were probably going to sell them to the Caltothians, not ride them.”

      The head knight, Killian, cleared his throat above the soldiers’ discourse. “The scouts may have counted thirty, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t more nearby. I doubt they expect us, but we can’t be too careful. I will take half the band and Avery will take the rest to flank the outskirts in case there are others our scouts missed.” He listed the names for each squad.

      “What about Combat?”

      “Ian, you’re in my party. Ryiah—Avery.”

      My face fell, not because I didn’t admire Avery’s conduct—she was a skilled knight, from what I’d seen during the morning drills, but because I was once again forced to join the action-less party.

      Ian caught my eye and shook his head slowly. I bit my lip and took a deep breath. He knew exactly what I was thinking. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe our leader chose Ian for his seniority.

      “Great, I’m stuck with her. If we run into trouble, you’d better hope we don’t need a mage who can actually fight.”

      I tasted the copper tang of blood, and realized I’d bit too deep in an effort to keep my comeback to myself.

      Paige pulled up beside me. “Let’s go, my lady,” she said quietly.

      I followed her back to where Avery and the rest of our group were gathering. My knight might not be my biggest fan, but she wasn’t heartless. Silently, I thanked her for dragging me away before I said something I’d regret.

      Adjusting my reins, I listened to Avery detail our strategy.

      We’d be taking a slightly different route into the valley while Ian and Killian’s group took the main one. An Alchemy mage in each party had two potions on hand to give off a bright flare: red once the mission was complete, blue if they ran into trouble and needed backup. It wasn’t as effective as lightning, but it would serve our purpose.

      Assuming everything went to plan.
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* * *

      This time I was not going to be reckless—by word or by deed. It was a vow I’d sworn my first night of service, and one I intended to keep. I repeated it over and over as I inched along in line with the twenty-four others of Knight Avery’s lead. We skirted along a narrow trail of pine and stone, squeezing uncomfortably between the walls of two towering crags while the clip-clop of the horses hooves echoed our progress. The path got to be so tight that only one could pass at a time, and it took us the good part of an hour just to get through the worst of it.

      I began to wonder how the other party was faring when there was a heavy rumbling and then an earth-shattering thud. The ground quaked. My horse whinnied, then reared, and I just barely held on as the air filled with panicked cries behind me.

      In the seconds that followed, I managed to calm my mare just long enough to dismount as Paige did the same. The two of us had enough sense not to stay mounted during an attack in such limited quarters.

      I turned, one hand raised for casting as the other slid my sword from its sheath. Then I gasped as the knights and soldiers behind me did the same.

      An enormous boulder, easily five yards tall and as wide as the gap, had fallen not two yards behind us, cutting us off from the rest of our group and the trail we had taken. There was the loud clash of metal on metal and shouting coming from the other side. I couldn’t see—the obstacle was far too high—but I had ears. It didn’t take much to understand that the scouts’ count had been wrong.

      The bandits and the rest of our men were on the other side.

      And from the sound of it, ours were losing. They had the Alchemy flasks but were undoubtedly too occupied to use them. And even if they weren’t, our location was shielded by two rocky walls with no end in sight. I doubted the others would be able to see our signal, let alone get here in time.

      The fifteen of us listened to the fighting in a panic. Paige bellowed a string of curses and several soldiers were trying uselessly to move the boulder standing between us and the rest of our party.

      I looked up instead and saw the tall ledge where the bandits had gotten the drop on us. It was high enough that no one had ever bothered to watch the ledge.

      We were fools. The bandits probably had a rotation of sentries posted at this entrance of the valley, hiding and waiting for just this sort of opportunity. Bandits who built that sort of permanent camp would use any means to protect it: starting with the giant boulder that was keeping us out as they massacred the rest of our men.

      “Ryiah, do something!”

      I turned and found Avery watching me with desperate blue eyes. She was frantic, as were the rest of our men.

      “We need you to stop them,” she whispered.

      “I…” My pulse was racing. Here was my opportunity to prove myself and I had nothing. The rock was too heavy to lift, too dense to cast through, too smooth with no holds to climb. I could levitate, but it wouldn’t help much—the others needed reinforcements, not one girl floating and trying to balance her casting at the same time. “Should I cast lightning to warn the others? Maybe Killian—”

      “They’ll come too late.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be powerful?” a man snarled. “You’re a second-rank mage, aren’t you? Save them!”

      “I don’t know what I can—”

      “They are dying, princess!” another snapped.

      “I’m not a—”

      “Use your magic!”

      “I don’t know what to do.” My voice quavered as I stared down fourteen sets of angry stares. Worse, I could hear the screams from across the way, echoing along the mountain passage. Bloodcurdling cries and shrieks. They’re dying because you can’t think of a way to save them.

      “You are useless!” The same man who called me “princess” spat on me.

      “That’s enough.” Paige stepped in front of me to glare at the soldier. “She isn’t useless, and your shouting isn’t going to help her any, so why don’t you shut your big, ugly mouth before I’m forced to do it for you.”

      I swallowed. She was wrong. I was useless. This wasn’t about my pride. I couldn’t care less what that soldier or any of his friends thought of me. I was a fool to wish for conflict. The gods had done this on purpose to punish me. Silly girl wishes for battle to impress the others and this is what she gets—stuck, useless, listening as innocents are slaughtered just a few paces away.

      All my years of training had never prepared me for this.

      I was helpless.

      I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know anything.

      My whole body erupted in shakes and anxiety seized my veins. Think, Ryiah. I fought against the fear, praying to the gods that my knees didn’t give out in the face of my panic. I have to do something.

      My audience’s faces danced in and out of my sight, blurring and clearing as I held still. I couldn’t do this now. I needed to be strong. I needed to think of something. Not to impress the others but to save them.

      “My lady,” Paige said softly, “you can’t save everyone.”

      She was right, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try. I breathed in and out through my nose, ten times. Then I squared my shoulders. “Everyone away from the boulder now!”

      Three soldiers who’d been trying to climb scattered, and the rest backed away from the rock. I strode forward and placed my palms directly against it. Normally I wouldn’t need to touch something to cast, but the amount of magic I was about to attempt would require every advantage available.

      Let’s hope I haven’t reached my potential yet…

      Clenching my eyes shut, I called upon my magic slowly, piece by piece like kindling to a flame. I built up the projection in my mind, fanning the image until it was as real as the object pressed against my hands. I envisioned the casting I wanted to create, taking extra care to make sure my magic was equally projected along the five senses in my mind.

      Then I took a step back and threw my energy into the rock for all I was worth.

      The boulder started to… quiver? It was emitting just the slightest tremor, and I could hear the murmur of voices behind me. I dug my heels into the ground and forced my mind into a blank state, wiping out the commotion of noises and smells and ignoring the beads of sweat condensing along my brow. I ignored everything but my magic and strained against the headache that was building and building…

      My legs started to tremble, blood pounded against my temples, and a rush of hot and cold swamped my skin… but I kept focus and clenched my jaw, forcing my magic to stay with me even as I was ready to fall.

      Someone gripped me by my armpits and held as my body set into convulsive shakes. “It’s working,” Paige whispered.

      I peeked out beneath my lashes, and I fought to stay calm. I’d never attempted something this heavy during my apprenticeship. Darren had, but even he had his limits. The rock was close to four tons—and the most I had ever lifted was two. Still… the boulder was hovering—albeit very shakily—a couple inches above the ground.

      By the gods!

      Behind me I could vaguely hear Avery giving orders for the others to take off their extra mail and plates. I swallowed. They needed at least a third of a yard, if not half, to fit through the small crawl space.

      “Paige,” I croaked. “Your knife.”

      My knight wasted no time in placing the weapon into my shaking fist. I pressed the sharp edge into the palm of my hand. Lightly. Feather-soft at first, careful not to exert too much pressure and collapse the casting I’d worked so hard to control.

      The rock jolted for just a moment. It jumped and then dipped before settling a few inches above the ground.

      Ignoring the gasps behind me, I let Paige take on the brunt of my weight as I dug the blade deeper and deeper, until blood dripped down my wrist and the pain of metal against bone and muscle became almost too much to bear.

      I opened my eyes again and saw the boulder was hovering two feet above the ground. Everyone was crawling as fast as they could to reach the other side.

      A flare of white slammed against my vision and everything became muted… Past experience taught me I had only seconds before my magic would end.

      I stuck out the casting for as long as I could, gritting my teeth and willing it to stay, praying the others finished making it across. The slight tremors in my legs and arms became sporadic jerks, and Paige struggled to hold on as I lost control of my limbs. I couldn’t stop my body’s response to the magic much longer...

      No. I had to hold on. You can do this, Ryiah. I braced myself against the darkness for as long as—

      Paige’s awed voice broke the silence. “They made it, my lady. You can let go now.”

      And so I did.
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      Our squad’s mission was a success. Shortly after my stunt with the boulder, our knights and soldiers were able to overpower the bandits who’d ambushed us in the narrow mountain pass. Paige and I found another route around to catch up with the rest of our party. It cost us an extra hour, but no one complained. Ian’s party faced similar victory, and the outlaws at the fort were taken with relative ease. In total, there couldn’t have been more than fifty men and women—three of which carried enough magic to warrant extra bindings in their cuffs.

      Our scouts sent a message to the rest of our regiment, and we met up at the stream that’d first caused us to part. The soldiers led the prized stallions while our knights escorted the prisoners by foot. It was a slow, steady march to Pamir. Ian and I took turns exchanging stories with Lief and Ray along the way.

      We were almost to our destination when Lord Waldyn’s men arrived, praising our squad’s quick recovery and taking the horses off our hands. At the same time, another Ferren’s Keep regiment came to collect the prisoners.

      I turned to Ian, curious. “Where will they take them?”

      The mage watched the squad’s progress fade off into the distance, disappearing into the thick cluster of trees. “The prison in Gilys. It’s two days southwest of Ferren. Sir Quinn’s unit covers that part of the territory.”

      “Will they be put to death?”

      He frowned. “Do you think they should be?”

      I gave him an incredulous look. “They killed three of our own.”

      “In self-defense.”

      Paige guffawed next to me. “They were also planning to sell those horses to Caltoth. They had every intention of supplying our enemy for war. That justifies an execution in any trial.”

      Ian heaved a sigh. “I suppose you two are right… Still.” He paused and his eyes fell to me. “You heard Sir Gavin—these ones came from one of the towns that lost everything in the fire. I’m not saying it justifies their actions, but… perhaps that makes them a little harder to condemn?”

      My stomach curled in on itself, and I swallowed guiltily. The fire was because of me. “Didn’t the king send coin?” Then I straightened, realizing I already knew the answer. “He did. Darren told me—”

      Lief, who’d been listening to our conversation thus far, interjected. “King Lucius is preparing for war. Any aid he sends, well, you can’t imagine it’s enough, not with the heavy costs of maintaining the realm’s largest army.”

      Ian met my eyes then. “Ferren and the logging towns received enough to rebuild. They are too important to ignore, but some of the smaller border ones… They aren’t always as lucky when things like that happen, Ry. It’s the reason my parents took up metal, so they could raise me close to the keep.”

      I didn’t know what to say. The elation I’d felt during the bandits’ capture was fading fast, and confusion was taking its place. Had I made this happen? Are the bandits my fault?

      “You didn’t cause anything.” Paige’s biting words made me realize I’d spoken my last question aloud. “Caltoth did this.”

      “Paige’s right, of course.” Lief nodded to my guard and then gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “You and the prince saved more people than you harmed. The fire was a necessary evil. No one blames you for your actions, Ryiah.”

      I tried to smile and failed.

      Lief addressed my knight to counter the mood. “Why don’t you join Ray and me up front, Paige? I’m sure Ian and Ryiah can handle any danger that comes their way.” He winked. “After your charge’s little display in the mountains, I don’t think anyone is going to worry after her safety for a very long time.”

      Paige hesitated, and glanced back to me, undecided. She was torn between what she wanted and duty.

      “Go on.” I gave her a good-natured shove. “I’ll be fine.”

      Her brows furrowed and her chin lifted. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you the whole time, my lady.”

      “I wouldn’t expect any less.”

      The knight huffed and then nudged her mare forward, following the lead mage with one last lingering glance to me.

      Ian drew closer as soon as the guard had vanished into the crowd. “The King’s Regiment picked well, didn’t they?”

      “They did.” I thought about the way she’d helped me when I was casting. “She’s blunt, but I almost think it’s a blessing. I never have to wonder what she’s thinking. She’s already told me.”

      Ian cleared his throat quietly. “What Paige said about Caltoth being at fault, she’s not wrong, but…”

      I swallowed, mentally preparing myself for what came next. It’s your fault too, Ry. I didn’t want to say this in front of the others.

      “The Crown isn’t blameless.”

      I blinked slowly. Whatever I’d been expecting him to say, that hadn’t been it.

      Ian pressed closer and lowered his voice. “What I said wasn’t a lie. The north doesn’t get the help it needs.”

      “You want me to talk to Darren.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Don’t you?”

      “Ian.” I sighed. “It won’t change anything.” The king was still furious with Darren for the night of the ascension. He was preoccupied with negotiations with Pythus, and thanks to me, he now hated lowborns a great deal more than usual.

      Ian studied the ground. “So you aren’t going to even try?”

      “I will, but...” I waited until he looked up to continue. “But I don’t want you to have any expectations.”

      “I know what I’m asking.” His eyes were somber. “Thank you, Ryiah.”

      Hearing Ian say my full name was a bit unsettling. It was as if he were reminding himself to put a bit of formality to the end of his request, as if he were a subject and I the sovereign. It pained me to hear that bit of distance, especially after our conversation in the forest, but I understood.

      The north was his home, and whether or not I considered myself one of them, I was the Crown.
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* * *

      “A week,” I breathed.

      Ray echoed my words. “A whole week.”

      “Of freedom.”

      “Freedom,” he repeated.

      “A week.”

      “A whole week of it.”

      “If you two grow any more slack-jawed,” Lief said, chuckling, “you’ll become a pair of fish.”

      “It’s standard for any service in all of the cities,” Ian added.

      Paige scoffed. “Not the King’s Regiment.”

      I just shook my head in astonishment, still not quite believing we had a full week to ourselves. Three weeks of duty had flown by in the blink of an eye—well, not truly. At the time, it’d seemed like an eternity, but now…

      “What does one do during this—” Ray paused. “—freedom?”

      “What did you enjoy doing before the Academy?”

      Ray’s eyes were wide. “I don’t remember.”

      The head mage’s gaze flitted to me. “What about you, Ry?”

      What did I enjoy before the Academy? So many years before… I found myself emitting the same response. “I don’t remember.”

      “The novelty will wear off.” Lief set his packs on his bunk with a groan. “By the second month, we’ll find the two of you in the taverns with the rest of our lot. Ferren might be known for its blacksmiths, but the true secret is Tijan’s ale. Strongest brew around. Well, that and our women.” His gaze fell to Paige.

      My knight scowled in distaste. “Hmph. You must not have a very good selection.”

      I bit my lip. Tijan was tempting—not for the ale, but my younger brother. Now that I had seven days to myself, the world was full of possibility. And the best one: Derrick. I hadn’t seen him in months, and now we were only a couple hours apart.

      But there was also the Candidacy.

      Ray was already throwing a pair of fresh clothes into his satchel. “When can we leave?”

      “As soon as you’re ready.” Ian grinned and looked to me. “You coming?”

      “I don’t think so.” My enthusiasm had already started to ebb. I couldn’t visit Derrick, not with my dream looming so close on the horizon. “I think I’m going to stay behind.”

      “You serve the north,” Lief said. “Don’t forget to live, Ryiah. We don’t get paid near enough to risk our lives without a bit of fun from time to time.”

      “I know.” I frowned. “It’s not that… I just… I need to train.”

      “Train? For what? The apprenticeship is over. You already train every day in service.” His tone was incredulous.

      “For the Candidacy,” I mumbled.

      Ian and Lief exchanged knowing looks, and Ray spoke. “Ry, it’s months away. You can take a day off.”

      I looked down at my hands. “Not if I want to win.”

      “You really think you can beat him, don’t you?”

      I didn’t ask who he was; it was obvious.

      “Darren’s not a god.” I crossed my arms defiantly. “His potential isn’t infinite.”

      “Master Byron ranked him first.”

      “For now.”

      Ray held up his hands in surrender. “Remind me to never challenge you to a duel. You’re a bloodthirsty savage.”

      I just grinned in reply.

      Lief grabbed Ray and Ian by the shoulders. “Are you two ready to head out?”

      They nodded in unison and gave me a parting wave.

      Lief tossed me his extra water skin in passing. “You better get training, Ryiah. We can’t have our savage go soft.”
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* * *

      
        
        Harsh crunching and then the ground gives a quivering sigh. The mountain of rubble rises into the air, twice the size of that boulder in the mountains. Thick granite hovers in the sky as I lift my hand, higher and higher, watching my magic mirror its movement with the rock.

        The rubble rises shakily, with small bits of dirt trailing down like a shower of rain.

        My whole body trembles with the effort. I hold steady, digging my boots into the soil as perspiration drips into my eyes, blinding me with the beating rays of the sun.

        Still, I hold steady. And the rubble keeps rising.

        Then, it stops.

        My fingers start to tremble and shake, and the sun’s blinding light seems to bleed itself right out of my chest. I can feel the casting sputtering inside me: a dying flame. My magic has reached its limit.

        I bite my lip. A pain casting in the height of such power is too risky to partake. Not on my own.

        Exhaling slowly, I let the rocks return to the ground and then take a deep swallow of mountain air to clear my head.

        “That was amazing, love.” Two hands slip around my waist from behind, and I lean into Darren’s arms, letting the rush of victory wash over me like the crest of a wave.

        “I’ve been practicing.”

        The prince smiles against the back of my ear, lips pressing into the skin just below. A shiver runs down my spine. “Yes, you have.”

        “Am I better than you?” The words tumble from my lips before I have a chance to catch them.

        Darren smiles and releases me, pointing to a large shadow in front of us. I lose my breath as I take in the mountain. No. The prince takes a step forward and raises his arm.

        I watch as the giant base splinters and groans, a terrible ear-shattering grate. Stones spew out in every direction as the jagged peak rises up into the sky, blacking out the sun so that the entire land is cast into shade.

        The world becomes night.

        The prince turns to me with a smirk. “Keep trying, Ryiah.”

        

      

      I woke up with a start.

      My whole body ached, and every muscle felt as though it’d been torn from my sockets and twisted back into place—the wrong place.

      The summer heat hadn’t helped; my sheets were pooling with sweat. I threw them off in disgust. Usually the keep was cool enough, but I suspected my dream had played a part in the mess I saw now.

      I’d spent the past couple days brushing up my routine while the three patrols on leave had all but disappeared from the keep. Sure, there were still stragglers and the squad in charge of the keep itself, but half of the men were visiting in Tijan or one of the nearby villages.

      “Can’t sleep?” Paige sat up on her bunk, rubbing her eyes.

      “I had that dream again.” I groaned. “I think the gods are trying to tell me to stop sleeping altogether. It’s the only way I’ll catch up to him.”

      The knight yawned. “The gods don’t waste their time dallying in mortal affairs. That dream means you are worrying too much. It’s playing on your fear.”

      I shot her a half-hearted glare. “I’m not worrying. I’m tired. I’m sore. I’m even hungry, but I’m not worried.”

      “Whatever you say, my lady.” She started to roll back on her side, and I tossed my pillow at her.

      “It’s time to go to the practice courts.”

      “Now?” She didn’t even open her eyes. “It’s too early. The sun won’t rise for two more hours—and you, my lady, are always the last one to rise.”

      I ignored her and began changing into my clothes, one painful tug at a time. “The dream was a sign.” I gritted my teeth. “I need to train harder.” Another painful tug and the tunic was over my head. “If I don’t—” Ow. “—I’m never going to stand a chance against him.” I bit back a sigh. “Or any of those other first-rank mages.” And I wanted to. All those years of trials and tribulations. I was tired of being second best.

      I wanted the Black Robe.

      Paige rose with an exasperated sigh.

      “That’s the spirit.” I shot her a grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to include you in my acceptance speech.”

      She followed me out the door, muttering under her breath. At first I was too busy feigning enthusiasm to catch what she was saying, but as we were sparring later outside the keep, it returned to me: “And they told me to keep watch over a ‘lady.’”

      I couldn’t help but smirk. A lady.

      I lunged and defeated her guard.

      I was a war mage.
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* * *

      I spent the rest of the week in the practice courts. Endlessly drilling, over and over until I limped back to the keep each night. If my guard had an opinion for why I pushed myself so hard, she was wise enough not to comment.

      Every single drop of sweat was a testament to how deeply I wanted that robe. I cast until I was hunched over the ground, vomiting the contents of whatever meal I’d managed to force down just hours before. Then I’d pain cast.

      Paige had one of the keep’s healers nearby, just in case. Luckily, four years of Master Byron’s scrupulous gaze had paid off, and I knew just how far I could push myself before breaching those limits.

      By the time the week had ended, I was ready to return to service. Someone must have told the others how hard I was drilling, because I got nine reassuring pats on the back the morning we set out. They didn’t comment directly, but the Candidacy was all anyone could talk about.

      Like the previous patrol, our three weeks of service went by without much ado. Caltothians remained at bay, at least for now. We didn’t come across any outlaws this time around; our patrol was conflict-free. All of the extra time led me to drills and routine, anything to keep anxiety from taking over my thoughts.

      I wasn’t going to let fear get the best of me, not after everything I’d become.
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* * *

      “I can’t—”

      “Ry,” Ray said plaintively. “You’ve done nothing, and I repeat, nothing, but drill for the last three months on end. You can afford one night off from your routine to take a drink with the rest of us. I know you want to concentrate on the Candidacy, but the others talk. They think it’s because you think you’re better than them.”

      I glared in response. “You know that’s not true.”

      “See here.” Ian stepped between us. “We’ll even take you to a tavern in town. Not Tijan, just a round with the squad, and then you can go back to torturing yourself for hours on end.”

      “Just one?”

      “Just one,” Ray promised.

      I shifted from one foot to the next. In truth, they were right. I’d heard what the soldiers were saying—I just hadn’t wanted to think about it. I was also exhausted: mentally, physically… even my castings had started to falter. A night off was truly what I needed. During the apprenticeship, we’d been given a reprieve. I could afford a couple of hours with friends.

      “Okay. You two win.”

      The boys exchanged victorious grins, and I promised to catch up the moment I finished putting away my things. In truth, I wanted to pay a visit to the bathhouse—the stench following me was anything but pleasant. I doubted they’d enjoy my company without a soak.

      By the time I’d finished washing up, Paige and I were ready for a reprieve. I was in such a good mood, I almost missed the person standing next to the exit of the dining commons.

      “Derrick?”

      I caught sight of those blond tufts of curl and sprinted across the hall as fast as my legs could manage. Paige scrambled after me, grumbling about impatient charges. I knocked into two soldiers and spilled a whole tray of pickled greens along the way. I shouted an apology in passing. The dancing blue eyes of my brother were all I could see.

      The young man broke into a grin, dimples on each side of his cheeks. “Ry! There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      I squeaked and threw myself at him. Derrick was three years younger than my twin and me, but already twice as thick—sprouting a legion of muscle on every inch of his frame. “Gods, do you ever stop growing?”

      Derrick ruffled my hair, setting me down with an unapologetic grin. “I have no intention of stopping until you can fit in the palm of my hand.”

      I snorted, and even Paige, who’d finally caught up after my mad dash across the room, almost smiled.

      “And who is this? Your beautiful lady-in-waiting?”

      And my knight was back to scowling. “You see the sword I’m carrying, no?”

      His smile faltered under her stern expression. “Yes?”

      “Say something that foolish again, and I’ll gut you from head to toe.”

      My brother backed away slowly. It didn’t matter that Paige was half his size; the look in her eye was formidable enough.

      “He’s only teasing, Paige,” I said. “Derrick doesn’t have a death wish.”

      “It wasn’t funny,” the knight muttered.

      “She’s harmless,” I promised.

      Derrick raised his hands in peace.

      A young man with coal-black hair coughed loudly beside Derrick. My brother put his arm around the boy’s shoulders and nodded. “This is my comrade-at-arms Jacob. He grew up here in Ferren. He was the one I wrote you about during the apprenticeship.”

      I studied the soldier and noted him doing the same to me. I started to smile and then stopped when I realized my brother’s best friend was wearing a sour expression. Not another one. I tore my eyes away from the boy to regard my brother instead. “What are you doing here, Derrick? Not that I’m not happy to see you, but I wasn’t expecting—”

      “I offered him a post here at the keep.”

      I spun and found Commander Nyx standing nearby. She gave a small nod to the boys and then returned her gaze to me. “I had no idea Derrick was your youngest brother, Ryiah. Sir Borgan in Tijan does nothing but sing the young soldier praises, and Jacob, well, how can I say no to the son of Aldus? He is one of the best soldiers we have.”

      Aldus might’ve been one of the best, but he was also one of the older soldiers who continued to treat me with perpetual dislike—much like his son was doing now—even after my performance in the mountains. I stifled a sigh.

      Derrick elbowed me in the ribs. “Guess whose squad we’re on?”

      “Mine?” It was too good to be true.

      “That’s right.” Commander Nyx folded her arms. “Sir Gavin just promoted two of his soldiers to Sir Maxon’s unit. When he informed me we had an opening, I immediately contacted Borgan for recommendations. These two are already settled in and ready to start first thing in the morning.”

      The woman paused. “I must confess, Ryiah… I’ve been meaning to talk to you about what happened in the mountains. I know my men aren’t the friendliest sort, but you’ve done some great work. I’m very impressed.”

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      “It’ll be a shame when your time here is up.” She dismissed herself and returned to the hall.

      “She doesn’t want you to return to the capital,” Paige observed. “Most of them want you to leave, but not her.”

      “At least someone wants me here.” I sighed.

      Derrick made an offended noise. “Aren’t you forgetting someone?”

      “Fine. Two someones.”

      “What about Paige?”

      My knight snorted. “Who would choose to stay in a wretched keep when they could reside in a palace?”
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        Ryiah,

        Blayne’s negotiations with King Joren have gone better than expected. The Pythian ambassador is set to spend a week in Devon during the winter solstice. Father has demanded your presence—a letter was already sent to your commander issuing six weeks of leave from the keep.

        I’d write more, but I haven’t had a moment to myself. I’ve spent half my time on patrols and the rest in Crown meetings. I miss the Academy. Our time in the apprenticeship was a reprieve. I would trade most anything for it now.

        When you get here, I promise to ask you all about your time in Ferren. If you met anyone half as unbearable as me. If you are happy. If you are sad. If you miss me…

        Gods, I wish it were sooner.

        Prince Darren of Jerar, second son of King Lucius III

        

      

      I stared at the letter, rereading its contents for the tenth time that evening before folding it into a neat little square that I tucked back into my pocket. Then I took it out again. I couldn’t get over that last line: Gods, I wish it were sooner. I couldn’t keep the smile from my face.

      Darren missed me.

      “It’s a summons, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “Thank the gods!” Paige left the bench to grab a flagon of ale. It was the first time I’d ever seen her drink.

      “You really have to go?” My brother sat down beside me, his face a puzzle of emotion. “I only just arrived.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Alex got to have all the fun with you in the apprenticeship,” he griped.

      “It’s a Crown order, not a request, silly. If I don’t”—I lowered my voice in conspiracy—“Paige will knock me over the head and drag me to the castle unconscious.”

      “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Paige?” Derrick turned to my guard, and she swiped the ale from her mouth with an evil laugh. He shuddered and looked away.

      I touched his wrist. “Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of adventures in the six weeks before I depart.”

      “You are leaving?”

      I looked up to meet Ian’s gaze as he dropped to the stump beside us, his arms full of kindling.

      “Not for a while, but I haven’t forgotten what you asked me. I’ll talk to him.”

      The mage smiled, but it didn’t quite meet his eyes.

      “What are the two of you hinting at?”

      I gave my brother a nudge. “Nothing you need to worry about, Derrick. Just something I promised a friend.”

      “Are you going to tell Darren the promise was to him?” My brother grinned wickedly.

      I glared at Derrick as Ian retreated to the other side of camp. “Please don’t make this any more awkward than it already is.”

      “That’s Ian, isn’t it? The one Alex wanted you to pick over the prince.”

      “Yes.” My teeth clenched. “Can we not talk about this anymore?”

      “Only if you tell me what you promised him.”

      I groaned. “You’ve grown into a pest. I think Alex is my favorite now.”

      “That buffoon? Never.” My brother prodded me with his fork. “Now spill, Ry.”

      It wasn’t really a secret, I supposed. “Ian wants me to ask Darren to talk to his father about sending more coin north, to help the border villages—the ones that aren’t prosperous enough to garner support when the raids hit.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What did you expect?”

      “A secret affair—” My brother ducked my fist, laughing. “Well, he is pretty.” He ducked again, and this time was not so lucky.

      “Pursuing Ian was a mistake,” I said quietly. “I almost lost one of my best friends because I was a coward.”

      “Well then, if it’s not about him, why the secrecy? Why be ashamed to have the others hear you want to help the north?” My brother lowered his voice. “It might help, Ry. I’ve tried talking to some of the other soldiers, but a lot of them are set against you. They think you’re a privileged highborn now that you are engaged to a prince—it makes no difference that you grew up in Demsh’aa and your brother is one of them.”

      I shook my head. “The king is furious with Darren. I promised Ian I’d ask, but I don’t think it’s going to help any.” I pulled at a splinter that’d gotten lodged in my finger. “I really wish they didn’t hate me. I thought it would get better after I proved myself, but…”

      “But you’re engaged to a prince.” Derrick grew serious. “You haven’t heard the rhyme have you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s the most common verse they have: ‘north the poor and south the snout.’”

      “The ‘snout?’”

      “Highborn Swine. Anyone who lives at court.”

      “Oh… how charming.” I bit my lip. A prejudice that was undoubtedly inspired by the tragedies the Caltothians created. The Crown was attempting to save for war, yet by doing so it’d shirked its duties to the people up north. Border villages of friends—maybe even families—had been attacked, and they’d been left to fend for themselves. No wonder they’d come up with such a terrible rhyme.

      Commander Nyx and her regiment were attempting to help their people through patrols, but they could only do so much.

      I needed to get that purse.

      Derrick put a big arm around my neck, misunderstanding my silence. “Come now, not everyone is going to like my big sister.”

      “Don’t you even think about joining them.”

      Derrick grinned and pulled a simple silver chain out of his shirt to show me the copper ring I’d given him years ago dangling at its end.

      It made me smile to see he was still wearing it even in his soldier’s garb.

      “Never. Besides, unlike our dear, sweet brother, I actually like the fact that you’re marrying a prince. I met Darren last year in the infirmary, remember? He’s a good sort, Ry. You will always have my support.”

      I felt the tension leave my limbs. “Thank you.”

      He ruined the moment by picking me up and throwing me over his shoulder.

      “Derrick!” I swatted at the back of his head. “Put me down.”

      “Hmm.” The boy pretended not to hear my squeals. “That was too easy. You’ve got to work on your guard, Ry.”

      I lowered my hands and punched the side of his ribs. He set me down with a laugh.

      “I don’t need a guard around you. You aren’t my enemy, Derrick.”

      My brother grinned. “That’s the thing about enemies. You never know who they could end up being.”
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* * *

      A week before I was to depart, half the regiment was seeing to chores around camp, and the rest of us sat trading jokes or serving watch around the perimeter. I knew I should be helping out, but I was unwilling to leave until Lief finished his latest tale from the past Candidacy. Most of the regiment mages stuck around as well; Lief was a great storyteller, and most of us were not old enough to remember the last Candidacy—I hadn’t even been born.

      All of us listened in rapture as Lief recounted the final duel between Marius and his last opponent, Mara. The Restoration and Alchemy sessions had been brutal, but nothing could compare to the head mage’s recount of Combat. I was certain most of us forgot to breathe during his telling. How in the name of the gods had Mara survived?

      Lief raised a brow as if hearing our unspoken question. “It took ten healers to save her life.”

      For a moment, there was quiet and then Ian finally spoke. “And yet we are all mad enough to attempt the same ourselves.” His raspy joke was met with more silence.

      Several of the Restoration mages’ faces were as white as a sheet; my nails were bitten to the quick. True, nothing Lief said was new. We’d all heard similar stories during our youth, but hearing it now when our turn was less than a year away? It was an entirely different experience.

      “A mage died in the last Candidacy.” Ruth addressed Combat’s head mage. “Didn’t he?”

      Lief prodded the fire with a stick. “The boy was seventeen, young for his faction and too young to be participating in the first place. One of those highborn mages who joined the academy at the tender age of twelve.” His face filled with contempt. “The rules state very clearly that a mage must cease casting the moment his opponent surrenders. The boy never surrendered and died from his opponent’s attack. He was over confident and a fool. It was during the melee. He never should’ve made the mistake in the first place.”

      “I must be mad to think I have a chance at winning,” I muttered to Ray and Ian as we started our evening drills. They chuckled.

      The three of us took turns casting great bolts of lightning into the sky. We were a day’s ride from the keep so there was no need for conservative casting, not with so many nearby patrols.

      “That might be true.” Lief stopped observing to interrupt. “But what you mustn’t forget, Ryiah, is how little of us there are to begin with. Only five Combat mages ascend each year, and by the time a man reaches his late fifties, he has no magic left.” He paused. “The youngest mage would be seventeen at the time of their ascension if they started at twelve. That leaves a little over forty years and five of us each year… Two hundred, but that number is infinitely smaller when you consider potential. Any mage past thirty is not going to consider entry—his stamina will have already begun to decline.”

      He paused. “For me, it’s already too late.” His gaze was wistful, but resigned. “Too young for the last Candidacy and too old for the present… But you, Ian, even Ray here… I doubt there will be more than sixty entries for Combat. You three have much better odds than you think.”

      I didn’t say a word for the rest of the night. I wanted to best Darren and win, yes, but I’d never stopped to consider exactly how many mages I would be going up against. Sixty was certainly better than I’d anticipated. I was second rank. That put me at the top half of our faction’s candidates… Of course there were those whose potential had grown post-ascension… but for most, their limits would’ve been reached by the time they received their ranking.

      And that’s when I realized it: I really could have a chance.
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* * *

      I spoke too soon. That was the first thought that crossed my mind as I curled with my knees to my chest, shivering and shaking under the heavy blankets of my cot.

      Paige set a bucket on the floor. I cringed at the heavy thud of metal against stone. “Not so loud,” I begged.

      “You need to drink some of that tea the healers gave you, my lady.”

      My stomach gurgled and heaved, and I clutched it with a groan. “Stuff was vile,” was all I could manage.

      “Well, you’ll never get better if you don’t, and tomorrow we set off for the palace, even if I have to tie you to the saddle.”

      “Wouldn’t… dare.”

      She snorted. “I will, and you know it well.”

      I didn’t say anything else. I just clutched the mug and shuddered. Then I downed the contents, refusing to let the bitter, chalky liquid rest on my tongue any longer than it had to. When I was done, I fell back against the bed in a heap. My belongings were already packed. I just needed this sickness to end. I’d spent the past three days tossing and turning in a sleepless fit, hot and cold, unable to do anything but writhe in my misery.

      The Restorations mages in the infirmary said I had a “mage’s cold.” As one could surmise, it was the result of casting too much magic in a short span of time. I’d never experienced it before because Master Byron had been so focused on us learning to exercise what we had with caution. The few times I’d been reckless with my magic, I’d ended up unconscious in the infirmary, so the cold would have just been a small part of my recovery.

      “Why?” I moaned. “Why didn’t I listen…?”

      Paige blotted a cloth against my wet, sticky skin. “Because you are stubborn, my lady. Now drink and rest.”

      Please, I prayed, do not put me through this for another fourteen days.

      The gods never heard me.
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      “Oh dear, sweet...” I dismounted, running a hand through my frost-strewn hair as I fell to my knees, not caring what I looked like to the guards standing outside the palace gate.

      Never, ever would I put myself through that again. I’d spent the first week of travel drinking the healers’ vile tea and recovering from my cold only to spend the final leg of our journey caught in an icy snowstorm that rivaled any Jerar had ever seen. I swore the moment I stepped foot in the capital city, I’d never push myself that hard again.

      “My lady.” Paige was working hard to hide her smile. “They are waiting for us.”

      I forced myself to stand, brushing off a layer of powder and scrambling to make myself presentable—not that anyone would be able to recognize me under the layers of fur. I looked like a shaggy snow beast, the kind that terrorized children in cautionary tales told by their parents. Ella would be proud. She hated winter more than anyone else I knew.

      Paige walked over to the two soldiers standing at attention. “I am escorting Lady Mage Ryiah of Demsh’aa, Prince Darren’s intended—”

      She didn’t even get to finish. The palace gates swung open and one of the men grinned. “About time. You two were supposed to arrive this morning. His highness has been pacing the grounds like a caged animal. He’ll probably find you before you even reach the doors.”

      The cold, my exhaustion, and everything else were instantly forgotten. Paige had to sprint to keep up with me as I threw my reins to the waiting hostler and ran. I wasn’t sure if I should be excited or nervous, but at the moment, the only thing I knew was that my pulse was louder than whatever Paige was trying to say.

      A hand touched my arm and I turned to face my knight.

      She pointed to the left.

      I looked.

      Saw the gardens and the marble statue in the fountain’s center. Saw the wandering nobility in their warm winter cloaks. And then I saw a scruffy gray mutt matted with snow and the person standing beside it, one hand absently rubbing its head—the other getting ready to throw a stick.

      My heart stopped. Breathe, Ryiah. Darren looked… I didn’t have words. Has it really only been five months? He was standing there in a dark brocade cloak and black leather boots. I was immediately reminded of the day we met. There was that gold chain hanging from his neck, and the fading sun’s rays caught the stone at its base, a hematite oval—the signature gem of the Crown. Ink-black, jaw-length locks framed his face, bangs falling just past his eyes.

      I exhaled slowly.

      Whatever people said about Blayne, he couldn’t hold a candle to his brother, who’d just looked up from his dog to catch me staring. Only this time, I didn’t have to feel guilty or ashamed, because he was mine and I was allowed to stare.

      And he was staring right back.

      For a second, our gazes were locked and neither of us moved.

      Then he was running and I was running, and we didn’t stop until my arms were wrapped around his neck and his were locked around my waist, his face pressed in my hair.

      “Five months is too long,” he rasped.

      My eyes watered, and I told myself I’d never let go. “You smell like home.”

      I felt him crack a smile. “Would you believe me if I told you the same?”

      I nodded and then held still, surrounded by pine and cloves, and for just a moment, everything was right. The two of us in the middle of the courtyard, snow falling softly around us, lost to the rest of the world. I was content to stay that way for the rest of my life.

      “Ah, and I see the prodigious lowborn has returned.”

      I started to pull away, but Darren held tight and growled at his brother, who’d managed to make an appearance unnoticed.

      “Not now, Blayne.”

      “You don’t have to use such a surly tone, Darren. I was merely making an observation.” The crown prince’s gaze fell to me, and he wrinkled his nose. “Might I suggest a nice bath before greeting anyone from court.”

      My cheeks burned as the heir to the kingdom sauntered away, a swing in his step.

      “Don’t listen to him.” Darren’s tone was resigned. “Blayne is just worried about the Pythians’ arrival. Father has been… difficult.”

      I shook my head and stepped out of his embrace. “You don’t need to explain.” Blayne and I shared a mutual dislike. The king’s temperament had no part in that.

      I sighed. “Besides, Paige and I have been riding all day. I should probably get cleaned up before anyone else sees us.”

      “Then let me take you to your chambers.” The prince caught my wrist and pulled me forward.

      “What about Paige?” I glanced at my knight. She was trying to pick gray dog hair off her breeches with a sour expression. Wolf, seemingly oblivious to her reaction, continued to bark at her, demanding a playmate.

      I stifled a smile.

      “While you’re on palace grounds, there’s no need for a personal guard.” Darren led me to the castle doors. “She will be on rotation with the rest of the King’s Regiment.”

      “Oh.” I followed him inside, and then froze as soon as I set foot on the marble. That’s how long it took to recall his words. “My… chambers?”

      He gave me a crooked grin. “You have the room next to mine. The servants spent the last week preparing it. Once we are wed, it will be a sitting room, but until then, it’s where you’ll stay during your time here. Your ladies-in-waiting have been…”

      Darren rattled on, detailing the other changes that’d taken place, but my thoughts were still reeling from the first.

      My own room. With ladies-in-waiting—my ladies-in-waiting. I swallowed, suddenly nervous. I’d managed to avoid most of the changes from my new status in Ferren. The capital was a different story. I knew the king wouldn’t let me run around in training breeches and a vest unless I was in the practice courts.

      What if they expected me to act like my new station? Highborn, well mannered, and fluent in whatever flowery tongue the nobility expected? I hadn’t the slightest idea how to act like a true lady of court. Ella did, but she wasn’t here to help guide me.

      Not for the first time, I missed my best friend—not just because she could tell me what to do, but so that she could hold my hand. We’d gone through everything together.

      For five years, she’d helped guide me through training and Darren and the etiquette of court; this time, I was on my own.
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* * *

      I couldn’t keep from gawking even after Darren finished showing me to my new chambers. This was it. My own room. In the king’s palace. As the prince’s future wife.

      Nothing would ever be the same.

      Two ladies-in-waiting had already called upon some servants to draw a bath in the paneled wood tub of a small adjoining room. I almost died of delight when I stepped in and the water was still steeping hot. I stayed until the water ran cold, rubbing my skin raw, and then soaking in the lavender-scented bubbles a bit longer.

      When I finally did step out, freshly pressed linens were waiting. Bliss.

      The nearest girl, Celine, a young thing with long, brown tresses, helped dress me in one of the many gowns the king had commissioned for my stay. As the other styled my hair, Celine was quick to note that my first responsibility would be to visit the palace seamstress the following morning. I was in need of a whole new wardrobe. The beautiful clothes I had wouldn’t begin to cover my appearances in court. Not of a princess-to-be—even one who spent most of her time as a war mage.

      I spent some more time taking in my surroundings: the flowery design adorning the walls, the delicate lace covering of a bed made of cherry wood, even the tiny nightstand with its golden vase of gently dried flowers—a bit of cheer in the midst of a white winter.

      Like Darren’s, the cold marble floor of my chamber was covered in luxurious fur rugs, thick and dense. I had to keep myself from cooing as I touched my toes to the ground. It felt so nice after a two-week’s journey in nothing but soggy boots and splintery inns’ wood.

      It was paradise.

      Like all wonderful things, however, the charm didn’t last. And for me, that was the moment I stepped outside the door, bidding my ladies to their own devices, and saw who stood outside it.

      “Now, that’s much better. Who knew you were capable of such contradictions?”

      I braced myself. Blayne was leaning on the wall just outside my chamber, and his stance made it clear it wasn’t coincidence. “What do you want Blayne?”

      “You, of course.”

      Panic slammed my ribs, and the prince’s eyes narrowed in amusement. He laughed, a harsh, empty sound, and then continued.

      “I wanted to talk to you, Ryiah. We’ve never had what one might call ‘pleasant relations.’ I would like to start anew.”

      I was instantly suspicious. “Why?” Not only had he gone out of his way to threaten me during my time as an apprentice, he’s also tried to rape my best friend. Prince Blayne of Jerar, first in line to the throne, was the last person I would trust. I already knew exactly what kind of person he was, and I had no intentions of “starting anew.”

      I was about to tell him as much, but a moment of conscious hit me. It would be reckless to alienate the heir, no matter how little I thought of him, and reckless was never a good move—especially where Blayne was concerned.

      Still, I doubted the prince would trust me if I acquiesced too easily. He knew we shared a mutual dislike. “Give me a reason I should believe a word you say.”

      He considered my question.

      “Because one day I’m going to be your king, Ryiah, and I will be the last person you want as an enemy.”

      He didn’t even bother to veil the threat. Well, I could play along. I didn’t trust the heir’s offer for a second, but I couldn’t very well refuse.

      “What do you say? Friends?” The prince held out his hand expectantly. It was pale, the pallor of a palace recluse, one who preferred darkness to light.

      I made myself smile, praying the heir to the kingdom didn’t notice how my eyes didn’t match my words. “Of course.”

      I didn’t know his end game, but there was one thing I knew for certain: whatever Blayne planned, it wasn’t good for me.
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* * *

      The heir to the kingdom escorted me to the king’s dining hall, the very same room that had changed my life during the ascension just six months before. Without the bustle of fifteen mages and the Council filling its seats, the room was decidedly quieter. It was also more intimidating.

      Now only the very end of the great table was set—enough for three persons. Two of the seats were already taken.

      King Lucius sat at the end drinking from a heavy goblet of gold. His stark white hair pressed close to his skull and the trim of his mustache was barely more than a whisper, yet it framed the lines of his hard jaw perfectly.

      Our history told of kings that smiled and kings that conquered. He was the latter.

      Darren sat at his father’s right. He’d changed into a cobalt jacket and dark breeches that seemed at odds with the bejeweled velvet and heavy robes of his father. He was busy pushing a piece of cooked rabbit back and forth across his plate. He didn’t notice when we entered.

      Blayne wasted no time in taking the other chair. Then I was left standing, clutching my arms to keep from trembling as I waited for someone to tell me what to do. Did proper etiquette dictate I interrupt the king with a greeting, or simply stand and wait for him to acknowledge me first? I couldn’t remember. I’d spent so little time in court, and that short week of lessons before I’d left for Ferren’s Keep had slipped my mind.

      I wished Darren would look up and realize I was here.

      The king finally spotted me. He watched me as the seconds passed, not a word was spoken.

      Blayne cleared his throat. “Father, I invited Lady Ryiah to join us.”

      The non-heir looked up, startled. The king’s gaze narrowed into two small pins.

      What do I do?

      Darren’s eyes met mine, and he coughed loudly, making a quick gesture with his hand.

      Memory returned and embarrassment flooded my cheeks. I dipped into a steep curtsy with a softly mumbled, “My liege.”

      The king’s gaze withdrew from mine, and I was released from his spell.

      Darren rushed forward to take my arm and called a hovering servant to bring an extra chair. “Sorry,” he said under his breath, “I didn’t know you’d be joining us. I thought, after the long ride, you’d want to sleep.”

      “I didn’t know I was,” I whispered. I jerked my chin in Blayne’s direction. “Your brother was the one who brought me here.”

      After the servant returned with an extra setting, I took a seat at Darren’s right, furthest from the king who’d gone back to his drink. The room was uncomfortably silent. I wondered if it had anything to do with my added presence, or if this was how meals usually went for the royal family.

      “So… Lady Ryiah, how have you found your stay so far?”

      I forced myself to smile across the table. “Delightful. Thank you for asking, Blayne.”

      “And your new chambers? Were they to your liking?”

      “They were.”

      Blayne continued to press one banal question after the other, and I continued to offer up stilted replies. Darren squeezed my hand under the table, resting his wrist against my lap. He was smiling at his brother, grateful for him making polite conversation, but I didn’t believe the heir’s act for a moment.

      Luckily, the focus on me only lasted for a couple of minutes. The king finished his wine and growled at the servants for a new bottle. Then he turned to scowl at his sons, ignoring my presence.

      “Blayne, my advisors tell me the ambassador is set to arrive by the end of this week. Have you seen to the preparations?”

      “Yes, Father. I met with the scholars just yesterday to discuss foreign policy.”

      “And custom?”

      Blayne yawned, unperturbed. “Custom. Fare. Dress. And whatever else those barbarians insist on as part of their meaningless culture—”

      The king cut him off. “It might be meaningless, but it will be one you breathe for as long as Duke Cassius is present.”

      “It will be my utmost concern.”

      “Don’t use that tone with me, boy. If you’d wooed the Borean princess the way you were supposed to, we wouldn’t be stuck hosting King Joren’s brother in the first place. You know how I distrust those Pythians.”

      Blayne’s eyes flitted to me—the real reason he hadn’t been able to win over Shina. If his brother hadn’t fallen in love with a lowborn, Darren never would’ve come between Blayne and Shinako in the first place.

      I cringed and waited. This was why Blayne had been so kind to me earlier. I should’ve known. Trick the lowborn into coming to dinner, and then offer her up as the sacrificial lamb to his father’s aggression. Admittedly, I hadn’t expected the treachery so soon, but that didn’t make it any less upsetting.

      The corner of the prince’s lip turned up, like the two of us were sharing a secret.

      I am definitely a lamb. I looked to Darren, panicked, but he just shook his head. What are you doing? I wanted to scream. Stop him!

      “Yes,” Blayne said slowly. “Those Pythians are a nasty bunch. Don’t you worry, Father, I know my role well.” He coughed loudly. "I can always have a lady or two keep him company when he grows restless.”

      “He has a wife,” the king hissed. “Unless you wish to insult him and make a mockery of our court, you will do no such thing.”

      “Come now, Father, everyone knows the noblemen take a lover or two during their travels, even their wives. Why, it’s a common enough saying: the longer at sea, the more lovers she keeps.”

      I let out a stilted breath of relief. Blayne had changed the subject.

      The king just made a disbelieving scoff and then turned to his youngest with a glower. “And you, you will help your brother win their favor.”

      Darren didn’t bat an eye. “Yes, Father.”

      “You understand how important the alliance is.” The words were ominous.

      The non-heir nodded.

      “Good.” The king sprawled back in his chair as a servant refilled his drink. He kept his eyes on his youngest. “Because if you don’t, this entire kingdom will fall to Caltoth. And when it does? Your lowborn wife will be the first blood I spill.”

      My lungs ceased to work. The goblet I’d been drinking from sloshed scarlet into the seat of my lap. I shouldn’t be here. I started to stand, but Darren’s grip on my hand tightened, pulling me back down.

      “Blayne will not fail in his task,” Darren said. Calmly. Rationally. “I will help him succeed, Father. Ryiah will too. She was with me when the Caltothians attacked. She has witnessed their brutality firsthand.”

      “Which will be nothing compared to mine.” The king set down his goblet just as a servant entered with a scroll. I watched as he skimmed its contents and then pushed back his chair, clearing his throat. “I am needed in the war chambers. It appears the rebels have struck Port Cyri again. I want the two of you to join me.”

      Both princes stood. “Yes, Father.”

      “And, Darren, make sure this lowborn doesn’t embarrass our court when the Pythians arrive.”
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* * *

      Of all the exciting ways I’d envisioned my time in the king’s palace, spending my days in the Grand Chamber wasn’t one of them. Two masters of decorum drilled highborn etiquette into my ears until I was certain I’d go mad. When it wasn’t the proper address or the correct way to curtsy, it was their expectations for a princess, and those were even worse. I believe the phrase “sire a son” was repeated so often my cheeks would be permanently enflamed.

      Darren wasn’t even nearby. He was in the palace, but he might as well have been deployed. He and Blayne were stuck tending to Crown affairs the entire week. I didn’t even have the pleasure of dining at his side—the king had ordered the servants to bring all their meals into the war chambers.

      I couldn’t bear the thought of eating in the dining hall on my own, so I spent most of my meals in the kitchens. Luckily for me, the cook, Benny, was there, and he was more than willing to entertain an awkward girl.

      When he wasn’t feeding me pastries or complaining about his demanding new wife, he was telling me tales of Darren as a child.

      It wasn’t hard to notice almost all of the stories took place after the prince’s sixth year.

      “What was Darren like before?”

      The cook pursed his lips. “A terror.”

      I started to laugh—until I caught the serious gleam in his eyes. “A terror? Surely you are talking about Blayne.”

      The man shook his head. “That one used to pick fights with anything that breathed. He was the complete opposite of his brother.”

      I leaned closer on the counter. “Blayne was the ‘nice’ one?” What the palace must have been like if that were true.

      “You see the boys as the men they are now.” Benny pulled out another tray of scones and began heaping them on racks to cool. “They were much different back then.”

      “What changed?”

      “Well…” The cook frowned. “One of the healers swears up and down the boys were brought into the infirmary one night—Blayne the worst of the two—and Darren still clutching a knife.”

      My stomach churned, and I set down my juice, all appetite lost. “Do you think Darren…?”

      “All I know for certain is the king commissioned Commander Audric to start training him for the School of Knighthood the very next day.”

      “And Blayne?”

      “Different than before. More outspoken, colder… I dare say like the one you know now.”

      What happened? I stared at my glass in dismay. What would make Darren attack his older brother? Blayne was terrible—I had my own experience to attest to that, but if what Benny said was true, then the heir hadn’t always been that way.

      A wave of cold swept across my skin. “Did Blayne ever try to hurt Darren?”

      The man shook his head. “If you’d known him then, you’d never even ask.”

      “Do you…” I swallowed, thinking of what Darren had done at our ascension and what he was rumored to have done years before to his own brother. “Do you think Blayne hates him because of it?” Their discourse was always frosty, and while I’d assumed it a natural progression to their relationship, I now had to wonder if it was something darker to do with their past.

      “My dear.” Benny’s eyes met mine. “Blayne doesn’t hate his brother. He loves him. Darren is the only person that boy has ever cared for, beside himself.”

      “But… why? If Darren—”

      “Why not?” The man shrugged. “It doesn’t have to make sense. They fight and they yell, but in the end, they are brothers. Blood carries a much stronger pull than their hate.”

      “But—”

      “Darren feels the same way about Blayne.”

      “He doesn’t.”

      Benny’s eyes narrowed. “Have you asked him?”

      “N-no, but I know...” I trailed off. How does Darren feel about his own brother? I’d never bothered to ask. I assumed he put up with Blayne as the heir but... love? Did he love the same person who’d tried to hurt Ella? The same person who’d tormented me? Was he struck by guilt for their past?

      “They are brothers,” Benny repeated softly. “That is a bond you cannot break.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “And we meet again.”

      I glanced up to find Paige waiting in the corridor. She had one arm propped behind her head and the other hand looped inside the band of her belt.

      I grinned. “You have guard duty tonight? I was beginning to think my favorite knight was a figment of my imagination.”

      She slid into step with me as we turned the corner. Was that a smile crossing her face? “No imagination, my lady, they’ve got—”

      A cloaked arm reached out and grabbed me by the wrist, yanking me into the dark hallway beyond. I opened my mouth to scream—one hand reaching for my dagger’s hilt through my heavy skirts and calling on my magic to light the room—just as Paige leapt forward, her broadsword already drawn and calling for backup.

      My attacker released me just before my casting or Paige’s blade could reach him, chuckling as the hood fell back from his face.

      It was Darren.

      And he was laughing. “Good to know you haven’t gone soft.”

      My guard shot the prince an irritable expression. “My apologies, Your Highness, but that wasn’t very appropriate.”

      Darren just shook his head, trying to hide the half smile from his lips. “How else am I supposed to make sure this one has kept up with her training? You, Paige, were exceptional, but Ryiah here was a little slow.”

      “Slow?” I took a step forward and shoved at his chest. “Let me assault you in a dark corridor.”

      He smirked. “You are welcome to try.”

      I started to retort, but Darren tugged me forward and gave Paige a pointed look. “If my father sends men to look for me, tell them I’m not here.”

      “I most certainly will not.”

      “Paige,” I begged. This was the most I had seen Darren since I arrived, and five months prior. “Please?”

      The knight scowled. “I will not lie when I say I did not see where you went.”

      “Paige—”

      She huffed loudly. “My eyes are shut.”

      “This way.” Darren pulled me into the great library behind us. I was giggling so hard I was caught off guard when the prince abruptly turned and shoved me up against the door, shutting it and trapping me in the same move.

      “Darren,” I stammered. “There could be people…”

      He put one finger to my lips. “I sent them away before you arrived.”

      “How did you know I was—”

      “Who do you think had the scholars send orders to meet?”

      “That was you?”

      “Ryiah.” The prince smiled. “Do you really want to talk right now?”

      No. No, I don’t. I shook my head vehemently.

      “Good.” Darren tilted my chin. “Because I’ve been waiting to do this all day.”

      “Only today?” I inhaled sharply as he placed his hands on my waist and pulled me in close.

      “Every day.”

      His lips found mine as the sconces’ light faded to black.

      And just like kindling, my whole body went up in flames.

      The two of us were lost in a moment. He barely held me and already I was melting.

      Then, he deepened the kiss.

      And my knees threatened to give out.

      “Darren,” was all I could whisper.

      His lips fell to the hollow at my throat.

      I dug my nails into his shoulder to keep from crying out as he pressed closer.

      “Do you remember our first year at the Academy, Ryiah?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “You remember that time I kissed you in the hall?” The words were unsteady and ragged.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      “That wasn’t the first time I thought of kissing you.” His lips pressed against my skin. “It was just the first time I thought you wouldn’t light me on fire for trying.”

      “It wasn’t?” I sucked in a breath. “But you hated me…”

      “I never hated you, Ryiah.” The prince laughed low. “I couldn’t get you out of my head. You were the only girl who ever made it a point to tell me how little you thought of me.” His eyes danced. “Gods, you looked so proud that first night you came down the ladder spitting my words back in my face. I knew that moment I’d made a mistake assuming you were like the others.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I just refused to admit it.”

      “And to think that whole time I just wanted to strangle you.”

      He shook his head with a knowing smile. “Liar.”

      I blushed, remembering all the times Darren had left me flustered and weak.

      “Maybe not the whole time,” I conceded. “But you’d have certainly deserved it if I did.”

      He leaned forward, pressing his palms against the wood at either side of my head. “Do I deserve it now?”

      I rolled my eyes, and he smirked, removing one hand to tip my chin and kiss me. Softly. Slowly. Enough to send a wave of tremors from the pit of my stomach to the tips of my toes. Enough to let me know that he knew I had no real defense. Not against him.

      But it wasn’t just me.

      I pulled him into me. Closer, so that it really was as if the two of us had melded against the door. As if nothing separated us but the thin garments against the burning of our skin.

      Everything around me was swimming.

      My hands slid up his arms to wrap around his neck, and then I willed myself not to faint at the way he shifted his hands to grip along my waist.

      I could feel the prince’s rapid intake of breath and the way his fingers dug into my sides. Hard.

      And it felt so, so right.

      In seconds, his lips were back on mine and I was gasping for air. His tongue was in my mouth and his hands were fumbling with the top laces of my dress as I ripped the shirt up and over his head.

      And then…

      And then the door I was pushed up against swung open, and I was sent staggering into the corridor, tripping over my dress as I crashed into the person who’d opened it. Darren managed to catch himself against the knob, but I was not so lucky, falling against the stranger with a muffled yelp.

      “And just when I thought the palace had grown short on entertainment.”

      I jumped at the familiar drawl and threw myself out of the man’s arms faster than I’d ever done anything in my life.

      My face burned as I steadied myself, pulling up to straighten my dress as the crown prince stepped neatly out of the darkness behind Darren and me.

      “Blayne.” Darren’s voice was a growl as he stepped forward, pulling me behind him.

      “Really, brother.” The crown prince folded his arms. “The library?”

      The non-heir refused to rise to the bait as he pulled his shirt back over his head. “What do you want?”

      “Father sent the servants to find you, but I knew you’d give them the slip.” The crown prince’s gaze snapped to me and then back to his brother. “Lucky for you, I just asked them where she went and, well, here I am.”

      “Tell him I’ll be there shortly—”

      “Now.” Blayne cut him off with a sharp reprimand. “Do you think I like listening to those old men argue for hours on end? The Council isn’t even present—they’re still dealing with the rebels in the south. I’m not doing this alone. There will be plenty of time for romancing your bride after the Pythians arrive.”

      I nudged Darren, thinking about how angry the king had been just a couple nights before. I still didn’t trust Blayne one bit, and I hadn’t the slightest doubt he would tell the king who was responsible for Darren’s absence if he delayed.

      The non-heir gave a loud groan. “Just give me a minute, Blayne.”

      “Smile, little brother.” The crown prince gave his brother a hard clap on the shoulder and retreated back into the hall, calling out, “Just think, if we secure my Pythian princess, this happily ever after for you and your lovely little lowborn can come that much sooner.”

      As soon as Blayne turned the corner, Darren slumped against the wall and gave me a tired smile. It was the first time I realized how fatigued he really was—the shadows under his eyes hadn’t been quite so evident in a dark library when my mind had been too consumed with feelings to notice.

      “I doubt I’ll get much sleep.” Darren sighed. “The Pythian ambassador is ruthless. Father’s advisors will spend the whole night debating how to proceed and nothing will get done.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      He shook his head and took my hand, interweaving his fingers with my own.

      I started to smile, and I was about to tell him to go, when I remembered something that had been pressing at my mind since my arrival. “Darren?”

      “Yes?”

      Now was the time to ask. Do it now, Ryiah. You aren’t going to have a chance later. “While I was in the north…” I swallowed. “Do you think you’d be able to talk to your father about increasing the funds he sends to the border villages in the north?”

      “Ryiah.” Darren’s grip tightened on my hand. “We’re preparing for war and trying to negotiate with the Pythians. The Crown’s purse is limited. What little we send is all the treasury can afford. It costs a great deal to host an army as large as ours.”

      “But—” What about the people whose livelihood was burned to the ground? What could they do? I tried again. “How are the northerners supposed to fend for themselves?” I thought of my first month in service. “While I was on duty, we came across a large bandit camp, Darren. They turned to crime when the Crown couldn’t help. Wouldn’t it be better to find a way to help them and prevent the north from turning on its own?”

      “That is why we have patrols. We can’t save everyone, love.” His eyes grew distant for a moment, and I knew he was thinking of what happened the year before. “No matter how much I wish we could.”

      “Won’t you at least try?”

      “Father will never consider a petition from me.” He squeezed my hand. “I was taught command, never policy, but...”

      I waited for Darren to finish.

      “He might listen if the request came from Blayne.”

      My face fell.

      Darren wasn’t a fool; he noticed the moment the despair crossed my face.

      “I know my brother is difficult—”

      You could say that again.

      “But he cares about Jerar. If you take away anything from tonight, that would be it.”

      I bit my lip. I had no choice. I had to try. For Ian. For all the northerners who’d lost their home to the Caltothian raids. I just wished our plan didn’t depend on Blayne. Every instinct told me it was wrong.

      I didn’t trust the crown prince for a moment, but Darren did, and try as I might, I couldn’t find a reason to refuse.

      I just hoped I wasn’t making a mistake.
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      “Tonight is going to be such a lavish affair!”

      Sofia flounced around the room as she finished fitting me into my cream-colored skirts, oblivious to the anxiety that was written all over my face. “Just wait until the prince sees you in this gown. He won’t be able to take his eyes off you!”

      I squirmed uncomfortably. “I think you overestimate the ball’s appeal. The entire production is to impress the Pythians. Blayne and Darren have orders to engage the duke the whole evening.” I made a face. “Mine are to embarrass the Crown as little as possible.”

      “You won’t embarrass anyone in this, my lady.” She adjusted the top. “Even if you make a mistake, you will be far too enchanting for them to take notice.”

      “Where have you been all my life?” I gave Sofia a mock curtsy with a grand flourish. “You do wonders for my self-esteem.”

      The other lady-in-waiting, Gemma, scolded me for moving. The two proceeded to pile my locks into a tumbling array of curls with a couple loose strands to soften the hard lines of my face. Then they hung a delicate gold chain around the base of my hairline, a small sapphire hanging from its clasp.

      I could admit I did feel a bit like Sofia described by the time we were finished. I’d never seen Priscilla in anything half as fine. I knew the king had only issued such an extravagant order because of the Pythians’ arrival, but there was no harm in reaping the benefits.

      When I arrived at the hall outside the grand ballroom, I had another small victory when I caught sight of my prince.

      He was staring, a lot, with his lips slightly parted.

      Maybe Celine was right. I should wear dresses more often.

      Darren muttered something about wanting to find a room, and I blushed uncontrollably. I looked away immediately, but out of the corner of my eye, I could see his gaze hadn’t left my face.

      We waited for the herald to announce us to the awaiting audience.

      When we were finally called, Darren led me across to King Lucius and the crown prince at the edge of the room.

      We sat in silence and watched the courtiers mingle for the next hour. Finally, when I was fighting hard not to fall asleep in the chair, the herald returned to announce our guests of honor had arrived.

      “Duke Cassius, brother and ambassador of King Joren of Pythus, and his attendants.”

      I watched as a towering man sauntered out into the hall, thick, corn-yellow braids swinging with each mighty stride of his legs. He bore a heavy cloak trimmed in fur and heavier boots that seemed to crush the rug as he walked. Every step he took seemed slow and deliberate—a fact made even more evident by the quick patter of his guards.

      When he finally reached the throne, Duke Cassius bowed the bare minimum afforded the Crown, for the bare minimum of time. Then he returned to a stand, the hint of a sneer playing along his lips.

      “My dear, King Lucius, it’s been years. You’ve grown a beard.”

      “And Duke Cassius, always the charmer.”

      “Am I?” The man smirked. “I do not remember paying you a compliment.”

      Standing uncomfortably, I watched the royals proceed. For a moment, there were false pleasantries, and then I heard Darren laugh—a little too loudly—at something the ambassador had said. As soon as the duke turned his back, I watched the non-heir wipe his sweaty hand on his sleeve.

      Blayne cleared his throat expectantly and addressed the duke with more force. “Care to take a tour of the grounds, Your Grace? I assure you it’s more alluring than talk of old men’s beards.” He was using his courtier’s charm, the one that might have fooled me years ago before I discovered his true nature. It was full of airy brevity and wit. Persuasive. I could immediately see why Ella had found him captivating before the incident that had forced her to leave court.

      “I’ve only just arrived. Any gracious host would have already found me something to drink.”

      My head swerved in the duke’s direction. It was impossible to miss the absence of Blayne’s title, or the command in his voice.

      Already I could see why the Crown had spent so much time preparing for the ambassador’s arrival. In the two minutes since his introduction, one thing was already evident: the Pythian duke was not going to see his niece to Jerar’s crown prince willingly. And whatever the duke believed, his brother—the king—was sure to follow.

      How were we ever going to convince the Pythians to accept Jerar’s proposal?

      Blayne nodded pleasantly in return, and I wondered if he’d heard the duke’s underlying scorn. “Certainly, Your Grace.”

      Still, his expression didn’t falter.

      The duke adjusted his belt and watched the crown prince through narrowed eyes.

      “Rupert!” Blayne snapped. So he did hear it after all.

      A nearby guard dropped his post at the young man’s command. “Yes, Your—”

      “Get the Pythians a drink. They are thirsty.”

      “Sir, I’m not supposed to leave my post,” the man stammered.

      “Then find someone to do it for you.” Blayne flashed an apologetic smile at the duke. “I apologize for not anticipating your needs earlier, Your Grace.”

      “Are you?” He studied the prince with a furrowed brow. “I’ve heard you only anticipate your own. Why else would the Borean princess flee an arranged marriage?”

      Ella would like this man. I bit my lip to keep from snickering. It was wrong to be feeling amiable in such hostile conversation, especially when the stakes were so high.

      “You must’ve heard wrong.” Blayne’s smile never fell. “Princess Shinako didn’t flee. In truth, she was so close to my dear, sweet brother that upon hearing his love for a lowborn, the two of us agreed to call off the wedding and cede her dowry to the Lady Ryiah you see here before you now.”

      Duke Cassius took notice of me for the first time. His scrutiny made me want to squirm; I could feel his gaze taking in every inch of my uncomfortable appearance, from my burning face to the nervous wringing of my hands. “You are lowborn?”

      I opened my mouth, wetting my lips to reply.

      “My court heard the rumors, but I never imagined that bit to be true.”

      How can I explain? Blayne’s explanation now was the Crown’s interpretation of Ascension Day, and I was afraid of saying the wrong thing. I could see King Lucius watching from the corner of my eye.

      Darren placed the palm of his hand on my back. “Lady Ryiah hasn’t been lowborn since her apprenticeship. She earned a place in court of her own accord, as a mage.”

      “A mage to marry into the Crown?” His tone held blatant disbelief. “Doesn’t your Council of Magic forbid it?”

      I glanced to Darren, but he just shook his head, eyes fixed on his father. Blayne and the rest of the duke’s retinue had gone silent.

      King Lucius corrected the duke with a curt address. “You forget yourself, Cassius, the Crown already has a mage in its ranks.”

      “Prince Darren?” The man scoffed. “I’ve heard the tales your traders spin in Pythus. Forgive me if I’m a bit skeptical of a prince as prodigious as they claim.”

      The king’s reply was instantaneous. “Darren will be a part of the Candidacy. I trust your brother will be sending his emissaries the same as the last?”

      “He will. And I will be a part, regardless of however this plays out.”

      King Lucius hand tightened on his throne. I could see him struggling to maintain composure.

      Blayne took over for his father, trying to flatter the duke instead. “I recall you won quite a bit on a wager for Marius during your youth.”

      “Yes.” Cassius didn’t bother to hide his contempt. “What can I say? A Pythian never loses.” His eyes stayed glued to the king’s. “We take our bets very seriously.”

      “As do I.” Lucius’s words were ice. “And there is no surer bet than my son.”

      It didn’t take much to recognize they were no longer talking about Darren or the Candidacy. The air was drowning in tension and neither the king nor the duke looked away. I wondered who would win: the brother of one of the most scrupulous kings in history, or our own?

      The refreshments arrived just in time. Two sets of servants jostled around our circle, thrusting drinks into hands before the two leaders could pull out their swords and duel on the spot. Blayne took over the conversation, and slowly the tension began to ease into more pleasurable territory.

      Sensing an opportunity to escape, Darren took my hand just as his father called his name.

      The prince groaned. “I’m sorry, Ryiah.”

      Don’t leave me!

      My teeth grated. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” As long as the courtiers don’t try to engage me in conversation about their estates. I forced an encouraging smile on my lips as we parted ways.

      The few times I’d been forced to partake with the court, I’d been engaged in an endless barrage of conversation. It wasn’t because I was charming, or debonair, or full of enthralling remarks.

      It was because they all deemed me a gullible pawn in their play for power, one that I wanted nothing to do with. Every smile and eloquent line held a secret, and I wasn’t fool enough to pretend I could see through to the true intentions behind. Darren had warned me many would seek out friendships to secure royal favors, and I’d yet to discern the ones I could trust.

      I’d never made a promise to engage in frivolities—if the ambassador was occupied, then I had fulfilled my duties, and after the many cautions not to “humiliate” the Crown, I told myself the best tactic really was evasion. I could not embarrass myself if I had no one watching to witness my courtly blunders.

      Several minutes later, I’d made it to the palace kitchens, dress and all, and I was cackling away, sitting on the stool next to Benny as he finished the final touches to that evening’s dessert, and listening as he berated his least favorite members of court. The air smelled of candied ginger and mace. Mixed with the steady heat coming from the ovens, I could almost pretend it was summer and I was out in the field practicing my lunges with Ella instead of a cold, marble palace.

      Benny finished icing his newest creation and looked up from his task. “How are the negotiations faring?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” I snatched a tart that had not quite finished cooling and yelped, dropping it back to the rack. Too early. “The Pythians don’t seem to like us much.”

      “The servants they brought claim their princess has already received an offer of marriage from Prince Klaus.”

      The Caltothians? “King Horrace’s only son?”

      “Precisely.” The cook crooked a finger at me. “Two different heirs offering the shrewd Pythians their hand. Make no mistake, the prince that the ambassador chooses will decide the war.”

      My hunger vanished and the contents of my stomach plummeted. There it was, a reminder how important these negotiations really were.

      I excused myself. What was I doing? I couldn’t keep avoiding the festivities, not with so much at stake.

      I’d barely made it back to the ball when Blayne grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me out to the balcony. Darren was nowhere to be found.

      It was hard to see with the absence of the sun and the air frigid with winter chill. “Where were you?” he hissed. “My father noticed your absence.”

      The lie slid from my tongue like butter. “I got lost. The palace is so large, and there are so many halls.”

      “You were shirking your duty.” His nails dug into my skin, and they hurt. “You accepted your responsibilities the moment you and my brother decided to play me for a fool.”

      “I’m sorry.” I wasn’t, but I wanted Blayne gone as quickly as possible. My pulse was thundering in my ears. I was fighting every instinct not to yank my arm out of his grasp. Or worse. The prince’s expression reminded me all too well of that moment in the hall my first year of the apprenticeship, the last time I’d been at the receiving end of his threats.

      What do I do if he strikes me? Defend myself and risk the king’s wrath? Or take the hit against every instinct I have? I’d never felt more helpless—a black mage of Combat—and yet I was no more than a helpless little girl in the presence of the Crown.

      My free hand formed a fist.

      Blayne’s gaze missed nothing. He took a step back, releasing my arm with a sneer. “I’m not going to hurt you, Ryiah.” His tone chaffed. “We’re friends, or have you already forgotten?”

      I said nothing. It was the safest reply I had.

      “You have five minutes to gather your wits, and then I expect you to converse with the rest of them.” His voice rang out as he left the terrace. “Do not give the Pythians a reason to question the hospitality of Jerar. A reclusive princess does nothing for our court.”

      I waited until the crown prince had faded completely from view, vanishing in the crowded floor of jewel-toned dress, and then I walked to the edge of the balcony’s rail and let out a shaky breath, clutching the cool surface against the frantic beating of my chest.

      “That one truly is as pleasant as he first appeared.”

      I choked, spinning around in alarm. Standing in a darkened corner was the Pythian ambassador. “Duke Cassius!”

      “I would’ve made myself known sooner,” he noted, “but I never had the chance.”

      He’d witnessed that entire conversation between Blayne and me. Panic clawed at my throat, and I tried to remember what we’d said. Luckily nothing to indict Jerar—but it hadn’t been in our favor, either.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay.” The man didn’t bother to wait for an answer. “The entire court is a bustle of fools… I would like to converse with the one person who seems so eager to avoid it.”

      Earlier I’d seen the spark of interest when he heard I was lowborn. Now he studied me with that same glint in his eye, and it did nothing to assuage my nerves.

      I knew I needed to stay. I didn’t want to, but this was the moment the king’s scholars had been preparing me for, the reason the king had summoned my presence in court for the Pythians’ arrival in the first place. Friendly discourse would earn their favor.

      “Nothing would delight me more,” I squeaked. Was that really my voice? I swallowed the lump in my throat and spoke in what I hoped was a much more relaxed tone. “I would be happy to converse. How fare the Pythian—”

      He cut me off. “You fear the prince they intend for my niece.”

      I should’ve left.

      “You’re unhappy and uncomfortable amidst the grandeur of your king’s palace,” the duke continued. “True, a bit of that could be because of your lowborn upbringing, but there is more to it than that. You do not like a life at court. So why are you here?”

      I didn’t bat an eye. “Darren.”

      “He is quite handsome.” His russet eyes were glued to mine. “You’ve found yourself a happily ever after in a time when there are none.”

      “Y-your niece could be very happy with Blayne,” I stammered.

      “Now you can’t possibly believe that to be true, not when you were cowering in his presence just moments before.” The man laughed throatily. “Your Blayne is pretty, but cruel. The Caltothian prince is but a boy and spends his time picking his nose.” His lips curled up in disgust. “I seek your audience because you didn’t grow up in court, my dear. You haven’t learned how to lie. I can read every emotion on your face. I could tell how upset you were by the prince moments before, and I can see how nervous you are now. And that makes yours the most valuable opinion of all.”

      He took a step closer, the heels of his boots echoing. “Now tell me why I should pick King Lucius’s son for my niece.”

      “I—I…”

      I never should have gone off on my own. The king gave me very specific orders not to embarrass the Crown; his threats had stressed the stakes of earning the Pythians’ favor. And now here the duke was, asking the one person whose face was, apparently, an open book because I was lowborn.

      I struggled for a reply that would appear honest without putting Blayne in a negative light.

      “The thing is… I don’t really know him.”

      His lips twitched at the lie.

      “Well enough,” I blurted. “I don’t know him well enough. I-I didn’t like Darren either, when we first met. I hated him.” Nice, Ryiah, make him hate the whole family. “B-but that was before I got to know Darren.” No point in lying since he could read the truth. “I am still getting to know Blayne…”

      Deep breath.

      “I-I can’t promise she would be h-happy… But if you choose Jerar, you could save hundreds—thousands.” I swallowed. “If you choose Jerar, there’ll never be a war. Caltoth would never dare to attack us with your brother’s support—”

      “You disappoint me, Ryiah. Desperation and fear will never win you an ally.” The duke gave me a pitying smile. “Thanks for your time.”

      Then he adjusted his cloak and left me standing there, clinging to the rail.

      We were going to lose the war, I realized. The Pythians had already picked a side.

      It wasn’t ours.
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      Negotiations were fruitless. Three days into the ambassador’s visit and it was clear the Pythians were not going to be swayed. There was nothing King Lucius’s advisors could offer that would match the Caltothian’s terms. And from the way the meetings had gone thus far, King Horrace had promised a lot.

      I wasn’t present for said meetings, of course, but the worry lines creasing my prince’s forehead each dinner were enough. I had to watch Darren’s haggard face each time he stepped out of the Crown Chambers looking worse than before. Over dinner he’d practice strained conversation with the Pythians while I picked at my food and pretended things weren’t as hopeless as they seemed. Even Blayne stopped trying to carry the pretense of self-assurance by that third night.

      Duke Cassius was the only one enjoying himself, and he toasted his kinsmen every chance he got. Between his raucous laughter and that smug smile, it wasn’t hard to see he was making a mockery of our court. Like me, he had four days left to his visit—but his was a mere formality.

      “A shame…” The duke started to say, and then stopped himself. He didn’t need to finish. The rest of his sentence was implied. A shame your kingdom will fall. A shame King Horrace offers King Joren the world. A shame you can’t offer the same.

      King Lucius fared the worst. While Darren and Blayne continued to plaster fake smiles and flourishing compliments, their father was silent to a fault. The king spent entire evenings staring daggers at the duke, and from the way he tore into his meat and let the bloody venison drip down his chin, I suspected he envisioned it as the Pythian’s flesh instead.

      I lost all appetite after that.

      The remainder of my time was spent in the practice courts—etiquette postponed in light of the Pythians’ arrival. There were no more lessons on courtly decorum; the scholars were too busy poring over records in the treasury, searching for a way to appease the Pythians’ demands.

      I’d just finished washing up from a particularly grueling session with some of the regiment knights when I heard Darren enter his chamber next door. From the way wood slammed against stone, it was easy to assert the Crown had come no further in negotiations.

      And then it slammed again. Two angry voices started on the other side.

      Pressing a finger to my lips so Sofia and Gemma didn’t give our presence away, I tiptoed across to the wall and cupped my hand against the surface.

      I knew it was wrong to listen in, but Darren had refused to tell me anything since the negotiations began, and I was desperate for news. He was so busy trying to pretend things weren’t as bad as they were, and if he wasn’t willing to reveal the truth to me just yet, then I would find out another way.

      “Never should have sent you off to that school!”

      “Blayne—”

      “You were supposed to be here, Darren. With me. Not her. Me.”

      “I’m here now.” There was a bit of silence, then much quieter: “Was he really that bad after I left?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Blayne, I’m—”

      “It’s a bit late for an apology.”

      A reticent sigh. “We still have three days. I’ll figure out a way. There must be something we haven’t thought of—”

      “We offered them everything. Everything! Didn’t you hear the advisors? The only thing we haven’t proposed is the country itself.” A harsh laugh. “Would you prefer Jerar go under Pythian rule, dear brother? We can’t match the wealth of Caltoth. The only thing left is a throne.”

      Something hit the wall with a shatter. “They are supposed to honor the Great Compromise. Why won’t they honor it?”

      Darren’s voice: “Caltoth has been attacking our border for years! They can’t claim the incident in Ferren’s Keep a territory dispute—”

      “King Joren will never choose honor when faced with his own country’s gain.” Blayne’s tone was full of contempt. “Why should one carry out a century’s old pledge when he can further his own?”

      “It isn’t right. We’ve supported the Pythians for years—”

      “Loyalty is never built upon honor, brother. It’s built upon blood.”

      I stepped away from the wall and asked Gemma to tell the king I was feeling a bit faint. I could not join them for dinner. It’d been a mistake to listen in on Darren and his brother. The princes hadn’t said anything I hadn’t already assumed, but somehow hearing the words spoken aloud made it worse.

      I could not sit across from that merciless duke and force a smile to my lips. Not tonight.

      I had Sofia help me back out of my dress and then pulled on a fresh pair of breeches, yanking my long-sleeved wool tunic up over my head.

      “My lady? You’re training, again?” My lady-in-waiting blinked at me in confusion. “Aren’t you exhausted?”

      “I am.” I grabbed my scabbard and swung open the door. “If Darren asks, tell him I am outside the soldiers’ barracks. But tell him I want to be alone.”
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* * *

      Paige found me an hour later drilling myself in the soldiers’ arena to the east of the palace wall. I fought the flurry of cold with my blade, cutting a swathe through falling snow and pretending it was the Pythians instead. My breath came out staggered and hot, but I kept swinging and swinging until she finally dragged me away.

      My guard pried the blade right out of my hands and tossed it to the frozen ground, handing me her flask. I took a long swig while she waited. And then another. I drank the entire container without even emitting a gasp as the searing contents tore a hole through my chest. Blood started to flow again and my fingers burned as they tingled, the warmth slowly working itself back to my veins.

      Paige studied my hands. “You should have worn gloves, my lady.”

      “Did Darren send you?”

      “He did.”

      “Do you know what it’s like to feel powerless?”

      She didn’t bother to reply.

      “I’m powerless. They summoned me here to help win the Pythians’ favor. Me. A lowborn.” I hacked back a cough. “Lowborns can’t lie. Did you know that?”

      “I’m a lowborn,” the knight scoffed. “I can lie.”

      “Well, I can’t. I mean… I can lie, but not well. Duke Cassius told me he could read the truth all over my face. I’m a truth-teller.” I wobbled and then acquiesced as Paige led me back to lean against the barracks’ fence. “And I couldn’t lie and tell him to pick Blayne. He wanted me to give him a reason, and I couldn’t. H-he hurt Ella. And… and I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it.”

      “You don’t trust the crown prince. So why are you trying to defend him?” Paige gave me a hard look. “Clearly the Pythian duke knows you are lying. You should try a different angle.”

      “Like pleading for our country? Begging for our people?” I choked back a laugh. “He doesn’t care. They are toying with us, Paige.”

      She chewed her lip. I suspected she and the rest of the palace staff had already heard the rumors.

      “They play to win,” I added.

      “Perhaps you need to show them what they’ll lose.”

      “How is that any different? They lose what cannot be won.”

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Caltoth can give them more than Jerar ever could.” I let her lead me back toward the palace, anger fading to cold. I was shivering and hot. I needed another searing bath, and then the chill of my bed. I needed everything and I needed nothing. I felt despair seeping its way back into the pit of my stomach.

      “Thank you, Paige,” I mumbled.

      She clapped my back as she handed me off to Sofia and Gemma.

      There was nothing else to be said.
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* * *

      The final evening of the Pythians and my visit was spent in a somber silence.

      Our attempt at negotiation had failed. Darren and Blayne no longer feigned pleasantries as the night dragged on. The king didn’t bother to eat the meal in front of him—his white beard was stained coppery red along the rim, and with every wine that was brought, his eyes grew the icy blue of a storm. I kept waiting for the royal family to break, but the king and his two sons were well trained in the art of restraint.

      Much more than me.

      The Crown’s advisors chattered the longest, but I could feel them growing quieter and quieter as the evening wore on. I pushed mutton around on my plate, unable to stomach another bite with the knowledge that this man could reap the best of our harvest, drink our wine, and enjoy our hospitality all the while knowing he was sentencing the people he saw—and their kinsmen—to death. For the price of wealth. For the price of Calothian rubies.

      For a couple of sparkling red gems, he was willing to watch us burn.

      The Pythians were monsters.

      “Well, hasn’t this been just pleasant.” The duke cleared his throat loudly and held his goblet to toast the king in flourish. “A shame, truly, that we couldn’t—”

      An unsuspecting maid scurried past the ambassador and caught her sleeve against his hand. Giant clumps of gravy coated his chair.

      “Lucius, are your servants truly this daft?”

      As the girl scrambled to apologize, the duke began a tirade over the cost of his Borean silk and the incompetence of servants. His complaint was met with an outbreak of service. Servants scrambled to blot out the gravy as the maid fled the room.

      I watched the whole scene play out with an invisible grip on my throat. I wanted to say something, anything but it wasn’t my place. The king hadn’t even allowed my presence during the week’s talks. “You are ornamental, nothing more.” The tutors had repeated the reminder to me endlessly. “Your role is to smile at your betrothed and give the Pythians a reason to believe in happy endings. Convince them their crown princess can have the same with Prince Blayne.” I was no one, and it was taking every bit of resolve to keep the other Ryiah—the restless, reckless Ryiah—away.

      I willed myself to take a deep, steadying breath. Beside me Darren was gripping his goblet so tightly I half expected it to break. I wanted to reach out and take his hand, but his expression was foreboding. Directly across from him, Blayne was fighting to maintain an air of indifference as he ushered simpering apologies for the girl. If I hadn’t heard him the night before, I would’ve easily believed his performance now. There was only the barest lilt of anger, and given the context, it could’ve easily been directed at the servant.

      The king, in this round, resembled his youngest. His eyes were like ice. The man didn’t bother with condolences. He hated the duke, but like the rest of the kingdom, he had to retain peace for as long as he could. So he said nothing.

      I frowned. We, the people of Jerar, were so eager to appease, so eager to beg and plead and give the Pythians whatever they wanted. It was a paradox: we had the greatest army in the realm, but we would lose the war.

      The Pythians couldn’t be bought. We’d never be enough.

      “Desperation and fear will never win a Pythian’s favor,” the duke had said.

      I studied the wet splotches of silk, watching the man twist and squirm in his chair. Duke Cassius was too big for his seat.

      “Perhaps you need to show them what they’ll lose.”

      Maybe Paige was right. It was reckless, but we’d tried safe. If we were truly going to lose the war, then my actions wouldn’t matter much longer anyway. We didn’t have the Pythians’ favor.

      We had nothing left to lose.

      I pushed back my chair; it made a loud grating screech as it went. I pretended not to notice as I wiped my sweaty palms across my skirts. My heart skipped a beat.

      I didn’t look to my betrothed or his brother. I definitely didn’t look to their father. I had the eyes of the room, but mine were fixated solely on the duke.

      At worst, they could blame my words on a headstrong lowborn. At best… I didn’t bother hoping for the latter.

      “Your grace, for the past six evenings you’ve regaled us with tales of Pythian grandeur. You tell us there is no greater fleet than your ships, and no prouder king than your Joren.” Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop. “You tell us that a Pythian never loses, but you are wrong.” I took a quick breath and let out my words in a rush. “If you choose Caltoth, the wealth their king promises you will be lost to war.”

      Silence.

      I could feel King Lucius’s gaze burning a hole through the back of my skull. With a sharp intake of breath, the duke’s lips parted in shock.

      My legs started to tremble, and I clenched and unclenched my fists at my sides. “B-because…” This was the hard part. The one I could live to regret. “Because…”

      Darren’s hand grazed the side of my wrist. He threaded his fingers through mine and abruptly shoved back his chair to join.

      “Because we will destroy everything.” Darren’s voice rang out clear across the room. “Every village, every crop, every homestead. We’ll set the whole of Caltoth aflame.” His grip on my hand tightened. I could hear all the frustration and rage from the past week seeping back into his speech. Darren wasn’t his brother; his strength lied in passion, not policy. “We’ll destroy its ruby mines and melt them right into the earth. We’ll plunder and pillage until nothing is left.”

      The room was so quiet at this point a pin could have dropped and I’d have heard it. Every single set of eyes were fixed upon us—the king, his eldest, the Crown advisors, the Pythians… even the servants had stopped serving.

      This is the moment.

      I swallowed and made myself finish. Because even Darren couldn’t anticipate where I was about to lead next. “In short, your grace, we’ll lose the war. Without Pythus we’ll lose, but we won’t be the only ones losing.” Now. The final threat. “Because we’ll also light our fields on fire. We’ll destroy every last inch of our lands. We’ll do this so that when the Caltothians acquire their victory with you by their side, there will be nothing left to take.”

      My words grew bolder. “Do you know the difference between a nation of merchants and a nation of warriors?” I followed through without waiting for a reply. “Only one of them is prepared to fall on its blade. King Horrace might promise you the world, but in the end, you will reap the greater loss.”

      Absolute silence. Not a breath, not a cough, not a whisper. Nothing.

      I forced myself to exhale slowly, and then the duke started to clap.

      And then he started to laugh.

      “Well, well,” the man finally said, “just when I thought negotiations had run their course.”

      I froze and Darren’s grip tightened on my own, tugging me gently back into my chair. Everyone was waiting for Duke Cassius to continue, to decide whether or not to condemn my actions.

      I willed myself to breathe.

      The large man leaned forward so that his elbows hit the table, jostling his goblet of wine. His gaze was fixated on Darren’s father.

      “Now tell me,” Duke Cassius drawled, “why is it that the best argument I’ve heard all week came from a little girl?”

      The king opened his mouth and shut it tightly.

      “I do believe your stuffy board of advisors were a large waste of my time, Lucius.”

      “My apologies.” The king’s reply was forced. “It appears I misjudged my men.” The steel in his tone promised quick recourse. There was a hushed panic at the other side of the table as my victory turned sour.

      Recklessness had a price. Always.

      “I suppose I must send word to my brother.” The duke stood abruptly, thrusting his goblet into the arms of a scrawny man who’d been attempting to squeeze past, unnoticed.

      “You’re not leaving in the morning, your grace?” Blayne’s question was full of nonchalance. “Surely your news can wait until then… unless perhaps your visit is being extended?”

      The duke waved an irate hand. “Don’t play the fool, young prince. It doesn’t suit you.”

      The king cleared his throat. “This is wonderful news, Cassius—”

      The duke turned sharply around. “Wonderful it may be, but we still have much to discuss. A decision such as this will require great examination. I expect it to take no less than a month to find terms my brother will agree to.”

      “Whatever it takes.” King Lucius didn’t bat an eye.
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* * *

      “We should stay.” Paige sat down on my bed with a thump as I finished gathering the last of my belongings. She rapped her fingers against the bedframe loudly. Every tap came harder than the last. “Now that the Pythians…”

      “Paige.” I looked up from my packing with an exasperated groan. “You know that isn’t necessary.” King Lucius had only ordered my presence as part of decorum—even with my feat the night before, I was still excluded from the negotiations themselves. True, the Pythians were extending their visit for the time being, but only the Crown and its board of advisors could partake in meetings. Since I was neither, there was no point to prolonging my stay.

      Well, there was Darren… I bit my lip in frustration. I’d miss him; I missed him already—even now while we were still in the same city, the same residence.

      In the two short weeks since I’d arrived, I’d spent perhaps three hours in his company, and each time we’d been in the midst of a crowd. Yes, we’d had a short exception in the library, but even Blayne had managed to interrupt that.

      We might’ve been in the same place at the same time, but for all the actual time we’d spent together, we might as well have been miles and miles apart.

      Once the alliance is forged, it will only be a matter of time before you return to the palace anyway, as his wife. My annoyance began to fade. The two of us would have more time then. Without the stress of Pythian negotiations, Darren would be dismissed from most of the less pertinent Crown affairs, and the two of us would be able to serve together on the King’s Regiment.

      I wondered if the king would consider granting Darren and me service in the Crown’s Army among its patrols. Once Blayne and his new princess secured an heir, surely Darren would be granted more freedom than before. Anything was possible.

      In the meantime, I would return to Ferren’s Keep. Crown politics took precedence here. Even Darren had fallen behind in his training, and the Candidacy was only six short months away.

      I needed every advantage I could get.

      “Ryiah…”

      My guard ducked out of the room just as the younger prince appeared at its entrance, looking unusually out of sorts. Darren’s hair was all over the place, as if he’d run his hand through it one too many times and then given up completely. He studied the door for a moment and then heaved a great sigh and shut it behind him.

      “If your father’s advisors find out we are alone in my chamber, they will flay us both alive.” It was supposed to be teasing, but the comment came out a little more breathless than I would have liked.

      One of the many things the palace scholars had endlessly drilled into me was the importance of a bride possessing certain qualities. Qualities that were becoming increasingly hard to keep during moments the two of us were alone.

      A sad smile lit the prince’s features, and when he met my eyes, it wasn’t what I expected. “Are you happy here, Ryiah?"

      Panic gripped my lungs. Was something wrong? Why was he looking at me like that? “O-of course.” Liar.

      “What you did last night…” Darren cleared his throat. “It was amazing. Ryiah, my father was impressed…”

      I never heard what came next—it was all I could do to stand still and scream a silent thanks to the gods above. For a moment… for a moment I’d thought Darren might be here to tell me the king wanted to call off our engagement.

      “He’ll never go so far as to actually praise a lowborn’s actions, but he’s agreed to your attendance for the remainder of the Pythian negotiations. I convinced him the etiquette lessons weren’t necessary to your stay. You will be placed in the King’s Regiment instead.”

      I hesitated. The conversation had taken an unexpected turn. “Darren, your father granted me leave until Blayne’s wedding. Did he rescind his offer?”

      The prince stared at me, a crease forming along his brow. “No, but… I thought you would want to stay.” He seemed to be struggling against something unsaid. “Even after six months apart, you’d still prefer Ferren? Even if you could be a part of the Crown negotiations and the palace regiment?”

      I swallowed, an uneasy feeling entering the pit of my stomach. “I know you don’t want to be here, either. Not truly.” He’d said it more than once.

      Darren’s jaw clenched. “Did you even miss me at all, Ryiah?”

      “You know I did.” I frowned. Two days before, he hadn’t seemed the least bit disturbed when we discussed my return to the keep. “What’s wrong?” What changed?

      “The two of us might as well be strangers for all the time we’ve shared since our engagement.” Darren’s gaze seared into mine. “And once King Horrace finds out the Pythians have extended their visit? It’s too dangerous to patrol up north. Caltoth can’t be trusted not to retaliate. I don’t want you there if something happens.”

      “If anything, the Caltothians will be more likely to hold off now that their alliance is at risk.” I studied Darren’s defensive stance. I didn’t believe for a moment he thought the keep was dangerous. There was something else bothering him, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it.

      “Darren…”

      He started toward the door, and then paused, still facing the wall. “When were you going to tell me he was stationed there, too?”

      I balked, thrown off by the sudden change of topic. “W-what?”

      “Ian.” The prince spun around to face me, and his eyes were twin pools of fire.

      “Ian?” Was that all this was? Jealousy? I wanted to laugh, but Darren looked so serious I thought better of it.

      “Commander Nyx’s monthly report to the Crown arrived this morning.” Darren didn’t bother to hide his disdain. “His name was mentioned in your patrols. I checked the records, and he accepted a post and sent word the day after your ascension. If I were a betting man, I’d say it was because he heard you were to take up at the keep.”

      “It’s been three years. Ian doesn’t still harbor those feelings—”

      Darren gave me a pitying look. “Believe me, Ryiah, a man can carry the sentiment a lot longer than that.”

      I folded my arms. “Darren, Ian grew up in Ferren. His parents are blacksmiths there.” He’d never once indicated feelings of any kind, and he’d been as surprised as me when I arrived at the keep.

      “And yet you felt guilty enough to hide his presence?” The prince’s expression was dubious.

      I balked in offense. “I wasn’t hiding anything! My younger brother Derrick is there, too. Do you think I am hiding him?”

      “I’m not a fool, Ryiah.” Darren scowled. “I trust you, but that lowborn’s timing cannot be overlooked.”

      I glared at the prince. “Ian has never lied to me. He has been open and honest with his intentions since the day we met. Perhaps you are confusing his motivations with your own.” I pointed a finger at the prince accusingly. “You were the one who pursued me after Ian and I were courting, not the other way around. In this context, only one of you has ever behaved honorably and it hasn’t been you.”

      Darren recoiled as if he’d been slapped. “I apologize for not being as honorable as him,” he snapped. “Not all of us had a farmboy’s freedom to choose.”

      “Darren, that’s not what I meant.” I scrambled forward to grab his wrist before he could storm out of the chamber. “Please.” I took a deep swallow. “Please believe me when I tell you that you have nothing to worry about.”

      Darren’s expression softened. “I can have your brother stationed at the palace if that’s what you wish.”

      “I want to return to the keep, Darren.”

      “Stay.” Darren weaved his fingers into my own. “I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath. “It’s not the same. The Crown takes precedence here. You can’t serve abroad. I’ve seen how little time you’ve had to yourself—even you have fallen behind in your training.”

      Darren released me and fell back in reproach. “I haven’t fallen behind.”

      “Maybe I’m wrong.” I quickly retracted my words. “I just don’t want to squander my chance of winning the Candidacy.”

      “Winning?” Darren arched a brow. “Love, I hardly think you need to worry about that.”

      My blood boiled, and before I could stop myself, I countered. “Why? Because you are the only one who can?”

      “I believe you are a great mage, Ryiah.”

      “But I’ll never be as good as you, is that it?”

      The back of his neck was tinged red. “I never said that.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. “You didn’t deny it either.”

      Darren folded his arms and met my gaze head-on. “This isn’t some game, Ryiah.”

      “Some game?” Hot rage sputtered from my lips before I could stop myself. “How can you even say that?”

      “Admit it.” His expression was dark. “The people who choose this career don’t do it for honor. They choose it for power. Prestige. The chance to make a name for themselves.”

      I dropped his hand angrily. “And what makes you so different?”

      “Expectation. I’ve spent a lifetime training for the role.”

      Darren’s pride was so great he wouldn’t even acknowledge the possibility of me winning.

      I swung my pack up over my shoulder. After everything we’d been through, Darren still managed to find just the right way to cut like a knife. There were words bubbling inside, words I knew I shouldn’t say, but just then I wanted to hurt him. To hurt him like he’d just hurt me. “You know the difference between a prodigy and a prince, Darren?”

      His mouth formed a thin, hard line.

      “You can have the best training, the best tutors, the private lessons during the apprenticeship with Master Byron, everything that the rest of us—even the highborns—never had.” My voice caught and I forced myself to continue, eyes blazing. “But none of that guarantees you a victory. None of that makes you a prodigy. It just means you were privileged.”

      A flare of anger. “You have no idea what it’s like—”

      I cut him off, a new surge of indignation rising to the surface. “You know what? You are right. I probably won’t win the Black Robe. But at least I will earn my place in that tourney. You? Well, you’ll never know. Because a boy with the world at his feet? He’s never truly earned anything.”

      “Better to be the boy with the world at his feet than the reckless lowborn who wouldn’t amount to anything without my help.” Darren’s snarl was the last thing I heard before the door slammed shut in my face.

      He didn’t come back to apologize. I know because I waited. After fifteen minutes of hating myself, Paige burst through the door.

      The knight ignored my red-rimmed eyes and started to drag me by the arm toward the castle exit.

      “You’ll have plenty of time for that on the ride back.” For once she spoke without sarcasm, but her pity only made it worse.

      I wiped my eyes, determined to keep from crying until we were on the road and I could blame it on the bright winter sun. I didn’t want any of the servants to report back to Darren. I needed to look strong; I wanted the court to remember my moments standing up against the Pythians, not the crippled girl who let a prince get the best of her.

      “Let’s get out of this place.” I would prove him wrong. The prince might’ve helped me initially, but I had clawed my way up from the very bottom rung of the Academy, and I wasn’t done. I’d earned my rank, and my stamina improved every day. I could still win.

      He’s just jealous.

      Darren was falling behind, and I was in no mood to play the doting wife. I wasn’t going to remain at the palace to appease his insecurities. He could fret over Ian all he wanted. I would train in the north, and while Darren was busy with Crown affairs, I was going to pass his blasted potential and shock the whole country when the former lowborn Ryiah was declared Black Mage instead. And only after I wiped that insolent smirk off his face would I accept his long, drawn-out apology.

      Because wrapped up in conceit the size of Jerar was my Darren. Somewhere. Deep, deep down. And that part I loved with every bit of my being.

      I just vehemently hated the rest.

      Paige and I were a yard away from the palace doors when I recognized the other prince waiting at the exit.

      Am I never free of the Crown?

      I approached with caution. “Blayne.”

      “So full of distrust.” The heir made a clucking noise at my leery expression. “And to think I came bearing gifts.”

      I fought every instinct I had not to scoff. Any present from him wasn’t without its price. I waited for him to reveal this “gift.”

      The young man dug a drawstring purse from the satchel in his hands and tossed it my way. I reached out to catch it and almost dropped it from the unexpected weight.

      Peeking inside I saw the leather pouch was stuffed to its brim with coin. Not just any coin, but gold. Enough to feed a village for a lifetime—enough to feed several villages, in fact. My arms sagged under its bulk, and it was all I could do not to gape.

      “What—how?”

      “It’s all my father would allow.” Blayne sounded pleased. “It’s not much, of course, but you did ask my brother for aid for the north.”

      “The north,” I echoed, still not quite comprehending the wealth in my hands. I’d forgotten all about my request until this moment.

      “Consider it a parting gift. After your speech the night before, it was the least that I could do.”

      “T-thank you, truly—”

      Blayne waved his hand in disregard. “Our interests are the same, Ryiah. Perhaps now you’ll be more willing to forgive the transgressions of our past.”

      I nodded dumbly and watched as he peeled himself off the wall and faded into one of the corridors beyond.

      I finished stuffing the satchel into my now-overflowing pack and followed Paige to the stable.

      She waited until we’d passed through the palace gates and the main city onto the King’s Road itself before she finally spoke her opinion aloud.

      “I thought you hated him.” She didn’t bother to say whom.

      “I…” I paused. Anger at Darren took up the majority of my thoughts, but Blayne confused me as well. What is he up to? Everything he did was surprising me. More than once he’d had the opportunity to make my stay difficult, and yet everything he did had been in my best interest. I didn’t trust him, but it really did seem as if he were trying to make amends.

      I studied the white tree line ahead of us. “My feelings don’t matter one way or the other.” Blayne was to be king regardless. “If he wants to claim amity, who am I to refuse?”
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      When Paige and I returned to the keep, our arrival was met with enthusiasm. Correspondence from the capital had preceded our arrival, but the commander and her regiment were eager to hear the news firsthand.

      “Of course a treatise hasn’t been signed,” I finished, fumbling under the commander’s intense scrutiny. I could never tell what she was thinking. “But the Pythians agreed to extend their visit, and even their ambassador believes it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Well, this is quite a development.” The commander grasped a hot mug of cider tightly in hand. “I think I speak for most when I say none of us anticipated this news.” She paused and took a long sip from her cup. Her knuckles were white. “We hoped, of course, but hope never wins a war.”

      “That’s not all.”

      The woman’s eyes bulged as I took out Prince Blayne’s purse and emptied its contents onto the table between us.

      “W-what’s this?” she breathed.

      “I petitioned Dar—the Crown to help the North. The king couldn’t grant as much as I’m sure the villages need, but I was hoping this would help?”

      “Help?” The commander stared at me, studying my face for a sign of what, I wasn’t sure. “It’s been a great many years since the north received attention from the Crown.” She inhaled sharply. “This will go a long way toward rebuilding the border. I continue to underestimate your value to our keep.” She paused in afterthought. “And the Crown.”

      “I-it wasn’t just me.” I scratched at my arm. I’d never have even thought to ask without Ian’s prompting, and it was Darren and Blayne who’d actually seen to the favor. I tried to explain, but she wouldn’t let me finish.

      “We live in a world of kings. Like it or not, not everyone’s request would make such an impression.” Her expression was detached. “My men have sent the same petition for years, and this is the first time King Lucius has ever granted an exception.”

      Was that true? I cringed and realized her compliments weren’t quite as innocent as I’d been led to believe.

      “Never regret your influence.” The commander crooked her mouth in what I supposed was a cheery smile. “I’ll begin to make disbursements in the morning. I suspect many of the others will be a bit easier to contend with after they hear the news.”

      “You knew about that?”

      “Some of my soldiers are a bit harder to please.” She gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder as she showed me to the door. “I advise you not to pay them any attention.”

      I coughed uncomfortably. “Thank you, Commander.”

      “No, thank you, Mage Ryiah.”

      The level of gratitude was overwhelming, and as Paige followed me to the barracks, I realized how earnest Ian’s request had truly been. I hadn’t grown up in the north. My stint of service didn’t begin to cover the shortcomings resulting from the Caltothian raids.

      It made me upset to realize how much must’ve been behind Ian’s petition to help. I was ashamed of my own ignorance, and a part of me was upset he’d been right in assuming I could make a difference where the commander’s appeals couldn’t. I wasn’t comfortable with that influence, and something about Nyx’s words reminded me of Darren’s speech several years before:

      “People make mistakes all the time—some of us are just in more of a position to leave an impact when we do.” Impact. Influence. Somehow along the way I’d joined the circle of people whose actions dictated change, and it scared me how easy it’d be to make the wrong one.

      “Paige, will you tell me if you think I’m making the wrong decision?”

      “Wrong decision for what, my lady?” The knight had already collapsed onto her bunk, lying down after a long, cold week and a half of travel.

      I sat down on my cot, pulling the covers up to my chest. The rest of the barracks’ occupants were already fast asleep. “For anything.”

      “Gladly.” She pointed to my water skin. “You’re making the wrong one right now. You should always ask your guard if she requires the last drink.”

      “Paige!”

      She rolled her eyes and settled in for the night. I heard soft snores coming from her just a moment later.

      So much for help. I threw the water in her direction halfheartedly, but she didn’t move. I tossed and turned, and I’d almost fallen asleep when she finally spoke.

      “You haven’t made one yet, my lady.”

      I fervently hoped she was right.
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* * *

      My next two weeks at the keep flew by. Since my unit was still away on patrols for the first week, I used my break to train alongside the Combat mages on reprieve. Most of them were older men and women closer to my parents’ age than my own. Their focus was primarily on physical conditioning since the majority of their magic stores had started to diminish with age. They had to be extremely selective in casting, and I found it interesting to study their process of choosing.

      We trained hard day after day, and between our breaks they offered critiques on my casting. I exerted too much pressure in a lot of my magic—still, and while I was refined in my pain casting, I was lacking in traditional.

      During my time at the Academy, most of my masters had been so focused on revealing the depths of my potential, they’d never sought to polish the castings at hand. Master Byron had all but ignored me during the apprenticeship when he hadn’t been openly insulting my technique, and so the older mages feedback now was much more invaluable because of it.

      Practicing a simple casting over and over to varying degrees of concentration was tedious, but after Darren’s remarks the day I left Devon, I was determined to try anything and everything in the hopes he’d missed something important on his own, because now more than ever I was determined to win.

      I’d always seen Darren as a rival, but for the longest time I hadn’t seriously contemplated my role. Our trial year I’d just been lucky to snag an apprenticeship in the same faction. During the apprenticeship, most of our competitive nature had been lost to an uncertain romance and Master Byron’s bias. But now that we were training apart and with the Candidacy quickly approaching? Now that I was only one rank away from the prince’s status? Now that he said I would never be as good as him?

      Now our rivalry had reared its ugly head. Some small part of me had always known it would come to this. Neither Darren nor I were blameless. No one ever made it into Combat without ambition, and those of us who did had been cultivating a lust for power for years.

      Common sense dictated I accept my inevitable loss.

      But I was tired of being second best.
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* * *

      “So Ray got promoted while I was away?” I stared at the missing mage’s spot in our riding formation. I’d noticed his absence when my unit had returned from patrols, but I’d assumed he had taken a leave of absence. Advancement so soon into our service hadn’t crossed my mind, and even if it had, I wouldn’t have thought Ray would be the first to obtain it. Ian, perhaps, with his extra year of expertise—or me. But Ray… he hadn’t saved our unit during the bandit attack in the mountains, and…

      You might as well admit the truth. I frowned as the bitter thought took over. I was a better rank.

      Maybe I was mistaken. Maybe there was another reason.

      “What…” I cleared my throat and tried again. “What wonderful news.”

      Lief didn’t notice the strange catch to my voice. “His performance was exceptional. He will do well in Sir Maxon’s squad.” The man gave me an easy grin. “Don’t worry, Ryiah, I suspect you’ll be next.”

      But why am I not first?

      I waited until the lead mage was busy in conversation with my knight before I pulled closer to Ian, slowing my mare’s progress. Maybe now that our leader was gone he’d be willing to share an opinion.

      The next couple of minutes passed in silence.

      “Great news for Ray,” I prompted.

      Ian adjusted his reigns. “I should say so.”

      “It doesn’t bother you at all?”

      The mage gave me a puzzled smile. “Why would it bother me?”

      “Lief just insinuated you would be last up for a promotion.” He’d also stated that Ray’s performance had been exceptional—when I had been the one to save our unit from the bandits. But if I mentioned that now, it would sound like I was jealous.

      Maybe I was. Ray was a great person, and a good Combat mage, but even he’d admitted to being less powerful than me. Why shouldn’t Ian or I get the promotion first? I had the best rank and Ian was ahead of both of us in years of service.

      It made no sense.

      “Oh, that?” Ian shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry about it. I trust in Lief’s judgment. He sees things the rest of us miss.”

      Even Byron? Well, the master was only paying close attention to Darren in our apprenticeship anyway. Suddenly, I was nervous. What if I wasn’t even second rank? What if it was supposed to be Ray, and Master Byron had just been too nervous around Marius to say so? The Black Mage had paid me special attention to annoy my training master—perhaps he’d never noticed there was someone better.

      Is that what Darren was insinuating the day I left?

      No. I dug my nails into my palms to draw my thoughts away from the doubt. Don’t start to question it now. Lief just made a mistake. People make mistakes all the time.

      But what if it was Byron who made the mistake? My head hurt. I buried my face in my hands and groaned. Stop thinking, Ryiah. More questions were only going to bring out every insecurity I’d ever fought since that first day at the Academy.

      I needed to change the subject, fast.

      I opened my mouth, but Ian beat me to it. “So I heard some interesting news.”

      I started. “Y-you did?”

      “Rumor is going around that Commander Nyx received a generous sum from the Crown.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you, Ry?”

      “It was your idea,” I mumbled. “If you hadn’t suggested it, I never would’ve thought to ask.” For all the trouble I’d put Ian through in the course of our apprenticeship, here was something that I could do for him.

      He cocked his head to the side. “Did you go to the king directly, or…?”

      “Darren. He petitioned his brother.” I paused, guiltily. There were only three people I personally knew who held the crown prince with as little regard as I: one of them was Ian and the other two were my best friend and twin. Now was probably not the best time to mention that Blayne’s aid was a form of “amends.” “Blayne holds more sway with his father.”

      Ian looked away and studied his hands. “How was your return to the palace? I imagine the visit much more pleasant with your new role?”

      I snorted. “Hardly. I spent a week taking lessons in decorum and the rest of the time watching the court pretend I didn’t exist—when they weren’t trying to win my favor.”

      He raised an exaggerated brow. “I’m sure there were some advantages.”

      Getting picked apart by the Pythian ambassador and threatened by the king? I shook my head and drew my hair back into a knot. “If there are, I have yet to discover them.” I paused, realizing how selfish I sounded even to myself. “Except for my own chamber. That was nice.”

      “Well, I’m sure Darren was happy to see you.”

      “He was…” Right until the time he found out about you. I swallowed.

      “Let me guess, the young princeling found out I was here and assumed it was part of my nefarious plan to steal your heart.” The mage chuckled and looked skyward. “Well, I can’t say I missed him either. The next time you see your betrothed, please remind him not all of us sink to his level of treachery to get the girl.”

      I cringed. This conversation hadn’t taken a favorable course. I wasn’t pleased with Darren either, but… but this wasn’t making the situation any better. These two would never be friends, too many wrongs, and there was nothing I could do to set them right.

      “All right, everyone, you know the routine. Tend to your mounts and then see to the camp.” Sir Gavin’s voice rang out loud and clear. Ian and I were startled from our thoughts.

      The mage kept his eyes on the site ahead as the two of us dismounted and walked across the clearing to where the rest of the party had started to tie up their charges. “In any case, I’m happy he was decent enough to help you with the request.”

      I felt the tension leave my shoulders. I exhaled quietly. “Thank you, Ian.”

      He looked up, but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I know you’ve been having trouble being accepted around here because of your new status, but I think this will go a long way toward changing the stubborn ones’ opinions.”

      I nodded, not quite believing and still hoping desperately he and Commander Nyx would prove me wrong. So far I hadn’t noticed a difference.

      Everyone still treated me with the same amount of hostility as before. Although, to be fair, I hadn’t made that much of an effort to mingle.

      In truth, since my return, I’d been more isolated than usual. I was still upset over the way Darren and I had left things, and I’d become obsessed with my training both as a diversion and a way to prove the prince wrong. So much so that I’d stopped taking meals with the rest of my unit. And while I was sure it didn’t help my relations with the squad, it did amass an extra hour between the three meals of the day for drills when I wasn’t lost in conversation.

      An hour that before might’ve been wasted on meaningless banter.

      I wasn’t so sure I cared what the soldiers thought of me anymore. I’d proven myself—in my regular performance, in the bandit raid, and now my petition for coin. Quite frankly, I’d done a whole lot more for my regiment than most men combined. If they wanted to complain about some privileged girl, there was nothing I could do to stop them. And I was done trying.

      I finished brushing down my horse and set down my supplies. “I’m off to wash up before dinner, see you at drills after?”

      Ian studied my face and then sighed. “You know, Ryiah…”

      I waited for him to finish.

      The mage cleared his throat. “It wouldn’t hurt to spend some more time with the rest of the company. I know you want to train, but it’s only the Candidacy. Relations here are going to matter a lot more than some contest.”

      I thought back to my first year of the apprenticeship when Ian had made a similar remark about Darren’s time spent training with Byron. This was different. I had tried, and… and quite honestly, Darren’s methods had worked. Which one of us was first rank now? I should’ve been ignoring everyone and focusing on myself.

      And now, for the first time, Darren was slipping. And I had the opportunity to rise. I understood Ian’s concern, but it was time to focus on me.

      “My friends are the people that matter. People like you and Ray and Lief and Ruth and everyone who got to know me for me. The ones blinded by the Crown? Well, it doesn’t make a difference. I’ll be out of here soon anyway.”

      Ian muttered something under his breath. I didn’t catch it.

      “What was that?”

      The mage looked me straight in the eye. “You sound just like him.”

      Ian’s tone had an edge, and even though I was still upset with Darren, I flushed angrily in reply.

      “Maybe I do. Darren is the most powerful mage of all of us, why shouldn’t I want to be like him?”

      He just shook his head. “I’m sorry I said anything.”

      I didn’t continue the conversation; I just grabbed my things and left.
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* * *

      Derrick found me later that night. I was practicing my pain casting in a clearing with Paige’s supervision. The guards at the camp’s perimeter stood silently beyond. Most of the squad had gone to bed.

      The evening’s drills had been especially awkward. I knew Ian had told Lief about our earlier conversation over dinner, because when I arrived, everyone seemed especially uneasy. It was the quietest practice any of us had.

      Derrick waited until I’d lowered the stump to the ground; my magic was still growing.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” He pointed to my arm as I withdrew the small, serrated blade. Master Byron had made us pain cast with a variety of weapons, but the knife was still my favorite for practice.

      I held a cloth in place as Paige wrapped it around the top of my forearm. Sir Gavin expected us in top health at all times in the event of an attack, but I usually waited until the last possible minute to seek out a healer. I was determined to become as accustomed to pain as possible.

      I rolled my shoulders. “Every bit hurts.” But a high tolerance will give me an edge in battle. I studied his anxious expression. “Why did you really come here, Derrick?”

      “I overheard Ian at dinner while you were away.” His face grew serious. “Ryiah, it’s a mistake to withdraw from the rest of our unit.”

      Not him too. I scowled at my brother. Derrick had always taken my side in everything. Hearing him turn away now was something I couldn’t take. Not willingly.

      “Derrick.” Tears stung my eyes. “I tried. You saw how hard I was trying before I left. I even brought all that coin from the Crown. But now they want me to waste my time making friends? The same people who wanted nothing to do with me?”

      “I’m sorry, Ry.” Derrick scuffed at the dirt with his boot. “I just don’t want them thinking the Crown has changed you. You’re so much more than your title, and I just want to give them a chance to see it.”

      “Who are the ones who are doing all of this ‘talk’?”

      “The names aren’t important—”

      “It was Jacob, wasn’t it?” As soon as I said it, I knew I was right just from the look on his face. “You know, your friend has done nothing but scowl since the two of you arrived. I’d hardly consider him an expert on human relations.”

      Derrick bristled. “Jacob lost his mother to a Caltothian raid, Ry. And if you must know, it wasn’t just him. Everyone thinks you prioritize your training over the good of the regiment.”

      It took everything I had to keep my voice to an outraged whisper. “How is my training a bad thing? I am the best mage here. My power helps them!”

      “We are supposed to be a unit, but you are looking out for yourself!” he countered. “Ry, the majority of our time is spent away from battle. One of the first things a soldier learns in the Cavalry is to get to know his comrades. Relationships are instrumental to trust, and you haven’t bothered to build up any since you arrived. You perform your duties and that’s it.” He lowered his voice. “The only people you ever bother to talk to are your friends in Combat or Paige—and forgive me for saying it, but that knight is just as isolated as you.”

      Paige shot my brother a glare as I snapped, “People have far too much time on their hands if they are complaining I’m not friendly enough.”

      “It’s the reason Ray was promoted before you.” Derrick met my eyes. “The orders came straight from Sir Gavin.”

      After… after all I’d done for this place. Last year’s attack and the bandit raids and the Crown’s coin, and I was the best mage in my unit and it still wasn’t enough. Commander Nyx told me over and over how impressed she was, but she let my squad commander promote someone else. All because I didn’t try to make friends with the people who talk behind my back.

      For once, I didn’t speak. My lungs burned and months of frustration fought to break their way to the surface. I kept trying to swallow, and all I got were sharp, angry gasps that seemed to build with each breath. I felt betrayed. I was sick to my stomach, and all I could think was that everyone hated me, and once again I was that insecure first-year trying to prove herself to the world.

      Would it be enough? Would anything I did ever be enough?

      My brother drew forward, but I raised my hand.

      “Ryiah—”

      “Go, Derrick.” I exhaled slowly. “Just go.”

      His shoulders slumped and my stomach hurt. I watched my brother retreat, wondering if I should’ve let him stay. Derrick was only looking out for me. He always had my best interests at heart.

      The problem was they weren’t mine; they were his. Derrick cared what this squad thought of me—I didn’t. My brother and Ian’s impassioned pleas only made me resent the others even more than before. If Sir Gavin wanted to promote Ray before me, then it would be the other squad’s loss when they needed more magic than the other Combat mage could handle.

      “I will not apologize for my own birthright.” More than ever I understood what Darren meant all those years ago. If people couldn’t accept me for me, then I was done trying to win their acceptance.
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* * *

      I could say the next two months flew by and that in time everything changed, but that would be a lie. Nothing changed. Nothing got better, and nothing got worse.

      Well, my training continued and my magic’s stamina continued to grow, but my relations within the squad were as barren as before. Ian and I were on shaky terms after our talk, and while Derrick had stopped trying to talk to me about the others, I knew he still wished I would try. Lief was clearly oblivious to the tension between the two Combat mages he led, and Sir Gavin had yet to notice any difference at all.

      Reports continued to come in surrounding the Crown’s negotiations with Pythus. It came as a giant relief when the king’s summons arrived a couple weeks after that. A compromise had been reached and a date was set for the wedding. In three weeks, Blayne and Princess Wrendolyn of Pythus would be wed in the capital. I was to pack my things and return to the palace much sooner than anticipated.

      I would not be returning.

      “Following the ceremony, you will partake in the king’s annual progress to the Academy for first-year trials. From there, the progress will immediately proceed to Montfort for the Candidacy. Commander Nyx has been made aware of your discharge.”

      I couldn’t say the summons wasn’t welcome.

      “So, this is it then?” Ian barely looked up as I bid farewell to Lief and our new factionmate, Morgan, an older Combat mage who had transferred in from one of the Red Desert regiments shortly after I arrived.

      I shifted my satchel from one shoulder to the other. “It is. I’ll miss you all.”

      “A shame the two of you couldn’t stay longer.” Lief’s eyes lingered on my guard, and then he strode forward to give me a parting clap on the shoulder. He stepped out of the way just as Derrick approached, a couple soldier friends trailing closely behind.

      “Thought you could leave without saying good-bye to your little brother, did you?” Derrick pulled me in for a big hug. His tone was teasing, but I caught the grief in his eyes. I was sad too. I would miss him—my two brothers and parents were scattered across the realm, and I would be stuck in the capital.

      Maybe I could convince my brothers to take up service closer to Devon? Give my parents an apartment in the palace? I would talk to the King’s Regiment after the wedding. Perhaps something could be arranged.

      “Don’t you dare forget about me,” I warned.

      One of the soldiers gave into a series of coughs.

      Jacob drawled loud enough for me to hear, “Going to a palace, seems like she should be the one to forget about us, don’t it?”

      I bit down on my tongue to keep from retorting. Derrick shot his friend a disapproving look before wrapping me up for one final embrace. He stepped back with a lopsided grin. “I’m saving every bit of my purse for the Candidacy, Ry. You’re going to make me a rich man, you hear?”

      I laughed, a little too uncomfortable with our audience. “I’ll try, but… perhaps you should rethink your strategy. Derrick, I—”

      “Sir Gavin already granted me the leave.” He waved his hand. “I’ll see you in two months.”

      I smiled. “That you will.”

      My life was about to change. If only I’d known how much.
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      My horse lost its shoe. Somewhere trudging along the muddy mountain trail, the blasted iron got stuck in a patch of high grass It took Paige and me a good part of the day just to find a farrier in the next village we passed.

      Then, as we were preparing to set out, a spring storm arrived.

      Thanks to the thunder and lightning, we were forced to take shelter for the night, and when we awoke the next day, the storm was still raging. War charges were better trained than most, but neither Paige nor I trusted a horse not to spook at giant pellets of hail and great flashes of light.

      When we finally finished up the last leg of our travel, we were two days behind schedule. We sent word with a local envoy the moment the storms let up, and then that final day we rode all night—much to Paige’s distaste—just to reach the palace in time. The king’s summons had stated Prince Blayne’s wedding was to take place the following morning, and when we finally arrived at the palace gates, we’d barely an hour before the ceremony started.

      “Here to report the Lady Mage Ryiah—” Paige never got to finish.

      A large, pompous woman I’d never met before shot out and grabbed my arm before the declaration was over. She hollered at my knight to attend to the horse as she dragged me down the palace walk, ducking through a side door for entry.

      “You’re filthy!” she snapped. “Not to mention late. The king had me attending the gates all morning. Do you have any idea what today is? The palace is filled with every noble house in the country and here you are, the mud-streaked lowborn who is supposed to marry the crown prince’s brother? Do you have any idea what the Pythians would think if they spotted you? Why they might reconsider the wedding!”

      “They’ve already met—”

      “None of that sass! You have less than an hour to be presentable for the ceremony. In your state, we’ll have to skip the herald’s announcement and rush you straight to the prince’s side.” The woman shoved me into my chambers and began shouting directions at my ladies-in-waiting.

      From the way the girls scrambled to attend, I took the woman to be Madame Pollina, the head of staff and, incidentally, the cook’s new wife.

      I barely squeaked out a greeting to Celine and Gemma before the woman had me stripped and tossed into an ice-cold bath.

      “It would have been hot,” she continued, “if you hadn’t decided to arrive two days late.”

      I didn’t get a chance to reply. My head was dunked under the water, and then I was scrubbed and poked and prodded within an inch of my life. I barely got the chance to recognize the orange-scented oils before I was dried and shoved into a dress. It had silken green layers, one after the other, with a gold corset and skintight sleeves edged in more gold. Every inch seemed to shimmer like a beacon in the light.

      I barely had a chance to admire it. The bodice was so tight I could barely breathe, and I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t deliberately so.

      Then came the matching stained slippers that were a size too small and the gold-and-green necklace, which choked my neck.

      I was powdered and painted and my hair arranged in heavy tendrils at the back of my head, and then Madame Pollina dragged me out of the chamber and through the winding halls into the palace’s holy room.

      I gasped.

      The chamber was packed as full as the keep. Hundreds of bright colors pressed together as highborns fought for a closer place to the front. A steady clamor of voices echoed along the walls. Sunlight seemed to catch across every stained glass window, and the effect was almost blinding.

      At the very front stood King Lucius and Darren in splendid red and gold, and Duke Cassius in a striking blue, the two countries’ signature colors. Just beyond was the Council of Magic. The Crown’s advisors and the king’s most trusted families came next.

      On the podium itself was a priest and Prince Blayne and a young girl with lovely blond locks—from the looks of it, she was no more than fifteen. Princess Wrendolyn.

      So young, I realized.

      Madame Pollina pushed and shoved her way through the crowd with me in tow. Then she threw me at the foot of the stage. I scrambled to the side, dodging Mage Marius’s eye as I stood beside my prince.

      No one acknowledged my presence—all eyes were fixated on the priest, a small man with skin drawn tight across his face. He croaked on in countless blessings, praising the Crown and this couple for honoring the gods with their marriage and bringing a time of peace upon the land. The two completed their exchange of rings, and then the priest garbled a final command, dipping his hand in a bowl of red wine and issuing a prayer as he pressed his final blessing into a pink stain across each forehead.

      The room erupted in cheers. Handfuls of flowers were tossed up into the air as the crown prince and his new wife made their way back. A herald proclaimed the beginning of a weeklong celebration of feasts, and the crowd began to disperse.

      As everyone headed to the grand ballroom, I found myself nervously awaiting Darren’s notice. Prince Blayne and his princess had already left the podium, as well as King Lucius whose only greeting had been a deep scowl in my direction before he followed his first son’s procession.

      I didn’t know what to say after the way we’d left things four months before. The two of us had let our tempers get the best of us and neither were blameless. As much as I still hated the things he’d said, it was time to atone for the past.

      “So...” The prince shifted his stance so that he was facing me instead of the front. His tone made it clear he’d known I was there the whole time. “You finally decided to grace Devon with your presence.”

      I pursed my lips. “We had bad weather. Paige sent an envoy.”

      “Did she?” Darren’s eyes met mine, and he didn’t smile. “How convenient.”

      I folded my arms. “I’m not lying, Darren.”

      He gave a bored wave of his hand. “It doesn’t matter either way. I have matters to attend.”

      “Now?” This wasn’t the way I had anticipated our meeting. I panicked. “Darren—”

      “I assume you know your way around.” The prince’s tone was dismissive on the chance his words weren’t abundantly clear. “The boy with the world at his feet is in need of some privileged company.”

      Before I could reply, Darren stepped around and left me standing at the front of the room. Alone.

      That… I was struck by the urge to throw something hard at his head. How can he be so cold? I’d prepared an apology, but now? Now I didn’t want to apologize. Darren mingled with a flock of highborn ladies at the center, his mouth curved in that half smirk I mistakenly found attractive. The girls were smiling back, batting their big lashes and touching his sleeve as they giggled overly loud.

      My betrothed seemed in no hurry to leave.

      I sucked air in angrily, and then pushed my way through the crowd. I didn’t know why I’d thought coming here would be any different than the keep. Either way, I was alone with a horde of others who seemed to belong. And the one person I was supposed to have by my side? He was too busy nursing his wounded pride with a simpering flock of sheep.

      I longed for Ella. She would understand. She’d survived my twin, and she knew the games of court. If there were anyone who would know what to do, it was her. But of course she was gone, serving in a wonderful, appreciative regiment in Montfort with Alex instead.

      We’d sent letters back and forth while I was at the keep. The two of them were as happy as could be. Alex had been promoted twice in the infirmary he served, and Ella’s squad had frequent mock-duels in the same arena as the coming Candidacy. I was jealous.

      I hadn’t told either of them about my fight with Darren or my troubles in Ferren. I didn’t want anyone to pity me. After hearing their happy tale, I just couldn’t tell them mine. It was a far cry from pleasant.

      Wallowing in pity isn’t going to help. I wouldn’t let Darren’s cold demeanor stop me from enjoying the rest of the day. The bride and groom had a parade through the city for the commoners, but a feast was already being held in one of the ballrooms while the rest of the highborn court awaited the couple’s return. I squared my shoulders and strode into the hall, determined to steal some of Benny’s delicacies before the rest of the crowd finished them off. I wasn’t the only fan of his cooking. Perhaps I’d sneak away to visit the cook later. Although, now that his charming wife was back, perhaps it’d be better to avoid the kitchens altogether.

      Maybe Wolf, I decided. I was still wary around the kennel—and dogs in general—but my last visit, I’d made it a point to stop by once a day with a bit of the cook’s scraps.

      I pushed my frustration aside and stood at the table, stuffing myself. Eventually I was forced to stop—blasted corset! I was still hungry, but I couldn’t manage anymore unless I ripped the bloody thing right out from under my dress. Somehow I didn’t think that would go over too well with the Crown.

      All around me, the highborn court swarmed from one circle of acquaintances to the next, passing conversation until the heir and his bride returned from their progress. I stood idly by for the next hour, wondering how much trouble I would be in if I attempted to escape before the festivities had truly begun. Darren had yet to make an appearance, and his father was busy reproaching one of the servants across the room. Maybe no one would notice.

      “How fares my favorite new mage?”

      I started from my thoughts to find Marius studying a platter of meats. The Black Mage grinned at me, white teeth flashing. “Or have I rendered you speechless once again, Ryiah?”

      I quickly fumbled for a response. I was in a constant state of awe every time the two of us crossed paths. The towering mage bore the robe—and title— of my dreams. The gold lining was striking against the dark tint of his skin, and the silk seemed as fluid as water.

      “I-I only just arrived.” Great, I already sound like a short-sentenced oaf. “Have you and the Council really been away all this time?” I would’ve thought they’d have participated in at least some of the Pythian negotiations.

      “Yes. It was both a blessing and a curse.” The mage gave me a conspiratorial wink and tilted his head in the direction of the other two Colored Robes. “Those two quibble like a couple of hens, but then again, that’s all the others do while we are here.”

      I glanced in the direction he indicated. A tall woman a little older than Marius had her stark red lips pressed permanently in a frown while an older man with grizzled, brown locks and soft, yellowed eyes conversed. Each bore their faction’s signature robe with the prestigious gold trim that distinguished them from the rest. Though their hoods were pulled back, I could still make out a small fortune of sparkling gemstones lining each rim.

      It was strange to think that in one short month these three great mages would give up their legacy. A twenty-year reign anew.

      The grin left Marius’s face. “We spent months in Cyri trying to put a face to the rebels in the south. All that time and no leads… Perhaps my successor will have better luck.”

      “I should have requested a post in Ishir,” I muttered.

      “We had half the Crown’s Army combing the desert to no avail.” The man heaved a sigh. “As much as I would’ve enjoyed your company, dear Ryiah, it would’ve done us no good. The rebels prefer sabotage to open attacks. Your experience in the Mahj salt mines was one of a kind.”

      “There is no action in the north.” I bit back a wistful sigh. “I thought there would be, with the attack on Ferren last year, but the closest encounter I had was with a small camp of bandits.”

      Marius gave me a crooked grin. “Here we are at the brink of war, and you’re still itching for an opportunity to show off that fancy potential of yours.” He gave a throaty laugh. “Don’t you worry one bit, my dear, the Candidacy will push you to that brink.”

      I started to reply, but a curious nobleman beat me to it. “Do you think the new treaty will stop the Caltothians, Mage Marius?”

      The Black Mage grumbled under his breath so only I could hear him, “And the endless assault begins.” Louder he said, “My Lord Flavius, how pleasant to see you.” He paused to have the man repeat his question. “No, I don’t believe that nonsense for a minute. Yes. Exactly… The Caltothians haven’t spent three decades assaulting our border to give up so easily… Not yet… I should say… No, I—”

      A cluster of others arrived to pepper the mage with questions. I inched away. Marius caught my eye and lifted a knowing hand in farewell. The man would be busy for the rest of the evening.
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* * *

      Just as I was gathering the courage to sneak past the exit, the herald blew his horn to clear the room. I stood a little straighter as Prince Blayne and Princess Wrendolyn were announced to the crowd. The non-heir emerged shortly thereafter, and it was only after he shot me an expectant look that I realized I was supposed to follow. Well, how am I supposed to read your mind when you won’t talk to me? If Darren hadn’t been so busy flirting with the ladies of court, he could’ve warned me about their entrance.

      I hurried to the front, ignoring the snickers as I took my seat at the head table and prayed my face wasn’t as red as it felt.

      “I like your dress.”

      I glanced over to the speaker and found myself face to face with Blayne’s new bride. Her eyes were bright.

      “Thank you, Princess,” I mumbled.

      She smiled. “You can call me ‘Wren,’ Lady Ryiah. Is it okay if I call you just ‘Ryiah?’ Because if it’s not, I—”

      Lucius stood, goblet in hand, and the rest of her words fell away. The king’s voice as decisive as steel; it was the first time I’d ever heard him address a crowd. The man’s hair might be white, but his manner cut like an axe. There was no question he held the room’s attention.

      “Today marks the beginning of a new reign. For the first time in our great nations’ history, Jerar and Pythus sit united as one. I toast to my firstborn son and his new bride, a lovely addition to the Crown. May the both of you live long and prosperous with many heirs to come.”

      My tongue grew heavy in my mouth. What did Blayne’s marriage mean for Darren and me? The king had promised our wedding after the Pythian negotiations, but until now I’d all but forgotten in the chaos.

      Darren caught me studying him, a muscle ticked in his jaw, and then he returned to scowling at the tapestry across the way.

      I ground my teeth. This is going to be a long night.

      Lucius continued on with a stern order for quiet. “This new treaty should dissuade the Caltothians for now, but it won’t promise us peace. I’ve given Emperor Liang and King Joren my word Jerar will not initiate a war, but make no mistake, the next time King Horrace strikes, we’ll have the strength of the alliance behind us.”

      A murmur of dissent started up in the back of the hall. It wasn’t long before the crowd was in an uproar, baying for Caltothian blood. The new princess was one of the only ones who didn’t, and considering she could’ve very well married their prince instead, I understood her discomfort. I kept quiet, too. Death didn’t excite me, and the prospect of war even after a new treaty was not something I wanted to ponder.

      When the crowd finally settled, the king concluded his speech. “As tentative as our future might be, there is one thing for certain, and that is the Crown.” His gaze narrowed to Darren. I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. “Today’s union brings the onset of another. My youngest and his betrothed shall wed upon the progress’s return from Montfort. Their marriage will bind Jerar to the Borea Isles, and our alliance will be complete.”

      “Here, here.” Duke Cassius pounded the table with his fist. His cheeks were ruddy—and from his high spirits, I was sure he was on his second bottle for the night. “To the New Alliance. May great fortune favor us all.”

      King Lucius’s discerning gaze swept the hall as he held his goblet high. “To the New Alliance.”

      The sea of nobility raised its glass in return, echoing the king’s words.

      There was a moment of silence, and then the herald emerged from the entry, clearing his throat. “Let the festivities begin.”

      A procession of entertainers poured in from the hall.

      Almost instantly, the room was a cacophony of noise. Music started as a group of performers wove up and down the aisles, stringed rebecs and lutes in hand. A group of jesters. A pairing of performers with masks of popular gods. Another man spun sticks of fire in a fast-spinning web.

      It wasn’t long before a dance broke out near the front of the room. The musicians filed into a corner and began their procession as courtiers flooded the ballroom’s center.

      Prince Blayne was one of the first to escort his new bride to a dance.

      I waited until the king and Duke Cassius were deep in conversation; then I took a deep breath and turned to face the prince at my right.

      Darren’s garnet eyes met my own, but he made no attempt to smile.

      “Are you going to ask me to dance?”

      His lip curled. “Really, Ryiah?”

      “I’m trying to make amends. This is your brother’s celebration, wouldn’t it be improper if we don’t?”

      “I pay no heed what anyone thinks.” He pushed back his chair, wood legs creaking against the marble floor. “Least of all you.”

      I flushed. “That’s it? I return after four months apart and you’re really so desperate to be rid of me? You don’t even want to try and have a conversation.”

      “I’m sure you had a good cry and farmboy was there to comfort you in my place.”

      My jaw dropped. “Do you really think so little of me?”

      Garnet eyes flared in response. “I don’t know. Sometimes a person’s opinion can surprise you.”

      “Darren, I’m trying to apologize.”

      “You wouldn’t mean a single word.” His words were bitter as he started to walk away. “The truth is told in anger, not regret, love.”

      I bit down on my tongue, and then followed Darren out the hall, waiting until we were out of the public’s eye. “You hurt me too! I’m not the only one who needs to apologize!”

      The prince spun around, his expression callous. “You want an apology, Ryiah? I’m sorry. I’m sorry I can’t tell you the words you want to hear. You won’t win. I believe you are good, love.” His eyes were like twin pools of fire. “But you aren’t me. And I’m sorry you never had that privilege.”

      Then he left me. Darren strode out into the night without a backward glance and left me standing in that bright hall listening to the peals of laughter just behind.

      My whole body felt as if it’d been kicked to the ground. Every part of me squeezed in, tighter and tighter, until my vision was black and spots were dancing before my eyes. I couldn’t understand what had just happened. My heart hammered so hard it hurt.

      Five long, shaky breaths. And then I was able to focus. Able to see.

      On the night I’d felt most beautiful, Darren had made me feel my worst.

      “Trouble in paradise?”

      I didn’t want anyone to see me like this. Especially not him. I cursed my timing and turned to face Blayne with a false smile to my lips, praying to the gods my eyes weren’t as swollen as they felt.

      “Leaving your new bride and festivities so soon?”

      “I see.” He ignored my barbed comment. “Well, you left my brother in quite a state yourself.”

      I didn’t want to talk about Darren with Blayne. I didn’t want to talk about myself. I wanted to be alone.

      “You should know,” the crown prince drawled, “he’ll never change.”

      “I don’t want him to change, I just want him to talk to me!” The words came uninvited, and I regretted them instantly. I didn’t want Blayne to know anything, but I had no one else.

      I was alone. Ella was gone. My brothers were gone. My friends and family were across the countryside while I was trapped in the king’s court. Paige was somewhere in the palace as a sentry, but it’d take me half the night to find her. And even then, she didn’t like to talk about feelings. I was trapped in the palace, and I didn’t know what to do.

      Blayne was the last person I trusted, but if what Benny said was true, then he was possibly the one person who understood Darren. And that made me hesitate instead of sending him on his way, or sending myself on mine.

      The crown prince glanced back at the dancers, looking for someone or something in the crowd—presumably his new wife, and then nodded toward a passage to our left. “Come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      Blayne regarded me with a sneer. “You want my help or not, Ryiah?”

      It was a challenge—a test of our supposed truce—and my chance to find out more about his brother. I knew if I passed up this opportunity, he would not offer it again.

      Common sense bid I decline, but I was in no mood to listen to reason. I wanted to understand Darren, even if it meant spending time with the enemy.

      I could only hope that Blayne didn’t choose this moment to suddenly return to his old nature.

      “Lead the way.”
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* * *

      I didn’t know what I’d expected, but the old queen’s chamber was certainly not part of the morbid possibilities in my mind. When Blayne took me to the royal wing, I was sure he’d made a mistake. But then he continued past the king’s chamber to the furthest door in the hall, one that had remained unoccupied since Queen Lillian’s death many years before.

      I watched as the crown prince produced a large ring of keys from the pocket of his trousers and unlocked the door. Blayne paused as his hand stilled on the handle.

      “You and I have our differences, but rest assured, I love my brother, Ryiah. I believe that is the one thing we hold in common. What I am about to show, you are never to speak of to anyone. Do I have your word?”

      I nodded.

      He swung open the door, and I followed him inside. Then I took a step back, my back hitting the frame in horror.

      Unlike the other royal chambers, this room had been stripped bare of material. No bed, no furnishings, no sprawling rug or tapestries. Nothing to suggest the queen had ever lived in the chamber at all. But that wasn’t why I had gasped.

      Protruding from the back of the wall was a pair of chained manacles that were approximately the height of a child and a shoulder width apart. Another set rested along the ground, built into a metal bar lining the floor.

      The marble tile was discolored beneath the chains, as if someone—or two someones—had bled out repeatedly on its surface. The floor was an elaborate design of red, gold, and violet swirl—the same as the rest of the palace—but the stain made it much closer to rust.

      I choked. “W-what is this place?” My heart raced as I looked on and pictured a hundred horrible scenarios in my head, reasons Blayne would need to show me this room. For the first time, I prayed it was a ploy, that the crown prince’s motives were malevolent—anything but what I was imagining now.

      “This was my mother’s room.” Blayne walked over to a dark pine chest I hadn’t noticed, reaching out to take one of the contents: a foot-long pole with a chain of small, sharp blades attached to its cord. He tested its weight in his hand.

      “She was much younger than my father, much more lovely and had the most beautiful singing voice you could ever imagine. Darren was too young to remember her much, barely two years at the time of her passing. But I do.” He dropped the whip, and I could hear him sigh. “My father was never a kind man. But losing my mother as he did… well, I’m sure you’ve heard the stories.”

      I swallowed. My parents had told me the tale as a child. Before I was born, Queen Lillian had been poisoned during a ceremonial feast. It was widely believed that her wine had been intended for the king. The aftermath was a blood bath. King Lucius had ordered the entire hall interrogated after her death, and then he’d executed them the following night. Among the victims had been his current board of advisors, a handful of nobility, the serving staff on hand, and several of his guard. A culprit had never been identified, and sixty-two men and women had died that night.

      Scholars suspected the poison was the first of the Caltothian attacks. They also called it the “Lily Queen’s Slaughter.”

      “This room…” My heart slammed against my ribs as he continued. “He had the servants redecorate after she passed. None of the staff was allowed to enter, and only the head infirmary mage knew.”

      The prince’s voice was hard. “There was the palace dungeon, of course.” The prince laughed, low and cruel. “But it would’ve been too much work to carry two unconscious boys up and down the palace halls when this room was unused—and so close to where we slept.”

      Blayne met my gaze head-on. “So he took us here.”

      My knees threatened to give out, and I clung to the door’s frame for support. I could hear every word Blayne was saying, and yet there was a thundering in my ears. I felt sick to my stomach, and the pastries from earlier fought to rise as I gulped in deep lungfuls of air.

      “Any time we disobeyed orders, any time he had too much to drink, any time he decided we were too soft to carry on his line.” The prince’s lips twisted at the memory. “The man always had his mage heal us when he was done. No one ever knew, and if word ever got out… Well, he was the king and there was nothing anyone could do unless they wished to find themselves on the receiving end of his attention, like us.”

      “No…” The air sputtered from my lungs.

      “When I was nine, I got into trouble with one of my tutors. Darren heard my cries from down the hall.” The prince’s expression grew dark, and I realized Benny was right. Blayne didn’t hate Darren at all. “Instead of staying in his room, the little fool snuck in and tried to save me… He never was afraid of our father, even when he was beating him senseless.”

      My stomach surged, and I slid to the floor, clutching my knees to my chest. My skin was clammy, and my hands were still shaking as I took Blayne’s proffered flask. I couldn’t stop picturing six-year-old Darren in a pool of his own blood, fists and feet and a bladed whip coming from the man he called “Father.” A little boy trying to save his brother.

      Privilege. I accused Darren of a privilege the rest of us never had.

      “Somehow he managed to pull a knife he’d stolen from the kitchens while our father was choking him—”

      A whimper escaped my lips, and I clutched shaky fingers to my mouth as Blayne continued.

      “Darren was overtaken in an instant, of course, and beaten within an inch of his life, but—” Blayne’s paused. “—he never stopped fighting. Later, when the healer finished up with my brother and me, our father stopped by the infirmary. Told Darren he had finally done something right.” Blayne didn’t feign his disgust. “As second son, Darren’s duty was to me. He’d finally proven his role. Father sent him off to train with our head knight the next morning so he could start preparing for the School of Knighthood and become Commander of the Crown’s Army when I took the crown. Darren had impressed him.”

      My pulse slammed against my ribs, and I forced myself to swallow two sips of some bitter liquid that tore at my throat like ice. I wiped my sweaty palms against my dress.

      “After that day…” I couldn’t say it. “Did your father…?”

      “Not with Darren.”

      I opened my mouth, but the crown prince just gave me a sardonic smile. “It takes much more to impress when you are his heir. Darren wasn’t always around. In any case, I’m better for it now.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t say anything. What do you say to your enemy? To the villain with the pitiable past? Everything Blayne had done, I couldn’t help wondering if Darren would’ve turned out the same, were he the heir instead.

      “Darren will never tell you any of this.” The prince shut the chest with a thud. “I brought you here so you could see the truth for yourself. My brother pushes people away with his pride, and it doesn’t take much to see he is doing the same to you now. Whatever happened between the two of you, I need you to forgive him, Ryiah.”

      “Why…?” My voice caught, and I tried again. “Why are you helping me? I-I know you want to make amends, but—”

      “Because he is my little brother. And as many mistakes as he has made, I want the best for him.” The prince’s gaze was bitter. “Even if that is you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I found Darren leaving the training grounds just as I arrived. Before the training grounds, I’d checked his chamber, the indoor practice court, the kitchens, and finally the kennels. I should’ve realized he would seek solace in training... even in the middle of his brother’s festivities. He and I were one and the same.

      The scent of summer was thick in the air, fresh blossom and cedar mixed in with the lingering trace of sweat and dirt from the barracks.

      I stood anxiously, the warm breeze ruffling my dress.

      “Darren.”

      The prince looked up, dark bangs falling across his eyes. Something like regret registered for just a moment before he clenched his jaw and turned away.

      “What do you want, Ryiah?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m reckless.”

      His head jerked back as he regarded me in surprise. I could tell he hadn’t been expecting that.

      I rambled on quickly. “I judge too fast. I don’t always think before I speak. I don’t like to hear that I might not win. I lash out when I’m angry. I’m far from perfect, and I know I never will be. I make mistakes, Darren.”

      With every confession, I took a step closer, closing the distance between us. I waited until I was right in front of the prince and then placed my hands on his chest, causing him to take another step back until his shoulders were lining the barrack’s wall.

      “You aren’t one of my mistakes.”

      A lump rose and fell against the prince’s throat.

      “I love you.” And that’s never going to change. “I’ve been in love with you since that day in the desert, and today it’s time for me to make an apology of my own.” I leaned in close and watched his sharp intake of breath. “I’m sorry, Darren.” My eyes rose to his, and I willed him to see the gravity in my own. “I’m sorry I said you were privileged. I’m sorry I ever thought… Blayne told me…” I swallowed. “If I’d known...”

      Understanding and then shame flared in response, but before Darren could break away, I wrapped my fingers along the back of his neck and brought his lips to mine. I pressed hard, tasting the regret and anger that was perforating his.

      Blood and salt mixed in with the sweetness of wine, and I still clung to him.

      He tried to break our kiss. “Ryiah—”

      I pushed back harder; he was air and I was drowning for more. “No.” No. I wasn’t going to let Darren turn away now.

      I wasn’t going to let his father win.

      I kissed him again, a bit softer. Pleading. My lips brushed his, and I could feel his mouth trembling against my own. “I love you.” I whispered the words again. Over and over. “Please don’t shut me out.”

      I felt it the exact moment Darren stopped fighting.

      Tension left his shoulders, and the prince’s pulse sped up as his hands fisted in my skirt, pulling me in. Heated lips parted mine, and the kiss drove deep—neither one of us in control of our responses. His eyes were shut, blocking out whatever memories he struggled to keep inside.

      Darren’s hands slid to my waist, and then he swung me around so that I was up against the wall instead. My back slammed against stone, and the rough material dug into my skin, his fingers bruising my ribs. His breath was hot and angry as his mouth assaulted mine. I welcomed it, a hot wave of fury bubbling in its wake.

      Pain and passion were so much easier to embrace. I didn’t want to think about what the king had done to his two sons. I didn’t want to pity the brother who had attacked my best friend. I didn’t want to know how many times my betrothed had been pushed to the brink of death for the sake of his father’s cruel, twisted games.

      I didn’t want to believe any of it.

      All these years of coveting Darren’s life, only to find out everything I thought was a lie. Did he even want to be the Black Mage at all? Or was it just another role he was expected to meet?

      Expectation. That’s all this ever was.

      I shut my eyes and tipped my chin, letting the prince’s anger take charge of the moment. Praying and hoping that I could take it all away if I just held on long enough.

      But I never could. And I was foolish to try.

      Darren broke the kiss a couple minutes later and pressed his forehead against my own. “I’m...” I watched the rise and fall of his chest. “I’m sorry I said—”

      I cut him off. “You don’t have to explain.”

      His eyes seared. “But I want to, Ryiah. All these years—” He swallowed. “—I never got to be anything but what he wanted me to be—”

      “Darren—”

      “I don’t even know who I am anymore.” His whisper was hoarse. “And I hate it.”

      “What if you lose?” I studied his face, searching for a sign. “If you make it look like you are trying…?”

      “He would know.” The prince’s laugh was bitter. “And he would punish me by taking away the only thing I’ve ever let myself be weak enough to want.” His gaze met mine, and for once he didn’t hide. “It’s not the first time he’s used you against me.”

      The world rushed around me as I realized exactly what he meant.

      The first time he tried to call things off with Priscilla.

      When I had called him his father’s whipping boy.

      “Besides.” Darren pulled away to rest against the wall beside me, shoulder to shoulder. He looked out at the night sky above. “With every second of my life devoted to this cursed role, a part of me wants it now… I’m so mad in the head, I can’t imagine a future in which the robe isn’t.”

      I didn’t know how to reply.

      Darren took my hand, folding my fingers into his own. “If anyone beats me, I want it to be you, Ryiah.”

      I shut my eyes and sighed. “Perhaps the gods will surprise us and it will be neither.”

      “A true tragedy,” he agreed.

      “Of epic proportions.”

      His smile was just the faintest line in the shadows. “Two longstanding rivals.”

      “And only one robe to bear.”

      “Who will win?” Darren’s tone was wry. “The handsome prince?”

      I grinned. “Or his valiant betrothed?”

      “I can’t wait to marry you, Ryiah.”

      When I opened my eyes, Darren was watching me with the oddest gleam in his eyes, a softness I’d never seen. It hurt to breathe.

      Then a devious thought worked its way to the surface. “Even if I win?”

      The prince’s expression faltered, and then the boy from the Academy returned with a smirk. “Even if you lose.”
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      When we first entered the city with the rest of the Crown’s progress, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Heavy, towering pines of the Iron Range gave way to coarse, earthy fields and cracked riverbeds the further east we got. Montfort was a week’s ride north of the capital, a week and a half from Sjeka and the first-year trials we’d just left, and it shared neither city’s natural splendor. While not as dry as the Red Desert by any means, it was certainly more arid and cool.

      But what Montfort lacked in beauty, it more than made up for in mass. The great city was famous for its architects, and the moment I spotted it from the road, I knew I was in for a shock.

      Even two miles from the start of the city’s residence, I could see the giant slabs of the Candidacy’s arena towering above the rest like a giant stone mouth that longed to tear out the sky. The raised seats and spectator towers were easily fifteen houses tall from their lowest peaks.

      The rest of the city was a bit simpler in nature—large square buildings and simple housing, flat roofs and rectangular windows, heavy curtains and chipped bricks in simple sun-dried mud, and the occasional stone-and-mortar mix. One raised building stood out among the rest with a steep dome roof supported by heavily decorated columns and smoothed walls, but even it paled next to the city’s arena.

      Our horses kicked up loose dust as they made their way through the streets. I was stunned by the crowds. Every which way we moved were great herds of people, lowborn and highborn alike, flooding the markets and knocking on doors. That wasn’t all; outside the city limits were canvas tents as far as the eye could see.

      As our tracks slowed, both Paige and Darren’s guard, Henry, pressed closer to our side. The herald, who’d been busy entertaining two women in our progress, broke free to blow his horn and proclaim our arrival to the crowd. In truth it did little—there was nowhere for the people to go.

      “Like a bay of pigs, and just as brainless,” Paige griped under her breath.

      Wren giggled as I hid a smile. In the past three weeks, the young princess and I had become close.

      In some ways, she was the little sister I’d never had. Sweet—always saving me the last candied figs in our evening meals—and easy to laugh in a way that I was not, especially at my guard whom she’d deemed “charming.”

      Wren was such a change from my loud, raucous brothers and their constant slew of insults and insatiable bellies. She didn’t seem to mind my lowborn upbringing, and preferred my company to the rest of the court. She was a bit shy around Blayne, but that could’ve been their difference in age. Knowing what had happened to my best friend, I’d made it a point to ask about their wedding night when we were alone, and she’d all but blushed furiously in reply.

      Since the girl hadn’t paled or given any sign of terror, I took that to be a sign that Blayne had truly grown since the incident with my best friend. That, and I’d requested her ladies-in-waiting to report any bruises or marks marring her skin. I might trust the prince a bit more since the night in the old queen’s chambers, but I was determined to do everything I could to ensure what happened to Ella never happened to another girl again.

      “Fresh from this morn’! You won’t get a better deal if you try!”

      Our progress fought its way past the merchants to the ornate building I’d admired before. As the hostlers appeared, I realized it was where the Crown and its most important court would reside for the time being. Baron Cuthbert’s manor.

      The king’s scholars confirmed it a moment later outside its entrance.

      “During the last Candidacy, it’s estimated one-fifth of Jerar came out to watch, and with the prince a contender this time, we expect close to a third.” The man cleared his throat. “Not to discount the foreign embassies from Caltoth, the Borea Isles, and, of course, the Pythian court.”

      “That many visitors?” I squeaked.

      Darren edged closer to lean into my ear. “Nervous, love?”

      I rolled my eyes in jest, but in truth, I was terrified. Hundreds of thousands of visitors, every one of the stadium’s seats filled.

      And here you just thought they built the arena that big for fun.

      Wait.

      Caltothian embassy? I grabbed Darren’s arm. “Caltothians?”

      “You didn’t know?” Darren took me by the hand, slowly edging along the crowd to peer at the back of the square, and tilted his head to the right. A stranger stood, engaged in conversation with a man who could only be Princess Shinako’s father, Emperor Liang.

      The Caltothian was tall and broad-shouldered, with curly, brown hair that fell to his shoulders. Foreboding, too—with cynical blue eyes that read the room in an instant. He appeared self-assured, and not remotely perturbed to be surrounded by a crowd of potential enemies. I found myself wondering how he’d found the courage to face the Crown in the light of what his kinsmen had done.

      “Lord Tyrus of Gyr.” Darren lowered his voice. “It’s tradition to send invitations to each court, but for Caltoth, it’s little more than formality. Given the state of things, I don’t think anyone expected King Horrace to send a man. But perhaps with the New Alliance he is willing to make a bid for peace.”

      I snorted.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “Father’s message was clear. One misstep and we’ll have ground to imprison Tyrus for treason. Blayne and Father have him and his guards flanked from dawn until dusk.”

      I started to nod, my gaze flitting back to the front, when I heard a familiar laugh in the alley. I spun around so fast I almost lost hold of my breakfast, eyes anxiously scanning the faces behind us.

      Sure enough, I spotted Ella leaning into my twin’s shoulder in the middle of the street, laughing amber eyes as she looked up at Alex in jest. Her bronze skin glowed in the light of the early evening sun. She looked just as striking as always.

      The crowd shifted, and I noticed Derrick and my parents standing a couple feet apart. Ella’s parents and her older brother Jeffrey were there too.

      “Ella!” Halfway across the street I screeched my friend’s name and watched as she shrieked, charging in my direction like a blind madman.

      I barely had time to speak before the two of us collided. Darren caught up a moment later, just before my best friend and I took a tumble to the ground. Paige a minute after, spewing venom as she chastised me for leaving her behind.

      “How can I protect someone who continuously neglects every precaution I have in place?”

      By the time my guard had finished her lecture, both sets of families had made their way alongside us.

      Ella’s parents wore polite frowns as they regarded the prince beside us—but mine, especially my mother, was eyeing him in unabashed interest.

      “Mom, Dad, this is Darren.” I couldn’t help but notice how stiff and quiet our audience had suddenly become.

      My father was first to break the silence. Unfortunately for me, it was in the most embarrassing way possible. “Well, well, ‘tall, dark, and handsome.’ I can see why my daughter picked you. She certainly has a type.”

      Alex guffawed, and even Derrick had to hide a smirk. Not even Darren was prepared for my father.

      It was the only time I’d ever seen the prince blush.

      “Dad!” I hid my face in my hands.

      “George.” My mother elbowed my father for embarrassing his daughter in front of the prince. “Leave them alone.” She smiled at Darren, her keen gray eyes studying our intertwined hands. “A pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. I’m Ry’s mother, Liona.”

      “You don’t have to call me by my title, ma’am.” Darren’s face was as red as mine.

      An awkward moment ensued as Ella reintroduced the prince to her family, all of which he’d known from court—albeit years before.

      “As pleasant as it is to stand out in this stifling heat,” Ella’s father interjected suddenly, “I was wondering if everyone wouldn’t mind joining us for dinner at our inn. Sable and I would love to get to know Alex’s family better. We only had a few days at the first-year trials. We’d love to spend more time getting to know you.”

      My family accepted as I promised a quick round for the prince and myself. I hadn’t forgotten the endless parade of emissaries waiting back at Baron Cuthbert’s manor, but we still had thirty minutes to spare, and I intended to make the most of it. I also hadn’t missed the exchange of incredulous expressions between my brothers when Darren spoke.

      One way or another, I was going to find a way for them to make peace. I knew if Alex and Derrick just took the time to know Darren—without the Ferren’s Keep regiment or my twin’s past bias in the way—they’d find a way to get along.

      I hoped.
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* * *

      “All right you two.” Jeffrey set down his mug with a thud. “Spit it out.”

      My friend giggled as she and Alex exchanged grins. “What are you talking about?”

      “Nice try.” Her brother waggled a finger between the two. “Time to tell us what’s going on.”

      “Alex has been sweating like a pig since we arrived.” Derrick grinned. “Could there be a reason other than his distaste for the sun?”

      My twin, usually so quick to retort to our sibling’s wheedling, swallowed and stared at the wall behind us.

      My jaw dropped—and I barely had time to think as Ella pulled my brother up off his stool. She nudged him forward and he swallowed again.

      My parents and Ella’s—who previously had been in the midst of a long conversation at the other side of the table—stopped to watch.

      “Ella and I h-have news.” My twin wiped his sweaty brow. “We wanted to wait until everyone was—”

      “We got married!” Ella slapped a hand over her mouth as the whole table exploded in shock.

      “What?”

      “When?”

      “Where?”

      “Couldn’t even wait for your own family!” That was my mother.

      Alex cringed and looked toward the ceiling while Ella replied, “Two weeks back. We were going to wait for the Candidacy when the rest of you arrived, but—“

      “But I couldn’t wait.” Alex’s ducked his head.

      Ella blushed. “He told me if he couldn’t marry me that day, he’d die a thousand deaths.”

      “Alex?” My father was grinning. “Alex said that?”

      I counted one, two, three seconds before I met Derrick’s eyes across the room.

      We were still cackling, tears streaming down our face, five minutes later.

      “Water!” Derrick finally wheezed. “I need water!”

      “Yes!” I grinned like a fool. “I’ll die a thousand deaths if I don’t get some water.” It had to be the worst—and most hilarious—crack at prose my twin had ever attempted.

      “They will never let me live that one down,” Alex complained to Ella.

      I laughed, but I still thought it was sweet.
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* * *

      As I stepped out onto the cobbled streets, I was so focused on Alex and Ella’s announcement I almost missed the man who’d stepped directly into my path at the last possible second. I had just the barest sense to jump back before his cloak slapped me in the face.

      I scowled and looked up, and the recognition made me groan. Worn but sharp angles gave way to haughty eyes and thin, pursed lips—lips that had scowled in my direction for the entire course of the apprenticeship. Master Byron.

      He all but ignored me as he addressed the prince at my left. “Your Highness, what a pleasure to see you again.”

      Darren hid a smile as his eyes flitted to my face.

      A small voice spoke out behind the man. “Master Byron, where do we—”

      “Silence!” The man growled at a crowd of exhausted young faces behind him. Some I recognized as apprentices during my final year. “Go back to the barracks. Do not interrupt me while I am greeting the prince. He has more potential than the lot of you and the decency not to interrupt his elders when speaking.”

      It was like I’d never left. I arched a brow in Darren’s direction and the prince coughed. “Master Byron, have you already forgotten Mage Ryiah?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed to slits as he was forced to acknowledge my presence. “How could I ever forget? It’s only been a year.” The words were spoken with all the warmth of an icicle.

      Four years. Four years I’d struggled while Byron all but ignored my training. The few times he’d given me notice were to take down my gender and act as if I were the worst kind of mistake. I’d never forgive the man for putting me through such a terrible apprenticeship, which was why I said what I said next.

      “Well, I couldn’t, either!” I tried to sound as pert as I could, an extra emphasis on my vowels like an overeager convent girl. “And the two of us sharing the same rank. Imagine that, such an honor!”

      “An honor.” Byron repeated with a glare that implied it was anything but.

      “Such a shame you lost your own Candidacy.” I folded my arms and dropped the high-pitched tone from before. Everyone knew the man had lost his final day’s duel to a third-rank named Kara. My next line was five years in the making. “Perhaps I can make up for what you lacked, as a woman.”

      The expression the master wore as I walked away… it was priceless.
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* * *

      “No other tourney will be able to give you the same thrill for your purse. You will be able to place your bets at any of the booths along the stands before that morning’s event. Combat is our most popular faction, but given the prince’s high favor, your coin might be better spent on Restoration or Alchemy where the odds are a bit more divided.”

      I sat next to Darren and our guards, two seats down from the king and another from Blayne and Wren on the left. We were listening to one of the speakers explain the Candidacy rules to the seated emissaries and high-ranking nobility.

      Our seats were in a special center box in the first row of the stadium, raised and separated by a heavy stone wall perhaps three yards from the ground floor of the arena. Most of the stadium’s seating was little more than clay benches, raised row after row until they tipped up into the sky, followed by an outlying wall with more spectator towers for less privileged viewers to stand who could not pay for one of the Candidacy’s prime seats at the front.

      It was one of the few times I was happy to be part of the king’s retinue. Our box was one of the few with a canopied roof for shade. I’d also be able to make out the contestants’ details far better than a seat further back with the rest of my family and Ella. Refreshments were brought to the Crown’s box before continuing onto the rest of the rows, and if the scholars’ expectations were correct, each day of the weeklong event would last eight to ten hours trapped in our seats.

      I recognized countless faces in the sea above. The scholars were right—it looked like every person I’d ever met was in that crowd. Already the stands were brimming with color. I hadn’t realized there were that many people in the kingdom, even after my tour in the apprenticeship.

      One third of Jerar? Ha. Try at least half.

      A couple rows beyond, I noted a tall, red-bearded man dragging his daughter through the stands, picking his way toward the seats at the front. Really? A child? It was like a punch to the gut. The girl couldn’t have been more than six. And she looked scared, tugging at a yellow silk ribbon at the end of her black braid.

      Why would somebody bring a child here?

      Chancing a glance around, however, I saw she was far from alone. More children—some even younger than the girl—were scattered among the seats. What is wrong with these parents? I knew today wasn’t Combat, but Restoration would surely show more blood than a child should ever be forced to watch.

      Turning away, my gaze caught on the Caltothian ambassador, and I paused.

      The man brimmed with barely contained rage. Eyes locked on the little girl with the braid, I could see cold fury written all over his face. Is he upset at the father too?

      But then I heard a familiar laugh. Someone was talking with the little girl’s father, and his voice was unmistakable. Prince Blayne.

      My gaze shot back to Lord Tyrus. He wasn’t looking at the little girl; he was looking at the crown prince.

      And his hatred was unmistakable. I could see it in the whites of his balled fists and shaking shoulders.

      “Darren,” I whispered.

      The prince glanced up and I pointed. His brow furrowed as he studied the man watching his brother. “I’ll have Father put extra men to the ambassador’s service tonight.”

      I shivered. There was something unsettling about the Caltothian’s expression. When I snuck a glance again, Lord Tyrus had composed himself, and if I hadn’t seen the look myself, I wasn’t sure I’d have believed it was ever there to start.

      The ambassador was not indifferent to the Crown, and he wasn’t here for peace. That much was clear.

      [image: ]
* * *

      First up was fifth-rank Restoration. And it took me all of five minutes to realize I was wrong.

      I’d assumed the Candidacy would be similar to the first-year trials, only more intense. What I hadn’t predicted—what I hadn’t known—was that there was one minor difference, and that difference would matter the most.

      The mages weren’t casting on themselves, rather, the criminals of Jerar.

      Men and women from the local jails were brought in to accommodate the total number of each rank’s participants—which should’ve been fine, except I kept thinking back to how the first-years had willingly chosen to succumb to ailments during their own trials, and these prisoners had not.

      And the Candidacy ailments were far more serious than the light injuries of our trials.

      Fourteen mages spaced out in a horizontal line across the field, facing the crowd. Fourteen criminals were brought with their backs to the audience, facing their candidate with a soldier beside them.

      Then the herald announced the start.

      There was a horrible sound as the soldiers’ blades cracked against the criminals’ knees. Each prisoner dropped to the ground, writhing in pain.

      Screams crowded the air.

      The mages rushed forward to begin their first casting, each racing to treat their victim’s five stages the fastest. The winner would move onto the next day’s event, representing the best of their rank with an opportunity to advance.

      The stages got worse.

      Wren sucked in a gasp, and I had to clap my hand to my mouth to muffle a cry as one of the soldiers stabbed a thrashing woman three times in the chest.

      Darren turned in his seat. “Ryiah?”

      “This is wrong!” Violent crime was punished on the spot with a hanging. The men and women I was watching were guilty of little more than theft. The gaunt lines of their faces spoke the truth, revealing lowborns who’d chosen to steal rather than starve.

      It was the bandits from the north all over again.

      Darren spoke my name urgently. “Ryiah—”

      “Petty crime isn’t enough to subject them to this!”

      King Lucius’s voice boomed out across our box. “Shall I replace the prisoners with innocents instead, Lady Ryiah?”

      Darren’s hand shot to my arm to keep me from replying.

      “Your parents are merchants, no?” The question was a deadly promise. “Perhaps I can call on them first.”

      My stomach caved in as cold panic flooded my veins. My nails dug into Darren’s wrist, and it took every ounce of willpower I had to keep my magic at bay.

      “That’s not necessary, Father.” Darren’s grip tightened on my own. “She didn’t mean anything.”

      “You might be too valuable.” The king ignored his son to watch me like a hawk. “But your family is not. Do you understand, Lady Ryiah?”

      “Y-yes.” The word was barely more than a gasp. Wren caught my other hand in hers and squeezed.

      “I’ve been patient with your stay thus far, but rest assured I won’t hesitate to hold your family accountable for your actions.”

      A servant scurried past with the first round of refreshments for our box.

      “Might I be excused, your majesty?” The words felt so heavy, my pulse beating against my throat.

      “You have five minutes,” the king growled. “Then I expect you back in your seat and cheering our nation’s legacy.”

      I fled the box as fast as my legs could carry me.

      “Ryiah, wait!” Darren caught up to me outside of the stands. I gripped the stadium’s back wall for support and tried not to think about what was going on the other side of it. Paige paced at my right.

      “I can’t do this, Darren. I can’t watch.” There was no way I could go back and sit silently as men and women bled out for the mere notion of a contest. I couldn’t pretend.

      “You can’t voice your disapproval over the Candidacy. He’ll—”

      “I didn’t know it was going to be like this!”

      What if the healers didn’t treat their victims in time? The judges wouldn’t interfere until each rank’s hour was up. It was the first thing the herald had declared at the start of the day’s event.

      Darren waited until the stadium’s clamor fell to a hush. “He changed it, Ryiah.”

      “W-what?”

      The prince took a step closer, taking a look around and pausing when his gaze landed on our guards. Paige rolled her eyes and retreated to the wall’s exit, with Darren’s knight in tow—the both of them still close enough to jump in at the first sight of danger.

      Darren spoke softly. “The old Candidacies still used prisoners for Restoration and Alchemy, but the worst malady was a broken limb, not… this. My father was the one who changed the rules.”

      I shrank back in disgust.

      “It was one of the first things he did after my mother passed. Treating his own criminals to this as the emissaries watch… he wanted to send a message to any country foolish enough to break with Jerar. I thought you knew—you read all those books when we were first-years in the library.”

      “But…” I must have missed them. “I read about Combat.”

      “Combat stayed the same.” Darren’s contempt was quiet. “Our faction’s tourney is already violent enough. But Restoration? Alchemy? The old Candidacies were far too tame for his liking. My father wanted blood.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Forfeit.

      When they raised the white flag ten minutes into my brother’s round, I prayed my eyes were playing tricks on my mind. But I’d seen all of the signs.

      The white face, the trembling hands, the heavy perspiration shining along his skin, and the way Alex had swallowed as he watched the twelve soldiers lead their twelve criminals out across the field were all indications of the outcome.

      Alex had a look of naked horror when a soldier had knocked an old man to the ground. My twin had dove to the man’s side and whispered something into his ear, hands anxiously feeling out the injury for the break.

      Alex had treated the man’s leg, and I’d seen the way his shoulders hunched and his hands kept drifting toward his ears to shut out the cries at his left.

      He had treated the man and the soldier had summoned a Restoration mage to inspect his healing. After a minute, the woman had nodded and the soldier had raised his blade to begin the next round.

      My brother had jumped forward and grabbed the soldier’s blade hand with a shout of command. I hadn’t heard a word he’d said. The clamor of the crowd and the screams from the other prisoners had been too great.

      But I saw the soldier raise his flag.

      He hadn’t known. Alex had been expecting the same routine as the first-year trials. It’d always been the same. Until King Lucius.

      A hushed silence fell over the stands. My brother started across the arena to the stadium’s tunnel, oblivious to the change.

      A silent scream tore at my throat.

      Just two hours before, I would’ve been proud. I would’ve sobbed tears of joy to see my brother stand up against the injustice, to know he wouldn’t hurt an old man whose only crime couldn’t have amounted to more than theft. But that was before the king of Jerar had threatened my family.

      I prayed he wouldn’t notice.

      “Braxton!” The king’s voice boomed out across our box.

      “Your majesty?”

      “I want that mage boy substituted for one of the prisoners in the final two ranks.”

      I jumped up just as Darren yanked me down, hard. “Don’t say a word,” he hissed. “He doesn’t know!”

      I fought the prince’s grip, and Wren clung to my arm. She didn’t know what Darren and I were arguing over, but even she knew I was about to make a mistake.

      “If the boy tries to heal himself, have him executed.”

      I clawed at Darren’s arms, every bit of magic threatening to burst—

      “Ryiah,” Darren’s voice was a rasp, “please.”

      “Yes, your majesty. Right away, your—”

      “Don’t just stand there talking. Get that boy!”

      Hot tears pricked at the corner of my eyes, and my heart was attacking my lungs, and I could barely hear over the blaring roar of my pulse.

      Alex. Alex. Alex. I tried deep, shaking breaths, but as two knights sprinted across the field, dragging my confused brother by the pits of his arms, I broke free.

      Darren caught me as I reached the rail—he spun me around and his lips slammed against mine just in time to muffle the cry.

      A part of me shattered, and all that kept the audience from knowing the truth was Darren’s hot mouth on my own, strangling the shriek inside.

      Preventing his father from knowing.

      And that’s when I heard Ella’s rampant screams. And then my parents’. And then Derrick’s.
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* * *

      Two knights hauled my brother out into the center of the arena.

      For thirty-nine minutes, I sat still, fighting the verge of panic as Darren whispered into my ear and Wren clung to my arm, pretending everything was fine. The king had been too busy watching the rest of the third-rank trials to notice, and during the brief break between rounds, Blayne had engaged his father in a long, drawn-out conversation.

      But now my brother was back.

      I saw the look of horror on some of the candidates as they recognized their own among the prisoners. The soldiers were addressing their group, and it was clear from their stance they were explaining the king’s orders, pointing to the extra judge who would make sure my brother didn’t attempt to heal himself during the second-rank trial.

      And then it began.

      I watched as my brother crumbled to the floor.

      I watched as the candidate knelt to the sand and began to treat the first of his injuries.

      I watched as the soldiers continued with beatings, and then, later, three stabbings across his chest.

      The crowd’s clamor was so loud during the final minutes of the round that my cry didn’t stand out amongst the rest. I clung to the rail, eyes locked to the stadium floor, screaming at the top of my lungs until I went hoarse.

      I watched as the soldiers hauled my brother away. Healed by his candidate, but still wet blood dripping from his robe, the whites of his eyes like moons, the trembling of his limbs…

      And then they brought him out all over again.

      I didn’t have to worry about screaming. By the time it was over, I had nothing left to give.
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* * *

      When the first day of the Candidacy concluded, the king had Alex brought to our box. I had to pretend that my heart wasn’t breaking, shattering into hundreds of tiny shards as the king’s men threw Alex before Lucius’s feet.

      My twin’s gaze briefly met my own, and the betrayal was enough to make me bleed out and die. There was so much pain and confusion and anger, but I saw him swallow as the anger vanished and he looked up to the king.

      “What is your name?” the king barked.

      “Rex.” At least my twin knew better than to tell the truth. He croaked the last words like he’d swallowed a mouthful of rocks. “Your majesty.”

      “Rex. If you dare to humiliate your country like that again, I will have you beheaded. Today was a blessing, you should count yourself lucky I didn’t disrobe you on the spot.”

      The knights released my brother, and he pulled himself up, limping as he stood. There was a purple bruise still marring Alex’s right eye and sandy brown bangs caked in blood.

      He refused to meet my eyes.
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* * *

      Darren half dragged me out of the stands. I wanted to go to Alex, my family, Ella—but he warned me to wait. He promised Paige would help me sneak out that evening after the rest of the manor was asleep.

      If the king found out “Rex” was my brother, the consequences would only be worse.

      When I finally did go to my family, it was in the dead of the night. My best friend was sobbing, and my parents couldn’t even bear to look at me. Alex just stared at the wall, hands locked on the steaming mug in his hand.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I fell to my knees, taking his hand in my own and pleading for him to look down at me.

      “You could’ve stopped them.” Derrick’s raging whisper cut across the inn’s room like a knife. “You could have done something!”

      Paige spoke up. “She would’ve made it worse. The king—”

      “I’m not talking to you, bloody traitor! You might be a former lowborn, but you are just as bad as her. The both of you make me sick.”

      “Derrick—” My voice cracked. “I—”

      “I hate you!” he spat the words in my face.

      “Derrick.” My father cleared his throat and looked to me with a pained expression. “If Ryiah said she couldn’t do anything, your mother and I believe her. She is not a member of the Crown. She may not have as much sway—”

      “She doesn’t care about us!” His cry was hoarse. “Look at Alex. Look at what she let the king do to him”

      “I didn’t want to!” I sobbed. My twin continued to ignore me as my little brother tore out my heart. “I love him!”

      “Not more than that prince. You’ve forgotten all of us! First you act too high and mighty in the keep—”

      “Derrick, I—”

      “—Then you let your own brother be beat within an inch of his life for the Crown’s entertainment! You aren’t my sister. I don’t even know who you are anymore!” Derrick tore off his chain and threw my old ring on the floor. “You are nothing to me.”

      Then he stomped across the room and slammed the door shut behind him.

      “Ry.” My mother’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “You promise?”

      “I promise I never wanted...” My knees shook, and I looked down at her and my twin in anguish. “When I first saw the prisoners, I said something. The king made it clear if I did again, he would punish my family.”

      My mother choked and my father stumbled back against the wall.

      “He didn’t even know Alex was my family.” I fell down beside my brother with a sob. “If he had, it would’ve been worse.” My hand reached out to touch his wrist. Alex didn’t tell me to move it, but he didn’t acknowledge me either.

      After a while, my parents returned to their room across the way, and Ella finally walked me to the door. She hadn’t spoken once. I prepared for another angry good-bye, but all she did was wrap her arms around me, shaking.

      “I forgive you,” she whispered. Her voice broke, and I could feel her tears through my shirt. “He will, too.”
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      I watched the second day of Restoration without feeling. Each rank’s winner challenged the winner from the next, and whoever won went on to challenge the next. It was the only opportunity to advance a mage’s ranking, and a chance—albeit very slim—to wear the Red Robe should they win each subsequent challenge. In the past three Candidacies, the most a mage had ever advanced were two ranks—and none of the factions had ever had the winner of second-rank best first.

      Four matches in all, nine hours in total, and the final winner was a young man I didn’t recognize named Torrance. He became Jerar’s newest Red Mage, though the title was not to be formally bestowed until the Victors’ Ceremony on the seventh day of the weeklong Candidacy.

      Alchemy’s trials were similar to Restoration. The first day was the display of their castings’ brews. Great fire flasks lobbed into the sky only to come crashing down and burst into an explosion of flame. Heavy gases that clouded the arena in smoke. Prisoners forced to undergo hallucinogens or paralysis in the blink of an eye. A swift display of potion-fortified weapons against the standard steel of the Crown’s Army.

      On the second day, each rank’s winner competed against the next by poisoning their opposition’s prisoner, and then scrambling to create the antidote for the one they received.

      Two prisoners died before the appropriate cure could be completed.
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* * *

      I wasn’t ready for my own Candidacy, not after what had happened to my twin in Restoration and watching a series of prisoners tortured for the sake of entertainment. It didn’t matter that Combat didn’t need prisoners since the candidates were fighting one another. I had no enthusiasm anymore.

      Had I not feared the king’s wrath, I would’ve withdrawn. But I couldn’t. Lucius had heard Darren and me talk about competing several times over the Crown’s progress to Montfort. The kingdom might not know why I changed my mind, but the king would, and he’d made it perfectly clear what my missteps would bring.

      You get the moment you were always waiting for, and you don’t want it anymore. Irony, in every sense of the word.

      Now every Combat candidate—regardless of rank—was crammed into the tunnels listening to the judge detail what we could expect for our tourneys. There were eighty-one of us in total—far too many to be at our best potential. I could see some participants who were past their peak, and I memorized those faces in hopes I could use it to my advantage.

      “Alliances happen, but make no mistake: the second you trust a friend, they’ll betray you on the field. Happens every time. The melee is a battle to the end. There will only be one winner.” The man’s brow furrowed. “You are encouraged to surrender should a fight grow precarious. Should you fail to speak the ever so sensible word, there is a possibility we will find a corpse before the healers can treat you. Deaths are most common in Combat because so many candidates find themselves unwilling to surrender when they should. If you are unable to speak, you must raise both hands, palms forward, to indicate surrender.”

      Some of the candidates began to murmur amongst themselves. Ella gripped my hand tightly, no words necessary. She was—if it were possible— worse off than me. She’d already put her name on the Combat roster the first day of the Candidacy. She’d wanted to withdraw after what happened to Alex, but both of us had been too afraid the king would have someone checking the lists.

      The tunnels were bright—a long row of torches lined each wall and two gaping holes revealed sunlight at either end of its mouth. Darren, who’d been standing next to me for the judge’s speech, retired to the back soundlessly. I saw him pass Ian on his way over, eyes momentarily meeting, but then he just glanced away.

      The prince had other things on his mind, like winning—something I’d wanted so desperately, but now it was hard to recall.

      I saw other familiar faces. Lynn, my old mentor was here, standing off to the side with another girl I’d never met, and Priscilla and Tyra were closer to the front of the cave, the former refusing to acknowledge Darren’s or my presence.

      I adjusted the leather straps of my vest—they pinched against the skin of my arms—and watched as Ian found Loren, Ella’s old mentor during the apprenticeship, and the two sidled up to where we were standing.

      I half expected Ian to comment on what had happened to Alex. My brother was his friend too. But the mage said nothing, just gave us a smile and cocked his head in Darren’s direction. “Your betrothed looks a bit nervous today.”

      I forced a nod, and Ella cleared her throat.

      “Think that makes all of us.”

      “I saw Lynn earlier,” Loren added. “She looks good. A shame she’s fifth-rank.”

      “Byron only gave Lynn that rank because he hates women.”

      “Well then, that’ll make me a winner in fourth.” Ian was met with confusion. “Come on, you three, have a laugh. Byron hated me just as much as Ryiah, which makes me much better than the other fourth-ranks, yes?”

      Ella and I tried to make ourselves smile, but it was almost worse.

      “All right, I can see the two of you are too nervous to talk. Loren, how about that wall? There. Away from our favorite princeling?” Ian dragged Loren away without another word.

      “So that was awkward.” Ella glanced at me as soon as the men were out of hearing distance. “What happened in Ferren’s Keep? I thought the two of you were friends.”

      I shook my head. “We are, but… it’s complicated. I never got to tell you, but—”

      “Fifth-ranks. You are up. Out on that field. Now.”

      I watched Priscilla, Lynn, and Tyra hurry out onto the field with ten others of their rank. The audience’s shrieks were deafening. No faction was more anticipated than Combat.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We weren’t allowed to watch the other ranks’ melees, but we could hear them. And we could hear the crowd chanting each winner’s name. A young woman named Gwyn won the round for fifth rank, fourth rank was another unknown named Argus. Third rank, much to my disappointment, didn’t go to Ella. It went to a young man named Rowan, who’d been a fifth-year apprentice when Ella and I had been second-years.

      Second rank was called and Loren wished me luck. He was one of the twenty first-ranks still waiting to go. We had nineteen second-ranks. Darren’s eyes met mine briefly across the way.

      “No luck?” I whispered as I passed him.

      “You don’t need it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The first thing I noticed was the sun. When I stepped out into the arena, I could feel it beating down my back, blistering against the sand that crushed beneath my boots. It was midday, and the glare was almost directly over the stadium.

      I walked the five minutes—the arena was that large—to the stadium’s center with the rest of the second-rank candidates. Everyone was dressed in similar fashion, tight leather vests and loose trousers for movement. Some, like me, wore fitted armguards, or in two cases: shoulder armor. One even wore a full chest plate—something I sincerely believed they were regretting now that they were out in such a sweltering arena.

      As I studied the other candidates, I realized two things. One: I was the only girl in the lot. Thanks to Byron’s legacy of bias, he’d never awarded a good rank to any female in his time serving the apprenticeship. I was the only exception—not because I was the only girl worthy, but because it was I who’d finally drawn the Black Mage’s attention to Byron’s injustice.

      Two: Merrick, Priscilla’s younger cousin, was present. Somehow that insufferable boy had finished his ascension one month before and been awarded my same rank. Considering his lack of skill, I couldn’t put it past the training master to have awarded him the rank on purpose. Byron had known my old mentee would get under my skin.

      And he did. “I know we aren’t supposed to make alliances, but the judge can hardly punish us for going after the girl. She’s the weakest. We all know Byron only gave her our rank because she was betrothed to the prince.”

      I was mere seconds from ripping his face off. Merrick knew Darren hadn’t proposed until after the ascension. But disputing the truth would get me nowhere.

      Still, listening to some of the older men chuckle at the boy’s joke was pushing my patience. I pretended to be oblivious, listening to the herald announce the candidates. His voice rang out in the arena thanks to a mage’s assistance.

      “So, Ryiah, how does it feel knowing you are going to lose?” Merrick’s taunt broke my meditation.

      “How does it feel knowing Byron only gave you this rank because he knows how much I loathe you?” I spat.

      “Ohhhh!” Merrick raised his hands in mock surrender. “The girl got mad. Watch out, everyone. She’s going to get us!”

      My hands formed fists in reply.

      “Candidates, please take your places along the arena. No less than twenty yards apart. In two minutes, we begin the ten second countdown.”

      I began my jog toward the edge of the stadium. I wouldn’t reach it, of course, but there was no point in keeping such close range with the others. Perhaps some of them would battle it out before they reached me. I wasn’t sure if everyone else planned to follow Merrick’s scheme, but I wasn’t about to risk it.

      I was still jogging as the countdown began. Impatience and a restless rage were pumping through my veins. As the herald declared “One,” I realized Merrick had done me a favor.

      Because now I wanted to win.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I can do this. I made it this far. I can do this. I repeated the mantra over and over in my head as I watched the other candidates sprint across the arena, each trying to get a quick layout of the field without actually engaging in battle.

      I noticed more than a few of them looking for “the girl.” I knew this because I saw one point to me when the judge was looking the other way.

      Well, two could play that game.

      I made out the oldest mages in a small triangle formation at the left side of the arena. They might’ve had too much pride to acknowledge their declining potential, but they were almost certainly lacking in brains to be clustered together for the taking. I couldn’t be the only candidate who’d noticed their age.

      I wasn’t. I kept one eye on my side of the arena as I watched a pack of five approach the older candidates from their front. No point in trying to hide their attack. The arena was a desert. There was nowhere to run.

      The older candidates didn’t stand a chance. I watched two call on their magic as the other fled. It was the smartest move that one could make—to win the Candidacy with gray hairs on your head, you would have to conserve as much magic as possible.

      I didn’t have much opportunity to reflect. At that moment, I spotted Merrick and another trailing mage at my left. There was another on my right. I had two choices: let myself get backed into a wall fighting three mages at once, or take my chances and run toward the stadium’s center and pray there wasn’t a collection of candidates awaiting my approach.

      I chose the latter.

      “You can’t run from us forever!” Merrick’s screech followed me as I tore across the sand.

      I ignored him, putting all my effort into the gapping distance between us. My lungs burned from inhaling small grains of sand I kicked up along the run. I paid them no heed. Instead, I forced my attention to the casting I would need most: defense.

      The globe went up not a moment too soon. Seconds later, there was the sharp whistle of metal on wind, and then three subsequent thuds against the back of my shield.

      My casting shuddered but held, flickering violet in waves as the candidates’ javelins bounced off its surface. A moment later, their weapons were gone; the mages had called off their castings.

      I kept the shield up as I jogged toward the center.

      The ground quivered beneath my boots. That was the only warning I had.

      I dove toward the left, rolling hard on my side and blessing the arena for being sand instead of the marble training floor in the king’s palace.

      Two seconds later, a fissure broke out—not one yard from where I’d come. It spread across the arena’s floor like a wildfire.

      I hadn’t been the only target. In seconds, there was a web of shallow tunnels. I could hear muffled shouts as unsuspecting candidates got caught unawares. The pits weren’t deep enough for anyone to get stuck, but they were enough to give several others an advantage in the moment.

      I stifled a chuckle as I pushed myself up off the ground. That was a casting I could respect. It was hardly the type of magic to win a match, but it was smart. The older mages in Ferren had stressed the importance of conserving magic, and that was far more strategic than Merrick’s rapid fire of javelins, which were still hitting my shield as I ran. Idiot. He would run out of his magic far too quickly.

      Hearing a shout to my right, I veered left to narrowly avoid two candidates who’d stumbled into my path as they dueled with a sword in each hand and a shield at their backs.

      Someone jumped out at my front and my first instinct was ice. White tendrils of frost tore up his blade and the burly mage was forced to drop his weapon with a whimper. I didn’t bother to stick around and engage—the center was too open.

      I sprinted past. A minute later, I heard another man’s cry of victory as he claimed another’s surrender. Then another shout of surprise as that man got caught unawares by another.

      I ran around a cluster of three mages engaged in a battle of their own. Each one of them was wearing a globe like mine, but I could already see their shields showing signs of exhaustion; the deep magenta had faded to an almost crystalline violet. They would have to call off their magic soon or resort to pain casting, if they had it.

      There was a clap like thunder and my casting threw me forward. I stumbled, palms and knees skinning the sand as my casting shuddered and died. I felt a wave of heat rise up at its absence as the sharp, bitter scent of singed hair assaulted my nostrils.

      “T-told you c-can’t run!”

      I cursed bitterly as I pulled to my feet, hardly daring to mourn the loss of my dignity for more than a second. Merrick and his friend were now throwing great balls of fire across the arena, huffing and puffing as they ran.

      Fire? In an arena of sand? Overconfident fools. Every time they missed, their castings went out the second they hit the sand. Not to mention, the boys’ aim was beyond sloppy. I called up another globe the second I caught my breath and focus, but it was hardly needed.

      Still, I was getting tired of the chase. I could run like this all day, but it was clear Merrick wasn’t going to stop. I’d figured I’d lose him to others, but the boy just wouldn’t give up. Even if he was slower and weaker, I had to take him out. Sooner or later, someone else would try to engage me in a fight, and I couldn’t have Merrick as a distraction. Already he’d caused me to lose focus, twice.

      It was time to fight back.

      I kept running my random course back and forth down the field until I was sure Merrick and I were far enough from the worst action at the center of the arena. I looked to the stadium wall, panting, and then turned my back to it, facing the highborn pest.

      “Let’s do this,” I growled.

      The boy stopped running, hand raised for another fireball, great globs of sweat dripping from his brow as he paused. He couldn’t hear me, but something must have shown in my eyes because I saw him take a step back.

      This is for the mock battle in Port Langli. I dropped my shield and my magic shot out like a bird of prey, a harsh whirl of shadow and the glimmer of metal in the sun.

      For a moment, his shield held, and then my sword broke the barrier and embedded itself in Merrick’s side. Another soared across the sand and the mage raised his arms, shouting surrender before my blade had even reached its target.

      I dropped the casting before it could finish. Both blades disappeared and the boy collapsed, clutching his wound with a gasp as a red-robed healer raced out from our side of the arena.

      I wondered if any of my family had watched me just win my first bout. The audience faces towering the stadium seats looked to be little more than tiny specks of yellow and brown in the hazy afternoon rays.

      Thwap!

      I cried out in surprise as a sudden, biting pain tore across my thigh. I just barely managed to call upon my shield as a storm of arrows rained down from above. My casting flickered and held while I examined my leg with an angry self-lecture. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why had I let my vanity get the best of me? I should have thrown up my shield the second Merrick surrendered, not preened like some foolish first-year over her first victory.

      I gingerly pushed on the shaft, testing the arrow’s depth. Ow, ow, owwww. It was deeply embedded. And it burned like someone had stuck a white-hot poker into my flesh. Perhaps they had. It wasn’t uncommon for mages to heat arrowheads before firing. It took more magic to cast, but if they hit, the cut was more effective than without.

      The searing pain was enough to make me bite down on the inside of my cheek, hard. I had plenty of practice with years of injury and pain casting, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. And the skin around the entry was already starting to swell. There was no way I could pull the head out without making the injury more at risk for infection, or bleeding out in the field, which was a worse fate than the first.

      Which means you’re going to have to fight with the arrow in. It was on my right leg, too.

      I looked up and watched as three candidates appeared clutching bows—for the moment, not shooting. They didn’t need to just yet. I already knew what they were going to do, what I would’ve done if I were the hunter instead of the prey.

      They were going to corner me against the wall. Shooting a quick glance to my left I saw two more approaching. Five on one. Definitely not my luck.

      I tested my weight on my leg and cringed. There was no way I could run fast enough to cut across the right in time—not limping and hobbling like an old woman.

      The leg was not the worst place to get shot, but it sure would’ve been nice if they’d hit my arm instead. An arm didn’t stop me from running.

      Well, I’d been conserving my magic for a reason. Running away for the first fifteen minutes had kept me from expelling as much magic as the others. I hoped the ones cornering me had used a lot.

      “All to her barrier!” one of the men shouted. “Break it!”

      I dug my heels in and held as the five mages threw out a large gust of fire. The crackle and burn of flames flashed against my shield while it slowly faded lighter and lighter. I wouldn’t be able to hold on forever. I could already feel the raging heat warming my flesh.

      I couldn’t get cooked alive, but fortunately the others’ fighting had weakened their stamina quite a bit. A minute before my shield shattered, their casting receded.

      I did a quick intake of my surroundings, preparing for the next attack. My opponents were on their last bit of magic, and whatever casting they chose next would be intended to end our little standoff. I could see the two to the left had chosen a sickle sword and a mace. They were farther away than the others. I still had time before they drew close enough to attack. I could tell they were wary to approach with the three at my front, lest they become additional victims to the others’ tally.

      The three at my front were the true competition. If the four of us were lined up, I wouldn’t even reach the shortest man’s shoulder. Not to mention the sheer bulk on the center mage—he was at least the size of my brothers. His arms were as thick as my legs. I prayed to the gods my magic held out long enough so I wouldn’t have to find out how hard he hit.

      Frankly, I prayed to the gods I made it out of this corner with any magic at all. It was all I could hope they ran out of magic first.

      From the discreet glances they were shooting one another, I could tell they were reluctant to cast more magic as well. Probably because they knew they still had to fight one another after they finished with me. The man at the end took a step forward, and they traded another set of cautionary glances.

      Then they charged.

      I sucked air in through my teeth.

      Every casting that crossed my mind would only reach two opponents at a time, but as a slight breeze drifted across the arena, my dilemma was solved.

      A bit of dirt rose in the air, and my hand shot out in front of my face. I closed my eyes and called on my magic to join. Not only was sand an actual component to the arena—meaning it would cost me less magic to use—it was everywhere.

      Then I pressed down on the arrow’s shaft at my leg.

      Sharp needles of agony exploded across my thigh. Pain and magic tore at my will, two savage beasts clawing and grasping for control. It felt like a thousand knives gutting my mind at once.

      I took a deep, rattling breath and shoved them back, slamming my vision into the ravaging chaos with everything I had. My hands were shaking and sweat was stinging my eyes, but I held on, bending the torment to my will. The darkness shuddered just once, and then suddenly all was quiet, an eerie sense of calm rushed out as my casting took hold.

      A spinning funnel rose up from the ground. A plague of golden debris and wind, faster and faster, higher and higher, until it was a storm of its own.

      I held my ground, heels digging into the earth, a couple strands of hair escaping their hold, and I watched my tempest give chase.

      “She still has magic!”

      “Get out of her range, Quaran!”

      The others froze. No one wanted to get caught in a sandstorm that would blind them to their allies’ attacks. The two at my left started to flee, but the three at the front threw up a defensive sphere.

      With the twist of my wrist, the particles slammed together and melded with ice, making my casting as solid as rock. Then I lobbed it at them. With every bit of concentration I had, I threw my granite wall, and then watched as their casting shattered like glass. The impact was so great it sent the three sprawling backward into the dirt.

      Run-limping forward, I set my projection to break.

      A raincloud of sand rushed down on their heads, giant swells of dirt blinding them while I cut our distance in half. Coughing and sputtering, they tried in vain to stand and draw up a new casting in time, but their magic was weak and they had more than one enemy to contend. By the time the haze had cleared, three hovering blades were pointed at their throats.

      I paused, one hand outstretched, as I locked eyes on my three victims. The metal quivered but held.

      Slowly, with white-hot anger burning in the cores of their eyes, one, two, three sets of arms rose in surrender, palms forward. They didn’t bother to speak the words.

      I shot a quick glimpse to my left and saw the two remaining mages engaged in a bout of their own.

      Now was my chance at escape.

      I started toward the right, skirting the edge of the stadium. A moment later, a gut-wrenching cry rang out behind me. When I peeked back, the taller of the two was on the ground, blood pouring from his side as he whimpered the words for surrender. The other didn’t bother to bask in his victory, like me he was already limping away, sporting a burn that webbed up his arm and half his chest.

      Two of our six still in play. I wondered how the others had fared in the rest of the arena.

      It became my next objective to find out. I was hard-pressed to engage now that I was on my last bit of stamina, and my leg was almost unbearable the more I moved. Pain casting had been a smart decision at the time—I didn’t have enough regular magic left, but now my whole body was throbbing in agony just from the effort to stand. Walking—or limp-running—was even worse.

      I took a deep breath and headed toward the center. I needed to get a better idea of how many were left.

      Six. After five more minutes of wary approach, I counted five left, and me. And all of them seemed to be conserving their magic or hiding. Somewhere in the last fifty-minutes of fighting, we’d gone from nineteen to not even a third of our original total.

      Five. That was all that stood between me and becoming the best second rank. Of all.

      The sharp whistle of a throwing axe snatched my attention, and I chastised myself for the momentary distraction. I threw up a hand and let my magic loose, creating a shield not a second too soon. You know better, Ryiah.

      One of the mages had drawn closer since the last time I looked, and he still had magic.

      The man threw another axe, and I deflected it only to have the ground cave out right underneath my feet.

      I struggled to catch my balance, but my injured leg roared in protest. It went down and the rest of me followed. My balance was off, and the slippery sand sent me flying on my back.

      The mage took off at a run, and as I tried to haul myself up off the ground, he sent another rush of magic that slammed my head against the sand. My vision blurred and every part of me ached as I pushed up onto my elbows just as he closed in, magic casting an iron grip against my throat and another on my limbs.

      “Surrender,” he said.

      Clearly, the young man had been conserving his castings.

      I pretended to mutter the words, squabbling gibberish that wasn’t hard to fake—not when I was choking.

      He drew closer, cautiously, one casted dagger in hand.

      A couple steps closer and then his russet eyes hardened. “Surrender, now. Or I put this blade into your ribs. I won’t ask you again. Raise your hands if you can’t speak.”

      He released my arms from their invisible chains just far enough to lift. I could feel them vibrating softly. His magic was waning.

      I bit down on my cheek until I tasted blood. My casting sent him careening to the sand a couple feet away. His magic lost its hold, and I shot up and lunged. Pain was just a distant memory as I threw myself at the mage, a knife in hand.

      He scrambled to rise and call upon a magic of his own when I was seconds away, but nothing came. His whole face was white and pooling sweat by the time my blade was against his throat.

      “Surrender.”

      “I…” He coughed up blood, and I realized he was already bleeding heavily from a couple wounds at his sides. He’d had the good sense to bandage them with strips of his tunic and cover up underneath his mail, but now I could see why he’d been so desperate to use magic to keep me at bay. “I s-surrender.”

      My knife vanished from my fist, and I withdrew, gingerly shifting my leg as I stood. It was then I noticed the arrow was gone. Huh? I ripped off the hems of my breeches and wrapped them around my leg as tight as I could. I’d barely made it two feet away before I saw two red-robed healers hurrying over to treat their newest victim.

      There was another healer on the other side of the arena, half-carrying a different candidate—the one with the burns who was now bleeding heavily from his head. That explained why the arrow vanished—he no longer had strength to hold onto his casting, but it also meant pools of blood were now seeping through my makeshift bandages every moment I stayed in the arena. A good blow is not what usually kills an opponent—it’s a loss of blood. My stomach started to turn, and I looked away, breathing deeply through my nose.

      Four of us left.

      I could see the three others from where I stood. A tall mage with black braids, dark skin, and a limp was farthest away. A bit closer was a stocky man in a full set of chainmail and leg plates, even a helmet. He had to be sweltering about now. The two were eying each other, but so far had made no move to attack.

      The closest was a young man one hundred yards away who was bleeding heavily in—well, I wasn’t sure where exactly; he was coated in sand and blood and clutching a wooden shield to his chest—the easiest defense, and also the weakest.

      If no one else was going to lead the attacks, it was going to have to be me. Time to make it three.

      The throwing daggers whizzed through the air faster than my breath.

      One caught the bleeding man in the shoulder, the other in the leg. Magic sputtered in front of him—the makings of a blast of fire—but it extinguished before it crossed even half the distance between us. The mage crumbled, and I skirted forward, watching as he tried again, only to have the flames flicker and die at the tips of his fingers. He swore at me, raising his palms in surrender.

      The other two met my eyes across the stadium as the announcer declared yet another candidate down. They’d started to inch closer during my attack. All of us knew victory was bare minutes away.

      I waited, dragging heavy gasps of air in an effort to prepare. My lips were cracked, and sweat was pouring so hard and so fast that I had to keep wiping it away lest I go blind.

      The wound in my leg? It ached worse than any injury I’d ever encountered during my apprenticeship, possibly even more than that dagger to the ribs during the battle as a fifth-year in Ferren. That had only lasted a couple minutes before I lost consciousness. This had lasted a half-hour and counting. All my movement had tugged and pulled at the skin so that my whole thigh was shiny red and tender at the slightest touch. I was quite sure, with my pain casting earlier, I’d scraped against bone. The pain was even worse because it was increasing every time I moved.

      I thanked the gods my constant pain casting had increased my tolerance to bodily abuse.

      When they got close enough to pause, the three of us made up a triangle, each an equal distance apart.

      My gaze flicked to the limping mage first. His expression was fierce, and despite his limp, I knew he wasn’t out yet. The second man was still inscrutable and deadly. Now that we were on our last limbs of magic, he had the best defense with his armor because it didn’t cost him anything to keep it.

      I swallowed. If the armored mage had lasted this long despite his lack of agility, then his magic had to be great, his stamina even greater.

      My eyes flicked back and forth between the two, my fists ready to cast at the slightest attack. A movement caught my eye and my chin jerked ever so slightly to catch the limping mage’s wink. He did it one more time, and then I casually returned my stare to the armored mage, who was shifting from one foot to the next, no injury that I could see.

      I prayed it wasn’t a trick. After all, it made sense. We could waste our magic battling each other, neither keeping enough to challenge the armored mage on our own. Or we could both take him on first, and then let the best mage win.

      Please, please don’t let this be a trick.

      Magic shot out of my palms at the same moment as the other. The armored mage threw up a sphere not a moment too soon, but cracks crept across, snaking trails of amethyst across his globe, and then the shield vanished and our castings sent him flying back against the sand.

      The man struggled to rise, clunky mail making the stand difficult as twin bolts of ice shot at the two of us. One ball of fire from the black-haired mage deflected one as I sent up a gust of sand to overtake the second.

      Back and forth our magic danced. After a couple quick bouts, the armored mage dug his blade into his flesh. There was a ricocheting boom that echoed across the arena as the black-haired mage and I collapsed to the ground, spheres up just in time before a hot wall of fire cut across the gap.

      I held back another cry as the bandage cut into my thigh, and I clung to my casted shield with the last of my regular magic. The moment the wave passed, my shield fell and I pressed down on my wound, sending a set of three war hammers slamming against the armored mage’s chains. The black-haired mage set his magic with a mace, and our castings pounded into the armored mage’s flesh.

      Chainmail might protect against sharp blades, but it did not prevent a blunt but powerful force.

      The armored man roared a surrender after his next pain casting barely charged—dying before it even reached the air. His magic had run out, and he wasn’t in a position to outmatch two of us still with magic.

      I barely heard the announcer declare his loss. My eyes had flown to the black-haired man and his to me.

      And then there were two.

      This was it. I was so, so close. Every bit of me cried out in pain as I pushed myself to stand; I could see he was struggling to do the same.

      For a moment, neither of us moved. He cocked his head, studying me as I studied him. The mage was definitely older, but not quite thirty if my assessment was correct. He was slimmer than most, and if he’d survived this long, he had to be my equal in agility and strength. He was down to pain casting just like me—and neither of us was faring well. His skin was clammy and pale, and he shook just to stand. I could see blood seeping through his bandages, just as blood was streaking down my leg.

      That didn’t stop him from casting, and it didn’t stop me.

      WHAM!

      Our castings collided. His ice melded with my sand, and I snorted as the cluster dropped like a pile of crumbled debris between us. Clearly we had our favorite moves.

      He scooted closer and I followed suit. This time neither of us chose a casting until we were five yards apart. He knew his limits—well, so did I.

      Another flare exploded out as this time I cast flying daggers and he arrows. Both of our castings fell as we threw up shields that crumbled the barest second after deflecting one another’s casting.

      I couldn’t help but notice he’d been digging a finger into his wound as I had pressed down on mine. We were already at our pain casting’s limits. I bit down on my tongue as I added pressure, but a wave of sickness roared up in its place. I bowled over and the other mage seemed to mirror the movement across the way.

      Our magic was gone.

      I sucked in a deep breath and charged, every bit of me crying out as my fist feigned right and my leg swept at his feet. The man anticipated the move and caught my leg with both hands and pulled—causing me to stumble—before jerking back and throwing his weight forward so that I lost footing and fell to my back.

      My hand shot out and grabbed onto one of his long braids. When I fell, the man came crashing down on top of me. The blow momentarily knocked the wind from my lungs, and then the two of us were rolling and struggling in the sand.

      When he had my hands and legs pinned—he was a bit heavier—I wriggled with all my might. Before the mage could make his hips and chest parallel to mine, my fingernails clawed desperately at the sand. I managed a small wad and shut my eyes and mouth just as I lobbed it at his face. The granules barely reached—my aim was severely hampered by the positioning of my wrist—but just enough took flight to catch in his exhale. He started to sputter, and I thrust all my weight to the side, rolling with all my might until it was me on top of him.

      I choked on my breath, holding him as my arms started to shake. With his weight, he had the clear advantage, and my arms were always my weakness.

      He fought my grip violently.

      No.

      He’d win. He would outlast me in this, and then I’d be back on the ground, his victory at hand.

      No. This couldn’t be it. Already I was losing hold, my muscles screaming out as the numbing pain in my leg echoed their call and begged me to quit.

      NO.

      I clung to my resolve and fought against every quivering fiber, refusing to let go of the victory so close at hand. The man shifted and squirmed, his eyes alight with a vigor I refused to accept.

      My muscles contracted, and he flipped me back to the ground. One hand pinned my defenseless wrists, his other reaching for my throat.

      “Surrender?”

      “No.” I whimpered the word, and the man squeezed, hard. I choked as the pressure increased and pain lanced across my lungs. A searing heat ripped at my chest and my skin was afire, every single bit of me raging as he continued to press. My teeth chattered violently as I gasped for breath.

      You came this far. No one ever expected you to win anyway.

      “Surrender n—”

      The shuddering halted as a sudden, biting pain seemed to claw its way right out of my flesh. A jarring flash and then the pressure on my throat was gone.

      When the dizziness faded, I was able to push myself up with both fists and elbows digging into the ground for support. What I saw—it sucked the joy right out of my breath.

      The other mage was sprawled out in the sand not two yards away. His limbs flailed up and down, eyelids fluttering and expression blank, as his lips flapped in some meaningless words. There was nothing natural to his bodily tremors.

      Then I noticed the red marks on his palm, feathering down his arm like a snake. Master Byron had explained those symptoms before, though I’d never seen them in person: lightning.

      The heavy vibrations, the pain, the heightened emotions.

      I’d been wrong. I’d still had magic.

      We weren’t so equal after all.
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      The mage survived. His name was Hadrian, I found out later. Lightning strikes, as the healers reminded me post-melee, hardly resulted in death if treated. My casting had only hit his palm. As far as injuries could go, it was quite possibly the best one he could get.

      We spent the rest of the day being treated with the rest of the candidates in the local infirmary. Extra healers had been hired for the week of the Candidacy, so even though we had eighty-one injured, by the time Darren’s party arrived, every one of us were treated by no less than two healers a piece.

      I was so tired that evening that I hardly remembered a thing, except that the prince had also won—not that I had ever expected anything less.

      Before the sun had even finished making an attempt through the hazy morning sky, the final candidates were escorted to the special candidates’ box—a section of seats reserved for the five best ranks and the Three Colored Robes.

      A judge met with our group to go over the day’s schedule. Not one of us spoke. We listened as the man instructed us on how to proceed.

      Each rank’s winner would challenge the one from the rank above. After the match concluded, both candidates would be taken to the infirmary where an anxious staff of healers awaited. The next match would begin as soon as the winning candidate from the previous match was treated.

      Most of our day—and the audience’s—would be spent waiting for our match to start. Now that each round was a duel, the contests took no more than an hour at most; healings, on the other hand, could take several hours—even with several healers working at once—to complete. Each winning candidate had to be at full strength and stamina before entering into the next match.

      “No visitors!” The judge barked at a crowd of squabbling highborns who’d attempted to push past the guards. No one was allowed to converse with the candidates until after the day’s event was over. Too many bets had been placed and the stakes—though obviously in favor of the prince—were too at risk to have some sneaky spectator try to pay off a contestant, though I doubted it would work. All five of us had spent too much time training to let it come to that.

      The fifth and fourth-rank candidates were called away to begin.

      The judge came to escort the contestants with a pair of guards. Their expressions were equal terror and glee. I noted that neither looked more than two years past Darren and me.

      The loud rumblings of the audience quieted to a hush. It was as if everyone had taken a collective breath at once. The summer sky—still unbearably hot—mirrored the abrupt mood, dark and light clouds dancing against the hazy morning sun.

      Darren’s gaze slid to mine. I swallowed hard.

      And so it begins. My stomach coiled, and the little food I’d manage to force down threatened to rise. I pulled my feet onto the bench and rested my forehead on my knees, arms wrapped around my legs.

      A hand pulled my clamped fingers apart. I didn’t need to look up to register the sudden weight beside me, or whose thumb now pressed against my palm. The frantic beat of his pulse matched my own.

      He didn’t say anything, and neither did I. We just watched the stadium. And we waited.
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* * *

      Twenty-five minutes. That was how long it took me to outlast my fifth-rank opponent in the arena.

      I didn’t even have to resort to pain casting. Gwyn had been overconfident after winning two matches against the fourth-rank, Argus, and the third-rank, Rowan. She was good. Much more deserving than her fifth-rank status Master Byron had so cruelly proclaimed. She’d advanced two ranks, but she lost to me.

      My match the day before had made me more aware of my surroundings. Toward the end of our duel, it’d started to sprinkle, just a light misting of rain, but one I’d embraced in my castings. I funneled enough to evoke a quicksand-like patch in the ground, and Gwyn didn’t notice it until it was too late.

      While she struggled to free herself, I managed to break through her defenses with an onslaught of magic, essentially forcing her hand. She surrendered—the both of us bleeding heavily from our injuries in the arena.

      I endured a broken arm, a burn down the side of my stomach—so intense that the slightest wind had me convinced someone had taken a tray of hot coals and thrust them against my ribs—and a deep wound on the shoulder thanks to a throwing knife I’d failed to deflect.

      Gwyn’s injuries were worse.

      “Is she fully well?” The judge pushed through my crowd of healers and his sharp eyes bore into my own. “How are those injuries, Mage Ryiah? Have you already tested your magic? Full stamina?”

      I nodded. My fingers trembled, and I thrust them into my lap. There was no point delaying the inevitable. The team of Restoration mages had put me through a complete recovery, both physically and magically, all within the course of three hours.

      The burly man turned to the healers, and they confirmed I was ready.

      “Good. I don’t want anyone saying a prince of the kingdom won because his opponent wasn’t up to potential.” I cringed. Clearly the judge had already placed his bet. “Brenner, tell Godwin to bring His Highness around to the second entrance. I’ll have Rhett escort her to the first. Make sure the announcer knows we’re ready.”

      With the flap of his long black mage’s robe, he was gone. The healers handed me a new set of fighting garments to change into out of my clean shift. When I’d finished, I stared out at my reflection in the mirror.

      Supple deerskin boots that rose to my knees, skintight breeches of some stretchy material that allowed me the same freedom as my sleeveless top, a fitted leather vest that showed more skin than it hid, and arm guards that snaked around my wrists. All candidates were given the same garb for our final day—no armor was allowed in our duels. The only difference was the men went shirtless, something the women couldn’t quite replicate on the battlefield.

      I quickly braided my hair down the side. The plait I’d had the day before at the top of my head had come loose too easily, a down braid would hopefully be much easier to keep.

      Gwyn walked up behind me. She was still in her shift and there was still a slight limp to her step. I swallowed, wondering whether she would wish me luck or misfortune after I’d robbed her of the second-rank title.

      “If it can’t be me, I hope it’s you.”

      “T-thank you.”

      “Don’t let the men get all the glory. It’s our time to wear the robe.”

      I started to answer, but Rhett, who’d just arrived and noticed I was finished dressing, took my arm and led me away before I had a chance.

      I had to jog to keep up with the tall guard whose normal gait seemed to be a sprint, and by the time we reached the primary tunnel, blood sung through my veins, almost enough to distract me from the crippling anxiety that beat at my chest.

      Up until now, I’d managed to all but ignore who was waiting for me at the other side of the stadium, but then the announcer bellowed his name.

      I could hear the raucous screams and cheers from the spectators like a giant roll of thunder.

      “DARREN. DARREN. DARREN.”

      The thick clay walls shook from the stomp of thousands of feet.

      And then it was silent.

      “Best of luck, my lady.” The guard walked me to the edge of the tunnel and then looked my way. “My sister was a second-year apprentice during your last year with the prince. She convinced several of her friends to bet on you.”

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and it was a great effort to swallow. “And you?”

      “The prince, but I do believe you’ll give him a run for my gold.”

      “Thank you, Rhett.”

      “Good luck, my lady.”

      I strode out into the night.
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* * *

      Hundreds of cheers cut the air as I emerged from a tunnel of darkness to a somber cobalt sky. Rolling black clouds sped across the expanse, and I could barely make out the stands as bright yellow mage’s orbs lined the rows against a sea of shadowed faces.

      Tiny sapphires of water poured down like glittering tears and made wet sand stick to the bottom of my boots as I jogged forward. Thunder groaned and lightning cut above like a knife. The summer storm that had been brewing all day was here.

      By the time I reached the center, I was slick with sweat and rain, every inch of me alive.

      The prince stood facing me, not five yards away—dark garnet eyes and hair as black as coal. Droplets slid down his bare chest as he regarded me with the crook of a grin.

      “It was always you,” he said.

      “Ten seconds, candidates! Ten. Nine. Eight…”

      I gave Darren a shaky smile. “May the best of us win?”

      “Five. Four. Three…”

      “They already have. But, yes…” His eyes danced, a streak of crimson against a sea of black. “May the best mage win.”

      “One. Aaaaaand begin!”

      Twin blasts of power crackled and soared.

      A brilliant flare lit up the whole arena as our castings shot out against the night, erupting in an awful ear-shattering screech as the brute strength of our magic collided. The sheer force of the impact sent the prince and me airborne, soaring back against the sand—far, possibly fifty yards between us when we landed.

      I hit the ground with the air knocked out of my lungs. My whole back protested from the unexpected blow. Darren’s magic was more powerful than any I’d ever come across. I’d never parried his head on—not with the full force of an unrestrained attack. And now that I had, I wasn’t eager to repeat the act again.

      Funny, the two of us chose the same casting as the last time we fought.

      My palms braced against the sand, and I leapt to my feet, kicking up a spray of dirt as I scrambled back up with a casted pole in the fold of my fist.

      I relaxed the muscles in my arm and pushed off, right foot forward, metal edge of the javelin tipped slightly down as I sprinted down the way, counting the number of steps with my breath.

      I could see Darren favoring an elbow as he also pushed up from his fall, his whole face a shadow across the gap. He was slower than normal.

      The balls of my feet bounced along the stride, and I sped up, letting the pole fall back to a full arm’s extension as my right heel touched the ground and my left foot rose and fell, my shoulders aligned with Darren’s direction.

      Then I let the casting soar.

      The pole whistled across the air, and I stood rigid, my mind focused on keeping its course against the heavy lilt of rain.

      The prince ducked and threw up a soldier’s timber shield, catching my javelin as easily as an arrow. The speared point absorbed into the wood and then dissipated as I released my casting with a bolt of power from my left.

      He countered my attack with a thick beam of ice—drawn from the falling rain—that shattered and splintered into a thousand tiny shards.

      Darren raised his hands to the sky. The clouds twisted and tore, and I braced myself for an attack, swallowing down a gasp of shock. A torrential downpour of pellets rained down from above. Hail shot at me like an army of rocks. Fist-sized lumps of crystalline ice blinded me in their assault.

      The storm of ice bounced as they hit the sand, hard. A cry fell from my lips as they violently pelted the sphere, the shield vibrating from thousands of tiny bits slamming the globe at once. I couldn’t see outside of my casting; the arena looked like a battle of stars. Arrowheads of milky white shot in every direction, hitting the sand with a spray, hitting my defense with a crack.

      I could barely hear. The noise was deafening. With each numbing crash, the casting echoed, and it was all I could do to hold my defense as I squinted into the onslaught beyond.

      Where is he? The pellets were nasty little things, but they were hardly the attack I’d expect. It has to be a distraction.

      There. A light flashed across the arena. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it didn’t take much to guess: Darren.

      I released my casting, not wanting to waste any more magic now that I knew he was far enough away, and then started toward the stadium wall.

      My boot caught on a pellet in the sand and I tripped.

      Shhhhlap!

      The biting sting of metal slicing through flesh caught the top of my right shoulder in a searing cut. The dagger had only narrowly missed my back because I’d stumbled forward at just the right moment.

      It was a trap. I didn’t have a chance to bandage the wound as I threw up my globe, blood streaming down my vest, slick rivulets of red.

      Darren was behind me. The light had been a trick.

      The hailstones vanished and the rain returned, and I spun around just in time to find Darren charging my shield, a mace and chain in hand.

      Then he leapt.

      The spiked iron ball battered the barrier, and my heart slammed against my ribs.

      He did it again. And again. Violet veins streaked down the surface of my casting, and I stood there, holding my breath. The globe was fading with each subsequent attack.

      Darren was going to shatter my defense.

      I needed to find a way to counter his attack before it did, or the match would be over before it had truly begun.

      An offense was a mistake; I was too close, and I would be the one caught off guard when the barrier lifted. I needed to put some distance between us.

      I hadn’t wanted to expel this much magic right off the start, but I should’ve realized with Darren I didn’t have a choice. They called him the prodigy for a reason, and this wasn’t a game.

      This was what I trained for. All those years of pushing myself to the brink, neglecting friendships for a glimpse of power, this was why.

      Holding onto my shield I dug deep into myself. Calling up two powerful castings at once was something I never could’ve attempted during that first year at the Academy, or even successfully as an apprentice.

      Just beyond my shield the ground erupted in a quavering tremor and the earth trembled and heaved. A giant fissure spilled out right under the prince’s feet.

      Darren’s eyes snapped to mine in surprise as he staggered and fell. The mace and chain vanished before it could hit his chest.

      Couldn’t do that last year, could I?

      I dropped my shield and sent him sprawling back with another raw burst of power. I’d been tempted to use lightning, but the casting was too risky in an arena filled with flying water and sand.

      That bought me just enough time to tear up a quick makeshift bandage and tie it around the pit of my arm to my neck to stop the worst of my shoulder’s cut. Then the prince was recovered, sprinting back with a dexterity that bespoke years of our iron-willed masters’ training.

      I cast a broadsword in one hand and waited.

      His blade met mine with a resounding smack. I sucked in a breath as my shoulder throbbed from the hit.

      Back and forth. Up and down. Cuts every which way were met with a parry of his own. I swiped up and to the right, Darren’s blade swung down at my left.

      I spun to the side just in time to avoid a slash to my ribs.

      The two of us were circling in the sand, studying the other for a break in defense. His pupils were so wide his eyes were almost black. Sweat and rain stung my eyes as my gaze locked on his.

      Darren brought his sword down on mine, and I pulled away and countered with a sharp cut of my own. He danced to the side, the corner of his lip twitching up, dark locks plastered to his face. Thunder rumbled across the expanse and Darren lunged, bringing his weapon down on mine with all of his weight.

      I fought to hold my guard. My whole body wavered viciously with the effort to match his pressure, my shoulder screaming against the weight as he bore down on my blade. I needed to do something, but it was costing all my magic just to hold on to my casting.

      Every second it was getting harder and harder, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could—

      And then lightning streaked across the sky. Neither of us had cast it, the weather mirrored our epic duel.

      Perfect.

      I shoved and his sword gave tilt, the flat end catching just the right angle… Stark rays of light shot across the blade.

      Darren fell back, temporarily blinded.

      But not before the edge of my sword caught his side.

      And then his magic shot out like a snake. It threw me three yards back, sprawling in the sand. My sword vanished upon impact.

      I scrambled to my feet, one hand outstretched, as another bolt of power shot across the gap. My magic gave chase, and for a moment, our powers were matched—a brilliant gold rainbow in a flooding arena.

      Then he started forward, one hand clutching the wound at his side, and my casting started to flare in and out, slowly receding with each step the prince took. I could feel raw power pulsating the air, and from the way my limbs were quivering, I had only moments to spare before my magic ran out.

      I broke off my casting and dove, my left palm slapping against the ground with a sickening crunch. I whimpered and bemoaned the awkward way I fell, hating myself for not remembering my training in the heat of the moment.

      I pushed off with my right hand, white-hot agony eating my shoulder as I rose.

      And then I screamed as an arrow lodged deep into my boot, its head digging into the side of my foot. My hasty globe rose just in time as another three arrows hit. Darren isn’t holding back. I yanked the shaft out, knowing full well I wouldn’t be able to run with it still in. In the next second, the arrow and the prince’s crossbow vanished, and an axe appeared in each hand.

      His favorite weapon.

      Gods, no.

      I didn’t have time to bandage my foot; Darren was charging forward and in seconds hacking at my globe, his strong shoulders glinting underneath the fading purple defense.

      I couldn’t counter those with a sword. My left hand was broken and my right shoulder ached at the slightest effort.

      Time for pain casting.

      I still had enough regular magic in reserve to produce a dagger. I pressed it down against my left palm and blood trickled into the sand.

      My sphere turned to ice, and when his blades came crashing down, it shattered. Thousands of tiny razor-sharp shards shot out against the prince’s exposed skin, tearing bloody trails down his arms, his chest, and his face.

      Darren’s axes faltered and my casted polearm came down without hesitation. The sickle blade made a terrible screech as it slid against the prince’s globe.

      I attacked, again and again, in high and low swoops as hard as my shoulder could manage. I could see Darren’s defense losing color with every slash until it broke.

      But as I lunged forward, my own casting vanished, and I jerked to a stop, tottering. I needed the knife.

      But nothing came.

      The beauty of pain casting in real battle? A mage kept a knife on him at all times for just that purpose. In the Candidacy? There were no real weapons. We—I—had none.

      Across the way, I saw Darren’s eyes flare up in understanding. His hand raised to cast—

      But nothing came.

      Like me, the prince had expelled all his regular magic.

      Somehow, I’d always known it would come to this.

      I’d just the barest moment to register his decision before the prince’s fingers dug into the wound at his side.

      Three daggers came at me at once.

      “Surrender, Ryiah!”

      They were almost here.

      “No!” A nervous sweat broke as I clawed at my palm, sandy nails scraping against skin. The sensation of hot blood along the pads of my fingers was almost enough to make me retch.

      I wasn’t fast enough.

      Rain fell like sleets. Thunder roiled across an angry belly of shadow while stark flashes of yellow illuminated the arena.

      I went down with a dagger square to the chest.

      My giant burst of magic—it only swayed the last two daggers.

      “Ryiah!” Darren staggered forward and then stumbled as the sand roared up and caved beneath his boots. The last of my magic.

      Two mages. Only one will win.

      I choked on air. I couldn’t see. Everything was a shade.

      Hot iron coated my lips, metallic and bitter. I clutched the blade, disbelief and fear taking hold of my thoughts. There was a strange ache building in the back of my throat, my stomach, my lungs—like someone was fanning flames against my chest. I screamed and I clawed, blood spraying from my mouth as I struggled to free myself from the pain.

      Salty tears trailed down my frozen cheeks as strange hands fought to hold the fire in place. Raging, wild tremors took control of my limbs. Something was shredding me from the inside. An anguish took over and every breath was like a thousand hot irons stabbing into me at once.

      Hot air pressed against my ear, and a familiar voice begged for me to stay still. I whimpered and cried nonsensical pleas as the pressure remained and the terrible darkness took over my world.

      “You w-will be…” Someone else was breaking too, sobbing as the words became splintered and hoarse.

      “The healers a-are almost here,” he pleaded.

      Pain ripped away at my flesh, and my scream was the last thing I heard.
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      When I woke up, his red-rimmed eyes were the first ones I saw. There were heavy creases under their lids, and his skin was so pale he could’ve been a ghost. His hands gripped the rail of my cot, heavy emotion radiating off the white of his fists.

      Dried blood coated his chest and arms, and there were several bruises mottling his ribs. He looked like death.

      I sucked in a sharp breath. We were in the infirmary.

      A lump in Darren’s throat rose and fell when he noticed I was awake. “Ryiah!” he choked out my name, and I swore I heard him break.

      I opened my mouth and closed it as hundreds of raging needles stabbed at my ribs. A healer’s palm shot out to cover my mouth anyway.

      “You shouldn’t talk,” the woman apologized. “It’s only been a couple of hours since your match. Now that the prince knows you’re awake—the both of you need to rest, especially you, my lady. Your injuries were… grave.” She glanced away quickly. “The Victors’ Ceremony takes place tomorrow and—”

      I lost.

      “I-I’m so sorry.” The prince’s voice was hoarse as he interrupted the healer. “I never—I lost control. I—”

      The dagger. My chest. The flames eating me alive. They were his.

      Darren won the Candidacy.

      “—You’re expected to partake, regardless your condition,” the woman continued.

      “Please forgive me,” Darren begged.

      “The Crown has ordered no visitors to expedite the healings, but it will take all of our staff and a heavy night’s rest just to have you walking around for the event.” The mage leaned down to apply a salve to my skin, motioning for one of the others to come forward.

      Say something, anything. But I couldn’t.

      The healers set to mending my maladies. I cried out as the bones began to shift and scrap under skin.

      Darren’s fingers reached out to brush my cheek, and I shut my eyes. He shook so violently the bed rattled.

      The pain was terrible… but I wasn’t angry at him.

      I was angry at myself.
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* * *

      A hot wash of envy threw up waves in the pit of my stomach, and I took a deep, rattling breath.

      I was good. But I wasn’t great.

      Twelve hours of sleep didn’t make a difference. Sure, I felt less pain than the last time I awoke, but physical agony had little to do with the turbulence of emotions inside.

      I’d beat out every single mage in my rank. By all accounts, I should’ve been happy. I’d achieved what most people only dreamed, and if I hadn’t achieved the dream, at least victory went to the boy I loved, an adversary I could respect.

      But I was a terrible person, and jealousy was a bitter seed. None of it mattered. All of those years telling myself one day I would be better… they were for nothing. Darren was the best, and he always would be. His pain casting had over-powered my own. His potential was the greatest.

      Stop moping like a pitiful child.

      I raised a hand and swiped at the corner of my eye.

      “Ryiah?” Darren was still broken. All night long he’d refused to leave that chair; I’d woken several times to see a mess of black locks against the side of my cot. Now he was afraid to touch me—I could see it in the way he reached out and then pulled away, like I was made of glass.

      He couldn’t forgive himself.

      The both of us were our own worst enemies.

      “I’m fine.” I swallowed. “Darren, what happened… it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I lost control.” His voice was bitter and hoarse. “I’ve never lost control, Ryiah. I could’ve killed you.”

      “And I could’ve killed Hadrian during the melee.” It killed me now just to utter the reassurance. I wanted to hole up in a wall and scream until my lungs were raw. “We chose Combat. We knew the risks. You offered me a chance to surrender, and I refused.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      His eyes shot to mine, and the garnet cut at my lungs.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      I made myself breathe. “Please don’t apologize.” It only made me feel worse about myself.

      “Would you like me to leave?”

      I stayed quiet.

      The prince slowly gathered his belongings and motioned for his guard Henry to follow. As he exited the infirmary, he turned back to look at me. The self-flagellation was etched into the lines of his face.

      “I’m sorry, Ryiah.”

      He had nothing to be sorry for. Every Combat mage had known what they were getting into the moment they entered that arena. But Darren’s love for me had robbed him of reason.

      I waited until he was gone and then let out the breath I’d been holding in. It burned the whole way up.

      Jealousy had robbed me of mine.
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* * *

      A couple hours later, a retinue of servants arrived with my two ladies-in-waiting and Madame Pollina. Contrary to our previous interactions, the woman was nothing but genteel as she helped me dress for the Candidacy’s formal ceremony. I suspected it had something to do with the way I looked. I hadn’t had the courage to stand in front of a mirror since we arrived, but even a fool could see the bandage strapped to my chest and the tender purple patches spotting my ribs and arms.

      I caught her looking at my back with a pang of sympathy when the others plaited my hair.

      I wished the Candidacy had delayed the Victors’ Ceremony by a week, so I could appear strong. I hated looking weak.

      “Ryiah!”

      “Ella?”

      My best friend burst through the room, looking every bit the daughter of nobility in her black mage’s robe and curls. She had an air I never would.

      “How did you get past the guards?”

      “Paige.” She stopped grinning and her face turned serious. “I think she felt bad you couldn’t have visitors. She turned us away last night, but she probably figured, now that Darren is already at the ceremony, the Crown’s orders could bend.”

      “Us?”

      My parents stepped out from the corridor. “Oh, Ryiah,” my father said softly. He stared at the bandage that was still visible through the neckline of my mage’s robe.

      “I’m fine, Dad.” The pity pressed at my lungs. I suffocated under his pity.

      “We have some herbs that might help. We’ll send someone to drop a sachet to your healers tonight.” At least my mother was trying to maintain an air of normalcy. I prayed she’d keep my father’s sympathy at bay.

      “Where’s Derrick? Alex?”

      “We thought it best if we came alone.” My mother’s eyes flashed a warning. It took me a moment to understand.

      The king. They were too afraid the guards would recognize Alex—and Derrick, well, he’d been so upset. And he was so stubborn. He’d probably refused to come.

      A part of me deflated. My new life with Darren was supposed to be a dream, but so far it’d only brought a whole string of complications. My own brothers couldn’t—or wouldn’t—see me. And right now, I needed them more than anyone else.

      We’d all grown up to the same expectation. We’d made the same choices. Alex was my other half, and Derrick was the younger, headstrong version of me.

      And now… now I didn’t know what to do.

      “Will they be coming tonight?”

      My father shook his head, his eyes flitting to my mother.

      “Darling,” my mother said, “the ceremony is only for nobility. We could state our relation, but we’d rather not…” Draw the king’s attention to our family.

      A wave of fatigue washed over me, and I sat down quickly to escape their notice. My father’s brows furrowed, and my mother sucked in a sharp breath. I wasn’t fooling anyone.

      “I’m going.” Ella’s fingers interlocked with mine as she sat down beside me. “Someone should be there to support my best friend.”

      Paige appeared in the room. Her expression was half concerned, half aloof. “The king expects your presence soon. The ceremony is about to start.”

      “Thank you, Paige.” My father’s eyes softened. “We won’t keep our daughter much longer.”

      My parents each came forward to give me a long embrace, careful not to hug too tight. I found myself wishing I could prolong the moment. I saw them so little, and I doubted I’d get another chance before we left in the morning.

      As soon as they were gone, along with my ladies-in-waiting, Paige returned.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded as Ella helped me stand. I was still wobbly on my feet, and it had cost too much of my energy just in dressing.

      The three of us left the infirmary and started the short walk to Baron Tybalt’s mansion where the evening’s festivities were to be held.

      Paige walked at the front, one hand on the hilt at her hip. Ella pressed closer to me, drawing my elbow in as she spoke.

      “I didn’t want to say this around the others, but I want you to know that tonight means nothing.”

      I faltered, and she met my eyes—a persistent light reflecting across twin pools of amber.

      “Darren might be the Black Mage, but I watched you from the stands, and I’ve never been so proud to call you my best friend.”

      My eyes started to blur, and I dug my nails into my palms to keep the tears from showing.

      “Our titles don’t mean a thing, Ry.” Her grip tightened on my arm. “I know what you’re feeling, because I feel it too. Of course we want to be the best. It’s what we trained for. But we don’t need a title to validate our hard work, Ry.” She raised her voice. “When we walk into that room tonight, it’s going to be with our heads held high.”

      I halted midstride.

      “Ry?” Ella stopped walking. “Is something—”

      I cut her off, wrapping my arms around her and squeezing. Paige paused ahead of us. She didn’t say a word—even though we were going to be late—she just stood to the side and surveyed the street.

      I kept my arms locked around my best friend. My whole body shook and silent sobs rocked my chest.

      I kept my eyes clenched shut and clung to Ella until the tremors were gone. I hadn’t let myself cry over the duel in the hours since it happened—I’d been too afraid Darren would blame himself, too guilty my parents would sympathize, and too angry at myself.

      But here, now, with my best friend, I let myself be.

      “I love you, Ella.”

      She brushed the back of my head. “I love you too, Ry. Don’t ever think you’re not good enough.”
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* * *

      The sprawling residence was almost as tall as the tops of the Candidacy’s stadium. Whoever had decided to call it a mansion had grossly underestimated its size. It might not be as big as the king’s palace in Devon, but it was at least equal to the Academy’s castle in Sjeka.

      A giant circular dome made up the highest point of the building, several sections of the roof were supported by heavy columns, and a steep indoor balcony overlooked the grand ballroom at the center. The whole place was a wash of white stone and golden tile. All over, raised statues depicted the four previous victors of each faction. I recognized the current one closest to the door. Marius’s crooked smile was captured perfectly by the sculptor’s hand.

      I supposed Darren’s would be next.

      Heavy brocade curtains of cobalt and crimson adorned most of the many-paned windows, and a thick light streamed down from the center of the globe’s roof. At the angle it was placed, it would highlight the victors’ balcony at precisely the right moment. I suspected that had been its intention.

      The moment Paige, Ella, and I entered, we were offered a fine selection of wines. Their heady aroma made my stomach roll, and sensing my discomfort, Ella passed. Paige, off-duty for the night but rarely ever sociable, passed as well.

      As we took our places in the grand atrium, we waited for the spectacle to begin. The room was packed full of nobility—ambassadors and highborns clamoring for the best place to stand. Darren and the other two victors, as well as the previous Council, were nowhere to be seen. I did spot the king and Blayne with Princess Wrendolyn a bit closer to the front, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of standing so near to the man who’d put my brother through such a horrible ordeal just days before. The room was so crowded and there were so many important dignitaries around, I doubted he’d even notice my absence.

      I felt Ella tense up as she followed my stare. She’d never trusted the Crown, and I knew it was taking everything in her not to react. She put on a brave face, but she loved fiercely and was just as outspoken—if not more so— than me. It was killing her just to be in the same room as the man who’d come so close to murdering her husband just to make a point.

      I was sick to my stomach just thinking of the long years ahead, trapped in the palace with Lucius as my father-in-law.

      Forcing my gaze elsewhere, I spotted Merrick glaring pointedly in my direction. When he registered my attention, he spoke loudly to his companion, bragging of all his winnings for betting on the prince.

      Oh, and that the only reason I’d beat him was because he’d thought it only fair to give “the girl” a chance. “Thought I would do her a favor, let the girls pretend they could win… for once.”

      Arrogant little—

      “My cousin is an idiot.”

      My head swerved to the side, and I heard Ella’s shocked intake of breath as Priscilla emerged from the audience. She wore her mage’s robe like a queen, and she didn’t appear the least perturbed over her loss.

      “S-sorry?” I stammered.

      “You heard me perfectly well the first time, Ryiah. I’m not going to repeat myself.”

      “Priscilla.” Ella wore a predator’s smile. “What a delight.”

      “Ah, and I see you haven’t lost your charm, Eleanor.” The girl gave my friend a curling smile before turning back to me. “I bet on you for the final match.”

      So she was here to chastise me for losing her coin? I bit back a groan. Priscilla had always known Darren was better. Everyone else had. “I’m sorry for your loss.” I said it through clenched teeth.

      The girl rolled her eyes. “I’m not sorry. Well, I am that I have to listen to that idiot rattle on, but I’m not sorry I bet on you.”

      Ella’s jaw dropped to the floor, and I was sure mine followed.

      “Stop gawking, you two. I just came to tell Ryiah here that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d won. Darren was good, but he was always good.” Priscilla crooked a nail at my face. “You, you are a cockroach. No matter how many times we tried to get rid of you, you kept finding a way to scuttle your way back. And as much as I don’t like you, well, you are persistent. And even I can admire you for that.”

      I opened my mouth and she cut me off with a hand to the face.

      “Don’t even bother, Ryiah. We aren’t friends, and I haven’t a doubt you’ll make a horrible princess. I just thought I’d show you a bit of kindness before you run this kingdom to the ground.” Then she sauntered off like the lady of court she was.

      Leaving Ella and me to stare.

      “Did that really just happen?”

      “It did.”

      A cockroach.

      It was quite possibly the best and worst compliment I’d ever received.
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* * *

      When the herald called his name, Darren emerged at the open balcony, Marius at his left.

      A collective murmur went through the audience as the Black Mage unclasped the robe from himself, placing the shimmering silk upon the prince’s shoulders. Darren’s chest went still as the gold-lined sleeves slipped down his arms.

      Marius raised the hood on Darren’s head. Sparkling gemstones danced across the stream of sunlight, and the prince lit up like magic itself, his whole profile a heavy, ethereal glow.

      He was a contradiction of darkness and light.

      “Prince Darren, the new Black Mage of Jerar. A Colored Robe of the Council of Three. Lead Mage of Combat to the Crown. Representative for Combat upon the Council of Magic. We welcome you to your new role.”

      The roar was deafening. I pushed the twinge of envy aside as I screamed loudest of all. I could see Darren searching the crowd with his eyes, and when he finally spotted me beside Ella, he gave a small smile. Fear was still written plain across his face, but he gained a bit of color after that.

      That’s the boy I love. For a moment, I forgot myself and thought only of Darren. He worked so hard. I’m happy it’s him. And I meant it.
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* * *

      After the first hour and a half, Darren finally managed to break from the parade of endless well-wishers and found me at the back of the room picking at the fresh array of cheese fritters, gingered custard, roasted leeks, and lamb and chickpea stew. His cheeks were flushed, and from the way his eyes slid to my bandage and then fell, I knew he still felt guilty from before.

      I made a point to cut the tension before it became worse. “The robe suits you. You look—” I made a hand gesture. “—possibly too good. I don’t like the way the other ladies have been admiring you.”

      I meant it. He looked like a god among men, and every woman in court was watching him—though, to be fair, they’d never stopped, not that I would ever tell him that.

      The tension left the prince’s shoulders as he advanced. “Have they now?”

      “I’ve been struggling to keep from locking them in a tower.”

      Darren’s grin turned wicked. “Perhaps I can wear it one night when we’re alone.” He lowered his voice. “If it looks that tempting, I’d like to see what that means for you.” The implication was enough for me to blush.

      “Ryiah! Darren! Just the two I wanted to see!” Andy’s voice rang out from behind.

      We turned to find our old comrade from Port Langli’s regiment striding giant steps across the room with her stodgy cohort, the silent giant, Cethan. We’d spent a month serving alongside them when we were only apprentices, and in that time, both Darren and I had gained a fondness for the two Combat mages.

      Darren smiled. “Andy, Ceth, it’s great to see you again.”

      I didn’t bother with introductions, I threw myself at the tall woman, forgetting my injuries until it was too late.

      Ow.

      “Glad to see you both remember us.” Ceth’s smile was a bit strained given the room. He was uncomfortable at events like this; the man preferred the sea with the silence of wind and a bit of bitter ale as company—certainly not a crowd overflowing with nobility and wine.

      “Gods, this place is a bit much, don’t you think?” Andy hadn’t outgrown her habit of speaking her mind.

      Another familiar voice cut through the crowd like a knife. “Cassandra, that is no way to speak to the Crown!”

      Andy made a face and I cringed.

      Mage Mira appeared with a courtier’s smile aimed at the prince. “Your Highness, how pleasant it is that we meet again. I’ve just been conversing with your dear brother. Ryiah… I see you’re still here.” Her expression made it clear she didn’t care for it. “Well, carry on. I won’t keep you from your night of celebration, Your Highness.”

      “The same, Mage Mira.” The words flowed so easily from the prince’s tongue. I didn’t bother to say anything at all.

      When Mage Mira had returned to the wretched hole she crawled out of, Andy smirked at me. “Dragon Lady misses you.”

      “I don’t miss her.”

      “She was cursing your name the whole way to the capital.”

      “Is she still in Langli?”

      “Blessed gods, no. She’s been running around the countryside in one of those fancy Crown’s Army regiments with a promotion under her belt.” Andy grinned with a nod at Darren. “I heard she’s got another one coming up with the Crown.”

      I started to laugh and then stopped—a moment of shame soiling the brevity. I couldn’t believe I’d almost forgotten our time on Caltothian soil so easily. The little girl and her mother. Our mission. What ever happened to them? I voiced the question aloud.

      “Nobody knows.” Cethan’s gruff answer was a low rumble that blended in with the rest of the crowd. We were still under Crown orders not to discuss the assignment. Ever. I had to press closer to hear the rest. “We dropped them off at the city limits. Two men from the King’s Regiment came and took them away.”

      I turned to Darren who frowned. He looked bothered that he’d forgotten them too. Kidnapping a woman and child was something a person shouldn’t be able to forget, but back then, we’d both been so busy with the apprenticeship and a tumultuous romance, it’d happened anyway.

      “I asked my father that year we returned to the palace.” His eyes were on the king and the circle of ambassadors across the way. “He told me he couldn’t recall.”

      Andy and Cethan stuck around for a couple more minutes, trading easy jokes about their time in Langli, but it quickly drew to an uncomfortable close after she mentioned one of the new recruits, a handsome young man with a great sense of humor and golden-green eyes. “A shame he transferred to Ferren’s Keep last summer. Took off rather suddenly after he got the summons.”

      Cethan adjusted his vest. “It was about a girl, I believe. She had just accepted a post there.”

      Darren’s eyes shot to mine, accusingly, and I wanted to kick myself for letting this subject even come up. Why did they have to even know Ian? And what were they talking about? Cethan was mistaken.

      “I swear to you, Ian never said a word.” My voice was barely a whisper. “Whatever his reason for coming, Darren, it wasn’t me.” I’m not lying. Please believe me.

      The prince’s chest rose and fell, but he forced himself to exhale slowly. “I believe you.”

      Andy cleared her throat and bid us a goodnight. “Well, congratulations on your win, Darren. Ryiah, you gave a great effort. Don’t forget us little people while you are saving the world.”

      Darren’s smile was forced, and mine wasn’t much better. I wanted to find Ian and confront him over Cethan’s accusation, but I wasn’t about to do it around Darren. So I strung along and joined the prince for small talk as a long succession of well-wishers followed in Andy and Cethan’s wake.

      Last but not least were Blayne and his new wife. The crown prince and I still weren’t close by any means, but since his revelation, I found him a bit harder to hate. I understood him, and that almost made it worse. We still avoided direct conversation if we could, and I spent the majority of our reunion conversing with Wren instead.

      Wren had a sweet tooth and was quick to describe each one of her favorite desserts since arriving in Montfort. Such a lovely girl. Even though she was boring me to death with talk of pastries, I still found myself eager to please. She was the complete opposite of her conniving uncle, Duke Cassius. Fortunately, the Pythian ambassador was too busy filling his cup with drink to be much of a hindrance.

      “Which one was your favorite, darling?” Wren tugged on Blayne’s hand to draw him away from his talk with his brother.

      The crown prince took a deep sip from his glass. “The raspberry tart, same as you, my dear.”

      “Would you like me to—”

      “Blayne, you don’t look well.” Darren interrupted the princess with a start.

      “You don’t look that well, either, Darren.” Blayne’s tone was sardonic.

      “True, but I’m still healing.” The non-heir’s brow furrowed. “You have nothing to be healing from.”

      I studied Blayne. Darren was right. A heavy sheen of sweat had broken out along the crown prince’s forehead. He looked pale, so much lighter than when he and Wren arrived.

      “Truly, brother, I’m—”

      The heir never finished. His goblet fell to the marble tile with a loud clash. Darren caught his brother by the arms just as Wren started to scream for a healer.

      “Healer!” Darren’s roar cut above the crowd as he cast a defensive sphere. “Guards, bring my brother a healer now!”

      The floor broke out into a frenzied herd as servants and nobility alike came rushing to tend to the crown prince. Mage Marius and several guards formed a circle as a cluster of healers rushed in to help. I hastened out of the way to give them space. Something was familiar. Something I couldn’t place my finger on, but it had to do with Blayne…

      Red seeped out on the marble floor beneath my boots, but it wasn’t blood.

      The wine.

      His mother. Queen Lillian. And her poisoned wine.

      The Caltothians had done it to her…

      I started running to the front where I had seen Lord Tyrus last.

      I spotted him just as he removed a dagger from the inside of his cloak. He was right behind the king, who was trying to push through to his son.

      “To the ki-”

      My hand shot out to cast as I cried, but it was too late. My magic was nothing but a whisper of flame. The potions the healers had given me had slowed its recovery to help speed my physical health.

      I was helpless as the Caltothian plunged the weapon into King Lucius’s back.

      “For Caltoth!” The man’s blade struck out three times more as Darren’s father stumbled and fell, choking on blood as he hit the ground with a thud.

      I was still running as the room became chaos. Mage Mira was the closest to respond. She was able to cast what my magic couldn’t. A bolt of lightning and Lord Tyrus went down without a fight. Before I even reached the king, she had already sent two swords piercing Tyrus front to back.

      Blood dribbled from the man’s wounds like a fountain, staining the tiles red. Funny how a Caltothian’s blood was no different than a king of Jerar.

      “Protect the Crown! It’s an attack!” Commander Audric ran forward to see to the king as half the regiment on duty formed a circle around the two princes, the other half to their fallen king.

      “Uncle!” Wrendolyn raced toward Duke Cassius in the crowd. She was sobbing and her eyes were crazed.

      I fought the crowd, trying to push and shove my way toward the girl. Someone needed to protect her. I wasn’t sure where the three Caltothian guards were.

      “Wren!” I screamed her name. “Wren, no!”

      A servant snagged the girl’s arm and another appeared, a quick draw of the blade, and then Wren was on the floor. A river of scarlet trickled from her neck, her blond curls tinged in red.

      I chased the servant as Duke Cassius and two of his men dropped to the princess’s side. The Pythian ambassador’s bellow shattered my heart. I pulled up short when I cornered the first attacker. It wasn’t a Caltothian in disguise.

      It was one of the lower city guards I’d seen during my apprenticeship. A rebel, I realized belatedly as he pulled out his knife. The rebels are working with the Caltothians.

      I had to warn the others. “Rebels!” I screamed. “They are here!”

      My hand shot underneath the folds of my robe, and I blanched. My dagger wasn’t there. I reached for the sheath by my thigh. Empty. My outfit tonight had been for show. I’d spent all day in the infirmary; I didn’t have a single weapon on me.

      And my body was still healing. I was weak, sluggish. I had bruises speckling my arms and a bandage to the chest.

      And no magic.

      I wasn’t the hunter; I was the prey.

      The man’s panicked expression turned sly as he realized the same. And then I was thrust aside as Paige’s sword gutted him from chest to belly, bowels and blood spilling out. A putrid stink filled the air.

      Paige.

      I had to fight every instinct not to vomit.

      “We’ve got to get you out of here!” My knight started to tug me away—one hand on my wrist, the other gripping her sword.

      “Wren—”

      Her voice grew thick. “She’s gone, Ryiah.”

      “But the healers—”

      “With the princes.” Paige dragged me across the floor, both eyes darting along the room, checking our surroundings for safety.

      “Where’s Darren?” Panic clawed at my throat when I didn’t see him or his brother at the front.

      “He got his brother out. Marius and some of the King’s Regiment are guarding them in the eastern tower.”

      “Ryiah!” Ella rushed forward and stopped just an inch before Paige’s blade impaled her throat. My friend shot her a reproachful look. “Paige, it’s me. I’m here to help you, fool.”

      “Sorry.” My guard looked apologetic, but didn’t avert her gaze from the crowd. “I don’t trust anyone right now.”

      “Ella.” I grabbed my friend’s arm. “There are rebels. You’ve got to warn Commander Audric—”

      “They already know.” My friend pointed to the exits, and there was another scream behind us. Her pupils dilated. “He blocked off the room until they can identify everyone in the attacks. The only ones leaving are foreign dignitaries and the Crown. You aren’t safe here, Ry. Princess Wrendolyn—”

      Paige cut Ella off. “She already knows. Help me get her out of here. If they went after the Pythian princess, Ryiah would be the next logical target.”

      “But the others!” I protested. “What about—”

      “You’re more important.” Paige’s reply had an edge. “Ella and I will return to help the rest after you’re safe.”

      I’d never felt so useless in my life. I let them lead me through the maze of people, all the others begging to be free of the room. Safe. Not only was I without magic, and weak from injury, but I was also a part of the group others risked their lives to save.

      I’d trained my whole life as a warrior, but in that moment, I was the damsel in distress.
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      Nine dead. On the final night of the Candidacy, the new Council of Magic was brought into it’s official reign by the blood of a king of Jerar, a young Pythian princess, four high-ranking Crown advisors, two prominent noblemen, and one poisoning attempt on the crown prince—now the new king of Jerar—himself.

      Never in the history of Jerar had so many important lives been stolen away in the course of an hour.

      The five rebels were all found and executed. The three Caltothian servants who’d come with Lord Tyrus? They never made it out. Commander Audric’s men and the newly promoted Mage Mira ensured every single one of the traitors were put to death before the night had ended.

      I doubted they’d expected to live. In a room filled with so many of the Crown and King’s Regiments? With so many high-ranking mages and the world’s most powerful black robe? Their mission had only been to kill.

      The Crown’s progress carried King Lucius’s corpse back to the capital in Devon. Duke Cassius took his niece’s body back to Pythus by ship with the rest of the court from his own country. The Borea Isles followed the same.

      I barely got a glimpse of my parents and Alex and Ella before I left. Derrick was already riding off with the rest of his regiment friends for the keep. I saw Ian and Jacob alongside him, and a part of me wished I were returning too. Derrick hadn’t forgiven me for what happened to our brother, and more than ever I wanted to make amends.

      I spent the whole of our five days south quietly mourning Wrendolyn’s loss. Quietly, because the new king had lost a wife, and both he and his brother a father. All in one night. Despite everything they’d experienced at the hands of Lucius, he was their father—and that in itself was its own kind of misery.

      The speech Blayne gave at his father’s funeral was a call for war.

      “Gone is the benevolence my father gave to our neighbor in the north. For too long I’ve watched our great country suffer in the guise of peace. No more. King Horrace sent his chief ambassador to slaughter my father in cold blood… He took the life of an innocent young beauty, my wife—” Blayne’s voice cracked, and through the mage’s amplification casting, he swallowed. “—whose flower had barely begun to bloom—” The young king ran a fist across his eyes. “—and several great house lords in the attack. Horrace has been paying off our men to weaken our kingdom and turn them against the Crown...”

      Blayne climbed the towering steps of his father’s pyre; they led up to the sky. The red folds of his father’s cloak flapped heavily in the wind.

      “Jerar will no longer be victim to Caltothian greed. We will fight back.”

      The hoards of low and highborn alike shouted their consent, a roar that shattered the sky, as the new king of Jerar lowered his torch.

      Flames erupted in a tempest of red. Against the bright summer sun it seared. Red like blood. Red like rage. Red like revenge.

      “I promise you this.” Blayne’s voice boomed down from above. “Jerar will not be a victim. Pythus and the Borea Isles will honor our New Alliance, and we will go to war. It’s time to make a stand.”

      The streets of Devon were a rumble of cries with the hammer of boots and bellows for change. I screamed right along with them. I screamed until my lungs grew hoarse. I screamed for Wren and for Eve and for Caine and every one of our own. All the lives the enemy had taken. All the senseless violence.

      It was so much easier to choose anger over pain, and so I screamed.

      I didn’t notice the boy with the garnet eyes walk away.
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* * *

      “But where did he go?”

      Henry shrugged, and I ground my teeth, frustrated. How could the prince’s own personal guard let him out of the city unaccompanied so soon after the attack?

      “Your one job is to guard him!”

      The man folded his arms, undaunted. “All apologies, my lady, but when the Black Mage orders you not to follow, you don’t follow.”

      “It doesn’t matter what he—”

      Paige cut me off with a hand to my wrist. “He doesn’t know, Ryiah. Let him be.”

      “I know, I just…” I trailed off, my arms falling limp at my sides. “He shouldn’t be out there, Paige.” I wasn’t really worried about Caltothians or rebels. They’d never bothered to come after Darren during the attack, even when he was weak. After his display during the Candidacy, he would be the last one anyone wanted to face—not unless they had an army at their backs. “I’m worried.”

      Darren had been so busy playing his role as the new Black Mage to his brother, he hadn’t let himself feel since the attack. He’d shut out that storm of emotions and been the man the others expected. It was the way he had dealt with everything in his life.

      But tonight… tonight, he’d cracked. Whatever he’d been feeling after his father’s death, it’d led him to leave, and now he was gone, and he shouldn’t be alone.

      Not like this.

      I started to sprint toward the stables where the regiment had boarded up our horses for the ceremony.

      “Ryiah!” Paige chased after me. “Not you too! You don’t even know where—”

      I turned sharply to stop her. “No. You stay. Just this once, Paige. Let me do this on my own. Please.”

      Her brown eyes narrowed to mine. She sighed loudly, muttering a curse. “Fine. Two hours. You have two hours to find him.”

      “But—”

      “A minute longer and I’ll send out a search party. The two of you might be the best mages in the realm, but you aren’t invincible.”

      I started forward. “Thank—”

      “Time started five seconds ago.” She raised a brow. “I suggest you get going.”

      I tore out of the stable at a gallop. I took the empty backstreets to the plains just outside the capital; I knew Darren would’ve done the same.

      As soon as I made it out of the city, I came to a stop. Every direction the King’s Road took was overflowing with passersby and caravans on every branch of the trail. Everyone had come to pay respect to their new king, or to peddle their wares during the height of an opportunity. The air was thick with incense and chatter.

      I veered off the main path to the north. It was a different route from the one that wove around the mountain range to Montfort, and I could see recent hoof prints marring the grass headed east. It led to a dead end—the very back of the palace was actually situated over a cliff that ran along for a couple of miles in either direction, but I knew it would be the one he’d take.

      For a half-hour, I rode in silence. The last rays of the sun cut a somewhat swath across heavy forest foliage. Bright flashes of gold mixed in with green, creating something beautiful and remote. The air was sweeter here, too.

      I could hear the steady trickle of a stream as I drew closer to the clearing. When I finally cut across to the granite edge, I found him standing there, with Wolf at his feet, overlooking the ledge. A stream snaked down its end; the soft hush of water against rock could be heard much further below.

      The sky was now teeming with stars.

      The sound of hoof beats alerted him of my approach.

      The non-heir—or perhaps that title doesn’t fit anymore—spun around, tottering. It was then I noticed the flask in his hand.

      I dismounted, tying up my mare next to his own, and started forward. “Darren—”

      He held out a hand to stop me, and I noticed he was shaking, violently. “I don’t want you to see me like this, Ryiah.” He slurred the words as he spoke. “Go home.”

      I stopped walking but made no move to turn around. My voice was gentle. “It’s okay to be sad. He was your father.”

      The prince threw back his head and laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world. But the movement shifted his balance.

      Darren started to slip.

      My hand shot out without a moment’s thought.

      A blast of magic was all that saved Darren from the rocky abyss below. He collapsed onto jagged granite as I struggled to breathe, wind rattling my lungs. A part of me was furious it could’ve even happened. The other part was terrified he might’ve let it.

      And then I ran forward to drag him away from the ledge. There were cuts marring his hands, but he didn’t seem to care. He didn’t care at all. As I heaved one arm over my shoulder, he was still laughing, madly. “Can you really call a man like him ‘father’?”

      I didn’t know how to reply. So I remained silent and just kept moving him toward a boulder he could lean against a couple more yards toward the clearing, away from the drop. He was in no position to stand.

      “All these years…” His words faded. “All this time, I hated him. When I… So many times I wondered what it would be like…” His head fell forward as I helped him sit. “I envied you, you know. Your family, your brothers and your parents… You always looked so… happy.”

      A part of me crumbled. The little boy saving his brother, wishing for a different life.

      “I never loved him… I tried, but what… what he did to us...” Pain lanced Darren’s voice. “Blayne was never strong, not like me. Maybe that was why...”

      “Why?”

      “The moment Blayne collapsed… I knew. I knew I should’ve gone to him… I’m the Black Mage.” His eyes met mine, and suddenly I knew. “It was my job to protect him… But I chose my brother.”

      “You didn’t know—”

      “I suspected.” Bitterness flowed through his words. “And I didn’t do a thing. Could have had you watch Blayne, but… but I thought maybe it was better. So I didn’t do anything.” His whole body was shuddering. “I didn’t speak a word.”

      I leaned against the granite so that my shoulders lined up with his. A slight puff of dirt settled as I shifted in my seat.

      “If you were smart—” Darren drew in a sharp breath. “—you’d run away and never look back.” He exhaled. “I’m poison, Ryiah.” The last words tore at my lungs. “Just like my father.”

      I clutched his bloodied fingers in my own, but he pulled away even as I spoke. “You are nothing like him!”

      “Aren’t I?” His laugh was low. “He wasn’t always a bad man. He was never kind, but he wasn’t always cruel. The servants, they say he changed after my mother died.” Darren met my eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if that was who my father was always destined to be, and my mother just saved him from himself…” Garnet turned to black. “Or his love for her made him become it.”

      My heart slammed against my ribs.

      His voice was so quiet. “I’m afraid of what my love for you will make me.”

      “Darren…” Now it was my turn to crack. “I…” I didn’t know what to say. My palms trembled; I pressed them against the sand and rocks to hide their tremor.

      “Sometimes I wish I was never a prince.” His eyes clouded. “And I wonder what it would be like… if I were just a boy, and you just a girl—without all of this.”

      I let my fingers slide to his. “It would’ve made everything a lot easier.”

      For a while, there was just silence. The heavy rise and fall of his chest next to mine, the quiet in and out of our breath.

      Then he shut his eyes. “We should be them, someday.”

      “We will.” My grip tightened on his hand. Whatever he thought, he wasn’t poison.

      Darren wasn’t darkness, and I wasn’t his light.

      The prince had proven time and time again he was more than his father’s son, more than an arrogant prodigy who thought only of himself. And now I wanted to show Darren what he looked like to me.

      I needed to show him he was fire. My fire. Something filled with light. Something good. Someone just like me but wrapped up so tightly in his own barrier of darkness it could burn. Unless you knew how to unravel him.

      And so I kissed him. Tugging his face to mine, I held his jaw in the palm of my hands and kissed his mouth. Just once. Pressing my lips to his, I shut my eyes and channeled my one single promise.

      I will never give up on you.

      A spark seemed to light me up from the inside. Like tinder, my body shot to flames. And his did the same in return. We were two coals burning in the dark.

      When I pulled back, his eyes were stars.

      “Promise me, Ryiah, when this war is over, we leave this all behind. Promise we will be them.”

      “I promise.”
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* * *

      The weeks following King Lucius’s funeral brought with them a wave of change. Some good, some bad… well, they were primarily bad.

      The entire castle was in mourning. It was a three-month duration in which we were required to dress in somber colors and postpone the Crown’s weekly entertainment for the nobility at court to honor our late king in longstanding tradition. Unfortunately, it also meant our wedding was postponed.

      “Which is just as well because we don’t have Emperor Liang’s backing until we get King Joren to stop dragging his feet,” Blayne had been quick to point out. “Until he acknowledges our claim, we’ve no reason to forsake tradition and expedite a wedding.”

      One of the other things to go from bad to worse, the Pythian king was now stating that he’d received correspondence from King Horrace that stated his ambassador acted without orders. Tyrus’s call “For Caltoth” could’ve been a “ploy” from Jerar to extract sympathies for a call to war. The letter even went so far as to claim the attackers were executed before a panel of unbiased parties could question them. In other words, the Caltothians were blaming Jerar.

      What surprised me most was that King Joren was even listening to their claims. After all, his own brother had watched his daughter get murdered before his very eyes.

      How a king could just put aside the loss of his daughter and ignore the facts was beyond suspicious. A king so willing to listen to the man who’d had his daughter slaughtered for show? There had to be more. Even to a girl like me with no knowledge of this sort of thing, something else was afoot; I just didn’t know what.

      Were the Pythians working with the Caltothians? But then why go through all the false efforts to negotiate? Why marry a daughter when she could’ve been sent to marry the other king’s son in the first place? Why pick the losing side?

      Were they working with the rebels? But that didn’t make sense either. Caltoth was the one who’d been raiding and attacking our border for years.

      Or was King Joren so shrewd that he could sit upon his throne and deliberate? Would he ignore the facts and pick apart meaningless details to postpone promised aid after our call to war? Did he claim he sought the truth when he really just sought an escape from our treaty?

      Blayne sent two ambassadors to Pythus to plead our case. They would remain in his court as a constant reminder until he honored the New Alliance. An envoy traveled back and forth by ship, carrying a new message with updates on our progress every month to give us hope. Sooner or later, Jerar would receive its promised aid.

      That wasn’t the only change to pass.

      Mage Mira was promoted to lead mage in the King’s Regiment. Much to my chagrin, she was my direct command. I had only just come into my new role, and thanks to the Montfort attack, she refused to even send me outside the palace gates. My new service was limited to guarding the Council of Magic’s official chamber.

      Four of the seven days each week, I spent dawn until dusk securing its entrance, growing more restless with each passing hour. The longer I spent watching Darren and the other two Colored Robes, Karina for Restoration and Yves for Alchemy, come and go for their meetings with Blayne and his new circle of advisors, the more I grew to resent my role, and, in some ways, myself.

      He’s better. It was the first thought that came to mind when I woke. And it was the last before I went to bed. I hated myself for even thinking it, but every time I grew restless, every time Mira barked at me to stop my complaints, it was there.

      If I were just a boy, and you were just a girl… If that were true, I wouldn’t be trapped in the palace. I wouldn’t be “too valuable to send out on missions,” as Mira had sneered. I wouldn’t be serving as a sentry; I would be out doing things and making a difference. Blayne had promised me as soon as we went to war I’d be able to take on a more active duty, and he’d made an effort to include me in his war council meetings on my days off now… but it wasn’t enough.

      In all fairness, the whole of Jerar had grown silent as a front. Rebel attacks had ceased in the south and no more border raids to the north. There wasn’t action to be had, anywhere. Every pair of eyes was trained on Caltoth as we waited for good news from King Joren of Pythus.

      A rampant hate was spreading across the countryside like a plague. Our king had been cut down in cold blood. Just a year before, our stronghold had been attacked. The Caltothians were ruthless, relentless in their pursuit of our land.

      Any reluctance to war had disappeared under the latest attack.

      Darren was at its head. Following his father’s funeral, the prince had channeled his grief into rage—rage that boiled over into his work. I hardly ever saw him outside the Council doors. Every waking moment was spent at his brother’s side, daring the rebels of Jerar to try an attempt again, daring Caltoth to send its army now. His mother and father had been murdered, and his brother barely survived. The Black Mage of Jerar was ready to lead us to war, and I was ready to serve.

      Our enemies—those heartless, faceless others who’d stolen so much—had to pay. It was a fire consuming the dark, fanning us with its flames and searing a brand right across our hearts.

      Perhaps that was why I didn’t notice when one walked right through the palace doors.
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      “Derrick?” I stopped dead in my tracks. Paige’s blunt practice sword hit me across the stomach, hard. I barely noticed.

      My little brother stood behind the spectator glass of the palace’s indoor training courts.

      “Surprise, big sister.” He gave me a small smile and my heart did a flip. “Did you miss me?”

      My casted polearm vanished, and I all but slipped across the marble floor as I ran to meet my brother in the stands. No one else was present except my knight, who’d returned to her own warm-ups now that I’d stopped our practice. The rest of the court was still asleep. I would’ve been too, if I’d been able. Unfortunately, my many late hours of restless duty had left me unable to sleep for more than a few hours at a time.

      “What are you doing here?” I threw my arms around him, for a moment forgetting that I was covered in sweat. “Why aren’t you in Ferren?”

      “I felt terrible after I left Montfort.” His voice was muffled. “After what happened, I realized the person I was really mad at was myself. I… I was punishing you for something that wasn’t your fault.”

      “Derrick.” I pulled back. “I’m so sorry about Alex. I never—”

      “I know.” He cut me off. “I knew then, too, but I was so angry, I just didn’t care… After I returned to the keep, I started to think about that night. Nine people were murdered, and my own sister could’ve been one of them. I wouldn’t have been there to save you because I was too busy sulking like a child.” Derrick drew a sharp breath. “I would’ve never forgiven myself. So I wrote Darren and begged a position on the palace regiment.”

      “You did?” Darren hadn’t mentioned it.

      Derrick nodded, his arms tightening around my waist. “I couldn’t let anything happen to my sister. He understood and I-I think he wanted you to have some family here, so you wouldn’t feel so alone. He mentioned you’d had a hard time adjusting to the palace.” My lungs constricted, just a little. Darren had noticed. All this time I’d been envying his role, and he’d been worrying over me. “I now serve with you on the King’s Regiment. I’ve a cot in the barracks outside. I reported to their lead soldier last night. I was so tired, it took me until this morning to come find you. I checked your chamber first, but the guards told me you were in the practice court with her.” His grin turned teasing. “Neither of you has changed one bit.”

      “Neither have you.” I stepped back with an embarrassed laugh. His freshly pressed clothes were now damp with my perspiration. I pointed to his tunic. “Sorry, that wasn’t my smartest moment.”

      “You couldn’t contain your excitement to see me again.” His eyes crinkled. “I’ll take that as a compliment, even if it does smell like an army of men rotting at sea.”

      I shoved him away and made a face. “I don’t smell nearly as bad as the men we trained with in Ferren. And I wash regularly, unlike the others.”

      “Well, why don’t you wash up again? And then give me a tour of this palace? It’s your day off, the guards said, no?”

      “It is.” I waved at Paige to let her know I was done for the morning. I could make up our practice later on my own. Or maybe Derrick could join me. “When do you start service?”

      “Tomorrow.”
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* * *

      Everything was better now that Derrick and I’d made up from our fight in Montfort. Better even, because Darren was right. I had been suffering from loneliness since our return. I hadn’t grown up highborn. I hadn’t spent endless summers in the palace. I didn’t have friends among the court. I’d tried with some of the regiment’s mages, but most of them preferred silence in duty, and the nobility were too eager to strike up a friendship with the Crown’s future princess. I’d been wary of all but Paige, and now that Derrick was here, I had another to turn to, someone to confide my thoughts to so I wouldn’t have to burden Darren with my jealousy and resentment.

      Someone who—unlike Paige—could share in my opinion. The knight would never dare open her feelings up to the world, even if she were formerly lowborn and now placed in a position of power. She preferred to stick to the task at hand, and that was the end. Derrick was like me. He’d chased power, pursued Combat even, and then turned to the Cavalry when his first dream got pushed aside.

      “I was jealous of you and Alex,” he admitted, one afternoon while we were drilling in the soldier’s training court outside. “But especially of you, because you had it all. The faction, the apprenticeship, you even made a name for yourself with Sir Piers and the Black Mage. You convinced a prince to call off his engagement. Our parents were so proud. They would talk about Alex, but it always came back to you. Every letter.”

      I swallowed as I blocked his blade with my own. “I had no idea.”

      He shook his head, tufts of blond, curling locks clearing his bright blue eyes. “And I didn’t want you to. I was proud of you… Just, even if I was happy, it hurt. For years. It wasn’t until Commander Nyx promoted me to her keep’s regiment it finally started to fade. Until I started to make a name for myself.”

      I fell back and Derrick took another swipe and kick at my shins. I twisted and parried his cut with ease. Hearing my brother confess to his own insecurity, his own jealousy, made it easier to breathe. What I was feeling was normal.

      “Did you… did you ever start to believe you were a terrible person?”

      “Every day. I would try to stay positive in our letters. It was easy because of the distance, and I really did miss you, but every time we were together and I watched you smile, talking about your new life, I hated you. And I hated myself even more for thinking it.”

      And I never would’ve known.

      Our match ended and Derrick sheathed his blade. My casting vanished. The two of us went to sit against a bench. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. It wasn’t you, Ryiah. It was me. Something I had to overcome for myself.” His gaze fell to mine and a smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “You wouldn’t happen to have the ring your foolish brother cast away like a dolt?”

      I tugged the leather cord from underneath my shirt. The tarnished copper band hung from its center, the letter “R” glinting along its surface. “Does this mean I am your favorite again?” My grin was wide. “Because I will only give it back if I am.”

      Derrick snickered. “Poor Alex never had a chance.”
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* * *

      The next month passed by in a blur. My duties became more bearable after my talk with Derrick, and as much as I resented Mage Mira’s obvious distaste where I was concerned, I embraced my role to the fullest. One thing was for certain: the Council chambers would be the most well-guarded room in the palace.

      And it was. Until the night I was doing a routine patrol down the hall and Darren appeared, leaning against the entry with a wicked smile in play.

      “Hello, lady mage,” he said. “Perhaps you can tell me why this chamber was left unattended for an hour, putting our entire kingdom at risk?”

      One eyebrow arched as I fixed the prince with an incredulous expression. “It’s been attended all night. I was the one guarding it.”

      He peeled himself off the paneling with an even deeper grin. “I think you’re mistaken.”

      “And I think you have lost your mind.”

      “Then tell me why the inside is a mess.”

      “A-a mess?” I faltered. Had I missed something? Someone snuck past me the moment my back was turned? Why was he still smiling like one of the palace cats who’d gotten into the cook’s cream? “Show me!”

      He produced a key and swung open the door. I hurried past to check.

      Not a thing was out of place: all the books still on their shelves, the giant maps of Jerar and its neighbors aligning the walls, the Council table and chairs, the great chests still with their locks, even the flourishing tapestries exactly as before. Not since my inspection an hour ago had one object moved in the slightest.

      I turned an accusatory finger back at the prince. “You see, nothing has changed!”

      “But it will.” Darren shut the door and locked it behind him, looking up at me from underneath long, sooty lashes. The side of his mouth was twitching to hold back a smirk.

      Oh. I wanted to kick myself. Oh.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “that I’ve been so busy.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “I’ve been going mad,” he confessed. “Our wedding postponed. All the Council meetings. Only sharing meals. I…” He stopped as he drew up next to me at the center of the room. My back was pressed against the cold stone table, and there was nowhere else I could go, even if I wanted to, which I didn’t.

      “I miss you even when you’re standing in front of me.” The words came out in a rush as he met my eyes. “All I’ve been able to think about is you. We are going to go to war, and I’m the Black Mage, and the whole time I’m supposed to be leading those meetings, I’m thinking about you.” His head dipped so that his lips were bare inches from my own. “I haven’t stopped, love.”

      “I…” I could barely speak, my pulse was deafening. “I think about...”

      “What do you think about?” His hands fell to either side of the table, pinning me in place. His eyes were like coals.

      “You.” His whole body pressed against me, and it did odd things to my head. I was dizzy and too hot and too cold all at once. All I could think about were his legs brushing mine, his chest rising and falling with my own, his hands and my skin.

      “And?”

      I licked my lips, and his eyes followed the movement. A smile tugged at the corner of his own.

      “Kiss me, Ryiah.”

      I rose to my toes, and he cut the distance in half. Sparks flared in the shadows as his mouth found mine in an instant. I heard him choke back a groan, and it was all I could do not to gasp.

      “What else do you think about?” His breath was hot in my ear. His fingers trailed down my ribs and I couldn’t think. I was too preoccupied with what he would do next.

      “Do you think about this?” He bit down on my lower lip, and I couldn’t stifle a half-whimper, half-gasp.

      His tongue tangled with mine, and my whole body was ablaze. Hot, searing chills everywhere. I was panting for air. The prince of Jerar kissed me, and I swore to the gods I was catching fire because of it.

      Heat flared in the pit of my stomach as he whispered the words. “What do you want, Ryiah?”

      What do I want?

      His hands lifted me against the cold marble top, and my legs wrapped around his waist before I even realized what I was doing. Shock and desire coursed through my body.

      “Darren,” I stammered.

      “Ryiah.” He was staring down at me, and I fought to break the spell that had found its way inside my head. His hands were pressed flat against the table on either side and heat chased through my veins, filling the pit of my stomach. The entire room was a haze. I wanted to pull Darren down to me and close any semblance of space between us.

      I didn’t want him wearing those clothes.

      I swallowed. The thought should have stunned me, but now… now every part of me was dying for this.

      I knew what he wanted.

      I wanted it too.

      “Ryiah.” Darren raised a hand to lift my chin and meet my eyes with his own. His gaze was a bottomless abyss. Dark garnet swallowed me whole. The color reminded me of a setting sun: the moment red faded into black and became something else, something that pulled and drove you to madness, so beautiful you kept staring because you could no longer see anything else.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      I pulled Darren to me and kissed him. One long, slow kiss that told him everything I was too afraid to put into words. His eyes flared and Darren pressed into me in response, kissing me back in a breathless rush. His fingers slipped down, down to the hem of my shirt, and my breath hitched.

      My pulse thundering as I tore off his vest, my grip sliding on tile as his mouth found my neck.

      There was a scratching, an odd creak, and for a moment I thought it was my fingernails against the marble top—but they were still in his hair, pulling as hot lips pressed into my skin, searing me alive.

      Then something creaked again and I heard the soft squeak of a hinge.

      I jerked back, my head banging against the table while Darren threw himself around, blocking me from the intruder, one hand casting a bright sheen of light against the chamber door.

      “Derrick?” Darren’s wheeze was echoed in my own. I struggled to right myself and adjust my top that had fallen low to one shoulder, snarled in my hair.

      “Your Highness… Ry? I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” My brother’s neck flushed pink as he stammered on. “I… I came to find my sister, a-and I saw the hallway was empty. I was worried and thought to check…” Derrick’s voice trailed off as his eyes darted from one side of the dark chamber to the other, clearly getting an idea for why that was.

      “Thanks for checking.” The prince’s gaze assessed my brother with a slight frown. “Wasn’t that door locked?”

      Something pricked at the back of my spine.

      “It c-couldn’t have been.” My brother stammered. “How else would I have gotten in?” He ducked his head as he added. “There must have been a catch. It swung open, a-and then I realized…”

      Darren looked away, embarrassed like my brother. The moment couldn’t have been more awkward if we tried.

      Derrick exhaled. “I… I’ll let the two of you alone.”

      “Derrick,” I called, “why were you looking for me?”

      His head shot up, but he didn’t meet my eyes. “I-I guess I don’t remember.”

      The door shut, and then it was just Darren and me. Only this time there were shadows creeping around my thoughts. Unease and fear pounded at my chest as I pulled myself up off the table.

      Darren caught my arm. “You are leaving?” He sounded so confused.

      A part of me wanted to stay, to forget everything and recapture that moment, but… “Can you find me a replacement tonight?”

      “Of course.” He swallowed. “I’m sorry... I never meant to make you—”

      “It wasn’t that!” I blushed furiously, grateful for the dark. “I-I just…” Gods help me. “I haven’t taken any of the potions to… help keep away a child. I… I wouldn’t want to until a-after the war.”

      “Oh.” The back of his neck was as red as my face. “I… I, uh, can ask one of the healers to… if you want?”

      I was ready to melt into a puddle of embarrassment, but there was another part of me that begged not to brush his offer aside. She wouldn’t let me run off in a childish fit; she wanted this. “I-I do.” I squeaked the reply, and then ran from the room.

      Darren didn’t need to know the real reason I fled was Derrick—to find my brother before he had time to recover, so I could corner him and force him to explain.

      Only two guards—me and a mage named Ike—had a key to the room. Ike took his role as seriously as Paige took hers. I’d never seen him so much as yawn on duty once. The only others were the current Council of Magic and the Crown. Derrick was neither.
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* * *

      “You stole it from me, didn’t you? That day in practice.” I didn’t wait for a reply as I shoved my brother against the stable walls, hissing. “That time I thought I lost it, but I didn’t, did I? The next day when you told me you’d found it? You’d stolen it and made a copy!”

      “I—” His chest rose and fell as he panted for breath. His arms were twice as wide as mine, his frame easily two heads above my own, but just now he looked small, so much smaller than me.

      “Why did you need it?” I rammed his shoulders, my fingers bruising upon impact. “Why? Why did you need it, Derrick?” No one else was around. The building was eerily quiet except for the soft crunch of hay and the shifting of hooves.

      Everyone else was at dinner. Or abed. Or on duty. The closest guards were a quarter mile away at the palace gates and a few others were at the barracks. It was Derrick’s shift at the stables.

      Or it was supposed to be, except he’d been attempting to break into the Council chambers under the guise of visiting me.

      My brother stopped panting and looked me straight in the eyes. “You know why,” he said softly.

      “No! No, I don’t!” My fist hit the panel by his neck. A trickle of blood dribbled down from my knuckles to the floor.

      “You do.” Derrick didn’t falter under my gaze.

      “No, I…” I did. My legs gave out from under me, and I caught the wall just before I fell. “Oh gods, oh gods, oh…” I slid down until I was sitting in the hay, my knees pulled up to my chest. The words spilled over my tongue like a disease. “You’re a rebel.”

      Derrick sat down next to me and said nothing.

      “You… you d-didn’t come back for me.” My breath came out hard and fast, and I was seconds away from heaving. “You c-came here for them.”

      My whole world rose up to meet me. Hot flashes and my skin became clammy and warm. I dropped to my hands, vomiting into the musty straw, giant swells of dust and dirt clogging my throat.

      Derrick held my hair back and waited for me to stop coughing, handing me his water skin. I washed my mouth out and spat. Then he spoke.

      “They aren’t what you think.”

      “Cold-blooded murderers?” I choked the words out like fire. “They tried to kill me, Derrick, during my first year of the apprenticeship in Mahj! They tried to kill Darren. They killed Caine. They killed others. They attack our cities. They…” My voice cracked. “They killed Wren.”

      “They were after the salt mines, not you or Darren.” His tone was sharp. “If the apprentices hadn’t tried to play the people’s hero, their leader never would’ve attacked. The rebels care about weakening Jerar’s coffers through its exports, not killing off its youth. Finding out a prince of Jerar was present though…” He paused. “Well, they thought they might kill two birds with one stone. The Crown is our enemy, Ryiah.” He exhaled. “You’re just too blind to see it.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I felt sick, gutted, like it was all a cruel test of will. Turn my little brother against me. Make him the enemy.

      It was the worst kind of test, and one I would fail. I couldn’t make a move to arrest him.

      “They tried to recruit both of us in Ferren’s Keep, Ry.” No rebel attacks in the north… I had always wondered why. “When Nyx offered you the position after your apprenticeship, it was because she knew you’d be powerful. She sent for Ian the moment you accepted. His parents are rebels.” No. “So is he. He’d been gathering information at Langli, helping her keep track of shipments, but then she asked him to watch you instead. To test you. After your engagement to the prince…” Ian had come there for me. Darren had been right all along, just not for the reason he thought. “She knew they’d have to be careful, so she called on Ian… And then when you continued to mope, she decided to recruit me. She brought on Jacob since his father was already one of them.”

      They are rebels. All of them. All quietly recruiting the lowborns to fight for their cause. ‘South the Snout?’ It was just another rhyme to turn the northerners against us. Why they’d refrained from recruiting most highborns.

      Derrick’s eyes met mine, and they were full of grief. “I didn’t know, Ry. They didn’t tell me anything until that first time you were called away to the palace. Sir Gavin’s unit is where they put all the new recruits. Take them on missions, bond with them, learn their secrets, and if they pass their tests—if they choose one another over the Crown in offhanded discussions—she promotes them. And then they tell.”

      “Ray passed the test, but they didn’t promote me or Ian, because Nyx needed us to get to you,” he added. “You weren’t engaged with your unit. You kept training for that blasted Candidacy and defending Darren. You brought the coin, and I thought it’d be better—you’d passed a test—but then you withdrew again. No one could trust you.” His eyes flared in anger. “I begged and pleaded for Sir Gavin to give you a chance, but Ian wasn’t convinced. He said you were too close to the Crown, that it didn’t matter how much you could bring to our cause, you were too much a risk. That you’d betray us to him.”

      I couldn’t breathe.

      “The bandits you found near Pamir, they were never taken to the prison in Gilys. They were recruited. Stationed in cities up north, given coin to survive.” My brother’s fingers dug into the straw. “The rebels don’t abandon their people, Ryiah. They don’t leave them to starve. They don’t punish them for turning to crime when the Crown turns its back.”

      I forced down a deep lungful of air. “Derrick, the Crown doesn’t have enough coin. It can’t possibly support everyone when Caltoth is sending attacks…” My eyes grew wide. “The rebels, Derrick. Are they working with Caltoth?” And why, if he’s a rebel, is he telling me all of this?

      Unless he knew I would never report him.

      “Ry, Caltoth isn’t the enemy.”

      “Then who is?” I spat the words back in his face. “The Crown? King Blayne? Darren? Me?” My eyes were swelling with tears, and I didn’t bother to hide them. I wanted Derrick to see me. His sister. His own flesh and blood. “Tell me, Derrick. Who is the enemy?”

      I wanted him to face me and say it, because I was struggling to name my own.

      My brother had the decency to look shamed, his cheeks flushing the color of a stained rose. “It’s not that easy. I—”

      “Tell me, Derrick!”

      “King Lucius.”

      I bit back a laugh. It choked at my lungs with the dust, and I was coughing for close to a minute before it finally stopped. “Is that the best that you can do?” I sneered. “A dead king. My own brother can’t even think of a decent lie. Your people killed him not two months ago and you already forgot?” I was hysterical. He was hysterical. My own brother, the world’s worst liar. How had I missed it over the course of a year?

      “No.” Derrick squared his shoulders and shook me. “I’m not lying, Ry. King Lucius has been staging this war since the beginning. Did you know he told his advisors he wanted to expand Jerar two months before his wife’s death.”

      “How would you possibly know? It’s just a lie they said to get you to join their cause!”

      My brother ignored my question. “One of the advisors, Raphael, disagreed. He didn’t openly oppose it, but he wrote to his younger sister in the north. She was a head knight in one of the regiments in Ferren’s Keep. She went by Nyx.”

      Commander Nyx?

      “They, with the help of their most trusted friends, plotted to kill the king. It was the only way to stop him. They knew Queen Lillian would be a manageable queen. She wasn’t aware of her husband’s plans. They never wanted to eliminate the Crown, Ryiah. They just wanted a ruler that wasn’t corrupt and trying to cause a war between nations that would cost thousands of lives. They knew the princes would be better under a mother’s guidance than the father.”

      Derrick swallowed. “But Raphael mixed up the wines. Queen Lillian drank from the wrong cup. So King Lucius slaughtered the entire room that night. He probably guessed it was intended for him, and he used the event as the first claim to Caltothian attacks.”

      I wanted to argue, to protest… but another part of me wanted to listen.

      “Lucius staged the border attacks, Ry. For years. Nyx started to suspect and sent some of her most trusted men to investigate. It was just small skirmishes, innocent ones at first, but they started to grow. And knowing Raphael’s secrets, she knew there was more to it. She still hadn’t gotten over the death of her brother, or the secret they’d carried.” He sucked in a breath. “Nyx sent a band of emissaries to Caltoth. She had them petition his court. King Horrace claimed it was a farce. If he’d been allowing the attacks, he could’ve just as easily executed her spies, but instead he listened.” My brother paused. “Horrace might’ve had the coin, but he didn’t have the strength to fight Jerar. He spent years beseeching King Joren’s favor, preparing him for King Lucius’s claims. Because Lucius was hiring Caltothian fugitives, Ry, fugitives and bandits and assassins. He was paying them to attack his own people.”

      “No.” I tried to stand and caught myself against the wall. My limbs were like jelly. “Why would a king stage a war on his own people?”

      “What better way to win over his people’s support? What better way to show the other countries Caltoth had broken the Great Compromise?” Derrick paused. “That didn’t mean there weren’t raids from their own. Greedy lords who wanted more. Assassins who thought to pocket Lucius’s coin and use it to their own gain… Like Ferren. Nyx told me you recalled something during the attack.”

      And I was suddenly back in the keep’s forest: “You know the orders as well as I do, Wade, no survivors.” “Not if we don’t tell them.” “Do you really want to take that chance? Two times a traitor would only bring a slow and painful death.”

      “Lucius paid Caltothian assassins to attack one of the patrolling regiments during the mock battle. He’d never expected his son to be far enough to stop it. You and Darren and the rest of your year were supposed to be in the keep.” Eve. Something tugged at my lungs. She hadn’t died saving us from Caltothian assassins, but our own king.

      “The lives we lost that day, Ryiah. They weren’t because of King Horrace. They were the final proof Lucius needed to convince the others the Great Compromise was broken. From there, he just needed to secure the Pythian’s hand.”

      I was breaking, and it was all I could do to breathe. And then: Wren and the others.

      “You think the rebels are so noble?” I spat. “But they were willing to kill us in the desert, Derrick! You say that was for control of trade? Well, what about Montfort? What about then?” My voice trembled and caught. “Were you one of them? Did you somehow manage to escape—”

      Derrick shook his head vehemently. “That wasn’t us, Ry.”

      “You said the Crown is the rebels’ enemy,” I choked. “And they killed him, Derrick. Lucius is dead. They killed Wren. They tried to kill Blayne. They killed—”

      “It wasn’t us!” Derrick stood and grabbed both my arms, shaking me. “I swear to you, Ry, that wasn’t the rebels. We wanted Lucius dead, but it wasn’t us. I was never there. The rebels they ‘caught?’ They weren’t us—”

      “How would you even know?” I roared. “You just nod your head at every little thing Commander Nyx tells you. She’s the rebel leader, isn’t she?”

      “She is, but—”

      “But you claim it isn’t you!” I shoved him away. “Lucius was the rebels’ enemy, and now he is dead. How convenient. Who were those ‘fake’ rebels, then? Another group of fugitives set against the first? Pythians who were willing to kill their king’s heir to the throne? If the Pythians wanted Jerar, they could’ve just struck an alliance with Caltoth. They needn’t have bothered with the farce of their negotiations or the death of their crown princess.” The words were tearing at my throat. “And the Boreans? They’re the weakest country of all! Emperor Liang stands to gain nothing from the attack! The only answer is the rebels or Caltoth!”

      I advanced on my brother, anger giving me the strength to stand tall. “Don’t you see, Derrick? You’ve been played. King Horrace played all of you. He got the rebels to do his dirty work while he sat there laughing on his throne, sending his armies to weaken our border. Even if what you said about Lucius was true, King Horrace could’ve taken advantage. Maybe those men weren’t your own rebels in Montfort. Perhaps they were soldiers of Jerar bought by the Caltothians! Did you ever think of that?”

      Derrick glowered. “The ambassador shouted, ‘For Caltoth.’ Someone was clearly trying to frame Horrace and the rebels in one.”

      “Or perhaps,” I said through clenched teeth, “Horrace really was condoning the attack and didn’t care who knew. Or maybe the Caltothians aren’t working with you at all, and Nyx bought off the ambassador!”

      “The north can barely afford to outfit its own infantry!” Derrick raged. “You’re a mage! You know nothing of what it is like to be a lowborn soldier with nothing to gain. The Crown sends us nothing. Nyx would never betray us because she’s one of us—unlike you!”

      I tried a calming breath to prevent saying something I’d regret. I didn’t know who the enemy was anymore, but whoever it was, they were still out there, and I needed to convince my brother not to play right into the palm of their hand. “The enemy could be anyone, Derrick. Even your own.”

      “There is someone you forgot.” My brother turned on me, twin storm clouds thrashing in his eyes. “Someone who was conveniently not injured in the Montfort attack.”

      “There were a lot of people not—”

      “Someone important.” Derrick took a step forward, backing me into a corner. His fists were shaking. “Someone who stood to gain everything. Did you ever stop to wonder who?”

      “Blayne?” I snorted. “Did you forget? He was poisoned.”

      “No.” My brother’s eyes flashed. “Not Blayne. No one knows if King Lucius shared his schemes with his sons. But there is one who stood to gain the most out of the king and his heir’s deaths. Someone who could’ve decided it was time to take the throne—”

      My brother staggered back as my hand slapped across his face. Tears stung my eyes as I advanced on him, screaming, “Darren would never!”

      “Wouldn’t he?” My brother caught my hand before I could hit him again. “You are blind to his faults Ry. Did you forget Alex? Did you forget what you let happen to our own brother because you were too afraid to stand up to the Crown?”

      “Darren never wanted that!” I yanked free of his grip. “His father was evil! Darren hated him! You have no idea—”

      “Perhaps he killed him over hate.” My brother started to walk away.

      “Derrick!” I chased after him. “We need to tell them what you told me. Darren and Blayne need to know the truth about their father!”

      My brother turned around. “We aren’t telling them anything. You won’t tell them anything.”

      “You were searching the palace for proof of Lucius’s orders, weren’t you?” I pleaded. “That’s what they told you to do, wasn’t it?”

      My brother said nothing.

      “Darren could help you. Even Blayne. If what you said was true—”

      “The Crown can’t be trusted.” Derrick’s voice echoed cross the stalls. “Even if the two princes weren’t involved in Lucius’s schemes, do you really think King Blayne would call off a war? With the Pythians support, Jerar will win, and the Crown stands everything to gain.”

      “Darren could help him see reason. Blayne trusts him—”

      Derrick raised his hand. “Lucius raised Darren to be his brother’s right hand. He will serve Blayne above all else.”

      “You don’t know him!”

      “I don’t need to. He’s part of the Crown. He’ll betray us to his brother.”

      “Derrick!” I fell to my knees, begging him not to go. “You have to stop. If they find out you are with the rebels after the attack at Montfort—” They will kill you.

      “You’re going to have to turn me in to stop me.” My brother’s jaw clenched, and I saw he was no longer just the boy I’d helped raise, but a man. “I will keep searching, because one of us has to. And if you betray me—and I don’t think you will—you’ll have to deal with my blood on your hands. And you can live your life knowing you tore our family apart. It will be you who destroyed your life.”
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* * *

      I fled to my chambers, but before I did, I made sure to dry my eyes. To clean my face. To brush the straw from my breeches. To hold my head up high and smile as I passed the regular patrol of guards.

      As soon as I reached my chamber, I threw the door shut and fell to my bed, muffling a scream into the mattress. I hated Derrick. I hated him for using our family against me. He knew I’d never turn him over to the Crown, and even if his tasks now were innocent enough, I’d not be able to protect him if he got caught.

      Why? Why does it have to be my brother who gets involved with the rebels? I hated Commander Nyx. Ian. How dare he try to convert me! Ray. All of those angry soldiers at the keep. Jacob. Myself. Why couldn’t Derrick have been more like Alex? Why did he have to be like me?

      I hated every last one of them. I hated Derrick for asking me to choose. Because by asking me, he’d known I’d choose him. He knew I wouldn’t betray him to Darren. I couldn’t betray my brother, my own flesh and blood, the little boy who I’d spent all those days chasing around a field, wrestling in the mud… Which meant Darren could never betray Blayne, the brother he’d seen beaten and bruised, the one he’d sworn to protect. And I couldn’t count on Blayne not to condemn Derrick.

      My brother had made me a traitor. And I’d never, ever forgive him.

      A sob escaped my lips.

      “Ryiah?” There was a concerned knock at the door.

      My chest squeezed until it hurt, and I had to dig my nails down into the blankets to fight back a cry. I couldn’t talk to Darren. Not now. Not while everything I knew was falling apart. My brother had forced me to pick a side. And it wasn’t Darren’s.

      I held my breath and waited until he left.

      Derrick had implied the one I loved could be the traitor in our midst. But he was wrong. Because deep down, I knew. If Darren had asked me to kill an evil tyrant and his brother? If he’d begged? If he’d told me it was all for Jerar? I would’ve helped.

      The true traitors were the rebels. Or King Horrace of Caltoth. Or perhaps the Pythian king himself.

      I was a mage of Combat, betrothed to a prince in a kingdom of impending ruin. With so many loose threads, something would tear.

      And when it did, it would all fall apart.
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      I’d picked a side, but it didn’t mean I was willing to embrace it. I was still determined to stop my brother any way I could.

      Even if it meant becoming a traitor myself.

      If I find him proof, he can go back to Commander Nyx. And that was all I cared about. Because as long as Derrick was in the palace, he was at risk. Some part of me really did want to believe what he said about King Lucius, because after all the man had done to his sons, anything was possible.

      On my three days off for the last two weeks, I scoured every inch of the old king’s rooms. Blayne hadn’t transitioned over to King Lucius’s chambers—after all, he was still in mourning—so nothing had been moved. The guards in the Crown hall only monitored its entrance, and since my chamber was a part of it, they never sought to check beyond.

      I didn’t need a key. I broke the lock on the second try. I rusted the metal until it cracked with just the slightest casting. No one would ever suspect a thing.

      And they didn’t. Blayne was too busy in his war chambers, meeting with his board of advisors and Darren, whose counsel served to advise those in all of Combat, with the other two Colored Robes following his lead.

      But I never found a thing.

      “The king would never keep the documents in his chambers!” Derrick admonished me one afternoon in the stables when I came to report my findings. “A man as underhanded as him? He probably burned them all.”

      “Then why are you still searching?” I threw up my hands in frustration. “Why are you still here? Go back, Derrick. Go back to the keep before they catch you.” My voice broke. “I can’t keep doing this.”

      “No one is asking you to help,” was his terse reply.

      I stormed off, hating my brother even more than before. When Darren came to sit beside me that evening, I was too busy stabbing my venison to notice.

      “Ryiah?” The prince’s hand slipped over my own. “What’s wrong? You haven’t touched your food in days.”

      “Nothing.” I said the word bitterly, tearing off a forkful of roast and shoving it into my mouth.

      “Did I do something to upset you?” The pain in his voice lanced at my heart. “I…” He lowered his voice so that his brother couldn’t hear us over the other advisors and Council at the table. “I had the servants deliver that potion, but I…” His neck tinged red. “If that’s why you’re upset… If you aren’t ready...”

      My whole face flushed. “I-it’s not that.”

      “Are you sure?” His eyes bore into mine until I was forced to look away, traitor that I was.

      I fumbled for an excuse. “It’s Wren.” She was certainly a part of it. The lie flowed easily enough. “Every night your brother talks about Pythus. I can’t help thinking of her.”

      Darren’s gaze drew dark and his hand tightened on my own. “Soon, Ryiah, we will catch every last one of those rebels. Blayne has me scouring all of Marius’s reports for something he might’ve missed. He was so thorough, but I’ve been talking with the other advisors, and I think he might’ve been going about everything wrong. What if they aren’t in the South?”

      My breath caught in my throat as he continued. “We always thought that’s where they were because of all the attacks, but maybe that’s what they wanted us to think. Maybe their base is in the north.”

      “Your Majesty, we have a traitor in our midst.”

      I slammed back in my chair, wooden legs scraping against the floor.

      Mage Mira barged into the dining hall, leading two of her favorite mages and Derrick. His head was hung and his arms were dripping blood, and he stumbled with a slight limp.

      My heart slammed against my ribs so loud I couldn’t hear the next words Mira shouted. No, gods, no.

      King Blayne shot out of his chair, his brother a second later.

      Darren staggered back, mirroring my movements only a moment before.

      “We caught this one in the war chamber.” Mira had her men jerk my brother forward, and I heard his whimper as he dropped to his knees, a sickening crack echoing as his bad leg slammed against the marble tile. Derrick. “He was making a list. Looking at the books. Keeping a count of each city’s regiment. Writing names.” She spat the words and a drop of saliva hit my brother’s shirt. He made no move to wipe it away—he couldn’t, his hands were bound behind his back.

      Lists? Numbers? My pulse stopped as the facts came into play. My brother had never been looking for proof. His whole story about King Lucius was a lie. He’d been gathering information for the rebels on the Crown the entire time. And he’d been using me to get it.

      Betrayal rippled across my chest. And what was worse? My heart still bled for him. Even when I knew the truth. “It has to be a mistake,” I pleaded.

      “It’s not.” Mira’s eyes lobbed daggers at my own. “And for all we know, you were helping him. He’s your brother, seems to me a traitor wouldn’t fly far from the nest.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “If you ever accuse my betrothed of treachery again”—Darren’s voice rang out low and ominous without a second glance my way. His fists were white on the backs of his chair—“you will be disrobed and tossed in a cell to rot. Do you understand, mage?” He didn’t even address her by name.

      A hot flush of shame threatened to drown me.

      “That’s enough, Darren.” Blayne’s eyes were glued to my face. “Mira, have your men take him to the dungeons. Ryiah, Darren, you will come with Mage Mira and me to the war chambers. Now. The rest of you, continue your meal. You breathe a word of the rebel’s presence to anyone, and I will have you thrown in a cell right along side.”
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* * *

      “Ryiah.” The king met my eyes, and his ice-cold gaze bore into my own. Even though he was a good deal younger than Lucius, I could see his father staring right back. Lucius had trained his son well.

      I could only hope it was still Blayne on the other side.

      “Did you know your brother was a traitor to the Crown?”

      Deep, slow breath. No sudden movements. Shock plastered on my lips. Terror in my eyes. Fury and betrayal burning in my lungs. “No, I-I didn’t.”

      It’s not a lie. It’s not a lie. I thought he was a good rebel. I thought he cared about the kingdom. I didn’t know he was helping prepare the Caltothians for a war.

      “I told you, brother,” Darren snarled. “Ryiah would never betray us!”

      “If you can’t keep that temper in check, I will have you tossed out of this chamber!” Blayne countered. “Gods all know your beautiful betrothed can do no wrong. Any fool can see the way you look at her. But I am not blinded by love, Darren, and I am asking her a question. As her king. It would do you well to remember your place.”

      “It would do you well to remember she tried to save our father!” Darren shouted. “Ryiah tried to save Wren! She was attacked in Mahj! You tell me I am blinded by love, but she would be the last person in the world to betray the Crown, and it would do you well to remember I answer to you as your Black Mage, not a servant.”

      “One more word, brother.” Blayne’s voice boomed across the room. “One more word and I will have you thrown in the dungeons too. I am your king, and you will not speak to me like that again.”

      Darren wrapped his arms around my waist. He didn’t say another word, but his stance was a statement of its own. I shivered in his arms and prayed the brothers’ fight had kept Blayne from noticing my deceit.

      “I say we string the rebel up like the lowborn scum he is—” Mira’s eyes made a not-so-obvious slant toward my own, daring me to counter her claim. “—and then feed him hot coals. One at a time. It’s been a while since the people saw a traitor burn from the inside.”

      Darren’s arms and the look in Blayne’s eyes were all that kept me from lunging to tear her apart, limb-by-limb. Fingernails dug into the palm of my hands, and I imagined it was her skin instead.

      “Please,” my voice came out in a croak, “let me talk to Derrick first. You don’t know anything about the rebels. M-maybe he has information—”

      “Which we will get after a couple hours of torture,” Mira drawled.

      “How would you know?” I countered. She was so eager to get to my brother, and a part of me knew it was for that day in Caltoth. “None of the other rebels have ever succumbed to questioning. They chose death or found ways to take their life—”

      “They haven’t been questioned by me.”

      “Please, Blayne...” I slipped out of Darren’s hold to fall to my knees in front of his brother.

      “Ryiah—” Darren tried to protest, but I shook my head.

      If I had to beg, I would. “Please.” My head shot up to look at the king. Please don’t be your father. “H-he’s so young. Derrick didn’t know… If he confesses to his crime? I-if I can get him to tell you who they are, where they are…”

      “Go on.”

      “If h-he does all that… can you spare my little brother’s life?” I emphasized the term, hoping to draw on Blayne’s relationship to his own.

      The king folded his arms, his steel gaze unwavering. “For you, Ryiah, three days. If you can get your brother to confess, if you can get him to give my men the information you claim, I will consider it payment for his life.”

      “Thank you. Oh gods, thank—”

      “But, Ryiah,” Blayne’s voice was sharp. “I give Mira permission to start her methods the second day.”

      My heart hammered against my ribs, and Darren knelt down to help me stand, shooting a glower at his brother. “You don’t have to scare her,” he snapped. “Ryiah’s brother isn’t a bad person. Whatever fool decision he made, he’s young. She’ll get him to talk.”

      “You’d be surprised what kind of villain can exist in a family.” Blayne’s tone was curt. “Or have you forgotten our father so soon?”

      “Derrick is hardly—”

      “Anybody is capable of anything.” The king’s expression was dark. “It would do the two of you well to remember that. Do not let your love for anyone blind you from the truth. Those are the ones we stand to lose the most when they betray us.”
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* * *

      Mira and Darren led me through a series of halls, following a torch-lit corridor, passing stone stairs and rusted gates and all sorts of foul smells, before we finally reached the end. Through a narrow tunnel, we came across a final set of doors bound by iron bars and a set of two guards in King’s Regiment garb.

      The palace dungeons.

      “She’s not going in alone!” Mira snarled. “She could be plotting his escape!”

      “Do you not trust your own mages against one shackled soldier?” Darren gave the woman a hard look. “The rebels never responded to an inquisitor. Ryiah’s brother will be less willing to talk with anyone looming over their conversation.”

      “It isn’t right—”

      “Mira.” The prince swore. “I am not happy about finding a rebel in our midst, either, but there is nowhere that boy can escape. As your superior, and your prince, I am asking you to stand down.”

      The mage shot me a sour look as she gave the two others a nod, indicating they should let me in. I swallowed as the men turned the heavy key into the door’s lock, praying the guilt wasn’t written across my face. Does Mira see it?

      The guilt ate away at my lungs, but in that moment, there was nothing to stop me from seeing my brother and convincing him to take Blayne’s deal. Nothing. I would see him live.

      The door swung open, and the second it did, the terrible scent of decay and fresh urine was so overpowering I had to fall back. My hand covered my mouth and nose, but it didn’t make a difference. I felt as if I’d inhaled a cloud of death and rot; the air was so thick I could feel the particles pressing against my skin.

      Iron bars separated ten cells between the door and the wall. Manacles were secured to the bars inside. Blood stained the ground beneath, along with seeping buckets of what looked like old human waste.

      Then I spotted my brother. The only prisoner, furthest from the door. His leg was sprawled out on the dirty floor, and he was clutching his ribs. Blood stained the rags that barely covered his chest and thighs, nothing more than an old potato sack, threadbare and worn.

      Not one yard from where I stood was an iron chair, covered in spikes on every part of its surface, even the arm rests.

      The Prisoner’s Chair. I’d read about it in the history books at the Academy. It was a longstanding favorite of inquisitors. Criminals were fastened in and then the straps were tightened. The pain was supposed to be terrible, but most wouldn’t die. They would writhe in agony, for hours holding their breath wishing the pain to end. And then they’d be removed.

      They’d bleed to death in their cells. If they were lucky. If they survived, there were worse methods. There were devices that would stretch and then rip the limbs out of their sockets, one by one. Mutilation. Fire. Hot metal poured onto flesh.

      The kings of Jerar had many ways to interrogate their criminals. Most methods were usually too complex to waste the effort. A normal crime that warranted death was done by hanging. But most prisoners didn’t carry secrets that could reveal a large grouping of traitors to the Crown.

      “Derrick!” I threw myself against the bars of his cell, trying to hold my breath against the stench.

      “What are you doing here?” My brother’s cough was labored.

      “What do you mean?” My fists clung to the iron rods. “I came here to convince you to turn the others in.”

      Derrick said nothing.

      “Derrick!” My arms rattled the bars. “You have to turn them in!”

      “I’m not telling the Crown anything.” His voice was empty, toneless. “You know this, Ryiah.”

      “How can you say that?” My hands hurt from how hard I was gripping the steel. “They are going to have you killed, Derrick!” Tears stung my eyes as I fell to the ground outside his cell. “You have to tell.”

      “If I have to die, at least it won’t be the rebels’ blood on my hands.”

      “Their blood? What about Alex? Our parents? What about me, Derrick?” My voice raised wildly.  “Do we mean nothing to you?”

      “I would give my life just to keep the four of you safe.” He raised his gaze to mine, and his fists were clenched tight. “Just as I would for them.”

      “Why?” My voice boomed across the chamber, and I didn’t care if Darren and Mira heard me. “Why would you protect a group of traitors? Selling our country’s secrets to a Caltothian king?”

      “Ryiah—”

      “You lied to me!” My fingers dug into the hard metal bars. I inhaled sharply and the stench burned at my lungs. I made myself lower my voice so it didn’t carry across. “About everything. You were never even looking for proof, were you? You just told me what you thought I needed to hear.”

      He shifted his leg, and I could see how hard he was fighting to keep the pain at bay. “I wasn’t lying. King Lucius—”

      “You’re still lying to me now!” I bit back a scream. “And you know what’s worse? I don’t even care! I begged Blayne to spare your life, Derrick, because you’re my brother and I love you.” The bars groaned as I shook them again and again. “I can’t lose you. I need you to beg the king’s forgiveness and tell him everything!”

      “That man isn’t my king.” My brother’s words were bitter.

      “They will torture you, Derrick. And then they’ll kill you. They will do it in the worst way, because you are a traitor!”

      “Many great men have died the same.”

      “You are a bloody pawn!” I shrieked.

      “And you are a bloody fool!” he spat. “I wasn’t lying! Everything I said is true!” He lowered his voice to an angry hiss. “I was searching for proof. I may’ve neglected to tell you the part about getting the lists for Nyx, but that was only because I knew you would try to stop me!”

      “I don’t care. I don’t care!” I beat my fists against the metal, jagged ridges drawing blood. Then I lowered my voice to a snarl. “You’re going to tell them everything.” My eyes flashed steel. “Or I will.”

      “No, you won’t.” My brother’s gaze matched my own. Impenetrable walls of stone.

      “Yes, I—”

      “Would you give up your life in the palace?” His words hit my chest like a thick slab of ice. “Would you give up your prince? Would you willingly sacrifice Ian? And Ray? And all those lives in the north?” His laugh was cold. “Just to save me you’d be condemning yourself. The Crown would never trust you again if they found out you knew about the rebels—”

      I choked on air.

      “They might spare your life, because of him… But you will be right here alongside me. To live out your life in the dungeons, a traitor.”

      He’s right. My fingers slipped from the bars, and I slumped to the floor.

      “Maybe King Blayne would spare me, but I’d rather die a traitor than give up the others’ lives just to live rotting in these cells.” His next sentence cut into me worse than any blade ever could. “And you and I, we’re one and the same.”

      “Derrick…” I sobbed. “Please, w-what about Alex? Mom? D-dad?” What about me?

      “I’m so sorry.” Shame crossed the lines of his face, and for the first time I saw emotion in his eyes. Regret. “I love you, Ry.”

      “But they’ll never know!” Shards of glass ripped me apart. What about our family? “Three days, Derrick. They won’t even know until you’re dead!”

      “Tell them I’m sorry.” He tossed the leather cord and the copper ring clinked against the floor.

      “Derrick, no!” I beat at the bars. “Derrick, please!” There has to be a way.

      “Guards!” My brother raised his voice and it cracked. “Please take my sister away.”

      “Derrick, no!” I reached into the cell and grabbed his arm. I saw him flinch. “Please don’t do this!”

      A rough pair of hands dragged me back, hauling me away from his cell.

      “No!” I clawed at my captor, fingernails tearing apart skin, and blood streamed down like tears.

      “Ryiah!” Another pair of hands caught me and pulled me away from the first. Garnet flashed before my vision and tears burst out like a stream, clouding the room so that I could no longer see.

      “I will bring you back tomorrow,” Darren promised.

      “He’s not going to tell!” My voice was hoarse from the screams. “He’s not going to tell!” And I couldn’t either. I was a liar. And a coward.

      And I—

      “We need to get her out of here.” The prince’s panic was a distant call as my body crumbled in his arms. Moments later, my legs and waist were hauled and swung, my head falling against something soft. Pine and cloves muffled the stench of blood and rot, but then they made it worse.

      Home.

      I struggled to breathe. Cool glass pressed against my lips and someone begged me to drink. I opened my mouth to protest and a bitter liquid hit my tongue. Derrick. A steady stream forced me to swallow, again and again as pungent sweetness and herbs assaulted my lungs.

      Derrick.

      The deafening pounding of my pulse slowly gave way to a lull. The frantic struggle fell from my limbs.

      Derrick.

      A sense of calamity, and then… I never remembered the rest.
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      The second day my brother refused, Mira set to work on his inquisition. It was supposed to be the Black Mage who interrogated prisoners of high treason, but Darren had petitioned Blayne for a reprieve.

      A part of me longed to have him do it. Mira was bloodless and cold; it was hard for me to separate her from the enemy. My brother may’ve committed the crime, but I was in no state to consider reason. I had to be dragged away from the dungeon doors, and even then his screams still echoed in my head. They never went away.

      I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. I refused to drink. Darren was on his knees pleading with me just to breathe, and all I could do was stare at the wall. I needed a way to save my brother, and even if I were to reach out to the rebels, they were too far away. I had no way of knowing if he had a contact in the city, and Derrick refused to give me the answer for fear I’d try and trade the life of another for his.

      He wouldn’t have been wrong.

      I fell to madness by the morning of the third day. Mira’s methods had left my brother in a state so terrible that Darren had to drag me from the dungeon cells, kicking and screaming and threatening to kill the woman who’d done it.

      They tried to put me in my chamber with Paige to stand guard, but I broke down the door with my magic. When she tried to stop me, I cast a dagger and held it to her throat, shaking as I begged her to take me to the king.

      She could’ve stopped me, but something in her expression cracked and she sheathed her blade and let me by.

      I fell to my knees on the cold marble tile. By now they were purple and bloodied—fresh wounds reopening so new stains mixed with old—so many times had I dropped and scrapped and begged for my brother’s reprieve.

      “I’m truly sorry, Ryiah.” Blayne looked down at me from his throne, and his expression was full of regret. “I can’t let his crimes go unpunished. Not unless Derrick can give us the answers we need.”

      “P-please.” Darren was holding me as I cried, tears flooding the floor with pieces of my heart mixed up in between. “I’ll do anything.”

      “You have until dawn tomorrow.” Blayne looked away. “Too many lives are at stake. I want to spare him, Ryiah, I do. You’ve shown nothing but loyalty to the Crown…” His voice grew sharp. “But your brother put everyone in this kingdom at risk. Crown law dictates a traitor die after the first night, and I’ve given him three. More than my father would’ve ever done.”

      A part of me shattered on that floor. Darren and Paige helped me back to the dungeons where I fell apart, screaming and sobbing as I begged my little brother, who lay dying, to talk.

      Eventually, I was taken away and put back in my chamber with Darren sitting outside the door, his back to the panel as he spoke quietly to me inside.

      As the hours drew to a close, his voice grew hoarse. “I’m sorry, Ryiah.” Then I heard the soft pad of his boots as he retreated to his own room.
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* * *

      I tossed and turned, but I was never asleep. A thousand ideas crossed my mind as I fought reason for heart, and heart for reason. Every minute I considered bursting through that door to confess. I told myself I would tell Blayne everything and he would spare my brother.

      But then Derrick’s words came rushing back.

      “Would you give up your life in the palace?”

      I would.

      “Would you give up your prince?”

      I would love Darren from afar, in my cell, until the day I died. I could give up his love for me for my brother’s life. It would kill me to do it, but it wasn’t even a question.

      “Would you willingly sacrifice Ian? And Ray? And all those lives in the north?”

      To sentence hundreds of people to death…

      “And you and I, we’re one and the same.”

      He knew I couldn’t do it. Derrick knew. I could give up everything for myself, but I couldn’t give up the others.

      So many times the idea of breaking him out came to mind. It was as often as my breath… But even if I somehow found a way to do it, all I could think about was the Caltothian king and my brother’s lists. A part of me knew, if he escaped, King Horrace and the rebels would have everything they need to start a war.

      Hundreds, if not thousands, of lives would be lost.

      So much more than just my brother.

      I couldn’t do it.
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* * *

      Three hours past, and then at midnight an alarm rocked the palace walls.

      I shoved out of the blankets with a start. Every part of me knew what this was. I didn’t think or even breathe.

      I knew what to do.

      I could hear Darren through the thin walls of our rooms utter a muffled curse, and then the loud thump as he left his bed to go put on boots.

      The rebels are here.

      I didn’t bother to change out of my shift or copy the prince. I had only seconds before Darren reached the hall, and I had to get there first.

      I had to get to Derrick first.

      I took off at a run. Slip-sliding with my feet against the icy marble, I tore past the corner—no guards in sight. I could hear the panicked shouts heading toward the palace barracks.

      We’re under attack.

      The closer I got, I found two sets of guards crumbled and bleeding from their heads.

      I was going to stop my brother; it had to be me.

      When I reached the end of the corridor, I found Jacob half carrying my brother out of his cell, one of the dead guard’s keys dangling from a chain at his hip.

      The Ferren’s Keep solider greeted me with a sneer. “Come to stop us?” he challenged. “I always told Derrick you were never to be trusted.”

      My hand shook as I held it out in front of my chest.

      “You’re his sister, but you chose the Crown.” The boy took another step, and my brother’s head lolled against his friend’s chest. My heart skipped a beat as Derrick sucked in a ragged breath. He was so weak.

      “If you don’t let us go, you sentence him to die.” Jacob was only a couple steps away. His eyes glittered with malice and hate. “Is that what you want, swine?”

      “N-no!” I stammered the word as my wrist shook violently.

      “He loves you, you know.” Jacob’s words lashed out like a knife. “He kept telling Nyx she was wrong. He pled for the others to tell you every night you were out there practicing your blasted magic for the Candidacy.”

      You’ve got to stop them, Ryiah. Do it. Do it now before he talks you out of it—

      “Kill him.” Jacob shoved Derrick forward so that he was directly in front of my trembling fingers. My brother’s face was streaked in blood and swelling with cuts. His body was nothing but red, and he was struggling just to breathe.

      Derrick’s blue eyes met mine, and I saw defeat.

      “At least then it will be at the hand of his sister,” Jacob said. “Instead of an executioner.”

      I knew I had to do it. All those lives. The war. I had to.

      But my hand stilled. I couldn’t.

      I slumped to the wall, letting the two rebels pass. Jacob’s knowing smile brought on unbridled rage, but my brother… my brother was all I could think about.

      A shout and then a thundering boom.

      Jacob and my brother were sent flying against the dungeon door. There was a loud, splintering crack of wood.

      I heard the sound as running steps drew closer, and I forced myself up. I made no move to form a casting as I formed a barrier in front of my brother and his friend.

      “Stop!” Darren’s voice shot out. “Any further and I—” The prince reached the end of the hall and he skidded to a halt. “Ryiah?”

      “Darren…” My voice broke. “Please.”

      He stood frozen in place.

      “Please don’t let my brother die.”

      The prince’s gaze never left my face.

      He stepped to the side.

      Jacob finished pulling Derrick to his feet, and then they were off. Twin sets of boots thudding down the hall.

      Darren never made a move to stop them. He just stood facing me, his chest rising and falling with my own.

      He chose me.

      The words filled me, warmed me, made me whole. I couldn’t speak, but it didn’t matter. Darren reached out his hand and I took it.

      And then a flash of white lit up the hall ahead of us.

      I started to run, cutting across the corner to find Mage Mira standing above two crumbled bodies, twin burn marks protruding from their chests. Directly at the heart.

      Lightning still crackled just below her nails.

      “You missed something,” she said.

      And then I started to scream.
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* * *

      “She tried to stop them and she hesitated. You can’t blame her for not killing her own brother!”

      “She would’ve let them escape, Blayne!” the woman screeched. “She’s no different than a rebel herself!”

      “If that had been Marius—” Darren protested.

      “And he were a rebel?” The woman sneered. “I would’ve put a blade through him myself!”

      “Blayne!” The prince pleaded. “If it were you, I never could’ve done it—”

      “Because your king would never be so foolish!” The woman snorted. “And you were with her—”

      “I was trying to stop her! Ryiah’s magic is just as good as my own, and she caught me off guard. We were at a standstill when the boys escaped—”

      “For all we know, you were helping!”

      “Enough!” The third party roared. “I’m trying to think.”

      “It’s Ryiah, Blayne! You know her. She fought to save Wren and father during the attack! She lost her brother today. She made a mistake, but she would never be one of them. Don’t hold this against her.”

      Silence, then: “We will not hold Ryiah responsible for last night’s actions. The distraction the rebels caused in the gardens was done without her help. Her rooms were already searched—”

      “Blayne!”

      “Silence, brother. They came up empty. All the guards report no unusual activity, and her past actions demonstrate nothing but loyalty to the Crown. Her knight reports that the young woman has never been approached, and her family is loyal to the Crown.” He paused. “That said, I believe the Caltothians are recruiting at least some of their rebels from the border. The boy and his friend were both serving in the Ferren’s Keep regiment. Since it appears Commander Nyx was not aware of the actions of her men, I would like you, Darren, to send your top mages to investigate. Marius had no luck locating the rebels, but I trust you will be more thorough.”

      “Yes, brother.”

      “And, Mira, write to your brother in Langli. Tell him I want him to return to his investigations in the south. He might not be the Black Mage any longer, but I need all our best men on the job.”

      “Yes, your majesty…”
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* * *

      One day screaming and dying in bed. One day of rejecting the truth, burning it, tearing it right out of my chest, and feeding it to the shadows that chased me as I slept.

      Tears stung my eyes and a burning hate strangled my lungs.

      For one day, I allowed myself to shatter.

      I wanted to lose. I wanted to let the darkness take me right there. But I couldn’t. And so I took the potions the healers offered me. I listened when the boy begged me to eat. I smiled when all I wanted to do was scream.

      And then I begged to leave the very next morning. It didn’t matter that I was on the verge of losing myself to grief, it didn’t matter that I was breaking, that I could barely go a second without my heart screaming his name.

      I still had to tell them.

      And it couldn’t come as a letter. It couldn’t wait.

      Even if I wasn’t ready, I couldn’t give in to grief. Not until then.

      But I needed to do it alone.

      He understood. And so did his brother.
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* * *

      The five days’ ride to Demsh’aa was the hardest of my life. I rode on with four guards at my back and Paige at my front. Since the rebels had attacked the Crown not once but twice in the last couple of months, I was far too valuable to have just one guard in travel.

      Let them try.

      Now, I had two Combat mages, two knights, and my head knight, Paige, to protect me from the dangers of my brother’s betrayal.

      They couldn’t save me from myself. They couldn’t spare me from the crippling shame that was eating me out from the inside. They couldn’t hide the truth.

      Derrick was dead.

      It made no difference that he’d been a rebel, a traitor to the Crown.

      Whenever I thought of him, a cold fury slammed at my lungs. My hands balled into fists as I choked on a silent scream.

      How could he? How could he betray us? How could he get caught?

      How could he make me be the one to go home and tell them? My little brother was dead. Derrick. The one with the dimples. The easiest smile. The one who made all of my family laugh.

      I stifled a sob with a sharp, hitching breath and stared angrily out at King’s Road. I had two hours before I reached my parents. Darren had sent two envoys—one to my mother and father, the other to Alex and Ella in Montfort—telling them to expect me at my parents’ homestead in exactly one week. The journey for Alex and Ella would take a bit longer to travel.

      Just enough time for me to tell my parents on my own.

      I pulled at the leather cord at my neck. The skin there was rubbed raw. The copper ring glinted out in the sun. The “R” stared back at me, reminding me of everything I’d lost.

      A ring for each twin. A boy and a girl who couldn’t be more different. And then came Derrick, the feisty little boy with blond curls, three years younger but outspoken and always brandishing a stick in hand. He’d stolen my heart the moment he was born, and he’d continued to steal it with every breath… until the end.

      I’d given him the ring meant for me, telling him that each of my favorite brothers had a part.

      And now I only had one.

      More grief welled up inside at the way my parents looked as I told them when I arrived home that night. One thing was clear: the Caltothians had to pay. King Horrace had tricked Commander Nyx and her men, and my brother had died because of it.

      I would not turn in the rebels. I’d thought of it countless times in the day following his death, but I couldn’t. A part of me was ripped apart at the thought. Derrick had died for their cause. If I betrayed them now, it would mean my brother had died in vain.

      So I stayed silent. And I watched my parents fall. Dishes clattering, muffled cries, and tears. Angry, disbelieving shouts followed by stark betrayal and then grief.

      I joined them. And another part of me shattered. I knew, by the time Alex arrived, there would be almost nothing left to break.

      How many times can a person shatter?

      At least once more.
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* * *

      Paige and the rest of the guards from the King’s Regiment remained outside. She was able to grant me that much when my twin and his new wife walked through my parents’ door.

      “Ryiah.” Alex looked around the room, confused. His brow furrowed when he saw my parents in the corner clutching hands, their faces turned away. “What is it? Why were we summoned here?”

      Ella caught my expression before Alex understood. “No.” Her arms went around her husband just as he noticed the cord on my neck. I’d never taken it off.

      “Derrick?” My twin rasped. “Where is he?”

      I opened my mouth, but the words couldn’t come out. Tears started to swell at my eyes.

      “Derrick!” Alex’s voice turned raw. “Where is he, Ryiah?” He broke free of Ella’s grip and crossed the room, shaking me while I struggled to breathe.

      I can’t tell him. But you must. I can’t.

      “Ryiah!” My brother screamed in my face. “Where is Derrick?”

      My father’s sob was all he needed to hear.

      “No.” Alex stumbled back; his eyes were streaming tears. “No!”

      “He’s dead, Alex.” My mother made herself reach out and catch my brother’s arm. “Derrick is dead.” Her voice caught, and my father’s hand shot out to her shoulder.

      “What happened?” was Ella’s whimper.

      “How did you know first?” My brother’s eyes never left my face. “Ryiah, why are you the one to tell us?”

      “Derrick was a rebel.” My whole body trembled. All of the darkness, it came back, and it threatened to take hold. “A-Alex, he tried to steal information to help them—”

      “No.”

      “He g-got caught—”

      “No!” Tears streaked down his face.

      “Alex, I t-tried to have him confess. I t-tried—” I bit down on my lip to keep from sobbing. “—but h-he wouldn’t l-listen.”

      My brother sank to the floor, and Ella fell beside him.

      “The rebels… t-they broke him out.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Darren and I l-let him go, but h-he still got c-caught by one of the g-guards.”

      My brother was up in an instant. And then it was me being slammed against the wall, my back and shoulders flaring up in agony as he pounced on me, his voice a low snarl.

      “Why was he a rebel, Ryiah?”

      “Alex,” I whimpered.

      My twin shoved me harder and my parents cried out in horror. “There’s something you aren’t telling us, Ryiah!” he whisper-shouted. “You wouldn’t look this guilty—”

      “Alex!” Ella staggered to her feet. “Let her go!”

      “Not until she tells us what she’s hiding!” My twin’s eyes stayed locked on my face.

      “I’m not—”

      “No.” My brother cut me off. “Stop lying! This is me. I know every expression you make, Ry. I know you like I know myself, and right now, I know you’re hiding something.” He dropped his shoulders, letting his forehead press against mine, whispering. “What are you hiding, Ryiah?”

      My gaze fell to the doorway where the guards were still waiting. So far they would’ve just assumed our conversation was that of an angry brother in denial. They’d heard the same from my parents that first night I arrived.

      I grabbed his arm and spoke softly. “You need to lower your voice.” My gaze darted to my family and Ella as I pulled them to the furthest corner of our house.

      “I know who the rebels are.”

      “What—”

      Ella slapped a hand over my brother’s mouth. ”Alex!”

      “You know?” My mother’s gaze searched my own. “Why didn’t you—”

      “It’s dangerous.” My voice was pained. “Darren fought his brother just to grant me a reprieve. If Blayne suspected I-I knew anything…” I trailed off for a moment, and then forced myself to continue. “They are looking for traitors, a-and after Derrick, I d-didn’t want them thinking any of you were one of them. T-that you know something you shouldn’t.”

      “Why did Derrick join the rebels?” My father shook. “What did he tell you? Why was he at the palace and not the keep?”

      “What I tell you now”—my voice was barely a whisper, and I made myself stand strong—“it can’t ever leave this house. None of you can ever breathe a word of it to anyone, ever. Not even to each other.” I didn’t want to tell them, but how could I not? They deserved to know why their child was dead. Alex deserved to know why his little brother would never come home.

      And so I told them. I told them everything.

      My parents and Ella were horrified, but Alex…

      I shouldn’t have told him.

      “How do you know Derrick wasn’t telling the truth?” he pressed. “Did you see what King Lucius did to those prisoners? To me?” His voice quivered. “To Ella? Did you forget what the king allowed Blayne to do to her? What Darren did to you during the course of the apprenticeship? No—” He caught my protests before I could speak. “What Darren did was wrong, Ry. No man leads a woman on while he is betrothed to another. He lied to you, humiliated you in front of the court. He lied to you every gods blasted day for two years before he was finally man enough to do something about it—”

      “I told you why Darren did that!” My voice rose. “Don’t you dare—”

      “That whole family is evil!” My twin struggled not to shout. “Maybe Derrick was right. Maybe the brothers did know what their father was doing the whole time. Maybe your precious prince decided to murder his cruel father and his brother in one night, only he missed. Maybe this has been his plan all along. You said yourself you believed what the rebels said about King Lucius was correct. How do you know they weren’t telling the truth about the attack in Montfort?” Alex’s breath came out faster and faster, his chest rising and falling as his face grew red. “What if it wasn’t them or King Horrace? You let our brother die for nothing!” Hot tears streamed down his face, and he shoved Ella’s hand away when she tried to grab his wrist.

      My brother snatched up his saddlebag and threw it over one shoulder, his eyes twin daggers as he regarded me with hate. “The Crown has done too much to the people I love—”

      “Alex, no!” My father’s face was full of terror, and my mother raised her voice.

      “Alex, don’t you even—”

      “My little brother was murdered. And I didn’t even get to see his burial because our new king has his body hanging from a pike in the capital square.” His tone could’ve cut glass. “If he asks me to choose between a tyrant and a misguided group of people trying to make a change, I choose the latter. The rebels had the right idea all along.”

      “Alex!” Ella shook, trying to stop him from leaving. “Please, Ryiah didn’t tell you this so—”

      “I’m sorry, Ella.” My brother’s shoulders fell as he looked across to his wife. “You don’t have to come with me.”

      “Alex—” I reached out and he jerked back, eyes flashing.

      “Go ahead and turn me in!” he snarled. “You already let one brother die, what’s another?”

      My best friend and parents screamed and sobbed as my twin stormed out the door. A second later, a cloud of dust trailed as his mare kicked up a trail of dirt, galloping out into the night.

      I could barely breathe. Why did I tell him? My misguided guilt had turned my second brother against me, and now my betrothed was going to be hunting my twin with the rebels while his brother called on a war.

      There was a flurry of movement, and I realized Ella was running toward the door.

      “Ella!”

      “I’m sorry, Ryiah.” Her voice was hoarse. “I’ll try and stop him.”

      And then she was gone.

      Then it was just me and my parents.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      “First Derrick…” My father could barely speak. “And now Alex…”

      My mom just stared at me, and the way her nails dug into her palms, I knew she was fighting not to speak her thoughts aloud. But her eyes were sad, and my mother was never sad. She was strong.

      And now my parents were breaking.

      I heard what my father didn’t say, what my mom fought to swallow. Ryiah, how could you?

      I didn’t have a reply. There was nothing I could say to take back the pain I’d wrought.
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      I returned to the palace and my days were written in red.

      I saw Derrick’s face around every corner; every young man in the crimson soldier’s tunic was his ghost. Every stain against the cold marble was a pool of his scarlet blood.

      I looked into Darren’s eyes. Dark garnet was the color of my soul, and the Shadow God was counting down my days.

      I was a filthy traitor. To the boy I loved because every word from my mouth was a lie. To my little brother who’d died because I was too much a coward to speak the truth. To my twin because I had to be the one to break his heart and then send him on his way. To my parents because I was supposed to look out for my little brother, and I’d failed. To my best friend whose husband was now joining the wrong cause, all because I had told the truth when a lie would have been warranted instead.

      I was a traitor to everyone I loved. And I had only myself to blame.

      I wasn’t sure how a person like me could sleep. With the shadows that consumed my thoughts, I should’ve been writhing in terror each night. But the pain was helping. It kept me from the grief. It kept me from breaking one final time; it kept me strong.

      I went about my duties in a haze.

      A couple more weeks passed, and they assumed I was in mourning. It was understood the sister of a traitor might be experiencing a bit of despair. But I wasn’t depressed; I wasn’t crying myself to sleep… I was numb.

      The flames of the castle’s sconces danced for me as I passed. They taunted and beckoned, telling me they knew all my lies, that they knew my heart was really black.

      I should’ve turned in the rebels. If not for Derrick, then Alex. I should’ve gone to Blayne. I should’ve confessed everything and begged for Alex’s amnesty and condemned myself to the cells. I should’ve saved the lives of thousands by turning my brother and the rebels in.

      But I was a coward, too afraid what it would mean if the king decided my second brother was an even greater traitor than the first. Too afraid to take another brother’s life. Too afraid of his blood on my hands, so I sacrificed the others by silence.

      I was bound for the pit of darkness in the Realm of the Dead. It was only a matter of time.

      When the king announced that King Joren had agreed to our terms, that he would fulfill his end of the New Alliance, I felt not a moment of relief. The crowds rose up in Devon’s square, but my eyes were glued to the rafters.

      Darren had finally convinced Blayne to take down Derrick and the other rebels’ bodies. They’d been burned the previous night. Then… then I felt something.

      “Pythus has promised us forty warships. They set sail in two months.” Blayne’s words echoed across the crowd, inciting screams and cheers and frenzied cries for justice. The clamor of fools. Don’t they know we’re calling for blood?

      “Our Caltothian enemies will feel what it is to suffer. They will feel Jerar’s wrath.” The king’s eyes sparkled as he raised his fist in the air, his Black Mage at his side. “As your king, I promised you peace. And peace you shall have. Emperor Liang has renewed his treaty as well. A fortnight from today, my dearest brother will marry his betrothed. The two most formidable warrior mages our kingdom has ever seen, prince and princess of our realm, united. The Crown has never been more powerful.”

      Darren’s eyes fell to mine, and I looked away. I didn’t wait for his face to fall. A tempest of emotions threatened to burst. I needed to keep them inside.

      When the proclamations were done, I was first to exit the square.
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* * *

      He found me. Three knocks at the door, during which I feigned silence. I wanted him to go away. I wanted to be alone, but Paige let him in anyway.

      I heard her turn the key in its lock, an odd gravely sound that scratched at my ears.

      My room was a den of shadow. I didn’t want any light. And he didn’t try.

      Darren pulled up beside me on the bed.

      “I wish it didn’t have to be like this,” he said.

      I didn’t speak. I was too afraid if I did the words would fall away. Too afraid in the darkness I’d confess my sins, and I couldn’t speak a word. I couldn’t stand the blood.

      “You haven’t spoken a word to me since it happened.” I could hear his pain. It hurt me worse. “When Eve and Caine… when my father died…” He swallowed. “It was never like this. Derrick was your brother, and you loved him. He was the youngest, the one you were sworn to protect…” Darren shifted on the bed. “I know you, Ryiah. You’re blaming yourself. It’s what I would’ve done.”

      Silence was my only response.

      “You think you could’ve stopped it, but you can’t stop a person from his mistakes. When you returned to Demsh’aa, they blamed you, didn’t they?” Silence. “Alex always hated me. I’m sure he made me the villain… But we did nothing wrong.”

      I did. I made myself blink away the tears.

      “We never talked after…” Darren’s words fell to a whisper. “I would’ve let him go, Ryiah. I know it would’ve been a mistake. Gods, after all the rebels have done…” He was quiet for a minute, and then he made himself continue. “I swear to you, Ryiah, if I’d known Mira was there, I would’ve stopped her. For you.” His voice broke. “No one should ever have to watch a brother die.”

      My whole face was wet, and my hands trembled in my lap. I shoved them under the cover and held my breath, waiting for him to leave.

      “I wish I could take it all away.” Darren’s hand pressed against my wrist as he stood to go.

      There was the shift of shadows, and then he started toward the door.

      “Stay,” I whispered.

      The outline of his shoulders froze, and I heard the soft pad of his boots. They grew louder until he was at the edge of my bed.

      I curled up, sitting against the frame. The tears were drowning me. I didn’t want to be alone.

      Not tonight.

      Darren’s arms wrapped around my waist, and he pulled me against him, my back pressing against his front.

      He held me.

      The rise and fall of his chest carried me to sleep. His chin rested on my shoulder, pine and cloves enveloping me whole.

      Darren’s whisper was the last thing I heard.

      “I love you, Ryiah.”
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* * *

      Over the next two weeks, it got easier to breathe. In and out. Darren’s arms surrounded me as I slept. He came to my room each night, and each morning a pressed flower was next to my head. Without fail.

      The prince was going to cure me of everything Derrick had taken that night and everything Alex had stolen the day he joined the rebel cause.

      All Darren ever did was hold me. But that act alone was... everything.

      It was a drop of sunlight in a prison of ice. It warmed the part of me I was afraid I’d lost. It took the fear, the doubt, the terror, and it pushed it all away.

      And that final morning I awoke, I was happy. My ladies-in-waiting came to the door, and I smiled. It was small, barely a tug of the lips, but it was real.

      Today I was marrying my best friend.

      Because that’s what Darren was after all these years. Ella was one—she’d held my hand and carried me through the trial year and our apprenticeship—but this last year was Darren. The two of us had held each other through the darkest parts of our lives and never once let go.

      Madame Pollina and Celine and Gemma helped me bathe. Soft-scented rose water and oils made my skin glisten. They brushed my hair, pinning just a couple strands behind my head with copper pins. The rest remained down, loose waves framing my face.

      The powders they applied were bare and set to highlight my narrow cheeks, the softest gloss to my mouth, and the lightest shadows to darken the corners of my eyes.

      Then they brought out my gown. It was a cream yellow with light ruffles running diagonally down its silken skirts, and a fitted bodice of gold and orange beads. It was nothing like I’d ever imagined, and everything that I’d never known I wanted. With its matching satin slippers, it was fit for a princess.

      The loveliest thing I would ever wear.

      I stood on a small raised stand as they helped me into the dress in front of a gilded mirror studded with pearls.

      They laced the bodice, and I held my breath, my arms free from the weight of traditional sleeves.

      It was then I read his letter: “This dress reminds me of the midwinter solstice, our second year in the apprenticeship. Your arms were bare and Priscilla told you it made you look common… Ella asked me what I thought, and I remember your face when I didn’t reply. Ryiah, I want you to know that you looked beautiful. So beautiful that I couldn’t stop staring even if I tried. And then I asked you to dance, and even though I knew it would only bring the both of us heartache, it was the best night of my life. And now I want you to wear a dress just like it today, as you become my wife.”

      “Don’t cry!” Celine snatched the card out of my hand before I could read it again. “We just finished with your face.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered. But I wasn’t. Not after reading Darren’s letter.

      My eyes were a bit blurry, and ever mindful of Celine’s warning, I lifted a cautious finger to swipe away the water that had started to form at the rims.

      I blinked twice, and then regarded myself in the mirror.

      And that’s when I saw it.

      What I’d been missing all along. What I’d failed to see until the moment that yellow silk caught the light.

      “Might I have a couple minutes,” I rasped, “alone?”

      “My lady, you don’t have much time before the ceremony!”

      “Please?” I gasped for air, my fingers trembling as I pressed them together in hopes no one would notice.

      Madame Pollina sighed and then motioned for my ladies to go, trailing after them to the door. She ducked her head in one last time. “Ten minutes, my lady.”

      I waited until their mindless chatter trailed off down the corridor.

      I took one last look at my dress. My yellow silk dress.

      Then I shut my eyes and let the memory flood back.

      A scared girl, no more than six, tugging at a yellow silk ribbon at the end of her curly black braid.

      A man who looked nothing like his daughter, dragging her along to meet with a crown prince in the stands of the Candidacy.

      The black-haired Caltothian ambassador looking on, no longer indifferent, cold fury written across his face, fists clenched at his sides, eyes locked on the same pair as me.

      And then Blayne’s voice: “Come now, Father, everyone knows the noblemen take a lover or two during their travels, even their wives. Why, it’s a common enough saying: the longer at sea, the more lovers she keeps.”

      The woman we kidnapped during the apprenticeship in Dastan’s Cove.

      Lady Sybil was awaiting her husband’s return.

      I left the dais to press my palms against the side of the wall. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not like this.

      But now that the gates had been thrown open, the memories wouldn’t stop. Three years ago, the lady had had a three-year-old daughter with black curls.

      The mother adjusting the pale silk ribbon on the waist of her daughter’s dress.

      Little Tamora, who looked just like that girl in the stands. The same blue eyes, the same age, the same fondness for silk. The black hair of the mother. The curls that mirrored Lord Tyrus. The blue eyes that matched both.

      The cold fury on his face…

      He couldn’t have been Baron Cyr. The other dignitaries would have recognized…

      Was Lord Tyrus a lover?

      Was Tamora his daughter?

      Cold steel cut at my chest, and my whole body seized. Had Blayne known?

      But how? How would he—

      And then I remembered.

      The Caltothian traitor. Flint. He’d been a sentry who served among Lady Sybil’s men. He’d mapped out the terrain for Dastan Cove and knew the in’s and out’s of Baron Cyr’s castle. Her husband was away at sea for many months at a time.

      Master Byron’s words returned: “Lucky for you Commander Chen has recently received orders from the Crown.”

      And then, Mira’s threat as she informed us that our mission was “never to be discussed with anyone unless you have permission from the king.”

      The Crown had ordered a kidnapping, but on whose orders? King Lucius?

      “I asked my father that year we returned to the palace,” Darren had replied. “He told me he couldn’t recall.”

      What if the reason the king couldn’t recall was because the orders were never his?

      Blayne and Darren had hated their father. But Blayne… Blayne had suffered much longer at his hand.

      The crown prince just gave me a sardonic smile. “It takes much more to impress when you are his heir. Darren wasn’t always around. In any case, I’m better for it now.”

      Had Blayne planned all of this? Had he been planning this for years?

      Crown orders for a secret mission nobody knew about. Kidnapping the lover and child of the head Caltothian ambassador? Blackmailing Lord Tyrus with his child’s life?

      Had the girl been brought to the Candidacy, within the lord’s sight, as a reminder? A promise to keep her alive in exchange for a crime? Murdering a king in front of a room full of soldiers and knights and the world’s greatest mages. The man had never expected escape.

      “For Caltoth!” It’d been a cry to remind the audience it was an attack and to show the other country’s ambassadors the ultimate breach of a treaty.

      No one would be able to tie Lord Tyrus to Baron Cyr’s missing wife and child. No one would’ve known she had a lover.

      No one but a traitorous sentry, one who’d managed to explore every inch of Baron Cyr’s castle unnoticed. One who had perhaps seen Lord Tyrus visit Lady Sybil while her baron husband was away.

      Perhaps Flint had been one of the traitors hired by King Lucius to stage the attacks on the Jerar-Caltothian border.

      Maybe Commander Nyx and King Horrace never lied. Maybe Derrick was telling the truth.

      And maybe Blayne, tired of being in his tyrant father’s shadow, had decided to bribe his father’s man to learn Caltothian secrets to find something to use to his advantage. Because perhaps his father had told him about all of the staged attacks. After all, Blayne had been groomed as King Lucius’s successor for years. Why wouldn’t the king share his secret with his heir?

      And perhaps Blayne had needed a mage to help accomplish his mission. Not a commander, not the current Black Mage, but the jealous sister, Mage Mira. The one who would love a position of power more than anything. Something to distance herself from her prodigious brother. Something to rise.

      She stepped in like a hero to kill the king’s murderer. It’d been so easy. So convenient. It had earned her a place as King’s Regiment lead mage. Blayne’s right hand in castle affairs.

      Blackmailing Lord Tyrus with his lover and child would’ve accomplished two goals with one act:

      First, kill the father. The man who’d tormented him for years. The king who’d taken a sweet boy and made him a monster.

      “You see the boys as the men they are now,” Benny had said. “They were much different back then.”

      Second, convince the other countries that Caltoth had broken the Great Compromise in one indisputable act. Killing off a Pythian heir was an added blow to the shrewd King Joren, who was so reluctant to pick a side between Caltoth and Jerar.

      Blayne had been poisoned, of course. But what if it had been a farce? What if one of the healers had already had an antidote on hand?

      It took a healer precious minutes to identify a strange poison’s symptoms, and even longer to cast the correct balance of magic mixed with the herbs and powders on hand. I’d seen the Restoration mages struggle during their Candidacy trials just to concoct the correct casting for their prisoner’s ailment in time. And those took close to an hour.

      The crown prince had been healed within twenty minutes.

      I slipped to the floor.

      This past year, even with everything Blayne had done to win my trust, I hadn’t ever trusted him, not completely.

      But I’d let down my guard after he’d shown me a bit of his past. Isn’t the best bit of truth always woven in with a lie?

      But why hadn’t he tried to kill me, too? Why hadn’t he just rid the palace of the girl he hated and force his brother to marry Priscilla instead?

      The crown prince had hated me from the moment we met. The second he saw the way Darren looked at me that second year at the ascension feast—

      And then I paused. Darren. That was it.

      “My dear,” Benny had said, “Darren is the only person that boy has ever cared for, besides himself.”

      Blayne hadn’t been able to do it, not after he saw how hard Darren had worked to trick his father into accepting me as his betrothed. An infatuation he could ignore. But love? As much as Blayne hated me, he loved Darren more. The younger brother who continuously fought his father to protect him from the blows.

      Blayne had probably felt indebted to Darren, and so he’d made me a part of his plans. He’d changed his game; he showed me vulnerability, earning sympathy in his father’s cruel acts to win me to his side.

      It was all to further his ploy. Like Blayne had said: “The two most formidable warrior mages our kingdom has ever seen... The Crown has never been more powerful.”

      He’d been building his indisputable reign all along.
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* * *

      My head pressed against the chamber wall. I kept my eyes clenched shut as the wave of nausea hit, breathing heavily through my nose.

      Derrick.

      I pressed my fist to my mouth. Teeth scraped against skin as the scream ripped me apart. It clawed up from my chest. It was so long and so hard I had to slap my other hand over it to muffle the cry. Blood coated my tongue. I choked on hot metal that was melting my lungs.

      Derrick.

      The screams rippled along my bones, one after the other, until all will left my limbs. My hands and arms went limp against the cold marble floor.

      I let him die. I let him die, and I could’ve helped him escape. I was the second best Combat mage in the realm. I could’ve taken on a whole legion of guards. Why didn’t I do something?

      That first night, after he was caught, I could’ve saved him. I would’ve been caught, of course, and tossed in a cell to rot. But Darren would’ve convinced Blayne to spare my life.

      And I could’ve let my brother live.

      But instead, I’d called my brother a traitor. I’d blamed him for not telling me everything about the rebels’ orders. And why would he? He’d known the Crown was tainted. He’d suspected the wrong brother, but he’d been close.

      Why didn’t I listen? The answer had been staring me in the face the entire time.

      Blayne was evil. What he’d tried to do to Ella, the way he had treated me when he thought I was just a distraction to his brother…

      I’d known all along. I’d known, and then I’d looked the other way. Because the black wolf had dressed up like a white lamb. The fool that I was, I’d seen the wolf become the lamb and never bothered to wonder whether the one was still the other. Because a person couldn’t ever be good and evil at once.

      Little girl, don’t you know? The world is made up of shades of gray.

      I was one of the few people who’d served on that mission to Caltoth, and I was the only one who’d seen Tamora at the stands in Montfort. I’d even seen the way the Caltothian ambassador looked at her and the prince. No one else could’ve added up those two clues but me.

      I’d condemned my little brother to death. My family was right to hate me. I hated me.

      The pain I’d suffered after his death—the agony, the torment, the rage, and self-flagellation. The guilt—it was nothing compared to this moment now.

      But it was also different. Because this time I couldn’t be a victim. I couldn’t be the little girl who shut out the world. I couldn’t break apart any longer. I had to do something. And I knew exactly what I had to do.

      I had to keep Darren and Marius from finding out the rebels’ identity. Blayne had given them orders to investigate, and it would be my mission to sabotage.

      I had to find the proof the rebels were looking for, anything I could use to prevent a war.

      I had to gather as much information as I could. My position in the Crown granted me access to things that would raise questions were it anyone else. I’d proven my loyalty time and time again—even Blayne had agreed with Darren. I was not a rebel; I was not a threat. But I was now.

      I had to convince the Pythian ambassador not to honor the alliance with Jerar. He’d seen me try to save his niece, he’d respected my negotiations—he’d have to convince King Joren.

      And then, then I had to find a way to stop the king of Jerar.

      My fist closed around the dagger. The casting had appeared at a moment’s notice.

      I could kill him now. Darren wouldn’t be able to stop me. He wouldn’t be on his guard. He wouldn’t be able to save his brother…

      A rage boiled in the pit of my stomach and spewed to the surface, deadly tendrils of anger piercing at my ribs. My fist clenched the edge of the blade so tightly that blood had started to slip down my wrist. Small splatters of red dropped against the skirts of my dress.

      It would be so easy. I could do it now.

      But I couldn’t. For the same reason Blayne couldn’t kill me.

      Darren.

      Darren didn’t know about any of this. He didn’t know what his brother had done. He didn’t know what Blayne was capable of. He didn’t know his brother had set fire to the world just so he could watch it burn.

      All he knew was he loved him. That he’d watched his older brother suffer blow after blow, and that he’d been the one to save him. King Lucius had raised Darren as Blayne’s right hand.

      As twisted as the king might’ve been, he’d been wise beyond his years. The best way to preserve the throne was to encourage unswerving loyalty in two brothers, and what better way to unite them than terror and hate? Lucius had been grooming a tyrant and his right hand

      I’d begged and pleaded for my brother, hoping beyond hope Blayne wasn’t his father.

      Blayne was crueler.

      I should’ve been hoping it was his father, and not Blayne, staring back.
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* * *

      The ladies-in-waiting returned for finishing touches before the ceremony began. Pollina was aghast to see the fresh stains on my skirts and my fist.

      I told them I fell. That the bones of the corset had been too tight. After all, they’d found me on the floor. The tears in my eyes? Just from losing my breath.

      I was nothing more than an anxious girl before she married the boy of her dreams.

      Even though inside I was nothing but screams.

      You will lose him.

      As soon as the thought entered my mind, I knew it was true.

      I couldn’t tell him. Even if Darren believed me, he would insist on confronting his brother, and his brother was king. Blayne would have me beheaded at a moment’s notice. I might’ve stood a chance against a small collective of mages, but an army?

      And what proof did I have? Nothing. I had no papers, no witness, nothing but a memory of a little girl with a slip of yellow ribbon in her hair.

      Darren had never seen that little girl in the stands. He’d only seen the ambassador.

      Everything else was a miles-long conclusion that would sound like the ranting of a madwoman determined to clear her brother’s name.

      And Blayne was his brother. Darren wouldn’t be able to keep a secret or turn against him. Even when I’d believed Derrick capable of putting thousands of lives at risk, I’d still let him escape. I’d still chosen my brother.

      And Darren would choose Blayne.

      I would lose Darren. By keeping these secrets, by turning a traitor, by ultimately betraying the Crown… I would lose. But sometimes the sacrifice is worth the cost.

      My cost would be Darren.

      I would keep him safe. From the rebels. From Blayne. From myself—except for my lies. And when this was all over, when we had his brother in chains and the country was safe from his family’s tyrannous plague, then I would fall to my hands and knees, and I would beg his forgiveness.

      And maybe, someday, we could be that boy and girl he talked about and we would leave this all behind.
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* * *

      I entered the ceremonial chamber, and the sun’s rays caught on my dress.

      A glow of butter-yellow against scarlet-red locks and steel-gray eyes.

      Down the row I walked, head held high as I strode across to the priest.

      My eyes were locked on the tapestry behind him. It depicted a king in a gilded chair, a crown atop his head and a hematite pendant at his throat. With a man in ceremonial black robes at his right. His Black Mage.

      The king and his right hand. Blayne and Darren.

      My slippers glided along the soft carpet lining the walk, and it was only as I reached the end that I let myself look to my left.

      Darren stood there, his face a wash of emotion. Ink-black, jaw-length locks and garnet eyes—everything I’d ever loved. In his robe. Just like the tapestry.

      He held a hand out as I climbed to the top of the dais.

      The priest garbled on, almost incoherent in his speech. And then he stopped. He dipped his thumb into a bowl of crimson wine and pressed once along my forehead and then once along the prince’s.

      He issued a prayer.

      And my eyes slid to the king waiting below, a cruel smile painting his mouth, his soul stained red with the blood of hundreds, every life lost in the name of the Crown.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d missed it before. It was the same smile I’d witnessed countless times over the last year, only this time I could see it for what it was.

      Evil. Corruption. Greed.

      “Do you, Prince Darren, First Prince to Jerar and Black Mage to the Crown, take the Lady Mage Ryiah of Demsh’aa as your wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward and keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”

      “I do.” Darren’s voice rang out across the hall. His whisper after was enough to bring me back and break me. “Always.”

      “And do you, Lady Mage Ryiah of Demsh’aa, take Prince Darren, First Prince to Jerar and Black Mage to the Crown, as your wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward and keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

      My hands trembled as I made myself look left and into the eyes of the boy I would betray.

      “I do.”
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